THE ATHENIAN PNYX, WITH A VIEW OF THE ACROPOLIS. The Athenian assembly,
the ekklesia, met on the sloping hill of the Pyx. A speaker standing on the bema
("stepping stone,” to the right) would have to make himself heard by all the citizens
gathered in front of this platform, and all proceedings would have been plainly visible
to noncitizens and foreigners in the agora (central marketplace) at the foot of the

hill (off to the left). Overlooking it all was the temple of the city’s patron goddess,
Athena, on the crest of the Acropolis. » How is the relative openness and accessibility
of Athenian democracy symbolized by this chosen site?

contempt; this meant that he was not allied
with any single interest.

Solon’s political and economic reforms
laid the foundations for the later development
of Athenian institutions. He forbade the prac-
tice of debt slavery and set up a fund to buy
back Athenian slaves who had been sold
abroad. He encouraged the cultivation of

([E-sthen-ees), an aristocrat who had championed the
the demos after the fall of the Peisistratids. Once
as archon in 508/7 B.c.E., Cleisthenes took steps
aristocratic power. By reorganizing the Athenian
jon into ten voting districts, he suppressed tradi-
istocratic loyalties. He also introduced the practice
acism, whereby Athenians could decide each year
they wanted to banish someone for a decade and,
olives and grapes, thus spurring cash-crop om. With this power, Cleisthenes hoped that the
farming and urban industries such as oil uld prevent the return of a tyrant and quell fac-
and wine production, as ‘well as the manu- strife.

facture of pottery storage jars and decorative
drinking cups. He also broadened rights of
political participation and set up courts in
which citizens served as jurors and to which
any Athenian might appeal. He based eligi-
bility for political office on property quali-
fications, not birth, thus making it possible
for someone not born into the aristocracy
to gain access to power. Moreover, he con-
vened an Athenian assembly, the ekklesia ta
(eh-KLAY-see-a), and gave it the right to elect 1
archons. Now all free-born Athenian men
over the age of eighteen could participate

500 B.C.E., these struggles had given Athens a far
ulist government than any other Greek polis, and
gthened its political institutions. In the meantime,
ad become the principal exporter of olive oil, wine,
ry in the Greek world. It was poised to assume the
ld claim for itself during the fifth century B.c.E. as
smplar of Greek culture.

‘_in the southern inland part of the Peloponnesus,
took shape when four villages (and ultimately a

In the Archaic Period, aristocratic dominance over this
polis rested on the monopolization of elected offices and con-
trol of the city’s council, the Areopagus (ah-ree-OH-pah-gus).
By the early seventh century B.c.E., an even smaller group of
aristocratic officials wielded executive authority in Athens: the
archons, or “first men.” Ultimately, nine archons presided over
the entire governance of the polis. Although each served for
only one year, all became lifetime members of the Areopagus.
And because the Areopagus appointed the archons, it could
therefore control its own future membership.

As power was consolidated by this small group, deep
economic and social divisions developed. A significant pro-
portion of the population fell into slavery through debt,
while struggles among aristocratic families destabilized
the government and fomented cycles of revenge killings.
Finally, this situation inspired Athens’ first attempt to pro-
mulgate a set of written laws. In 621 B.C.E., an aristocrat
named Drakon sought to control civic violence through
harsh punishments: hence our use of the term “draconian”
to describe any severe penalty or regime. This attempt
failed, but ultimately led both aristocrats and hoplites to
an agreement. In 594 B.c.E., they elected one man, the poet
Solon, as the sole archon for one year, and they gave him
sweeping powers. Solon was an aristocrat, but he had made
his fortune as a merchant and did not hold that vocation in
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in government. Even those who were not

eligible for citizenship were able to see the
workings of government for themselves, since the assembled
citizens met on the slopes of the Pnyx (pNIX), a hill visible
from the central marketplace and overlooked by the sacred
precincts of the Acropolis.

Yet Solon’s reforms were not widely accepted. The
aristocracy thought them too radical; the people of the
demos, not radical enough. In the resulting generation
of turmoil, an aristocrat named Peisistratos (pi-SIS-trah-
tohs) succeeded in establishing himself as tyrant in 546
B.C.E. Somewhat ironically, Peisistratos then proceeded to
institute Solon’s reforms. But the apparent mildness of his
rule was undergirded by the quiet, persistent intimidation
of his fellow Athenians by foreign mercenaries and the
ruthlessness with which he crushed any dissent. Still, by
enforcing Solon’s laws, he strengthened the political role of
the demos and remained a popular ruler until his death. His
sons, however, were less able to control the various factions
that threatened their rule: one was assassinated and the
other ousted with the help of the Spartans in 510 s.c.E.

But the following period of Spartan-sponsored oligarchy
(“rule of the few”) was brief. Two generations of increasing
access to power had left the Athenian demos with a taste
for self-government. For the first time in recorded his-
tory, a group of commoners can be credited with the over-
throw of a regime. The hoplites rallied behind Cleisthenes

ombined to form a single polis. Perhaps as a relic
mnification process, Sparta retained a dual monar-
out its history, with two royal families and two
ession: a situation that often led to political in-
ong their respective supporters.

tding to local tradition, Spartan hegemony in the
ding region of Laconia began with the conquest of
one of the mainland’s few agriculturally viable
Around 720 B.C.E., the Spartans subjugated and
1 the indigenous people there, the helots, who were
) work under Spartan lordship. Around 650 B.C.E.,
T, the helots revolted, briefly threatening Sparta with
n. Eventually, Sparta triumphed; but the shock
llion brought about a permanent transformation.
ined to prevent another uprising, Sparta
most militarized polis in Greece. By 600 B.C.E.
Wwas oriented to the maintenance of its hoplite
e 50 superior that Spartans confidently left their
ified. At a time when Athenian citizens spent
me legislating than fighting, Spartan society was
increasingly devoted to an older aristocratic ideal
warfare.

tan system made every male citizen a profes-
er of the phalanx. At birth, every Spartiate child
d by officials who determined whether it was
10ugh to raise; if not, the infant was abandoned in
ins. This was a custom observed elsewhere in

the ancient world, but only in Sparta was it institutionalized.
If deemed worthy of upbringing, the child was placed at age
seven in the polis-run educational system. Boys and girls
trained together until age twelve, participating in exercise,
gymnastics, and other physical drills and competitions. Boys
then went to live in barracks, where their military training
would commence in earnest. Girls continued their training
until they became the mates of eligible Spartiate males.

Barracks life was designed to accustom youths to
physical hardship. At age eighteen, the young man who
survived this training would try for membership in a broth-
erhood whose sworn comrades lived and fought together.
Failure to gain acceptance would mean that the young man
would lose his rights as a citizen. If accepted, he remained
with his brotherhood until he was thirty years of age. He
was also expected to mate with a Spartiate woman, but oc-
casions for this were few—a fact that partially accounts for
the low birthrate among Spartan citizens. After age thirty,
a Spartiate male could opt to live with his family, but he
was still required to remain on active military duty until
he was sixty.

All Spartiate males over the age of thirty were
members of the citizens’ assembly, the apella, which voted
on matters proposed to it by the two kings and twenty-
eight elders. This gerousia (gher-oo-SEE-ah, “council of
elders”) was the main policymaking body of the polis and
also its primary court. Its members were elected for life,
but had to be over the age of sixty before they could stand
for office. Meanwhile, five ephors (overseers), elected
annually, supervised the educational system and acted as
guardians of Spartan tradition. In the latter role, ephors
could even depose an errant king from command of the
army while on campaign. The ephors also supervised
the Spartan secret service, the krypteia. Agents spied on
citizens, but their main job was to infiltrate the helot
population and identify potential troublemakers.

Spartan policy hinged on the precarious relation-
ship between the Spartiates and the helots, who outnum-
bered the Spartiates ten to one. Helots accompanied the
Spartiates on campaign as shield bearers and baggage han-
dlers. At home, however, the helots were a constant secu-
rity concern. Every year the Spartans ritually declared war
on them as a reminder that they would not tolerate dissent.
Ironically, the threat of unrest meant that the polis was no-
toriously reluctant to send its army abroad.

Helot slavery therefore made the Spartan system
possible, but Sparta’s reliance on a hostile population
of slaves was also a serious limitation. This system also
limited Spartans’ contact with the outside world in other
respects. Spartiates were forbidden to engage in com-
merce, because wealth might distract them from the
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THE PELOPONNESUS. Located on the Peloponnesian peninsula, the highly militarized society of Sparta dominated the region known as
Laconia. » Where is Sparta located? = How might Sparta’s inland situation have influenced its outlook on foreign affairs? = Did geography

make conflict between Athens and Sparta inevitable?

pursuit of glory. Nor did Spartiates farm their own lands,
as Athenians did. Economic activity fell either to the hel-
ots or to the free residents of other Peloponnesian cit-
ies, who were known as perioikoi (pair-ee-OY-koy), “those
dwelling round about.” Unlike the residents of Attica, the
perioikoi exercised no political rights.

The Spartans also self-consciously rejected inno-
vation, styling themselves as the protectors of the “tra-
ditional customs” of Greece. In this role, Sparta tried to
prevent the establishment of tyrannies in neighboring
states and tried to overthrow them when they arose: hence
their willing intervention in the affairs of Athens under
the Peisistratids. Indeed, Sparta’s stern defense of tradi-
tion made it an object of admiration throughout the Greek
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world, even though few Greeks had any desire to live as
the Spartans did.

The fatal flaw in the Spartan system was demographic.
There were many ways to fall from the status of Spartiate, but
the only way to become one was by birth—and the Spartan
birthrate simply could not keep pace with the demand for
trained warriors. As a result, the number of full Spartiates
declined from perhaps as many as 10,000 in the seventh
century to only about 1,000 by the middle of the fourth cen-
tury B.C.E. Another flaw is historical: because the Spartans
placed little value on written records, almost everything we
know about them (including the summary offered here)
must be gleaned from archaeological investigations or the
propaganda of their rivals, notably the Athenians.

ARABIAN
DESERT

lonia, Lydia, and the
Persian Empire
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iletus and the lonian
2Volution in Thought

S the Aegean from the Greek mainland lay the Greek cit-
30l lonia on the central part of the Anatolian coast. Here,
,, was the foremost commercial and cultural power. Long
Part of the Greek world (see Analyzing Primary Sources in
fapter 2, page 39), it had also been shaped by Mesopotamian
1 \Egyptian influences, and Milesian intellectuals were well
Ware of Near Eastern literature and learning. Some even
d the vaunting rhetoric of Persian imperial decrees (“thus
Darius the Great King . ..”) to make their own, quite
ent observations (“thus speaks Hecataeus of Miletus: the
gs of the Greeks are many and foolish”).

A, AND THE PERSIAN EMPIRE. During the seventh and sixth centuries 8.c.E, the Greek cities of the lonian coast were the
ommercial leaders of Greece. But during the fifth century s.c., after the Persians conquered Lydia, they lost this position
p Where are lonia, Lydia, and Miletus on this map? = How does lonia’s geographical position help to expldn the change in its
How might this change have influenced lonian attitudes toward the Persian Empire?

The relationship between the lonians of the coast and
the interior kingdom of Lydia was close but difficult. It was
through the lonians that the Lydian invention of coinage
was introduced to the Greek world, where it revolutionized
trade, made wealth portable for the first time, and introduced
a host of new philosophical and ethical problems. The
lonians, in turn, played a crucial role in Hellenizing western
Asia while at the same time insisting on their independence.
The major cities of Ionia ultimately banded together to form
the Tonian League, a political and religious confederation of
poleis pledged to support each other. This was the first such
organization in the Greek world.

The Milesians founded many colonies, especially in
and around the Black Sea. They were also active in Egypt.
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These colonial efforts, combined with its advantageous po-
sition for trade, brought Miletus extraordinary wealth. At
the same time, it became a center for what the Greeks called
philosophia, “the love of wisdom.” Beginning in the sixth
century B.C.E., a series of intellectuals now known as the
pre-Socratics (because they came before Socrates) raised
new and vital questions about the relationship between
the natural world (the kosmos), the gods, and men. Often,
their explanations moved the direct influence of the gods to
the margins or removed it altogether, something that other
Greeks regarded as blasphemous. For example, Milesian
philosophers sought physical explanations for the move-
ments of the heavens, and did not presume that heavenly
bodies were divine. By making human observations the
starting point for their knowledge, they began to formulate
scientific explanations for the working of the universe.

Stimulated by the cultural diversity of their city,
Milesian philosophers also began to rethink humans’ place
in the cosmos. When Hecataeus (heck-ah-TAY-us) remarked
that “the sayings of the Greeks are many and foolish,” he
was deriding his contemporaries’ unquestioning acceptance
of a narrow worldview. He set out to expand their horizons
by traveling extensively and studying the customs and
beliefs of other cultures. The philosopher Xenophanes (zee-
NOFF-uh-nees) further posited that all human knowledge is
relative and conditioned by experience: he observed that the
Thracians (a people living north of Greece) believed that the
gods had blue eyes and red hair as the Thracians themselves
did, whereas Ethiopians portrayed the gods as dark skinned
and curly haired, as they themselves were. He concluded
that human beings make gods in their own image, not the
other way around. If oxen could pray, Xenophanes declared,
they would pray to gods who looked like oxen.

Such theories would become a distinctive strand in later
Greek philosophy, yet they would continue to be regarded
as disturbing and dangerous—dangerous enough to war-
rant the execution of Socrates in Athens a hundred years
later (as will be discussed later). By that time, the Persian
conquest of Lydia had made Miletus and its sister cities
subject to that great empire. Ultimately, those poleis’ resis-
tance to Persian rule would trigger a momentous struggle
for dominance and survival.

THE CHALLENGE
OF THE PERSIAN WARS

The two major wars fought between the Greeks and the
Persians were construed as defining events by those who wit-
nessed and looked back on them. From the first, the contest
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was unequal. Persia was the largest and most efficient state
the world had ever seen, capable of mustering over a mil-
lion armed men. The Greeks, by contrast, remained a col-
lection of disparate communities, fiercely competitive and
suspicious of one another. An exceptionally large polis, such
as Athens or Sparta, might put 10,000 hoplites in the field;
but the vast majority of Greek states could only provide a
few hundred each. So the threat of Persian conquest loomed
large on the Greek horizon.

The lonian Revolt (499-494 B.C.E.)

For the first time in the history of Western civilizations, we
can follow the unfolding of events through the narrative
of a contemporary historian. Herodotus self-consciously set
out to write an account of his own times in careful, unam-
biguous prose, rather than in the form of heroic poetry or
the boastful language of victorious inscriptions. And luck-
ily for us, Herodotus was uniquely qualified to probe the
long-term and more immediate causes of the Persian Wars.
Raised in the lonian polis of Halicarnassus, he regarded
both the Greeks and the Persians as great peoples. Yet,
as a Greek himself—albeit one born within the Persian
dominion—he was not impartial. Indeed, his surviving
account reflects the intellectual currents of Athens, where
he spent the better part of his career, as well as many
Athenian prejudices. This is something we must be bear in
mind when reading his work.

Herodotus was careful to show that the war between the
Persians and Greeks had ancient roots, but his narrative also
shows that the catalyst was a political conflict in Miletus.
In 501 BCE., the city was governed by Aristagoras (ah-ris-
TAG-or-us), a tyrant who owed his power to the backing
of the Persian emperor, Darius. But apparently Aristagoras
came to believe that his days as the emperor’s favorite were
numbered. So he turned abruptly from puppet to patriot,
rousing the Milesians and the rest of lonia to revolt against
Persian rule. As a safeguard, he also sought military sup-
port from sympathetic poleis on the Greek mainland. The
Spartans refused to send their army abroad, but Athens and
Eretria, on the island of Euboea, agreed to send twenty-five
ships and crews. This small force managed to capture the
old Lydian capital of Sardis (by then a Persian administra-
tive center) and burn it to the ground. Then the Athenians
and Eretrians went home, leaving the lonian colonies to
their own devices. In 494 B.C.E., these rebellious poleis were
finally overwhelmed by the vastly superior might of Persia.

Darius realized, however, that as long as his Greek sub-
jects could cast a hopeful eye to their neighbors across the
Aegean, they would forge alliances. He therefore decided
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REPLICA OF AN ATHENIAN TRIREME. These
ships were much more powerful than the old
ntakonters that had been in use for centuries. As
uggests, a trireme featured three banks of oars on
170 oars in total. These were manned by citizen rowers
benches at three different levels in the vessel’s hold.
rowers could help power a ship forward, turn it, and
 course in a chase, even when sailing into the wind. In
winds, sails could be used to add speed. = How does
ilitary technology build on some of the same strategies
‘warfare?

6 launch a preemptive strike against Athens and Eretria,
‘teach these upstart poleis a lesson. In the summer of
490 B.c k., a punitive expedition of 20,000 soldiers crossed
e Aegean. Their forces sacked and burned Eretria to the
ound, sending its population into captivity in Persia.
iThey then crossed the narrow strait to Attica, landing on
the plain of Marathon, approximately 26 miles from Athens.

Marathon and Its Aftermath

this emergency, the Athenians sought help from
e only polis that could conceivably help them avoid
ihilation: Sparta. But the Spartans responded that
ey were unable to assist—they were celebrating a reli-
ous festival. Only the small, nearby polis of Plataea
oifered the Athenians aid. Heavily outnumbered and
Without effective cavalry to counter that of the Persians,
the Athenian hoplites took a position between two hills
blocking the main road to the polis. After a standoff
 several days, the Athenian general Miltiades (mil-TIE-
~dees) received word that the Persians were watering
eir horses, and that the Persian infantry was vulnera-
~ ble. Miltiades led a charge that smashed the Persian force
sand resulted in crippling losses. Almost unbelievably,

the Athenians had defeated the world’s major imperial
power, and they had done it without Spartan help. It was
a vindication of hoplite tactics and a tremendous boost
to Athenian confidence.

Yet the Athenian politician Themistocles (theh-MIS-
toh-klees) warned that the Persians would retaliate with an
even larger force. So when the Athenians discovered a rich
vein of silver ore in the Attic countryside a few years later,
they used the windfall to finance a fleet of 200 triremes,
state-of-the-art warships.

Xerxes’ Invasion

Darius the Great was succeeded by his son Xerxes (ZERK-
sees), who almost immediately began preparing a massive
invasion of Greece to avenge his father's shame. Supported
by a fleet of 600 ships, this grand army set out in 480 B.C.E,,
crossing the narrow strait separating Europe from Asia. But
unlike his father, who had dispatched talented generals to
lead the earlier attack on Athens, Xerxes led this campaign
himself.

Many Greek poleis capitulated immediately. But Athens,
Sparta, Corinth, and some thirty others hastily formed
a Hellenic League: an unprecedented alliance. In August

GREEK FORCES DEFEAT PERSIANS. This detail from a bowl
commemorating the defeat of Xerxes' army depicts an Athenian
hoplite poised to strike a death-blow to his Persian opponent. The
artist has carefully delineated the differences between the enemies’
dress and weaponry. To the Greeks, the Persian preference for trousers
over short tunics seemed particularly barbaric and effeminate.
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THE PERSIAN WARS WITH GREECE. Imagine that you are the Persian emperor Xerxes, planning the conquest of Greece in 480 B.c.t.
= What are the two possible routes that you could take to attack Greece? = What geographical considerations would dictate your military
strategy? w Bearing in mind that Xerxes’ attempt failed, what would you have done differently?

of 480, a major Persian offensive was held at bay when
the outnumbered Greek allies, under the military leader-
ship of Sparta, confronted Xerxes at the mountain pass of
Thermopylae (ther-MO-pih-li¢). For three days, they valiantly
held off the Persian multitude. Meanwhile, a Greek fleet led
by Athens engaged a Persian flotilla. The Spartans’ defense
of Thermopylae ultimately failed, but their sacrifice of some
300 warriors allowed the new Athenian warships to inflict
heavy losses on the Persians.

However, these engagements left Athens without any
men to defend their city. Themistocles therefore persuaded
the entire population to abandon Athens for the island of
Salamis. From there, the Athenians watched the Persians
torch their city. Time, however, was on their side. Xerxes’
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massive army depended on his damaged fleet for supplies,
and the Persians’ military tactics—which included a heavy
reliance on cavalry and chariots—were not adapted for the
rocky terrain of Greece,

In late September, the numerically superior Persian fleet
sailed into the straits of Salamis. So confident was Xerxes
that he had a throne placed above the bay, where he would
have a good view of his victory. Instead, he watched as the
Athenian triremes demolished the Persian fleet. This was
the turning point of the war. When the allied Greek army
met the Persians on favorable terrain the next spring—an
open plain near Plataea—the Greeks prevailed. Against all
odds, the small, fractious poleis had defeated the mightiest
army of the known world.

GOLDEN AGE
CLASSICAL GREECE

half century after the Persian Wars, Athens enjoyed
eteoric rise in power and prestige, becoming the pre-
naval power of the eastern Mediterranean. Athens also
iged as leader of the Delian League, a group of poleis
g representatives met on the sacred island of Delos
pledged to continue the war against Persia. The fifth
ury B.C.E. also witnessed the greatest achievements in
nian culture and politics.

iclean Athens

The reforms of the decades before the Persian Wars con-
ued to encourage further experiments in democracy,
luding the selection of major officeholders by lot. Only
key position was now filled by traditional voting: the
ice of strategos, or general. This office became the career
| of Athens’ most ambitious men.

Meanwhile, new voices were demanding a greater role

\ %ﬁ:! government. Most prominent were the thetes (THAY-tees),

~the class of free men that provided the triremes’ rowers, the
* backbone of the all-important Athenian fleet. Like the hoplites

f the Archaic Period, who had achieved citizenship because
hey were indispensible to the defense of the poleis, thetes
anted higher status and equal representation. The man who
merged to champion their cause was Pericles (PEHR-¢ch-klees),

an aristocrat from one of Athens’ most prestigious families.
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Pericles advocated a foreign policy that was oriented
away from cooperation with Sparta. In 462—461 B.cE. he
was elected strategos and immediately used his position to
push through reforms that gave every Athenian citizen the
right to propose and amend legislation, not just to vote yes
or no in the citizens’ assembly. And by paying an average
day’s wage for attendance, he made it easier for poorer citi-
zens to participate in the assembly and in courts of justice.
Through such measures, the thetes and other free men of
modest means became a dominant force in politics—and
loyal to the man who had made that dominance possible.

Athenian Literature and Drama

Pericles glorified Athens with an ambitious scheme of pub-
lic building and lavish festivals honoring the gods. The
most important of these was the Dionysia, a great spring
feast devoted to the god Dionysus, which became a forum
for the presentation of drama. From the beginning, Greek
theater was closely connected to the political and religious
life of the state that sponsored it. Indeed, the very format
of classical tragedy replicates the tensions of democracy,
showcasing the conflict among opposing perspectives. This
format was perfected under the great tragedian Aeschylus
(EYE-skihl-us, 525—456 B.c.E.) and his younger contempo-
rary, Sophocles (496-406 B.c..). Their dramas made use
of two and eventually three professional actors (each of
whom could play numerous roles) and a chorus of Athenian
citizens, which represented collective opinion and could
comment on the action.

 THE THEATER AT EPIDAUROS. Greek dramas were invariably presented in the open air, usually at dawn. Since these were civic spectacles,
 theaters had to be large enough to accommodate all citizens. Most, like this one at Epidauros (right), took advantage of the natural slope of
ahill. The plan for the theater is shown above (left). The acting area would have been backed by a high wall, the skene, which housed stage
‘machinery and enhanced the acoustics. A trained actor standing in the circular orchestra would have been audible even to those seated in the
 top tier. = How would the size and setting of such a theater enhance the political character of the plays performed within it?
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