
● ASSEMBLY Under the reforms of Cleisthenes, every adult male Athenian citizen had the right to speak and vote
in the assembly. The assembly passed laws and made policy decisions; decisions were taken by direct vote.

● BOULE (Council of 500) The boule prepared the agenda for the assembly and ensured that the assembly’s
decisions were put into effect. Citizens from the 10 tribes of Attica (groups of neighboring families within the
territory of Athens) drew lots annually to select 50 representatives from each tribe for membership of the boule.

● PRYTANY AND PRYTANUS Citizens also had the right to be involved in the day-to-day running of the polis as a
member of the prytany. Each tribe’s 50 representative members formed the prytany for one council period (36
days) under the direction of a daily chairman drawn by lot, known as the prytanus.

● ARCHONS Nine archons (public officials) were elected for executive and military duties (after 487 BCE they were
chosen by lot). They served for one year only.

● AREOPAGUS After a year’s service, an archon became a life member of the areopagus, the homicide court.

● POPULAR COURT Jurors, chosen annually by lot, presided over the popular court.

● STRATEGOI Ten strategoi (generals) were elected annually by the assembly to oversee the army; they gradually
took over the functions of the archons. A general could be reelected. 
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Greek Government and the Growth of Democracy 1000–400 BCE

The government of Athens c. 500 BCE. A citizen
addresses the all-male Athenian assembly

Peisistratus, tyrant of Athens 546–528 BCE
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Athenian Democratic Structure Introduced by Cleisthenes 509–507 BCE

The word democracy comes from Greek words
demos, meaning people, and kratia, meaning
authority. Participatory democracy was established
in many Greek city-states during the fifth century
BCE. Citizens were granted the right to put forward
proposals for laws or action, vote on government
policies, hold political office, and serve on a jury. In
practice, many poor citizens could not afford the
time to participate in government life, and non-
citizens, who included women and slaves, had no
political rights. Democracy in Athens was the most
advanced in ancient Greece. Spartan government
remained unique with a powerful oligarchy (a form
of government in which a few powerful people
govern) and a huge underclass called “helots.”

EVENTS

c. 1000–800 BCE City-states develop as tribes
unite around the largest settlement in their area.
Each city-state (polis) is ruled by a local Dorian
king, with advice from wealthy nobles

c. 700–600 Champions in armies of many city-
states overthrow aristocracies. These popular and
respected champions are called tyrannoi,
meaning “lord” (the word tyrant is derived from 
this term)

c. 800–700 Aristocratic landowners overthrow
kings and become rulers. Ordinary people have no
say in government or justice

c. 600–500 In many city-states, descendants of
tyrants rule poorly and come to be despised.
Poorer people fall into debt, lose their land, and
are forced into slavery. Tyrants are overthrown in
violent uprisings

594 Reforms of Solon in Athens curtail
aristocratic power, emancipate peasants enslaved
through debt, and give each citizen entitlement to
bring his law case publicly to court

509–507 Reforms of Cleisthenes establish a
democratic framework in Athens based on equality
of political rights for all citizens
c. 500–400 Democracy is established in many
Greek city-states
c. 461 Radical democracy in Athens under
Pericles. All members of the Council receive a
small payment, enabling poorer citizens to
participate


