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the classical era, however, the Mediterranean basin became much more nghitly inte.
grated than before as Greeks, and later Romans as well, organized commercial cxchange
and sponsored interaction throughout the region. Under Greek and Roman super-
vision, the Mediterrancan served nor as a barrier bur, rather, as a highway linking Ang-
tola, Faypr, Greece, Traly, France, Spain, north Africa, and even southern Russia {by
way of routes through the Black Scab.

Ancient Greeee differed trom classical societies in other lands. Early in the classical
cra, the Greeks lived in independent, autonomous city-states. Only atter the lare third
century Bk did they play prominent roles in the large, centralized cmpire estab-
lished by their neighbors to the north in Macedon. Yer from the seventh through the
second centuries Bk the Greeks integrated the societies and economies of distant
lands through energetic commerdial activity over the Mediterranean sea lanes. They
also generated a remarkable body of moral thought and philosophical reflection. Juse
as the traditions of classical Persia, China, and India shaped the cultural cxperiences of
those lands, the traditions of the Greeks profoundly influenced the long-term cultural
development of the Mediterranean basin, Europe, and southwest Asia as well.

EARLY DEVELOPMENT OF GREEK SOCIETY

Humans inhabited the Balkan region and the Greek peninsula from an early but in-
determinate date. During the third millennium B.c.E., they increasingly met and min-
gled with peoples from different socicties who traveled and traded in the Mediterranean
basin. As a result, carly inhabitants of the Greek peninsula built their societies under the
influence of Mesopotamians, Egyptians, Phoenicians, and others active in the region.
Beginning in the ninth century B.¢C.E., the Greeks organized a series of city-states, which
served as the political context for the development of classical Greek society.

Minoan and Mycenaean Societies

During the late third millennium B.C.E., a sophisticated society arose on the island of
Crete. Scholars reter to it as Minoan society, after Minos, a legendary king of ancient
Crete. Between 2000 and 1700 B.C.E., the inhabitants of Crete built a series of lav-
ish palaces throughout the island, most notably the enormous complex at Knossos
decorated with vivid frescoes depicting Minoans at work and play. These palaces were
the nerve centers of Minoan society: they were residences of rulers, and they also
served as storchouses where officials collecred taxes in kind from local cultivators.
Palace officials devised a script known as Linear A, in which written svmbols stood
for syllables rather than words, ideas, vowels, or consonants. Although linguists have
not yet been able to decipher Linear A, it is clear that Cretan administrators used the
script to keep derailed records of economic and commercial marters.

Berween 2200 and 1450 B.¢ k., Crete was a principal center of Mediterranean
commerce. Due to its geographic location in the cast-central Mediterranean, Crete
received early influences from Phoenicia and Egypt. By 2200 5.C.E. Cretans were
traveling aboard advanced sailing craft of Phoenician design. Minoan ships sailed to
Greeee, Anarohia, Phoenicia, and Egypt, where they exchanged Cretan wine, olive
oil, and wool for grains, textiles, and manufactured goods. Archacologists have dis-
covered pottery vessels used as storage containers tor Minoan wine and olive oil as
far away as Sicily. Atter 1600 B.c.k. Cretans established colonies on Cyprus and many
islands in the Acgean Sea, probably to mine local copper ores and gain better aceess
to markets where tin was available,
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A magnificent fresco from the town of Akrotiri on the island of Thera depicts a busy harbor, showing
that Akrotiri traded actively with Crete and other Minoan sites. The volcanic eruption of Thera about
1628 B.C.E. destroved Akrotiri.

After 1700 B.C.E. Minoan society experienced a series of earthquakes, volcanic erup-
ions, and tidal waves. Most destructive was a massive volcanic eruption about 1628
3.C.E. on the island of Thera (Santorini) north of Crete. Between 1600 and 1450
3.C.E., Cretans embarked on a new round of palace building to replace structures de-
troyed by these natural catastrophes: they built luxurious complexes with indoor
lumbing and drainage systems and even furnished some of them with flush toilets.
\fter 1450 B.C.E., however, the wealth of Minoan society attracted a series of invaders,
:nd by 1100 B.C.E. Crete had fallen under foreign domination. Yet the Minoan tradi-
tons of maritime trade, writing, and construction deeply influenced the inhabitants of
warby Greece.

Beginning about 2200 B.C.E. migratory Indo-European peoples filtered over the
Salkans and into the Greek peninsula. By 1600 B.C.E. they had begun to trade with
dinoan merchants and visit Crete, where they learned about writing and large-scale
onstruction. They adapted Minoan Linear A to their own language, which was an
arly form of Greek, and devised a syllabic script known as Linear B. After 1450 B.C.E.
hey also built massive stone fortresses and palaces throughout the southern part
t the Greek peninsula, known as the Peloponnesus. Because the fortified sites offered
rotection, they soon attracted settlers who built small agricultural communities.
‘heir society is known as Mycenaean, after Mycenae, one of their most important
cttlements.

From 1500 to 1100 8.C.E., the Mycenaeans expanded their influence beyond
eninsular Greece. They largely overpowered Minoan society, and they took over the
‘retan palaces, where they established craft workshops. Archacologists have un-
arthed thousands of clay rablets in Linear B that came from the archives of Myce-
aean rulers in Crete as well as peninsular Greece. The Mycenaeans also cstablished
cttlements in Anatolia, Sicily, and southern Iraly.

Decline of
Minoan Society

Mycenaean Society
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About 1200 B.C.E. the Mycenaeans engaged in a contlict with the city of Troy in  Chaos in the Eastern

wnatolia. This Trojan war, which Homer recalled trom a Greek perspective in his

Mediterrancan
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liiad, coincided with invasions of foreign mariners in the Myvcenaean homeland. In-
deed, from 1100 to 800 B.C.E. chaos reigned throughout the eastern Mediterranean
region. Invasions and civil disturbances made it impossible to maintain stable gov-
ernments or even productive agricultural societies. Mycenacan palaces fell into ruin,
the population sharply declined, and people abandoned most settlements. Many in-
habitants of the Greek peninsula fled to the islands of the Aegean Sea, Anatohia, or
Cyprus. Writing in both Linear A and Linear B disappeared. The boisterous charac-
ter of the era comes across clearly in Homer’s works, Though set in an earlier era,
both the liad and the Odyssey reflect the tumultuous centuries after 1 100 B.C.E.
They portray a sociery riven with conflict, and they recount innumerable episodes of
aggression, treachery, and violence alongside heroic bravery and courage.

The World of the Polis

In the absence of a contralized stare or crmpire, local institutions took rhe lead in

restoring political order in Greece, The most Important institution was the cirv-state,




or polis. The term poliy originally re-
ferred to a ciradel or fortified site thar
otfered refuge for local communitices
Jduring times of war or other emer-
genaies. These sites arrracred inereas-
mg populations, and manv of them
gradually became fively commercial
centers. They took onan increasingly
urban character and extended their
authority over surrounding regions.
They levied taxes on their hinterlands
and appropriated a portion of the
agriculrural surplus to support the ur-
ban population. By abour 800 B.C.1:.
many poleis (the plural of polis) had
become bustling cirv-states that func-
roned as the principal centers of
Greek society.

1he poleis took various political
torms. Some differences reflected the
fact that poleis emerged indepen-
dently and claborated their traditions
with little outside influence. Others
arose from ditferent rates of cco-
nomic development. A few poleis de-
veloped as small monarchies, but most
were under the collective rule of local
notables. Many fell into the hands of
generals or ambitious politicians—
called “tvrants” by the Greeks—who

The Lion Gate at Mycenae illustrates the heavy

guned power by irregular means. fortifications built b'\" Myceneans to protect their

IThe vrants were not necessarily op- gerrdements.

pressive despots: indeed, many of

them were extremely popular leaders. The term tyrant referred to their routes to power
rather than their policies.) The most important of the poleis were Sparta and Athens,
whose contrasting constitutions help to illustrate the variety of political styles in classi-

cal Greece.

Sparta was situated in a fertile region of the Peloponnesus. As their population
and economy expanded during the eighth and seventh centuries B.C.E., the Spartans
progressively extended their control over the Peloponnesus. In doing so, they re-
duced neighboring peoples to the status of fefors, servants of the Spartan state. Al-
though they were not chattel slaves, the helots also were not free. They could form
families, but they could not leave the land. Their role in society was to provide agri-
cultural labor and keep Sparta supplicd with food. By the sixth century B.C.E., the
helots probably outnumbered the Spartan citizens themselves by more than ten to
one. With their large subject population, the Spartans were able to cultivate the Pelo-
ronnesus ctficiently, but thev also faced the constant threat of rebellion. As a result,
the Spartans devoted most of their resources to maintaining a powertul and disci-
plined military machine.

In theory, Spartan citizens were equal in status. To discourage the development
of cconomic and social distinctions, Spartans observed an extraordinarily austere

Sparta

Spartan Society
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litestyle as a matter of policy. They did not wear jeweley or elabo-

rate clothes, nor did they pamper themselves with lusuries or

accumulate private wealth on a large scale. ‘They generally did

not even circulate coins made of precious metals bur, in-
stead, used iron bars tor money. It is for good reason,
then, that our adjective sparzan refers to a lifestyle char-
acterized by simplicity, frugality, and austericy,
Distinction among the ancient Spartans came not
by wealth or social status, but by prowess, discipline,
and military talent, which the Spartan educational SYs-
tem cultivated from an carly age. All boys from families
of Spartan citizens left their homes at age seven and

went to live in military barracks, where they underwent a

rigorous regime of physical training. At age twenty they
began active military service, which they continued until
retirement. Spartan authorities also prescribed vigorous phys-
ical exercise for girls in hopes that they would bear strong chil-
dren. When they reached eighteen to twenty years of age, young
women married and had occasional sexual relations, but did not live

A-painted e ptod e N lsbaads. Only at about age thirty did men leave the barracks and set upa

SRRy . household with their wives and children.

depicts hunters atracking a . . . S

b Sy ey .By thc'fo%lrti.) century B.C.E., Spartan society had lost much of its ascetic rigor.

hunting as an exercise thae  Aristocratic families had accumulated great wealth, and Spa‘rtans had dC\f?lopcd a

helped to sharpen fighting ~ taste for luxury in food and dress. Nevertheless, Spartan society stood basically on

skills and aggressive the foundation of military discipline, and its institutions both reflected and reinforced

instincts. the larger society’s commitment to military values. In etfect, Sparta sought to main-
tain public order—and discourage rebellion by the helots—by creating a military
state that could crush any threat.

Athens In Athens as in Sparta, population growth and economic development caused
polirical and social strain, but the Athenians relieved tensions by establishing a gov-
ernment based on democratic principles. Whereas Sparta sought to impose order by
military means, Athens sought to negotiate order by considering the interests of the
polis’s various constituencies. Citizenship was by no means open to all residents:
only free adult males from Athens played a role in public affairs, leaving foreigners,
slaves, and women with no direct voice in government. In secking to resolve social
problems, Athenians opened government offices to all citizens and broadened the
base of political participation in classical Greece.

Athenian Society During the seventh century 8.C.E., an increasing volume of maritime trade
brought prosperity to Attica, the region around Athens. The principal beneficiaries
of this prosperity were aristocratic landowners, who also controlled the Athenian
government. As their wealth grew, the aristocrats increased their landholdings and
cultivated them with greater efficiency. Owners of small plots could not compete and
fell heavily into debt. Competitive pressures often forced them to sell their holdings
to aristocrats, and debt burdens sometimes overwhelmed them and pushed them
into slavery. ;

By the early sixth century B.C.E., Attica had a large and growing class of people
extremely unhappy with the structure of their society and poised to engage in war
against their wealthy neighbors. Many poleis that experienced similar economic con-
ditions suffered decades of brutal civil war between aristocrats and less privileged
classes. In Athens, however, an aristocrat named Solon served as a mediator between
classes, and he devised a solution to class conflict in Artica.
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solon forged a compromise berween the classes. He allowed aristocrars to keep
therr lands—rather than confiscate them and redistribute then to landless indmwvidu-
als. s many ot the less privileged preferred—but he cancelled debts, forbade debr
slavery, and liberated those already enslaved for debt. To ensure that aristocrats would
not undermine his reforms, Solon also provided representation for the common
chasses in the Athenian government by opening the councils of the polis to any citi-
zen wealthy enough to devore time to public affairs, regardless of his lincage. Later
retormers went even further. During the late sixeh and fifth cenrurices B.CLE., Athen-
jan feaders increased opportunities for conmoners to participate in government, and
thev pard salaries to otficeholders so financial hardship would not exclude anyone
Front SCrvice.

These reforms gradually transformed Athens into a democratic state. The high
tide of Athenian democracy came under the leadership of the statesman Pericles.
Though he was of aristocratic birth, Pericles was the most popular Athenian leader
trom 4601 B.C.E. until his death in 429 B.¢.E. He wiclded enormous personal influ-
ence 1 a government with hundreds of officcholders from the common classes, and
he supported building programs that provided employment for thousands of con-
struction workers and laborers. Under the leadership of Pericles, Athens became the
most sophisticated of the poleis, with a vibrant community of scientists, philosophers,
pocts, dramatists, artists, and architects. Little wonder, then, that in a moment of civie
pride, Pericles boasted that Athens was “the education of Greece.”

GREECE AND THE
LARGER WORLD

As the poleis prospered, Greeks became increasingly
prominent in the larger world of the Mediterranean
basin. They established colonies along the shores of
the Mediterranean and the Black Sea, and they traded
throughout the region. Eventually, their political and
¢cconomic interests brought them into conflict with the
expanding Persian empire. During the fifth century
B.C.E. around of intermittent war between the Greeks
and Persians ended in stalemate, but in the next cen-
tury Alexander of Macedon toppled the Achaemenid
empire. Indeed, Alexander built an empire stretching
from India to Egypt and Greece. His conquests cre-
ated 4 vast zone of trade and communication that
¢ncouraged commercial and cultural exchange on an
unprecedented scale.

Greek Colonization

By about 800 B.C.E. the poleis were emerging as cen-
ters of political organization in Greece. During the next
century increasing population strained the resources
walable in the rocky and mountainous Greek penin-
sula. To relieve population pressures, the Greeks began

to establish colonics in other parts ot the Mediter- Fhe image of Pericles, w caring a helmet that svmbolizes his post as
ranean basin. Between the mid‘cighth and the late sixth  Athenian feader, survives in a Roman copy of 2 Greek statuc.

Solon and Athenian
Democracy

Pericles




