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An Introduction to Ancient Greek Civilization 

 

 

Ancient Greece is often considered the cradle of 

Western civilization. It is a period that had a profound 

influence on the development of the Western world, 

shaping its politics, philosophy, art, literature, and 

science. The Greeks made many advancements that 

continue to influence contemporary society. 

Geographical Context Ancient Greece was situated in 

southeastern Europe, on the Balkan Peninsula. It was 

surrounded by the Aegean Sea to the east, the Ionian 

Sea to the west, and the Mediterranean Sea to the 

south. The region was characterized by a rugged and mountainous landscape, which made 

communication and transportation difficult. This geographical separation led to the 

development of independent city-states, each with its own government and culture.  
 

 
 



E. FALTAS 2 

 

 

Historical Overview The history of ancient Greece can be divided into several periods: 

 

1. The Minoan and Mycenaean Civilizations (c. 3000–1100 BCE):  

The Minoan civilization was centered on the island of Crete, while the Mycenaean 

civilization was located on the mainland of Greece. These early civilizations were known for 

their impressive architecture, including palaces and fortifications, and their development of 

writing systems (Linear A and Linear B). 

 

2. The Dark Ages (c. 1100–800 BCE):  

This was a period of decline and depopulation, during which the Mycenaean civilization 

collapsed. The reasons for this decline are still debated by historians, but it is likely that a 

combination of internal conflicts, invasions, and natural disasters contributed to the fall of 

the Mycenaeans. 

 

3. The Archaic Period (c. 800–500 BCE):  

This was a period of revitalization and expansion. The Greeks established colonies 

throughout the Mediterranean and Black Seas, which helped to spread their culture and 

influence. It was also during this period that the polis, or city-state, emerged as the main 

political unit in Greece. 

 

4. The Classical Period (c. 500–323 BCE):  

This is the most famous period of ancient Greek history, and it is often considered the 

height of Greek civilization. It was marked by the dominance of Athens and Sparta, two of 

the most powerful city-states in ancient Greece. The rivalry between these two city-states 

culminated in the Peloponnesian War (431–404 BCE), which ended in the defeat of Athens. 

The Classical period was also characterized by the flourishing of arts, philosophy, and 

science. 

 

5. The Hellenistic Period (c. 323–30 BCE):  

This period began after the death of Alexander the Great and marked the expansion of 

Greek culture throughout the Mediterranean and Near East. The Hellenistic period was 

characterized by the rise of new kingdoms, such as the Ptolemaic dynasty in Egypt and the 

Seleucid Empire in Asia. It was also during this period that Greek culture was heavily 

influenced by Eastern civilizations. 

 

City-States One of the defining characteristics of ancient Greece was the polis, or city-state. 

These were independent communities, each with its own government, army, and economy. The 

most famous city-states were Athens and Sparta, but there were many others, each with its 

own unique characteristics. 
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Athens was known for its democratic government, its vibrant cultural life, and its contributions 

to the arts and sciences. It was the birthplace of democracy, and its government was based on 

the principles of equality and participation. The citizens of Athens were actively involved in the 

decision-making process, and they participated in a direct democracy where they voted on 

laws and policies themselves. Athenian society was also known for its patronage of the arts, 

and it was during the Classical period that many of the greatest works of ancient Greek art, 

literature, and philosophy were created. 

 

Sparta, on the other hand, was known for its militaristic society and its emphasis on discipline 

and physical fitness. The Spartans were famous for their rigorous training regimen, which 

began at a young age and continued throughout their lives. They were also known for their 

austere lifestyle and their strict code of honor. Sparta was an oligarchy ruled by a small group 

of elite citizens. 

Culture and Achievements Ancient Greece was a cultural powerhouse, and its influence can still 

be felt today in many aspects of Western civilization. The Greeks made significant contributions 

to the arts, philosophy, science, and politics. 

 

1. Arts:  

Ancient Greek art is known for its beauty, 

symmetry, and realism. The Greeks developed 

a unique style of sculpture that emphasized 

naturalism and the human form. They also 

made significant advancements in 

architecture, including the development of 

the Doric, Ionic, and Corinthian orders. Greek 

theatre also developed during this time, with 

playwrights like Aeschylus, Sophocles, and 

Euripides creating some of the most famous 

and enduring works of drama. 

 

2. Philosophy:  

Ancient Greece was the birthplace of Western philosophy. The Greek philosophers sought 

to understand the nature of the world and the purpose of human existence. Some of the 

most famous philosophers from ancient Greece include Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. 

Socrates is known for his method of questioning, which encouraged critical thinking and 

inquiry. Plato, a student of Socrates, founded the Academy in Athens, one of the earliest 

institutions of higher learning. Aristotle, a student of Plato, made significant contributions 

to a wide range of subjects, including biology, ethics, politics, and logic.                   
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3. Science:  

The ancient Greeks made significant contributions to the fields of astronomy, mathematics, 

and medicine. Hippocrates, often called the father of medicine, laid the foundations for 

modern medical practice by emphasizing observation and diagnosis. Pythagoras made 

significant contributions to mathematics, including the development of the Pythagorean 

theorem. Archimedes, one of the greatest mathematicians of the ancient world, made 

significant contributions to geometry, calculus, and engineering. 

 

 

 

4. Politics:  

Ancient Greece is often considered the birthplace of democracy. The Athenians developed a 

system of government in which all male citizens were allowed to participate in the decision-

making process. This was a radical departure from the monarchies and oligarchies that were 

common in the ancient world. The Greeks also developed a sophisticated system of law, 

which laid the foundations for modern legal systems. 

 

 

5. Religion: 

Religion played a central role in ancient 

Greek society. The Greeks were polytheistic 

and worshipped a pantheon of gods and 

goddesses, each with their own distinct 

personality and domain. The twelve main 

gods and goddesses, known as the 

Olympians, were Zeus, Hera, Poseidon, 

Demeter, Athena, Apollo, Artemis, Ares, 

Aphrodite, Hephaestus, Hermes, and 

Dionysus. These gods were believed to 

reside on Mount Olympus, the highest 

peak in Greece. 

 

Religious rituals and ceremonies were an integral part of daily life in ancient Greece. The 

Greeks believed that the gods were actively involved in the affairs of humans, and they sought 

to gain their favor through sacrifices and offerings. Temples were built to honor the gods, and 

statues and images were created to represent them. 

 

The ancient Greeks also believed in the existence of mythological creatures, such as centaurs, 

satyrs, and nymphs. These creatures were often depicted in art and literature, and they played 

a significant role in the mythology of ancient Greece. 
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Legacy The legacy of ancient Greece is immense and continues to shape the modern world in 

many ways. The Greek system of democracy served as a model for the development of 

democratic governments in the Western world. The Greek emphasis on rational thought and 

inquiry laid the foundations for the scientific method. Greek art, literature, and philosophy 

continue to be studied and admired to this day.                                                                                               Photo 

by Josiah Lewis 

 

The ancient Greeks also played a crucial role in the development of Western civilization. Their 

contributions to the arts, philosophy, science, and politics have had a lasting impact on the 

world. The Greeks' emphasis on rational thought, critical inquiry, and human potential laid the 

foundations for many of the values and ideas that are central to Western culture. 

In conclusion, ancient Greece was a civilization of great importance and influence. Its 

contributions to the arts, philosophy, science, and politics have shaped the development of 

Western civilization and continue to be studied and admired to this day. The ancient Greeks' 

emphasis on rational thought, critical inquiry, and human potential has left a lasting legacy that 

continues to inspire and inform the modern world. 
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