Greco-Roman Contributions to Democratic Ideas
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Western Civilization as a distinct culture began with the Greeks. They formed ideas, values and institutions that spread for beyond Greece and later influenced and shaped Roman society. 
The heart of Greek life was the polis or city-state. Sparta and Athens became the two most powerful Greek states. Although Sparta and Athens looked very different, the both had much influence on Western political thought. 

 The Spartan constitution was mixed, containing elements of monarchy (rule by heredity –king or queen) oligarchy (rule by one), and democracy (rule by the people). There were two kings with very limited power and a council of elders who had important judicial powers. The Spartan assembly consisted of all males over 30. Eventually, democracy began to strengthen when Sparta increased the number of public officials and allowed the poorer citizens to serve in government. Direct democracy was also introduced. This allowed citizens to participate directly in government rather than by means of representatives. 
The life and politics of Athens developed in a direction very different from that of Sparta. Athens was a typical aristocratic (rule by the wealthy) polis.   There were four kinds of citizenship. All free adult males were citizens, and all citizens were able to vote in the assembly, or governmental body. Citizens of the three higher classes could also hold public office.


Still, democracy in Athens was limited. Officially, only about one-tenth of the population were citizens. Women, slaves, and foreign residents could not be citizens. Slaves made up about one-third of the Athenian population. Later, democracy began to increase and he allowed all citizens the right to submit laws for debate and passage. A council consisting of people chosen at random was also established. 
As Greece fell, Rome began to rise. By 509 B.C. Rome was a republic. A republic is a form of government in which citizens have a right to vote and to select their leaders. However, citizenship and voting rights only belonged to males. 

Rome’s republican government had separate branches. The legislative branch consisted of a Senate and two assemblies. Although the Senate was aristocratic, the assemblies were more democratic. Rome’s laws have influenced democracy. Some of the most important laws were:

• A citizen is considered innocent until proven guilty

• All citizens have the right to equal treatment under the law.

• The burden of proof rests with the accuser rather than the accused. 

• A person is punished only for actions, not for thoughts.

• Any law that seemed unreasonable or unfair could be set aside. 

In 451 B.C. the Romans created the Twelve Tables. It gave all citizens the right to the protection of the law. About 1,000 years later, the extensive Code of Justinian was developed. Its many provisions became a guide on legal matters throughout Western Europe. The Code established the idea of “a government of laws, not men”
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