Michael J. Kraft


10/29/97


Form IIIx


History





WC: Evolution of the City-State





From 750 BC to the death of Alexander the Great in 323 BC, Greek society consisted of independent city-states. The city-state based on tribal allegiances was generally the first political association during the early stages of civilization. Moreover, Greeks natural barriers to political unity favored this type of political arrangement. Most of the cities were small, having fewer than 5,000 males. Athens, had some 35,000 to 40,000 adult males, the rest of its population of 350,000 consisted of women, children, and slaves, none of whom could participate in lawmaking. The citizens of the cities engaged in athletic contests and religious rituals. The cities gave Greeks a sense of individuality and belonging, for the citizens were involved in the community. In the 5th century BC, the Greeks viewed their cities as the only avenue to the good life. The mature city (polis) was a self-governing community that expressed the will of free citizens, not the desires of gods, hereditary kings, or priests. The Greek cities also had begun as a religious institution, but had gradually de-emphasized the gods’ role in life, as life is not based on magic power of divine rulers, but on human intelligence. The emergence of rational attitudes did not spell the end of religion, particularly for the peasants. Worshipping the god of the city remained a required act of patriotism, to which the Greeks stuck to. Thus, the mythical tradition never died, but existed side by side with a growing rationalism. As Greek rationalism gained influence, traditional religious beliefs and restrictions were made to comply more, or grew weaker through neglect and disuse. For many Athenians, religion had become ceremonial. They relied on reason, not divine guidance. Greek political life was marred by demagoguery, party conflicts, intercity warfare, and the exploitation of weak states by strong ones. Nevertheless, the Greek political achievement was extraordinary. What made Greek political life special was the Greeks’ gradual realization that community problems are caused by humans, and require human solutions. Thus, the Greeks came to understand law as an achievement of the rational mind, not as a benefit of the gods. The Greeks valued that law, and valued free citizen ship. The ideals of political freedom are best exemplified by Athens. 





Sparta: Situated on the Peloponnesian peninsula, farther inland than most Greek cities, Sparta had been settled by Dorian Greeks. The Greeks dealt with overpopulation, and founding colonies. Sparta established only colony in Tarentum, in southern Italy. Sparta’s main means of expansion was to conquer, including their neighbors. When the Spartans conquered, they would keep the defeated foes as serfs (helots). Serfs were owned by the state rather than by individual Spartans. Enraged by this, their neighbors, the Messenians tried to regain their freedom, but their uprising was quelled. To maintain their dominion over the serfs who outnumbered them 10 to 1, the Spartans transformed their society into an armed camp. The Spartans learned only one craft, soldiering. Military training for boys began at age seven. Other Greeks admired the Spartans for this achievement in molding themselves according to an ideal. Spartan soldiers were better trained than others, but the Spartans were criticized for having a limited concept of training. By isolating itself, Sparta did not share the enlightenment of the other Greeks. A culturally retarded Sparta paid a heavy price for military strength. By 500 BC, Sparta emerged as the leader of the Peloponnesian  League, an alliance of southern Greek cities whose land forces were superior to those of any other combination of the Greek cities. Sparta was concerned with protecting its position, not with expanding. Cautious by temperament and always fearful of a serf uprising, Spartans viewed the Peloponnesian League as an instrument for defense rather than aggression. 


