
 It is common to treat Cretan Civilization (also known as Minoan Civilization) and Greek1

Civilization as one, or leave the Cretan part ambiguous. The synthesis here is more rigorous and

has the advantage of once again clarifying the concept of a dark age as the period lesser

knowledge, power, wealth (etc.) between two civilizations. Previously we have seen a dark age

between Indus and Indian Civilization (ca. 1500 BC and 1000 BC). We will see it one more time

as the well known Dark Ages at the beginning of Western Civilization. Hardly an insult term (as it

is sometimes viewed), it is rather a neutral term that recognizes the dip in civilizations’ qualities

between two successive civilizations. The subsequent recovery of civilization has in all three

occurrences centered around an area that was at the periphery of the former civilization (Indus to

Ganges, Crete to mainland Greece, and Mediterranean to France). Also, in all three cases

newcomers were involved in the rebuilding of civilization (Aryans, Dorians, and Germanic tribes

respectively).

 Discuss fresco and its potential longevity (that is, painting onto wet plaster).2

(Michelangelo’s S istine Chapel ceiling is fresco and still in good condition; da Vinci’s near-

contemporaneous Last Supper is not fresco and was flaking off during da Vinci’s life.) Note which

parts of of the bull-jumping painting are original (the scruffy looking parts) and which parts have

been restored.

 . . . to giving them protection and warning time if they were attacked by other pirates.3

 Thera is known as Santorini today and is a favorite tourist destination.4
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The Greeks—one of our two ancestors, is probably not best standing alone; there is much that needs to be added.

Please read the notes at the bottom of many slides. These may suffice for the inexperienced teacher to lecture from
the slides.

Summary outline:

I. Cretan Civilization grew from the challenge of the sea.
II. A dark age followed the end of Cretan Civilization.
III. A new civilization arose, this time centered on the mainland.
IV. The polis characterized the “civilized” Greeks.
V. Democratic and republican government developed in Greece.

VI. Athens led Greece.
VII. The democratic polis of Sparta went in a different direction from all other Greeks.
VIII. Persia almost destroyed Greek Civilization.
IX. Power led to corruption.

X. Philip united Greece, while Alexander spread Greek culture.
XI. Greece conquered Rome—Rome conquered Greece.
XII. Greek culture, through Rome, provided one of the two foundations for Western Civilization.

Outline:1

I. Cretan Civilization grew from the challenge of the sea.
A. The Cretans developed a civilization based on sea trade, centered at Knossos.2

B. Greeks on both sides of the Aegean were attracted to the benefits of civilization, but became only semi-

civilized.
1. Most Mycenaean Greeks were pirates, who built their cities slightly inland,  around an acropolis.  3

II. A dark age followed the end of Cretan Civilization.

A. Possible causes of the fall of Crete.
1. Fallout from the volcanic eruption at Thera.4

2. Terrible fires at Knossos.
3. Mycenaean pirate attacks, biting the hand that fed them.



 Thus Greek had two scripts, the first (Linear B) during Cretan Civilization and the5

second, alphabetic script learned from the inventors of the alphabet at the beginning of Greek

Civilization.

 The alphabet shown here is a modern one, lower case only, shown because of the6

attractiveness of the file.

 Homer Simpson pic shows for .1 second for those paying attention. Homer wrote at the7

end of the dark age of events that ostensibly occurred at the beginning of the dark age. Of

course, Homer’s “writing” was entirely verbal, as the new civilization had not yet regained the

ability to write.

 Troy’s existence was doubted until 18  century German businessman Heinrich8 th

Schliemann followed the directions in the Iliad and discovered its location. The real events behind

the story are probably a commercial conflict between two hangers-on of Cretan Civilization.

 The slide shows a statue of Poseidon of Artemision (sometimes called Zeus instead) in9

the National Archeological Museum, Athens. It was discovered in the remains of a Roman

shipwreck in 1928. The eyes were originally made of bone.

 This interpretation of the origin of the polis is from William McNeill.10
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B. Dorians invaded western Greece and Crete.
1. Most Mycenaeans fled to Ionia or were enslaved.
2. Dorians did not reach as far eastward as Athens.

C. Writing lost, but past glories remembered.
1. Literature of dark ages reflects admiration for the giants of the past.5

III. A new civilization arose, this time centered on the mainland: Greek Civilization.
A. The Greeks faced challenges.

1. Little fertile land, the old ways not working any more, and a land badly divided by mountains

challenged the Greeks.
2. The Greeks relearned how to build ships.
3. The Greeks relearned how to write, this time with an alphabet.6

B. Homer memorialized the good old days.

1. Homer wrote of heroes of the Mycenaean (Cretan) era.
a. The Iliad showed Greek values by telling of the anger of Achilles during the Trojan
War.7

b. The Odyssey was more of an adventure.

2. When the Greeks wrote down the Iliad and Odyssey, they locked the gods into a primitive form,
leading later more sophisticated Greeks to lose their faith in the gods.8

IV. Greeks developed a new type of institution, the polis (plural: poleis).9

A. The polis suited the mountainous geography of western Greece.

B. The polis developed in Ionia,  where the Ionian old timers and Mycenaean newcomers (refugees from10

the Dorian invasion) took a new approach to government—rational thought.

C. Characteristics of the polis
1. small, usually a city, although some were a little larger, forming a city-state
2. The term also referred to a body of citizens that resided in the city.
3. Citizens were loyal to their polis.
4. It had written laws.

5. Members had community consciousness.
6. All developed plural leadership.
7. Many became democratic.

D. The polis contrasted sharply with the monarchy and professional bureaucracies of earlier Mycenaean

kingdoms.



 The first scene in Charlie Chaplin’s The Great Dictator (1940) shows humorously a11

soldier (Chaplin) trying to hold back.

 The concepts as explained here:12

monarchy: single leadership
republican government: plural leadership 

(The conceptualization is from William Everdell, The End of Kings,  New York,

The Free Press, 1983.)

 democracy: not a type of government but a way of choosing the leadership, the13

popular vote (This insight is from the Austrian-English philosopher Karl Popper, expressed in
various places.)

 Ostensibly, the almost mythic Solon first stopped debt slavery, enabled Athenian14

farmers to make the above transition by subsidizing them for the 4-5 years necessary for the first

cash crops to come in, and encouraged the formation of daughter poleis (on fertile land such as

around the Black Sea) to solve the overpopulation problem. Athens went from a fragile, poor

state in 600 BC to the leading polis of the half century after the Third Persian Invasion.

 The development of forms of money:15

small bits of gold or silver  [followed by]
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E. Greeks beyond the reach of the polis were considered inferior by polis Greeks.
1. The Kingdom of Macedonia was considered semi-barbaric.

F. Polis Greeks changed warfare with the phalanx.
2. The phalanx solved the problem of reluctant soldiers by providing physical and psychological
pressures to move ahead aggressively.11

V. Democratic and republican government developed in Greece.
A. Greek government developed from monarchy, to popular monarchy, to republican government with
broad citizen participation.

In Athens, for instance,
kings rule of one yielded to,
aristocrats rule of a few  which yielded to

popular dictators support by the citizens which yielded to
republican democracy control by the citizens12

B. Increasingly, the leadership was chosen by more and more citizens.

C. Greek democracy  had two major weakness.13

1. The electorate never became very large.
2. The majority could abuse a minority.

D. The Athenian electorate stopped growing where the American electorate began.

1. To get soldiers for the phalanx, Athens extended the vote to the middle class.
2. Later, to get rowers for its newly expanded navy, Athens extended the vote to the poorest class
(in the 480s B E .
3. But women and slaves made up the majority of Athens’ inhabitants, and they never got the

vote.
4. The US started out with all but women and slaves voting.

VI. Athens led Greece.
A. Solon led Athens to a sound economic basis, which enabled cultural greatness.

1. Athenian farmers shifted from subsistence farming of wheat to commercial farming of olives and
grapes.
2. Athens began producing ships and clay containers to ship the resulting olive oil and wine.14

3. The recent invention of coined money in Asia Minor made economic transactions easier.15



   coined money  

     paper money  

  checks  

credit cards 

 A way to describe the government of the US, using the above concepts, is as an anti-16

majoritarian democratic republic, with anti-majoritarian referring to the protection of minorities

from majorities. Using this conceptualization, certain parts of the US Constitution can be viewed

as republican, others as democratic, and others (especially the Bill of Rights) as anti-majoritarian.

The common descriptions of the US government as a representative democracy or some such

makes intelligent discussion of the Constitution more difficult.

 The Ionians foolishly revolted in 499 (foolish because the absence of many Persian17

troops locally did not indicate the inability of Persia to send whatever troops would be needed to

put down a revolt). Eritrea and Athens responded to Ionian pleas for help, bringing them to the

consciousness of Emperor Darius and soon to bring down Persian wrath upon them.

 The animated battle scene on the slide is made up of two separate files, which I have18

tried to join smoothly. When kept on the screen, only the second file repeats. If you back out of

the slide to repeat both, it may not work if you do so immediately, so it’s better to prepare the

students and see it only one time. The Greek center forces draw the Persians forward, dispatch

the side forces, who retreat to their ships, and then surround the Persian center force, which

then retreats. Neat gif files.

The 26 miles Pheidipides ran (and than dropped dead after delivering the message at the city

gates of Athens) was measured for the first modern olympics (1896) and turned in to the—what

else—marathon race. It’s actually several yards longer.

 The nice drawing is from a 1970s (?) Time-Life book, colored by some user.19
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4. To solve the problem of overpopulation Athens (like many other poleis) encouraged immigration
of excess citizens.

B. Athenians preferred leisure time to hard work, leading to greater involvement in literature, drama, art
appreciation, and philosophy.
C. Athens’ greatest accomplishments came during the 400s, but so did its downfall.16

VII. The democratic polis of Sparta went in a different direction from all other Greeks.
A. Sparta solved its overpopulation problem by conquering and enslaving its neighbors to the west.
B. The Spartans enslaved themselves to the task of keeping the new slaves from revolting (the slaves

outnumbered the Spartans 25 to 1!), all Spartans becoming soldiers or mothers of soldiers.
C. Bravery and fighting skills surpassed all other values: mothers and wives told their sons and husbands,
“Come back with your shields or on them”.
D. Other Greeks respected Spartan fighting abilities, but otherwise despised them for their narrowness.

VIII. Persia almost destroyed Greek Civilization.
A. The Persians captured Greek Ionia.
B. Athens and another polis helped the Ionians fight the Persians.17

C. Persia attacked Athens and the other Greeks in revenge.
D. Athens fought the Persians at Marathon in 490.18

E. Persia sent a giant army to Greece in 480.19

1. The Greeks under Athenian leadership defeated the Persian navy at Salamis.

2. The Greek army under Spartan leadership defeated the Persian army at Plataea.



 This is Theme 5 is from my classroom World History Themes:20

1. The world is not (yet) totally just.
2. Seeing is understanding.

3. Humans have a great capacity for self-deception. 

4. Challenge and response explains much in history.
5. Power tends to corrupt.

6. Democracy alons does not protect freedom.

The lesson for the United States is clear (apart from any controversial issue in the news today):
W ill the United States, incredibly powerful today, sometime in the future become corrupted by its

power and abuse it, without realizing that we are corrupt? It is obvious that Pericles (and the
Athenians?) were unaware that they had abused their power.

 From the slide:21

From the footnote: 
. . . from Pericles’ Funeral Oration.

 But not Sparta, although it was in decline.22
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IX. Power led to corruption.20

A. Most poleis asked Athens to lead them. 
B. Athens took advantage of her new power, abusing other poleis.21

C. The abused poleis appealed to Sparta for help.
D. In the subsequent Peloponnesian War, Athens lost and never regained her power.

X. Philip united Greece, while Alexander spread Greek culture.
A. Using his army and diplomacy, King Philip of Macedon defeated most of the Greek poleis.22

B. When Philip was assassinated, his 20 year old son Alexander inherited his kingdom.

C. Alexander turned his Greek army against the Persian Empire, supposedly in revenge for what the
Persians had attempted to do to the Greeks 150 years earlier.
D. Alexander conquered the Persian Empire (including Egypt) and continued conquering into western India.
E. Alexander transformed polis Greek culture, removing its democratic elements, making it more

international in outlook by allowing in Persian and Egyptian culture elements. 
F. The Greek language and culture filtered throughout the Middle East.
G. Greek culture before Alexander: Hellenic

–small town, provincial, democratic

H. Greek culture after Alexander: Hellenistic
–international, monarchical

XI. Greece conquered Rome—Rome conquered Greece.

A. Rome, on the make, conquered the Eastern Mediterranean politically.
B. Romans fell in love with Greek culture, and became Greeks.
C. The culture of the Romans, modified by the culture of the Greeks, became Greco-Roman Civilization.

XII. Greek culture, through Rome, provided one of the two foundations for Western Civilization.
A. architecture

1. Greek architecture emphasized post and lintels, with gabled roofs.
B. sculpture

1. Greek sculpture introduced realism to the world.

C. philosophy



 . . . the excellent condition of the statue shown in the slide is because nothing is23

broken off
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1. Socrates taught that the unexamined life was not worth living
2. Socrates’ student Plato taught that
    a. the best government was a dictatorship, and 
    b. the physical world was not trustworthy. 
3. Aristotle, who rejected his teacher Plato’s ideas about reality belonging in the “heavenlies”,

believed in the physical universe.
D. literature—the four greatest Greek (Athenian) playwrights

1. Aeschylus, died 456 BC
2. Sophocles, died 406

3. Euripides, died 40623

4. Aristophanes, died ca. 386
E. language

1. The Greek language became the universal language of the Roman Empire.

2. Rome copied Greek authors, ensuring their survival to today. 
F. The other foundation was laid by the Hebrews.

1. From the Greeks: Reason
2. From the Hebrews: Revelation


