
Ancient Greek Government:  
Foundations of Democracy in Ancient Greece 

Ancient Greece is often referred to as “the cradle of democracy.” In the late 500s to early 400s BCE, 

democracy developed in the city-state of Athens. The word democracy comes from the Greek words demos, 

meaning “the people,” and kratos, meaning “to rule.” This is a form of government which puts the power to 

rule in the hands of all the people. This tells the story of how democracy came to be in Ancient Greece. 

Monarchy in Ancient Greece 
Ancient Greece was not always a democracy. Because Greece is made up of many islands, 

the villages that developed in the area were separate from one another. As the villages grew 

into city-states, or polis, each developed their own government, economy, and way of life. 

The early city-states (800-100 BCE) were ruled by hereditary kings, meaning the power to rule was passed 

down through the family line. This type of government is a monarchy. The kings were advised by wealthy 

nobles, or aristocrats (ah-ris-toe-crats).  

This type of government soon became rare. Kings frequently had to worry about wars in their territories as 

tribes often fought over land. Since Greece was mountainous, good farmland is not common. Soon the 

powerful warrior class realized they had more power than the king. They were doing all the fighting and soon 

they began to ignore their king’s orders. It was not long before these aristocrats gained support of the people. 

Oligarchy & Tyranny 
As many people of the Greek city-states grew tired of the kings, the rich & powerful landowners were able to 

overthrow the kings and seize (take) power to create small groups of people who ran governments. By the 8
th

 

century BCE many of the Greek city-states were ruled by nobles. This type of government is called an 

oligarchy, which means “ruled by a few.” The best known city-state that practiced an oligarchy was Sparta. 

Sparta had two rulers for its city-state. Two other city-states that practiced an oligarchy were Corinth and 

Thebes. Even Athens established an oligarchy during and after the Peloponnesian War (pell-oh-poe-knee-

shun).  

However, in parts of Greece, people grew tired of the oligarchs living luxurious lives. They had many of the 

powers like the kings. The common people had no power or say. Also in many cases the oligarchs ruled 

harshly over the people – so harsh that people eventually fought back. 

During the 6
th

 and 7
th

 centuries BCE, there were many middle class uprisings against the aristocrats and 

nobles. A new group of rulers emerged, the “tyrants.” Greek tyrants seized power from the aristocrats by 

force, or military strength. In the beginning the tyrants were popular. They helped rid the people of the 

unpopular oligarchies and made many promises. They needed the support of the people so they would 

provide food, luxury items, money, and forgive people’s debts. After a time, they began to rule as a king and 

developed bad reputations. They kept power by using fear and military force. People grew tired of the 

instability that tyranny offered. People lived their lives in fear instead of peace. 

Reformers of Ancient Greece Government 

After awhile, people were ready for a change from the tyrants. Solon (So-lin) was one of the earliest 

reformers.  Reformers are people who want to create change. He took power in Athens in 594 BCE and made 

some of the first strides towards democracy. He cancelled land debts and freed many people who had been 

made slaves because of debt. He set up a new code of laws and the first court system for all citizens. 

In 510 BCE, Cleisthenes (Clise-then-ees) overthrew the tyrants and turned to the people of Athens for support. 

He believed in equal rights for all citizens and is considered by many to be the founder of Athenian 



democracy. Cleisthenes proposed a constitution that made Athens a democracy. He created the council of 
500 to oversee the government and propose laws and created an assembly to debate and vote upon the laws.  

Cleisthenes called his new political structure democracy – rule by the entire body of citizens. The type of 

government in which all citizens participate in large meetings and vote on all issues is known today as a direct 
democracy.  

Democracy continued in Athens and spread to many other city-states in ancient Greece. By the time Pericles 

became the leader of Athens, democracy was considered the way of life. Pericles contributed to democracy to 

allow more citizens to participate by paying people for serving in public office and jury duty. This payment 

allowed the poorer citizens of Athens to participate. 

Not all residents of Athens were considered citizens. Only adult males who completed their military training 

were citizens and had the right to vote. Slaves, former slaves, and foreign residents were not considered 

citizens. Women were not allowed to participate in politics either. With these restrictions, only about 30,000 

to 40,000 of the approximately 250,000 residents of Athens were actually able to participate in politics. 

 

Features of Democracy 

Rule of law was an important value in Athens. It 

was the duty of all citizens to obey the law. 

Athens had courts and trial by jury. The juries 

were much larger than the ones we have today 

and might range from a few hundred to a 

thousand. 

Athenians also viewed civic participation as an 

important part of their democracy. They 

considered this participation both an honor and 

their civic duty. Male citizens discussed and 

debated politics, spoke and voted in the 

assembly, served on juries, and served in the military. Although democracy was not always used in Ancient 

Greece, it had a lasting impact on the world. Over 2000 years later, it serves as a foundation for democracy in 

over 120 countries in today’s world! 



Name: ___________________________________ Period: _____ City-state: ________________ 

GOVERNMENTS OF ANCIENT GREECE 

Complete the following chart as you learn about each of the governments of Ancient Greece! Be sure 

to be detailed and specific! 

 MONARCHY    OLIGARCHY           TYRANNY 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

How	was	this	
government	
practiced?	

What	issues	
came	with	
this	gov’t?	

Why	did	this	
gov’t	type	
end	in	parts	
of	Greece?	

	

Reformers – List what each of the following reformers did to bring about 

democracy in Athens: 

Solon – ________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________ 

Cleisthenes – ___________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________ 

Pericles – ______________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________ 

 

Features of Democracy – List at least 3 features of a democratic 

government and why they would be important. 

_______________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________ 

 



	
 

MO
NA

RC
H

Y 
IN

 
A

NC
IE

NT
 G

RE
EC

E 

O
LIG

A
RC

H
Y 

& 
TY

RA
NN

Y 

RE
FO

RM
ER

S 

FE
A

TU
RE

S 
O

F 
D

EM
O

CR
A

CY
 

Foundations of Democracy 

	 	 	

Name:     Period: 
City-state: 


