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TCI Summit

The Rise of Democracy

Lesson Overview

Select what music to play for the class as a way to examine and experience the various forms of government 
in ancient Greece that led to the development of democracy.

Teacher Prep

• Ask students to submit their three favorite songs on a piece of paper in preparation for a musical 
listening activity.

• Download or source the songs to for the activity. Preview the songs ahead of time to ensure they are 
appropriate in content and length.

• Prepare a yellow headband and a green headband, play money, and a yardstick.

Procedures

1. Introduce the activity. Tell students they will listen to songs to experience forms of government from 
ancient Greece. After each simulation, they will connect their experience with actual history.

2. Experience monarchy. Select two students to act as king and prince at the front of the class. Give the 
king a yellow headband and the prince a green one. The rest of students can sit on the floor or in their 
seats. Tell students the earliest form of government in ancient Greece was monarchy. In a monarchy, one 
person, like a king or queen, had the power to make all political decisions. 
Have students follow these instructions:
• King, select a song to play, and play it at any volume you choose. Ignore any suggestions from the 

class because you have absolute power.
• The king has died. Take off the headband and sit down.
• The prince has now inherited the power from the king. Prince, take off your green headband and 

wear the yellow one. You are the king and have absolute power. Select a song to play, and play it at any 
volume you choose. 

Reflect on the experience:
• How did you feel during this part of the activity?
• Did you like how the king and prince chose and played the music?
• What could you have done if your ideas had differed from those of your leaders?
• Who makes the decisions in a monarchy?
• How did an individual become a king?
• What are the advantages of a monarchy? What are the disadvantages?

Ask students to read Monarchy: One Person Inherits Power and answer the notebook questions. 
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3. Experience oligarchy. Select three students to act as oligarchs. Give them the play money. The rest 
of the students can sit on the floor or in their seats. Tell students the next form of government in 
ancient Greece was oligarchy. In an oligarchy, a small group of people have the power to make political 
decisions.

Have students follow these instructions:
• Oligarchs, sit in chairs at the front of the classroom. Show off your play money. Most oligarchs in 

ancient Greece were wealthy aristocrats. They lived very comfortably.
• Everyone else must sit. They have no power.
• Oligarchs, select a song to play and play it at any volume you choose. Oligarchs typically look after 

their own interests. Ignore any suggestions from the class.
Reflect on the experience:

• How did you feel during this part of the activity?
• Did you like how the oligarchs chose and played the music?
• What could you have done if your ideas had differed from those of your leaders? 
• Who makes the decisions in an oligarchy?
• How did a person become an oligarch?
• What are the advantages of an oligarchy? What are the disadvantages?
• Why do you think oligarchy developed as an alternative to monarchy?

Ask students to read Oligarchy: A Few People Share Power and answer the notebook questions.
4. Experience tyranny. Select four volunteers to stand in front of the class. Give the volunteer selected to 

be tyrant a yardstick to hold. Tell students the next form of government in ancient Greece was tyranny. 
Discontent with the oligarchs led to the rise of new leaders called tyrants. In a tyranny, one individual 
seizes power by force and rules single-handedly. Most Greek tyrants were military leaders who promised 
improvements and who rose to power with the support of their soldiers and some of the people. Tyrants 
need to please their supporters to stay in power. 

Have students follow these instructions:
• Four volunteers who would like to choose the next song should stand in front of the class.
• If you are sitting on the floor, choose a volunteer you think should be the one to choose the next song. 

Stand in front of that volunteer. The volunteer with the greatest support will be the tyrant.
• Tyrant, sit in a chair at the front of the room. Everyone else should sit back down on the floor.
• Tyrant, ask the students who supported you for advice on what song to play next and at what volume. 

Then choose a song and play it.
Reflect on the experience:

• How did you feel during this part of the activity?
• Did you like how the tyrant chose and played the music?
• What could you have done if your ideas had differed from those of your leaders?
• Who makes the decisions in a tyranny? 
• How did an individual become an tyrant?
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EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from History Alive! The Ancient World,  Lesson 30, The Rise of Democracy. 
Full support, including a ready-to-teach slideshow, is available online at www.teachtci.com.

• What are the advantages of a tyranny? What are the disadvantages?
• Why do you think tyrannies developed after oligarchies and monarchies?

Ask students to read Tyranny: One Person Takes Power by Force and answer the notebook questions.
5. Experience democracy. Write or project song titles for students to see. Tell students the next form of 

government in ancient Greece was democracy. Around 500 B.C.E, after the overthrow of a harsh tyrant, 
the citizens of Athens decided that they would rule themselves. In a democracy, people vote to make 
political decisions. 

Have students follow these instructions:
• Now everyone has equal power to make the decisions about the choice of song. We will vote on the 

titles listed. The title with the majority vote will be the next song played.
• A majority is more than 50% of the vote. If a title does not receive a majority vote, the class will vote 

again between the top two titles.
Reflect on the experience:

• How did you feel during this part of the activity?
• Who makes decisions in a democracy? How are these decisions made?
• What are the advantages of a democracy? What are the disadvantages?
• Why do you think democracy developed after the other three forms of government? 

Ask students to read Democracy: All Citizens Share Power and answer the notebook questions.
6. Compare American government today to democracy in Ancient Greece. As a class, discuss: In what 

ways is American government similar to and different from ancient Greek democracy? (In a direct 
democracy, every citizen can vote on every issue. Athens was a direct democracy. In a representative 
democracy, people vote for representatives who decide issues on behalf of the people. The United States 
is a representative democracy.) 
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Ancient Greek Governments 1.  Monarchy: One Person 
Inherits Power
From about 2000 to 800 b.c.e., a monarch, 

or king, ruled most Greek city-states. In a 
monarchy, the governing power is in the 
hands of one individual, usually a king. As a 
male-dominated society, Greek settlements 
did not allow queens to govern. 

Initially, the people of a Greek city-state 
chose the kings. When a king died, another 
leader was selected to replace him. In time, 
however, kings demanded that, after their 
death, their power be passed to their 
children, typically to the oldest son. Con-
sequently, Greek monarchs rose to power 
through inheritance. 

The kings of ancient Greece possessed 
many powers. They had the authority to 
create laws and act as judges. They also 
conducted religious ceremonies and led their 
armies during wars. Additionally, they could 
use force to punish people who disobeyed 
the laws or didn’t pay their taxes. 

Kings had councils of aristocrats to 
advise them. The word aristocrat is derived 
from a Greek word that means “best.” The 
aristocrats were wealthy men who had 
inherited large pieces of land.

At first, councils of aristocrats had little 
actual power. However, during wartime, 
kings depended on their support since only 
the rich aristocrats could afford to supply 

soldiers with horses and armor. The aristocrats soon realized 
that, as a group, they were stronger than their king and wanted a 
share of his power. 

In some city-states, aristocrats insisted that their king obtain 
the crown through an election rather than an inheritance. Then 
they limited a king’s rule to a certain number of years. Eventu-
ally, aristocrats in many city-states overthrew the monarchy and 
took the power for themselves. By 800 b.c.e., very few Greek 
city-states were ruled by kings.

monarchy a government in 
which the ruling power is in 
the hands of one person 

aristocrat a member of 
the most powerful class in 
ancient Greek society
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1800 b.c.e.

1600 b.c.e.

1400 b.c.e.

Oligarchy
800 b.c.e. to 650 b.c.e.

Tyranny
650 b.c.e. to 500 b.c.e.

Democracy
500 b.c.e. to 400 b.c.e.

1200 b.c.e.

1000 b.c.e.

800 b.c.e.

600 b.c.e.

400 b.c.e.

Monarchy
2000 b.c.e. to 800 b.c.e.

2000 b.c.e.

Over time, the ancient Greeks had four 
forms of government.
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This ancient Greek vase shows a 
musician playing a flute. Oligarchs 
in ancient Greece enjoyed musical 
performances at parties. 

2.  Oligarchy: A Few People Share Power
Between about 800 and 650 b.c.e., most Greek city-states were 

ruled by a small group of wealthy men. These men were called 
oligarchs, from a Greek word meaning “few.” In an oligarchy, 
the ruling power lies in the hands of a few people. 

Most Greek oligarchs were aristocrats, rich men who 
had inherited land from their families. A few oligarchs were 
wealthy merchants. 

Oligarchs had very comfortable lives and often spent their 
days either hunting or participating in chariot races. In the 
evenings, they might host or attend parties, during which 
enslaved people and hired performers entertained guests with 
music, dance, and acrobatics.

Unlike the aristocrats, poor people were required to work 
long hours in the fields. They noticed the unfair differences 
between their difficult lives and the easy lives of the wealthy 
aristocrats who looked down on them.

To make matters worse, the oligarchs ignored a majority of the 
people’s needs. By passing laws that favored wealthier people, the 
oligarchs protected and increased their own wealth. Using 
the army, they forced others to obey these unjust laws. In 
some city-states, such laws forced farmers who were 
unable to pay their debts to sell themselves into slavery. 

Under the rule of the oligarchs, the rich became 
richer and the poor became poorer. Because their hate 
for the oligarchs increased, poor people eventually 
turned to other leaders who promised to improve their 
lives. Typically, these leaders were in the army. Backed by 
the people’s support, they used their soldiers to remove 
the oligarchs from power.

3.  Tyranny: One Person Takes Power by 
Force
During the mid-600s b.c.e., people in many Greek 

city-states relied on the men who had promised to change 
the government. These men who forced the oligarchs from 
power were called tyrants. In a tyranny, the ruling power 
belongs solely to one individual who is not a lawful king. 
A tyranny is sometimes called a dictatorship, and a tyrant is 
another name for a dictator. This form of government in ancient 
Greece lasted until about 500 b.c.e.

oligarchy a government in 
which the ruling power is in 
the hands of a few people 

tyranny a government in 
which absolute ruling power 
is held by a person who is 
not a lawful king

The Rise of Democracy 415
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The people drove most tyrants out 
of power. In this illustration, two 
men are conspiring to assassinate 
their two tyrant enemies to the 
right, Hippias and Hipparchus.

A tyranny differs from a 
monarchy in several ways. First, 
tyrants cannot claim that the laws 
of the land give them the right to 
rule. Also, there are no legal limits 
on tyrants’ powers. Additionally, the 
children of tyrants do not typically 
inherit their father’s powers. 

Although tyrants in ancient 
Greece were likely to take and 
maintain control by force, they were 
often popular. Most Greek tyrants 
were military leaders who gained the 
support of the people by guarantee-
ing them more rights. Once they 
were in power, many Greek tyrants 

implemented changes that improved the lives of poor people. 
Some even canceled the debts of struggling farmers, while others 
were hostile to aristocrats and confiscated their land. 

Some tyrants, though, did not use their power to help the 
people. Hippias (HIP-ee-uhs), the last tyrant to rule the city-state 
of Athens, is one example. Along with his brother, Hipparchus 
(hih-PAHR-kuhs), Hippias ruled well, at first. But then, two 
enemies of the brothers murdered Hipparchus. From then on, 
Hippias ruled more harshly. The people eventually drove him 
from power. Soon after, Athens would try another form of 
government, one that divided power among all the people.

4.  Democracy: All Citizens Share Power
Around 500 b.c.e., the people of Athens were the first in 

Greece to attempt to govern themselves. Two leaders, Solon and 
Cleisthenes, helped lay the foundation for democracy by putting 
reforms into place. They developed a form of government called 
democracy, or “rule by the people.” In a democracy, all citizens 
share in the ruling power. 

Ancient Greek democracy differed from democracies today. 
The government of Athens was a direct democracy, in which 
every citizen is allowed to vote on every issue. Unlike Athens, 
the United States is a representative democracy. In this type of 
government, people may vote for representatives who then decide 
issues on behalf of the people.

democracy a government 
in which power is held by 
the people, who exercise 
power directly or through 
elected representatives 

citizen a person who has 
certain rights and duties in 
a city-state or nation 

assembly a group of 
citizens, in an ancient Greek 
democracy, with the power 
to pass laws

416 Lesson 30
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This is a voting token called 
an ostrakon. Ancient Greeks 
used these to cast their votes 
in elections. How might a direct 
democracy work in the United 
States? 

How did direct democracy 
function in Athens? The city had 
an assembly, or lawmaking group. 
With the assembly, any free man 
could speak and vote on a possible 
new law or a proposal to declare 
war. Women, enslaved people, and 
foreigners could not vote.

However, not all Greeks believed 
that democracy was a beneficial 
type of government. Powerful 
speakers sometimes persuaded 
ordinary citizens to vote unwisely. 
Frequently, an assembly reversed 
important decisions after merely a few weeks. Conflicts like these 
led most city-states to return to earlier forms of government, such 
as dictatorships and oligarchies. 

Regardless, the idea that people can and should rule themselves 
would survive. In time, the ideal of democracy would become 
one of the great gifts from ancient Greece to the modern world.

LESSON SUMMARY

In this lesson, you read about four different forms of government used by ancient 
Greek city-states.

Monarchy: One Person Inherits Power Most Greek city-states were monarchies until 
about 800 b.c.e. In a monarchy, one person, usually a king, holds the power. Ancient 
Greek kings had councils of aristocrats to help them rule. 

Oligarchy: A Few People Share Power Between about 800 and 650 b.c.e., most Greek 
city-states were ruled by oligarchies, in which power is held by a few people. Most 
oligarchs were wealthy aristocrats who ignored the needs of poor people. The poor 
eventually turned to leaders who promised to improve their lives. 

Tyranny: One Person Takes Power by Force From the mid-600s to about 500 b.c.e., 
many Greek city-states were ruled by tyrants. Tyranny is a form of government in 
which a person who is not a lawful king holds the power. 

Democracy: All Citizens Share Power The people of Athens were the first Greeks to 
develop a form of democracy, known as a direct democracy, in which all citizens—
excluding women and enslaved people, who weren’t citizens—were allowed to vote.

The Rise of Democracy 417
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Section 1

1. Shade in the bar below the timeline to show approximately when most Greek  
city-states had monarchies. Label this period on the timeline, using a simple  
visual that represents a monarchy.

2. Under a monarchy, the power to make political decisions is in the hands of
 ________________________ , usually called a ________________________ .

2000
B.C.E.

1600
B.C.E.

400
B.C.E.

800
B.C.E.

1000
B.C.E.

1200
B.C.E.

1400
B.C.E.

1800
B.C.E.

600
B.C.E.

3. I ruled by . . . 

4. I lost power because . . . 
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Section 2

1. Shade in the bar below the timeline to show approximately when most Greek  
city-states had oligarchies. Label this period on the timeline, using a simple 
visual that represents an oligarchy.

2. Under an oligarchy, the power to make political decisions is in the hands of
 ________________________ , called ________________________ .

2000
B.C.E.

1600
B.C.E.

400
B.C.E.

800
B.C.E.

1000
B.C.E.

1200
B.C.E.

1400
B.C.E.

1800
B.C.E.

600
B.C.E.

3. We ruled by . . . 

4. We lost power because . . . 
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Section 3

1. Shade in the bar below the timeline to show approximately when most Greek  
city-states had tyrannies. Label this period on the timeline, using a simple 
visual that represents a tyranny.

2. Under a tyranny, the power to make political decisions is in the hands of
 ________________________ , called a ________________________ .

2000
B.C.E.

1600
B.C.E.

400
B.C.E.

800
B.C.E.

1000
B.C.E.

1200
B.C.E.

1400
B.C.E.

1800
B.C.E.

600
B.C.E.

3. I ruled by . . . 

4. I lost power because . . . 
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Section 4

1. Shade in the bar below the timeline to show approximately when Athens  
had a democracy. Label this period on the timeline, using a simple visual  
that represents a democracy.

2. Under a democracy, the power to make political decisions is in the hands of
 ________________________ , called ________________________ .

2000
B.C.E.

1600
B.C.E.

400
B.C.E.

800
B.C.E.

1000
B.C.E.

1200
B.C.E.

1400
B.C.E.

1800
B.C.E.

600
B.C.E.

3. We ruled by  . . . 

4. Not all Greeks thought democracy was a good 
idea because  . . . 


