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Lesson Two – Ancient Greece Government and the Peloponnesian Wars 

6.48 Trace the transition from tyranny and oligarchy to early democratic forms of government and back to 
dictatorship in ancient Greece, including the significance of the development of the idea of citizenship.  
6.49 Explain how the development of democratic political concepts in ancient Greece lead to the origins of 
direct Democracy and representative Democracy , including: · the “polis” or city-state · civic participation and 
voting rights · legislative bodies · constitution writing · rule of law 
6.50 Compare and contrast life in Athens and Sparta.  
6.51 Compare and contrast the status of women and slaves between Athens and Sparta . 
6.53 Analyze the causes, course, and consequences of the Peloponnesian Wars between 
Athens and Sparta.  

 Forms of Government 
Forms of Government 
Because of the unique geography of Greece, many of its cities were established on islands, or separated by the hills 
and mountains of the mainland. For this reason, ancient Greeks formed independent city-states, rather than one 
united civilization like those in ancient Egypt or Rome. The systems of government used to rule these city-states went 
through many changes over time. 
 
Monarchy 
During the Mycenaean period (c. 1400–1150 BCE), most city-states were ruled by monarchies, a system of 
government where one person—the king or queen—has the power to rule. Monarchy comes from the Greek mono-
,meaning one, and archos, meaning leader. Monarchies in Greece were hereditary. When a king died, his son or, 
rarely, his daughter would inherit power and become the new king or queen. Kings often had many advisers and 
officials from the upper class to help them make decisions. Depending on the city-state, the king’s advisers had 
varying amounts of power. 
 
Oligarchy 
The natural isolation of the Greek city-states meant they each developed independently. Still, they often followed the 
same general trends. As the power of the kings grew, the people they ruled became more discontented. Eventually, 
the people overthrew the kings, and around 800 BCE they established oligarchies, or governments where only a few 
people hold power. Oligarchies usually consisted of members of the upper classes, those with the most wealth and 
property. They lived extravagant lives, while the working people produced most of the city-state’s resources. The 
governments passed unpopular laws they implemented by force. Although some city-states remained oligarchies well 
after the Persian Wars, by the 600s BCE people in many city-states disliked the oligarchies enough to seek another 
form of government. 
 
Tyranny 
Around the mid-600s BCE, many Greeks sought the help of powerful individuals to remove the members of the 
oligarchies from power. Usually, these powerful individuals were people in the military. These men used a variety of 
means to gain control, from political tactics to violence. After removing the oligarchs from power, many of these men 
established themselves as the absolute rulers of their respective city-states. This meant they had complete control of 
all aspects of government. This type of government is known as a tyranny. Although today the word tyrant, the leader 
of a tyranny, has a negative connotation, in ancient Greece the term was used to describe any leader who had taken 
power by overthrowing the previously established government. Many tyrants in ancient Greece were popular leaders 
who improved life for many Greeks. However, in some Greek city-states, tyrants did abuse their power. 
1. What were the three forms of government used in ancient Greece? 

 
2. Describe who ruled in the following forms of government. 

Monarchy - 
 
Oligarchy -  
 
Tyranny - 
 

 
Democracy 
In 510 BCE, the tyrant Hippias, who ruled Athens, was removed from power by a Spartan. This Spartan hoped to 
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establish an oligarchy that would give Sparta some control over Athens. However, the Athenians resisted the 
leaders the Spartans tried to install. The aristocracy battled for control for a few years, but around 508 BCE, Athens 
established a new form of government. The new government of Athens was known as a democracy. The word 
democracy comes from the Greek demos, meaning people, and kratos,	meaning power. In democracies, all citizens, or 
members of the city-state, share the power of ruling. Several other Greek city-states also developed democracies 
during this time, but the government of Athens had the greatest influence on modern democratic governments 
around the world. 

The new style of government established in Athens was a direct democracy. Every qualified citizen could vote 
and be called to serve on the assembly or on the jury. In comparison, most democracies today, including the United 
States, are representative democracies. This means the people elect representatives, such as senators or members of 
congress, to make decisions and create laws that reflect the interests of the people. 

Although the exact details and procedures of Athenian democracy changed over time, the basic structure was as 
follows: A council of 500 men, who were chosen by lot, or lottery, each year, proposed laws. This council was similar 
to the modern Congress established by the United States in that its representatives created laws and acted on the 
behalf of the remaining citizens of Athens. However, unlike Congress, the council did not pass the laws. The 
Assembly, which consisted of citizens from every social class, would vote on the proposed laws. The first 6,000 
eligible citizens who arrived at the meeting could participate in the assembly. However, not everyone in Athens was 
considered a citizen. 

Only about 20 percent of the population of Athens had citizenship. Citizenship was limited to free men who were 18 
or older. Women were not considered citizens and did not have any of the rights that male citizens enjoyed. However, 
if both of a woman’s parents had been born in Athens, she could marry an Athenian citizen and refer to herself as the 
wife of a citizen, and she could then pass citizenship along to any sons she had. 

Traders, and other workers who were not born in Athens but lived there, were known as metics. They did not have the 
rights of citizenship and could not own land. However, Athenian citizens sometimes paid metics to work on their 
land. Citizens also used enslaved people to do some of the work in their homes and businesses. Enslaved people were 
at the bottom of the social hierarchy in Athens. They were not citizens and had few rights. 

1. What is a democracy? 
 

2. How is a direct democracy different from a representative democracy? 
 
 

3. Describe the roles of the following aspects of Athenian Democracy. 
The Council - 
 
The Assembly -  
 
Citizenship - 
 
Women - 
 
Slaves -  

 

Athens vs. Sparta 
Athens 
Athens was located near the sea, and the surrounding area had little quality farmland. However, it was easy for 
Athenians to travel by boat to trade for food and other resources that they needed. As a result, Athenians found their 
strength in sea trade and their naval fleet. Athens became wealthy based on its trade with Greek city-states and other 
civilizations around the Mediterranean Sea. 
 
Athenian Culture 
As a result of this wealth and the ability to secure their basic needs through trade, Athenians could spend less time 
working and could focus on cultural pursuits. Athens became a center of culture. Athenian artists sculpted, made and 
decorated pottery, wrote plays, danced, played music, and designed elaborate temples and other large buildings. 
Athenian philosophers also debated and discussed the great ideas of the time. This environment of debate and 



3	 																																																																																
discussion was fostered by the democratic system of Athens, because all citizens were expected to participate in 
government and needed to be knowledgeable on the important issues of the time. 
 
Societal Roles 
Much of the daily life of Athens centered on the business of trade and the arts. Men took care of all of the daily 
responsibilities of their businesses. They took care of tasks for their homes, such as shopping at the market, as well. 
Men also spent much of their time meeting in the public squares to discuss business and politics. This free time was 
available to the men of Athens because members of the enslaved class took care of many of their responsibilities at 
home and with their crops. 

Because the men took charge of most of the business outside of the home, the women of Athens rarely entered public 
spaces. They were expected to stay home to complete domestic chores and raise children. These roles were reinforced 
in the education of children in Athens. 

Education 
Boys were taught to read, write, and participate in cultural life. As they grew up, they became traders, artisans, and 
merchants who actively participated in the culture and politics of Athens. When they reached the age of 18, they took 
the oath of citizenship and became full participants in the daily life of Athens. 

Girls had fewer options and opportunities in their lives. They did not go to school. They stayed home and were 
instructed by their mothers in how to keep a home and raise children. Despite their limited ability to participate in 
government, women were important to the religious life of Athens. They could become priestesses and often led the 
daily religious ceremonies that took place in the city-state. 

1. What did Athenian society center around? 
 

2. What allowed the Athenians to focus on cultural pursuits? 
 
 

3. Describe the following roles in Athenian Society 
Men - 
 
Women - 
 
Boys -  
 
Girls -  
 

 
Sparta 
The Greek city-state of Sparta was located on the Greek peninsula south of Athens in the middle of 
the Peloponnesus, an area of rich farmland. Sparta did not experience the same changes in government that 
Athens and other city-states experienced. Sparta remained a military oligarchy while other city-states shifted to 
tyrannies and democracies. A military oligarchy is a government in which the military exercises control over the 
people. Despite this, the Spartan system of government did share some similarities with the democratic governments 
of the other city-states. 

The Spartan government was divided into two bodies: the Gerousia, or council of elders, and the Apella, or assembly. 
The Gerousia was similar to the Council of 500, and the Apella was similar to the Assembly in Athens. However, the 
council of elders in Sparta was smaller and had much more power than Athens’s council. The Spartan council 
consisted of only 30 members, selected by the assembly from an eligible group of citizens who were at least 60 years 
old. The elders served on the Gerousia for life. The council submitted all business for the assembly to consider and 
had ultimate judicial power. It was the only Spartan court that could pronounce the death sentence or recommend 
exile. In theory, the Apella was the final authority on all decisions; however, in practice, the assembly only approved 
decisions already made by the Gerousia. The Gerousia also included two kings, who had complete authority during 
times of war. 

The Apella consisted of full citizens older than 30. The assembly debated and voted on the issues that the council of 
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elders submitted for their consideration. Unlike the Assembly in Athens, where all citizens could speak, only the 
kings, elders, and other high-ranking government officials could speak during debates. The citizens on the Apella 
voted orally on the issues. Although Spartan women could become citizens, they were not allowed to vote in the 
assembly. 

The large class of enslaved people, known as helots, that lived in Sparta were not considered citizens and could not 
participate in government. The helots were people who had been conquered by the Spartans. Helots vastly 
outnumbered the Spartans, which made the Spartans continuously afraid the helots would rise up against them in 
revolt. Helots were closely controlled, and any suspected slave leaders were quickly killed to prevent unrest or 
rebellion. Despite this harsh treatment, enslaved people did have the right to marry and could eventually buy their 
freedom. 

1. What kind of government did Sparta have? 
 

2. What role did the helots play in Spartan society? 
 
 

3. Describe the make-up and function of the following aspects of Sparta’s government 
Gerousia - 
 
Apella -  
 

The rich farmland of the Peloponnesus was attractive to many other city-states and civilizations. The fears of 
outside invasion and of a helot revolt led Sparta to create a dominant military culture that affected all aspects of 
Spartan life. 

Spartan Culture 
Because Sparta based its power on military strength, Spartans spent little time focusing on arts and culture. From 
birth, Spartan citizens were raised to become soldiers. When a boy was born, he was brought before a council of 
elders who examined him to ensure he was healthy. If the boy was determined to be healthy, he was returned to his 
parents. If the council decided the child was not healthy in some way, the baby was taken away from his parents and 
left to die of exposure. Spartans believed this practice would strengthen their society by ensuring that only the 
strongest members survived. 
 
Education 
When boys reached the age of 7, they left their families and moved into the barracks—military housing—to begin their 
training as soldiers. They remained in training until age 20, at which time they became members of the Spartan army. 
They were allowed to marry after they turned 18, but they were not allowed to live with their wives until they turned 
30. 

Although their training was not as intense as that of their male counterparts, Spartan women were also trained in 
military techniques, to be able to defend Sparta should enemies attack while the men were away. Additionally, 
women performed many exercises to become and stay strong, because Spartans believed strong women produced 
strong children. 

Societal Roles 
While Spartan men maintained power in government affairs, women played an important role in Spartan society. 
Because the men spent much of their time training for and fighting in wars, Spartan women were expected to run the 
household and handle the daily business when the men were unable to. 

The helots, Sparta’s enslaved class, also played an integral role in society. While the men and women were training 
for war, the helots carried out the daily work of the city-state. They made the goods, farmed the land, and conducted 
the limited trade that Sparta had with other city-states. 

1. What was Spartan society centered on? 
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2. Describe the role of the following in Spartan society: 

Men - 
 
Women - 
 
Boys - 
 
Girls - 
 
Slaves - 
 

 
The Peloponnesian Wars 
The Greek states and the Persian Empire fought a series of wars, known as the Persian Wars, over nearly half a 
century. Persia launched two invasions against Greece in 490 BCE and 479 BCE, but the Greeks overcame the 
Persians and succeeded in freeing the Greek city-states on the border of Persia. After the Persian 
Wars, Athens formed the Delian League in order to help defend the island city-states from further Persian 
aggression and to help free those city-states that were still under Persian rule. City-states that were members of the 
league were required to pay the Athenians for continued protection by the Athenian navy. However, instead of using 
the money on the navy, the Athenians used much of the money from the league to finance their own building projects, 
such as the Parthenon—a temple built to honor the goddess Athena. 

Its leadership position gave Athens some control over the other members of the Delian League. As it grew in power, 
Athenians grew more arrogant and began to treat league members more as colonies than allies. Delian League 
members resented being treated this way, especially because the Persians were no longer considered a serious threat. 

In 431 BCE, Sparta joined with other discontented members of the Delian League to fight Athens. Some members of 
the league remained loyal and fought with Athens. The Peloponnesian War raged on and off for 25 years. Neither side 
achieved an advantage during much of that time. 

Finally, in 405 BCE, Sparta sought aid from Persia to help defeat Athens's navy. Persia was angry with Athens for its 
continued aggression after the Persian Wars. With the help of the Persians, Sparta was able to defeat the Athenian 
navy. The loss of most of its fleet made it difficult for Athens to obtain resources. The Spartan army then surrounded 
Athens to cut off supplies, and starved its citizens into surrender. This defeat significantly reduced their power and 
effectively destroyed Athens’ control over other city-states. With the defeat of Athens, Greek democracy went into 
decline and other types of government became dominant. 

Although Greek democracy declined for a time, it would eventually reestablish itself in Athens in the fourth century 
BCE. Also, the ideas the Athenians had built their government on survived. Those ideas would affect the development 
of future democracies, including that of the United States. 

1. What was the Delian League? 
 

2. What sparked the Peloponnesian Wars? 
 
 

3. What happened during the course of the Peloponnesian Wars? 
 
 
 

 

 
Match the word with the description! 

Athenian Assembly Direct Democracy 
Sparta Athens 

Oligarchy Tyranny 
Athenian Council Athenian Boys 

Gerousia Monarchy 
Democracy Athenian Women 
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Athenian Girls Apella 

Citizenship Representative Democracy 
Peloponnesian Wars Spartan Women 

Delian League Helots 
Spartan Boys Persia 

 
1.                            - a system of government where one person—the king or queen—has the power to rule.  
 
2.                            - governments where only a few people hold power, usually members of the upper classes, those with the most 
wealth and property.   
 
3.                            - powerful individuals, usually from the military, who removed the people from power, by political tactics or force 
and would then establish themselves as absolute rulers of their city-state. 
 
4.                            - a system of government where all citizens, or members of the city-state, share the power of ruling. 
 
5.                            - government where every qualified citizen could vote and be called to serve on the assembly or on the jury. 
 
6.                            - a system of government where the people elect representatives, such as senators or members of congress, to 
make decisions and create laws that reflect the interests of the people. 
 
7.                            - 500 men, who were chosen by lot, or lottery, each year, proposed laws. 
 
8.                            - consisted of the first 6,000 citizens from every social class, and would vote on the proposed laws. 
 
9.                            - limited to free men who were 18 or older in Athens and allowed you to participate in government. 
 
10.                            - Were not considered citizens and did not have any of the rights that male citizens enjoyed. They were expected 
to stay home to complete domestic chores and raise children. 
 
11.                            – city-state located near the sea, where the surrounding area had little quality farmland so they would travel by 
boat to trade for food and other resources that they needed. 
 
12.                            - taught to read, write, and participate in cultural life. As they grew up, they became traders, artisans, and 
merchants who actively participated in the culture and politics of Athens. When they reached the age of 18, they took the oath of 
citizenship and became full participants in the daily life of Athens. 
 
13.                            - They did not go to school. They stayed home and were instructed by their mothers in how to keep a home and 
raise children. They could become priestesses and often led the daily religious ceremonies that took place in the city-state. 
 
14.                            - located on the Greek peninsula south of Athens in the middle of the Peloponnesus, an area of rich farmland. 
Known for their military based society. 
 
15.                            - council consisted of only 30 members, selected by the assembly from an eligible group of citizens who were at 
least 60 years old and served for life. They submitted all business for the assembly to consider and had ultimate judicial power. also 
included two kings, who had complete authority during times of war. 
 
16.                            – part of Spartan government that was the final authority on all decisions. 
 
17.                             - enslaved people who had been conquered by the Spartans and vastly outnumbered the Spartans, which made 
the Spartans continuously afraid they would rise up against them in revolt. Carried out the daily activities of the Spartan city-state. 
 
18.                            – at the age of 7, they left their families and moved into the barracks—military housing—to begin their training as 
soldiers. They remained in training until age 20, at which time they became members of the Spartan army. They were allowed to marry 
after they turned 18, but they were not allowed to live with their wives until they turned 30. 
 
19.                            - trained in military techniques, to be able to defend Sparta should enemies attack while the men were away. 
Performed many exercises to become and stay strong to produce strong children.	were expected to run the household and handle the daily 
business when the men were unable to. 
 
20.                            - formed in order to help defend the island city-states from further Persian aggression and to help free those 
city-states that were still under Persian rule. 
 
21.                            – wars fought between Athens and Sparta. 
 
22.                            – helped Sparta in defeating Athens. 
 


