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PART ONE

The Emergence of
Human Communities,
to 500 B.C.E.

round 10,000 years ago, some human groups in various parts of the

world began to cultivate plants, domesticate animals, and make pottery
vessels for storage. One consequence of this shift from hunting and gather-
ing to agriculture was the emergence of permanent settlements—at first
small villages but eventually larger towns as well.

The earliest complex societies arose in the great river valleys of Asia and
Africa, around 3100 B.C.E. in the valley between the Tigris and Euphrates
Rivers in Mesopotamia and along the Nile River in Egypt, somewhat later in
the valley of the Indus River in Pakistan, and on the floodplain of the Yellow
River in China. In these arid regions, agriculture depended on irrigation with
river water, and centers of political power arose to organize the massive hu-
man labor required to dig and maintain channels to carry water to the fields.

Kings and priests dominated these early societies. Kings controlled
the military forces; priests managed the temples and the wealth of the gods.
Within the urban centers—in the midst of palaces, temples, fortification
walls, and other monumental buildings—lived administrators, soldiers, priests,
merchants, craftsmen, and others with specialized skills. The production of
surplus food grown on rural estates by a dependent peasantry sustained the ac-
tivities of these groups. Professional scribes kept administrative and financial
records and preserved their civilization’s religious and scientific knowledge.

1
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Over time, certain centers extended their in-
fluence and came to dominate broad expanses
of territory. The rulers of these early empires
were motivated primarily by the need to secure
access to raw materials, especially tin and copper,
from which to make bronze. A similar motive accounts
for the development of long-distance trade and diplomatic
relations between major powers. Fueling long-distance trade
was the desire for bronze, which had both practical and sym-
bolic importance. From bronze, artisans made weapons, tools
and utensils, and ritual objects. Ownership of bronze items was
a sign of wealth and power. Trade and diplomacy helped spread
culture and technology from the core river-valley areas to neigh-
boring regions, such as southern China, Nubia, Syria-Palestine,
Anatolia, and the Aegean.
In the Western Hemisphere, different geographical circum-
stances called forth distinctive patterns of technological and cultural
response in the early civilizations of the Olmec in southern Mexico and
Chavin in the Andean region of South America. Nevertheless, the challenges
of organizing agriculture and trade led to many of the same features of com-
plex societies—social stratification, specialization of labor, urbanization,
monumental building, technological development, and artistic achievement.
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ome five thousand years ago in Mesopotamia

(present-day Iraq), people living in Sumer, the
world’s first urban civilization, cherished the story of
Gilgamesh, superhero king of the city of Uruk. The
goddess of creation, it recounted, fashioned the wild
man Enkidu®:

There was virtue in him of the god of war, of Nin-
urta himself. His body was rough, he had long
hair like a woman'’s; it waved like the hair of Nis-
aba, the goddess of corn. His body was covered
with matted hair like Samugqan’s, the god of cat-
tle. He was innocent of mankind; he knew noth-
ing of the cultivated land. Enkidu ate grass in the
hills with the gazelle and jostled with the wild
beasts at the water-holes; he had joy of the water
with the herds of wild game.

When Gilgamesh learns of Enkidu from a hunter,
he sends a temple prostitute to tame him. After her se-
duction causes the wild beasts to shun him, she says:

Come with me. I will take you to strong-walled
Uruk,” to the blessed temple of Ishtar and of Anu,
of love and of heaven . . . there all the people are
dressed in their gorgeous robes, every day is holi-
day, the young men and the girls are wonderful
to see. How sweet they smell! . . . O Enkidu, you
who live life, I will show you Gilgamesh.!

She clothes Enkidu and teaches him to eat cooked
food, drink beer, and bathe and oil his body. Her
words and actions signal the principal traits of civi-
lized life in Sumer, just as the divine comparisons of
the wild Enkidu show Sumer’s dependence on grain
and livestock.

The Sumerians, like other peoples, equated civi-
lization with their own way of life. But lifestyles varied.
Given the ambiguity of the term civilization, there-
fore, the common understanding that the first civi-

Enkidu (EN-kee-doo) Uruk (OO-rook)

—p—

lizations arose in Mesopotamia and Egypt sometime
before 3000 B.C.E. needs examination.

Scholars agree that settled agricultural life and
certain political, social, economic, and technological
traits are indicators of civilization, if not of every civ-
ilization. These traits include (1) cities as administra-
tive centers, (2) a political system based on defined
territory rather than kinship, (3) many people en-
gaged in specialized, non-food-producing activities,
(4) status distinctions based largely on accumulation
of wealth, (5) monumental building, (6) a system for
keeping permanent records, (7) long-distance trade,
and (8) sophisticated interest in science and art.

The earliest societies exhibiting these traits ap-
peared in the floodplains of great rivers: the Tigris®
and Euphrates® in Iraq, the Indus in Pakistan, the Yel-
low (Huang He") in China, and the Nile in Egypt (see
Map 1.2). Periodic flooding fertilized the land with silt
and provided water for agriculture but also threatened
lives and property. To control the floods, the peoples
living near the rivers created new technologies and
forms of political and social organization.

In this chapter, we describe the origins of domes-
tication among the scattered groups of foragers living
atthe end of the last Ice Age and the slow development
of farming and herding societies. We then trace the rise
of complex societies in Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the
Indus River Valley from approximately 3500 to 1500
B.C.E. (China, developing slightly later, is discussed in
Chapter 2). This story roughly coincides with the ori-
gins of writing, allowing us to document aspects of
human life not revealed by archaeological evidence
alone.

As you read this chapter, ask yourself the follow-
ing questions:

e How did plant and animal domestication set the
scene for the emergence of civilization?

e Why did the earliest civilizations arise in river val-
leys?

Tigris (TIE-gris) Euphrates (you-FRAY-teez)
Huang He (hwang huh)
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e How did the organization of labor shape political
and social structures?

o How did metallurgy, writing, and monumental con-
struction contribute to the power and wealth of
elite groups?

o How do religious beliefs reflect interaction with the
environment?

BEFORE CIVILIZATION

vidence of human artistic creativity first came to light

in 1940 near Lascaux in southwestern France with the
discovery of a vast underground cavern. The cavern walls
were covered with paintings of animals, including many
that had been extinct for thousands of years. Similar cave
paintings have been found in Spain and elsewhere in
southern France.

To even the most skeptical person, these artistic
troves reveal rich imaginations and sophisticated skills,
qualities also apparent in the stone tools and evidence of
complex social relations uncovered from prehistoric
sites. The production of such artworks and tools over
wide areas and long periods of time demonstrates that
skills and ideas were not simply individual but were de-
liberately passed along within societies. These learned
patterns of action and expression constitute culture. Cul-
ture includes material objects, such as dwellings, cloth-
ing, tools, and crafts, along with nonmaterial values,
beliefs, and languages. Although it is true that some ani-
mals also learn new ways, their activities are determined
primarily by inherited instincts. Only human communi-
ties trace profound cultural developments over time.
The development, transmission, and transformation of
cultural practices and events are the subject of history.

Stone toolmaking, the first rec-
ognizable cultural activity, first
appeared around 2 million
years ago. The Stone Age, which
lasted from then until around
4,000 years ago, can be a misleading label. Stone tools
abound at archaeological sites, but not all tools were of
stone. They were made as well of bone, skin, and wood,
materials that survive poorly. In addition, this period
encompasses many cultures and subperiods. Among
the major subdivisions, the Paleolithic® (Old Stone Age)

Food Gathering
and Stone
Technology

lasted until 10,000 years ago, about 3,000 years after the
end of the last Ice Age, long periods when glaciers cov-
ered much of North America, Europe, and Asia. The Ne-
olithic® (New Stone Age), which is associated with the
origins of agriculture, followed.

Fossilized animal bones bearing the marks of butch-
ering tools testify to the scavenging and hunting activi-
ties of Stone Age peoples, but anthropologists do not
believe that early humans lived primarily on meat. Mod-
ern foragers (hunting and food-gathering peoples) in
the Kalahari Desert of southern Africa and Ituri Forest of
central Africa derive the bulk of their day-to-day nour-
ishment from wild vegetable foods. They eat meat at
feasts. Stone Age peoples probably did the same, even
though the tools and equipment for gathering and pro-
cessing vegetable foods have left few archaeological
traces.

Like modern foragers, ancient humans would have
used skins and mats woven from leaves for collecting
fruits, berries, and wild seeds, and they would have dug
up edible roots with wooden sticks. Archaeologists sus-
pect that the doughnut-shaped stones often found at
Stone Age sites served as weights to make wooden dig-
ging sticks more effective.

Cooking makes both meat and vegetables tastier
and easier to digest, something early humans may have
discovered inadvertently after wildfires. Humans may
have begun setting fires deliberately 1 million to 1.5 mil-
lion years ago, but proof of cooking does not appear un-
til some 12,500 years ago, when clay cooking pots came
into use in East Asia.

Studies of present-day foragers also indicate that Ice
Age women probably did most of the gathering and cook-
ing, which they could do while caring for small children.
Women past child-bearing age would have been the most
knowledgeable and productive food gatherers. Men, with
stronger arms and shoulders, would have been better
suited for hunting, particularly for large animals. Some
early cave art suggests male hunting activities.

The same studies, along with archaeological evi-
dence from Ice Age campsites, indicate that early for-
agers lived in groups that were big enough to defend
themselves from predators and divide responsibility for
food collection and preparation, but small enough not
to exhaust the food resources within walking distance.
Even bands of around fifty men, women, and children
would have moved regularly to follow migrating animals
or collect seasonally ripening plants in different places.

In regions with severe climates or lacking in natural
shelters like caves, people built huts of branches, stones,

Paleolithic (pay-lee-oh-LITH-ik)

Neolithic (nee-oh-LITH-ik)

o
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Egypt Indus Valley

3100-2575 B.C.E.
Early Dynastic

3000 B.C.e.  3000-2350 B.cC.E.

Early Dynastic (Sumerian)

2575-2134 B.C.E.
Old Kingdom

2500 B.C.E.
2350-2230 B.C.E.
Akkadian (Semitic)

2112-2004 B.C.E.
Third Dynasty of Ur (Sumerian)

1900-1600 B.C.E.
Old Babylonian (Semitic)

2000 B.C.E.

2600 B.C.E. Beginning of
Indus Valley civilization

2134-2040 B.C.E.

First Intermediate Period
2040-1640 B.C.E.

Middle Kingdom

1900 B.c.e. End of Indus
Valley civilization

1640-1532 B.C.E.

Second Intermediate Period
1532-1070 B.C.E.

New Kingdom

1500 B.C.E. 1500-1150 B.C.E.

Kassite

bones, skins, and leaves as seasonal camps. Animal skins
served as clothing, with the earliest evidence of woven
cloth appearing about 26,000 years ago. Groups living in
the African grasslands and other game-rich areas proba-
bly spent only three to five hours a day securing food,
clothing, and shelter. This would have left a great deal of
time for artistic endeavors, tool-making, and social life.

The foundations of what later ages called science,
art, and religion also date to the Stone Age. Gatherers
learned which local plants were edible and when they
ripened, as well as which natural substances were effec-
tive for medicine, consciousness altering, dyeing, and
other purposes. Hunters learned the habits of game ani-
mals. People experimented with techniques of using
plant and animal materials for clothing, twine, and con-
struction. Knowledge of the environment included iden-
tifying which minerals made good paints and which
stones made good tools. All of these aspects of culture
were passed orally from generation to generation.

Early music and dance have left no traces, but visual
artwork has survived abundantly. Cave paintings appear
as early as 32,000 years ago in Europe and North Africa
and somewhat later in other parts of the world. Because
many feature food animals like wild oxen, reindeer, and
horses, some scholars believe the art records hunting
scenes or played a magical and religious role in hunting.

A newly discovered cave at Vallon Pont-d’Arc® in south-
ern France, however, features rhinoceros, panthers, bears,
owls, and a hyena, which probably were not hunted for
food. Other drawings include people dressed in animal
skins and smeared with paint and stencils of human
hands. Some scholars suspect that other marks in cave
paintings and on bones may represent efforts at count-
ing or writing.

Some cave art suggests that Stone Age people had
well-developed religions, but without written texts, it is
hard to know what they believed. Some graves from
about 100,000 years ago contain stone implements, food,
clothing, and red-ochre powder, indicating that early
people revered their leaders enough to honor them in
death and may have believed in an afterlife.

Around 10,000 years ago, some
human groups began to meet
their food needs by raising do-
mesticated plants and animals.
Gradually over the next millennium, most people be-
came food producers, although hunting and gathering
continued in some places.

The Agricultural
Revolutions

Vallon Pont-d’Arc (vah-LON pon-DAHRK)

o
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The term Neolithic Revolution, commonly given to
the changeover from food gathering to food producing,
can be misleading. Neolithic means “new stone,” but the
new tool designs that accompanied the beginnings of
agriculture did not define it. Nor was the “revolution” a
single event. The changeover occurred at different times
in different parts of the world. The term Agricultural
Revolutions is more precise because it emphasizes the
central role of food production and signals that the
changeover occurred several times. The adoption of agri-
culture often included the domestication of animals for
food (see Map 1.1).

Food gathering gave way to food production over
hundreds of generations. The process may have begun
when forager bands, returning year after year to the
same seasonal camps, scattered seeds and cleared away
weeds to encourage the growth of foods they liked. Such
semicultivation could have supplemented food gather-
ing without the permanent settlement of the group.
Families choosing to concentrate their energies on food
production, however, would have had to settle perma-
nently near their fields.

Specialized stone tools first alerted archaeologists to
new food-producing practices: polished or ground stone
heads to work the soil, sharp stone chips embedded in
bone or wooden handles to cut grasses, and stone mor-
tars to pulverize grain. Early farmers used fire to clear
fields of shrubs and trees and discovered that ashes
were a natural fertilizer. After the burn-off, farmers used
blades and axes to keep the land clear.

Selection of the highest-yielding strains of wild
plants led to the development of domesticated varieties
over time. As the principal gatherers of wild plant foods,
women probably played a major role in this transition to
plant cultivation, but the task of clearing fields probably
fell to the men.

In the Middle East, the region with the earliest evi-
dence of agriculture, human selection had transformed
certain wild grasses into higher-yielding domesticated
grains, now known as emmer wheat and barley, by
8000 B.C.E. Farmers there also discovered that alternating
the cultivation of grains and pulses (plants yielding
edible seeds such as lentils and peas) helped maintain
fertility.

Plants domesticated in the Middle East spread to ad-
jacent lands, but in many parts of the world, agriculture
arose independently. Exchanges of crops and techniques
occurred between regions, but societies that had already
turned to farming borrowed new plants, animals, and
farming techniques more readily than foraging groups
did.

The eastern Sahara, which went through a wet pe-
riod after 8000 B.C.E., preserves the oldest traces of food

production in northern Africa. As in the Middle East,
emmer wheat and barley became the principal crops
and sheep, goats, and cattle the main domestic animals.
When drier conditions returned around 5000 B.C.E.,
many Saharan farmers moved to the Nile Valley, where
the river’s annual flood provided water for crops.

In Greece, wheat and barley cultivation, beginning
as early as 6000 B.C.E., combined local experiments with
Middle Eastern borrowings. Shortly after 4000 B.C.E.,
farming developed in the light-soiled plains of Central
Europe and along the Danube River. As forests receded
because of climate changes and human clearing efforts,
agriculture spread to other parts of Europe over the next
millennium.

Early farmers in Europe and elsewhere practiced
shifting cultivation, also known as swidden agriculture.
After a few growing seasons, farmers left the fields fal-
low (abandoned to natural vegetation) and cleared new
fields nearby. Between 4000 and 3000 B.C.E., for example,
communities of from forty to sixty people in the Danube
Valley supported themselves on about 500 acres (200
hectares) of farmland, cultivating a third or less each
year while leaving the rest fallow to regain its fertility.
From around 2600 B.C.E., people in Central Europe began
using ox-drawn wooden plows to till heavier and richer
soils.

Although the lands around the Mediterranean seem
to have shared a complex of crops and farming tech-
niques, geographical barriers blocked the spread else-
where. Rainfall patterns south of the Sahara favored
locally domesticated grains—sorghums, millets, and (in

o
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Ethiopia) teff—over wheat and barley. Middle Eastern
grains did not grow at all in the humidity of equatorial
West Africa; there, yams became an early domestic crop.

Domestic rice originated in southern China, the
northern half of Southeast Asia, or northern India, possi-
bly as early as 10,000 B.c.E. but more likely closer to 5000
B.C.E. The warm, wet climate of southern China particu-
larly favored rice. Indian farmers cultivated hyacinth
beans, green grams, and black grams along with rice by
about 2000 B.C.E.

In the Americas a decline of game animals in the
Tehuacdn® Valley of Mexico after 8000 B.C.E. increased
people’s dependence on wild plants. Agriculture based
on maize® (corn) developed there about 3000 B.C.E. and
gradually spread. At about the same time, the inhabi-
tants of Peru developed a food production pattern based
on potatoes and quinoa®’, a protein-rich seed grain. Peo-
ple in the more tropical parts of Mesoamerica cultivated
tomatoes, peppers, squash, and potatoes. In South
America’s tropical forests, the root crop manioc became
the staple food after 1500 B.C.E. Manioc and maize then
spread to the Caribbean islands.

The domestication of animals expanded rapidly dur-
ing these same millennia. The first domesticated ani-
mal, the dog, may have helped hunters track game well
before the Neolithic period. Later, animals initially pro-
vided meat but eventually supplied milk, wool, and en-
ergy as well.

Refuse dumped outside Middle East villages shows a
gradual decline in the number of wild gazelle bones after
7000 B.C.E. This probably reflects the depletion of wild
game through overhunting by local farmers. Meat eating,
however, did not decline. Sheep and goat bones grad-
ually replaced gazelle bones. Possibly wild sheep and
goats learned to graze around agricultural villages to
take advantage of the suppression of predators by hu-
mans. The tamer animals may gradually have accepted
human control and thus become themselves a ready
supply of food. The bones of tame animals initially differ
so little from those of their wild ancestors that the early
stages of domestication are hard to date. However, selec-
tive breeding for characteristics like a wooly coat and
high milk production eventually yielded distinct breeds
of domestic sheep and goats.

Elsewhere, other wild species were evolving domes-
tic forms during the centuries before 3000 B.C.E.: cattle in
northern Africa or the Middle East, donkeys in northern
Africa, water buffalo in China, humped-back Zebu® cat-
tle in India, horses and two-humped camels in Central

Tehuacdn (teh-wah-KAHN) maize (mayz)
quinoa (kee-NOH-uh) Zebu (ZEE-boo)
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Asia, one-humped camels in Arabia, chickens in South-
east Asia, and pigs in several places. Like domestic plant
species, varieties of domesticated animals spread from
one region to another. The Zebu cattle originally domes-
ticated in India, for example, became important in sub-
Saharan Africa about 2,000 years ago.

Once cattle and water buffalo had become suffi-
ciently tame to be yoked to plows, long after their initial
domestication, they became essential to the agricultural
cycle of grain farmers. In addition, animal droppings pro-
vided valuable fertilizer. Wool and milk production also
followed initial domestication by a substantial period.

In the Americas, domestic llamas provided meat,
transport, and wool, while guinea pigs and turkeys pro-
vided meat. Dogs assisted hunters and also provided
meat. Some scholars believe that no other American
species could have been domesticated, but this cannot
be proven. Domestic species could not be borrowed from
elsewhere, however, because of the geographical isola-
tion of the Americas.

Pastoralism, a way of life dependent on large herds
of grazing livestock, came to predominate in arid re-
gions. As the Sahara approached its maximum dryness
around 2500 B.C.E., pastoralists replaced farmers who
migrated southward (see Chapter 7). Moving herds to
new pastures and watering places throughout the year
made pastoralists almost as mobile as foragers and dis-
couraged accumulation of bulky possessions and sub-
stantial dwellings. Like modern pastoralists, early cattle
keepers probably relied more heavily on milk than on
meat, since killing animals diminished the size of their
herds. During wet seasons, they may also have engaged
in semicultivation or bartered meat and skins for plant
foods with nearby farming communities.

Why did the Agricultural Revolutions occur? Some
theories assume that growing crops had obvious advan-
tages. Grain, for example, provided both a dietary staple
and the makings of beer. Beer drinking appears fre-
quently in ancient Middle Eastern art and can be dated
to as early as 3500 B.C.E. Most researchers today, however,
believe that climate change drove people to abandon
hunting and gathering in favor of pastoralism and agri-
culture. So great was the global warming that ended
the last Ice Age that geologists gave the era since about
9000 B.c.E. a new name: the Holocene’. Scientists have
also found evidence that temperate lands were excep-
tionally warm between 6000 and 2000 B.C.E., when
people in many parts of the world adopted agriculture.
The precise nature of the climatic crisis probably varied.
In the Middle East, shortages of wild food caused by dry-

Holocene (HAWL-oh-seen)
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ness or population growth may have stimulated food
production. Elsewhere, a warmer, wetter climate could
have turned grasslands into forest and thereby reduced
supplies of game and wild grains.

In many drier parts of the world, where wild food re-
mained abundant, agriculture did not arise. The inhabi-
tants of Australia relied exclusively on foraging until
recent centuries, as did some peoples on the other con-
tinents. Amerindians in the arid grasslands from Alaska
to the Gulf of Mexico hunted bison, and salmon fishing
sustained groups in the Pacific Northwest. Ample sup-
plies of fish, shellfish, and aquatic animals permitted
food gatherers east of the Mississippi River to become
increasingly sedentary. In the equatorial rain forest and
in the southern part of Africa, conditions also favored re-
tention of older ways.

Whatever the causes, the gradual adoption of food
production transformed most parts of the world. A hun-
dred thousand years ago, world population, mostly liv-
ing in the temperate and tropical regions of Africa and
Eurasia, did not exceed 2 million. The population may
have fallen still lower during the last glacial epoch, be-
tween 32,000 and 13,000 years ago. Agriculture sup-
ported a gradual population increase, perhaps to 10
million by 5000 B.C.E., and then a mushrooming to be-
tween 50 million and 100 million by 1000 B.C.E.?

Evidence that an ecological
crisis may have triggered the
transition to food production
has prompted reexamination
of the assumption that farmers enjoyed a better life than
foragers did. Early farmers probably had to work much
harder and for much longer periods than food gather-
ers. Long days spent clearing and cultivating the land
yielded meager harvests. Guarding herds from preda-
tors, guiding them to fresh pastures, and tending to their
needs imposed similar burdens.

Although early farmers commanded a more reliable
food supply, their diet contained less variety and nutri-
tion than that of foragers. Skeletons show that Neolithic
farmers were shorter on average than earlier foragers.
Death from contagious diseases ravaged farming set-
tlements, which were contaminated by human waste,
infested by disease-bearing vermin and insects, and in-
habited by domesticated animals—especially pigs and
cattle—whose diseases could infect people.

A dependable supply of food that could be stored be-
tween harvests to see people through nonproductive sea-
sons, droughts, and other calamities proved decisive in
the long run, however. Over several millennia, farmers

Life in Neolithic
Communities
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came to outnumber nonfarmers, permanent settlements
generated cultural changes, and specialized crafts ap-
peared in fledgling towns.

Some researchers envision violent struggles between
farmers and foragers. Others see a more peaceful tran-
sition. Violence may well have accompanied land clear-
ance that constrained the foragers’ food supplies. And
farmers probably fought for control of the best land. In
most cases, however, farmers seem to have displaced
foragers by gradual infiltration rather than by conquest.

The archaeologist Colin Renfrew maintains that
over a few centuries, farming populations in Europe
could have increased by a factor of fifty to one hundred
just on the basis of the dependability of their food sup-
ply. In his view, as population densities rose, individuals
with fields farthest away from their native village formed
new settlements, leading to a steady, nonviolent expan-
sion of agriculture consistent with the archaeological
record. An expansion by only 12 to 19 miles (20 to 30
kilometers) in a generation could have brought farming
to every corner of Europe between 6500 and 3500 B.C.E.®
Yet it would have happened so gradually as to minimize
sharp conflicts with foragers, who would simply have
stayed clear of the agricultural frontier or gradually
adopted agriculture themselves. Studies that map similar
genetic changes in the population also suggest a gradual
spread of agricultural people across Europe from south-
east to northwest.*

Like forager bands, kinship and marriage bound
farming communities together. Nuclear family size (par-
ents and their children) may not have risen, but kinship
relations traced back over more generations brought dis-
tant cousins into a common kin network. This encour-
aged the holding of land by large kinship units known as
lineages® or clans.

Because each person has two parents, four grand-
parents, eight great-grandparents, and so on, each indi-
vidual has a bewildering number of ancestors. Some
societies trace descent equally through both parents, but
most give greater importance to descent through either
the mother (matrilineal® societies) or the father (patri-
lineal® societies).

Some scholars believe descent through women and
perhaps rule by women prevailed in early times. The tra-
ditions of Kikuyu® farmers on Mount Kenya in East
Africa, for example, relate that women ruled until the
Kikuyu men conspired to get all the women pregnant at
once and then overthrew them while they were unable to
fight back. No specific evidence can prove or disprove

matrilineal (mat-ruh-LIN-ee-uhl)
Kikuyu (Ki-KOO-yoo0)

lineage (LIN-ee-ij)
patrilineal (pat-ruh-LIN-ee-uhl)
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legends such as this, but it is important not to confuse
tracing descent through women (matrilineality) with rule
by women (matriarchy®).

Religiously, kinship led to reverence for departed an-
cestors. Old persons often received elaborate burials. A
plastered skull from Jericho® in the Jordan Valley of mod-
ern Israel may be evidence of early ancestor reverence or
worship at the dawn of agriculture.

The religions of foragers tended to center on sacred
groves, springs, and wild animals. In contrast, the rituals
of farmers often centered on the Earth Mother, a deity
believed to be the source of new life, an all-powerful
(and usually male) Sky God, and divinities representing
fire, wind, and rain.

Assemblages of megaliths (meaning “big stones”)
seem to relate to religious beliefs. One complex built in
the Egyptian desert before 5000 B.C.E. includes stone bur-
ial chambers, a calendar circle, and pairs of upright
stones that frame the rising sun on the summer solstice.
Stonehenge, a famous megalithic site in England con-
structed about 2000 B.C.E., marked the position of the
sun and other celestial bodies at key points in the year. In
the Middle East, the Americas, and other parts of the
world, giant earth burial mounds may have served simi-
lar ritual and symbolic functions.

In some parts of the world, a few Neolithic villages
grew into towns, which served as centers of trade and
specialized crafts. Two towns in the Middle East, Jericho
on the west bank of the Jordan River and Catal Hiiyiik®
in central Anatolia (modern Turkey), have been exten-
sively excavated (Map 1.2 shows their location). Jericho
revealed an elaborate early agricultural settlement. The
round mud-brick dwellings characteristic of Jericho
around 8000 B.C.E. may have imitated the shape of the
tents of foragers who once had camped near Jericho’s
natural spring. A millennium later, rectangular rooms
with finely plastered walls and floors and wide doorways
opened onto central courtyards. Surrounding the 10-
acre (4-hectare) settlement, a massive stone wall pro-
tected against attacks.

The ruins of Catal Hiiyiik, an even larger Neolithic
town, date to between 7000 and 5000 B.C.E. and cover 32
acres (13 hectares). Its residents lived in plastered mud-
brick rooms with elaborate decorations, but Catal Hiiyiik
had no wall. Instead, the outer walls of its houses formed
a continuous barrier without doors or large windows.
Residents entered their houses by climbing down lad-
ders through a hole in the roof.

Long-distance trade at Catal Hiiyiik featured obsid-
ian, a hard volcanic rock that artisans chipped, ground,

matriarchy (MAY-tree-ahr-key) Jericho (JER-ih-koe)
Catal Hiiyiik (cha-TAHL hoo-YOOK)
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and polished into tools, weapons, mirrors, and orna-
ments. Other residents made fine pottery, wove baskets
and woolen cloth, made stone and shell beads, and
worked leather and wood. House sizes varied, but noth-
ing indicates that Catal Hiiylik had a dominant class or a
centralized political structure.

Representational art at Catal Hiiyiik makes it clear
that hunting retained a powerful hold on people’s minds.
Wall paintings of hunting scenes closely resemble earlier
cave paintings. Many depict men and women adorned
with leopard skins. Men were buried with weapons rather
than with farm tools, and bones from rubbish heaps
prove that wild game featured prominently in their diet.

Yet Catal Hiiyiik's economy rested on agriculture.
The surrounding fields produced barley and emmer
wheat, as well as legumes® and other vegetables. Pigs

legume (LEG-yoom)
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were kept along with goats and sheep. Nevertheless, for-
agers’ foods, such as acorns and wild grains, had not yet
disappeared.

Catal Hiiytik had one religious shrine for every two
houses. At least forty rooms contained shrines with de-
pictions of horned wild bulls, female breasts, goddesses,
leopards, and handprints. Rituals involved burning dishes
of grain, legumes, and meat but not sacrifice of live ani-
mals. Statues of plump female deities far outnumber
statues of male deities, suggesting that the inhabitants
venerated a goddess as their principal deity. The large
number of females who were buried elaborately in shrine
rooms may have been priestesses of this cult. The site’s
principal excavator maintains that although male priests
existed, “it seems extremely likely that the cult of the
goddess was administered mainly by women.”3

Metalworking became a specialized occupation in
the late Neolithic period. At Catal Hiiytik, objects of cop-
per and lead, which occur naturally in fairly pure form,
date to about 6400 B.C.E. Silver and gold also appear at
early dates in various parts of the world. Because of their
rarity and their softness, these metals did not replace
stone tools and weapons. The discovery of decorative
and ceremonial objects of metal in graves indicates that
they became symbols of status and power.

Towns, specialized crafts, and religious shrines forced
the farmers to produce extra food for nonfarmers like
priests and artisans. The building of permanent houses,
walls, and towers, not to mention megalithic monu-
ments, also called for added labor. Stonehenge, for exam-
ple, took some 30,000 person-hours to build. Whether
these tasks were performed freely or coerced is unknown.

MESOPOTAMIA

B ecause of the unpredictable nature of the Tigris and
Euphrates Rivers, the peoples of ancient Mesopo-
tamia saw themselves at the mercy of gods, who embod-
ied the forces of nature. The Babylonian Creation Myth
(Babylon was the most important city in southern
Mesopotamia in the second and first millennia B.C.E.) cli-
maxes in a cosmic battle between Marduk, the chief god
of Babylon, and Tiamat”, a female figure who personifies
the salt sea. Marduk cuts up Tiamat and from her body
fashions the earth and sky. He then creates the divisions
of time, the celestial bodies, rivers, and weather phe-
nomena. From the blood of a defeated rebel god, he cre-
ates human beings. Myths of this sort explained to the
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ancient inhabitants of Mesopotamia the environment in
which they were living.

Mesopotamia means “land be-

Sett.led . tween the rivers” in Greek. It
Agriculture in an reflects the centrality of the Eu-
Unstable phrates and Tigris Rivers to the
Landscape way of life in this region (see

Map 1.3). The plain alongside
and between the rivers, which originate in the mountains
of eastern Anatolia (modern Turkey) and empty into the
Persian Gulf, gains fertility from the silt deposited by
river floods over many millennia.

Today mostly in Iraq, the Mesopotamian plain gives
way to mountains in the north and east: an arc extending
from northern Syria through southeastern Anatolia to
the Zagros® Mountains that separate the plain from the
Iranian Plateau. To the west and southwest lie the Syrian
and Arabian deserts, to the southeast the Persian Gulf.
Floods caused by snow melting in the northern moun-
tains can be sudden and violent. They come inconve-
niently in the spring when crops, planted in winter to
avoid the torrid summer temperatures, are ripening.
Floods sometimes cause the rivers to change course,
abruptly cutting off fields and towns from water and
river communication.

Although the first domestication of plants and ani-
mals around 8000 B.C.E. occurred nearby, in the “Fertile
Crescent” region of northern Syria and southeastern
Anatolia, agriculture did not reach Mesopotamia until
approximately 5000 B.C.E. “Dry” (unirrigated) farming re-
quires at least 8 inches (20 centimeters) of rain a year.
The hot, arid climate of southern Mesopotamia calls for
irrigation, the artificial provision of water to crops. Ini-
tially, people probably channeled floodwater into nearby
fields, but shortly after 3000 B.C.E., they learned to con-
struct canals to supply water as needed and carry it to
more distant fields.

Ox-drawn plows, developed by around 4000 B.C.E.,
cut a furrow in the earth into which carefully measured
amounts of seed dropped from an attached funnel.
Farmers favored barley as a cereal crop because it could
tolerate the Mesopotamian climate and withstand the
toxic effects of salt drawn to the surface of the soil by
evaporation. Fields stood fallow (unplanted) every other
year to replenish the nutrients in the soil. Date palms
provided food, fiber, and wood. Garden plots produced
vegetables. Reeds growing along the rivers and in the
marshy southern delta yielded raw material for mats,

Tiamat (TIE-ah-mat)

Zagros (ZAG-ruhs)
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baskets, huts, and boats. Fish was a dietary staple. Herds
of sheep and goats, which grazed on fallow land or the
nearby desert, provided wool, milk, and meat. Donkeys,
originally domesticated in northeast Africa, joined cattle
as beasts of burden in the third millennium B.C.E., as did
camels from Arabia and horses from the mountains in
the second millennium B.C.E.

The written record begins with the Sumerians and
marks the division, by some definitions, between prehis-
tory and history. Archaeological evidence places the
Sumerians in southern Mesopotamia at least by 5000
B.C.E. and perhaps even earlier. They created the frame-
work of civilization in Mesopotamia during a long period
of dominance in the third millennium B.C.e. Other
peoples lived in Mesopotamia as well. As early as 2900
B.C.E., personal names recorded in inscriptions from the
more northerly cities reveal a non-Sumerian Semitic’
language. (Semitic refers to a family of languages spoken
in parts of western Asia and northern Africa. They include
the Hebrew, Aramaic’, and Phoenician® of the ancient
world and the Arabic of today.) Possibly the descendants
of nomads from the desert west of Mesopotamia, these
Semites seem to have lived in peace with the Sumerians,
adopting their culture and sometimes achieving posi-
tions of wealth and power.

By 2000 B.C.E., the Semitic peoples had become polit-
ically dominant. From this time on, Akkadian®, a Semitic
language, took precedence over Sumerian, although the
Sumerian cultural legacy survived in translation. The

Semitic (suh-MIT-ik) Aramaic (ar-uh-MAY-ik)
Phoenician (fi-NEE-shuhn) Akkadian (uh-KAY-dee-uhn)
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Sumerian-Akkadian dictionaries compiled at the time to
facilitate translations from Sumerian allow us today to
read the language, which has no known relatives. The
characteristics and adventures of the Semitic gods also
indicate cultural borrowing. This cultural synthesis par-
allels a biological merging of Sumerians and Semites
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through intermarriage. Though other ethnic groups, in-
cluding Kassites® from the eastern mountains and Ela-
mites’ and Persians from farther south in Iran, played
roles in Mesopotamian history, the Sumerian/Semitic
cultural heritage remained fundamentally unaltered un-
til the arrival of Greeks in the late fourth century B.C.E.

Mesopotamian farmers usu-
ally lived in villages. A group
of families, totaling a few hun-
dred persons perhaps, could
protect one another, work together at key times in the
agricultural cycle, and share tools, barns, and threshing
floors. Village society also provided companionship and
a pool of potential marriage partners.

Occasionally, as a particularly successful village grew,
small satellite villages developed nearby and eventually
merged with the main village to form an urban center.
Cities depended on agriculture and therefore on the vil-
lages. Many early Mesopotamian city dwellers went out
each day to labor in nearby fields. Other city dwellers,
however, depended for food on the surplus food produc-
tion of the villagers. Some specialized in crafts—for exam-
ple, pottery, artwork, and forging weapons, tools, and
other objects out of metal. Others served the gods or car-
ried out administrative duties. Mesopotamian cities con-
trolled the agricultural land and collected crop surpluses
from villages in their vicinity. In return, the city provided
rural districts with military protection against bandits and
raiders and a market where villagers could acquire manu-
factured goods produced by urban specialists.

The term city-state refers to a self-governing ur-
ban center and the agricultural territories it controlled.
Stretches of uncultivated land, either desert or swamp,
served as buffers between the many small city-states of
early Mesopotamia. Nevertheless, disputes over land,
water rights, and movable property often sparked hostil-
ities between neighboring cities and the building of pro-
tective walls of sun-dried bricks. At other times, cities
cooperated, sharing water and allowing traders safe pas-
sage through their territories.

Mesopotamians opened new land to agriculture by
building and maintaining irrigation networks. Canals
brought water from river to field; drainage ditches car-
ried the water back to the river before evaporation could
draw harmful salt and minerals to the surface. Weirs
(partial dams) raised the water level of the river so that
water could flow by gravity into the canals. Dikes along
the riverbanks protected against floods. The silt carried
by floods clogged the canals, which required frequent

Cities, Kings,
and Trade
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dredging. In some places, levers with counterweights
lifted buckets of irrigation water out of a river or canal.

Successful operation of such sophisticated irriga-
tion systems depended on leaders compelling or per-
suading large numbers of people to work together. Other
projects called for similar cooperation: harvesting, sheep
shearing, building of fortifications and large public build-
ings, and warfare. Two centers of power, the temple and
the palace of the king, have left written records, but de-
tails of governmental life remain scanty, as are the hints
at some sort of citizens’ assembly that may have evolved
from traditional village councils.

One or more temples, centrally located, housed each
city-state’s deity or deities and their associated cults—
sets of religious rituals. Temples owned agricultural lands
and stored the gifts that worshipers donated. The central
location of the temple buildings confirms the impor-
tance of cults. Head priests, who controlled each shrine
and managed its wealth, played prominent political and
economic roles.

In the third millennium B.C.E., Sumerian documents
show the emergence of a lugal’ or “big man”—what we
would call a king. An increase in warfare as ever-larger
communities quarreled over land, water, and raw mate-
rials may have prompted this development, but details
are lacking. According to one theory, communities chose
certain men to lead their armies in time of war, and these
individuals found ways to prolong their authority in
peacetime and assume judicial and ritual functions. Al-
though the lugal’s position was not hereditary, it often
passed from a father to a capable son.

The location of the temple in the city’s heart and the
less prominent siting of the king’s palace symbolize the
later emergence of royalty. The king’s power grew at
the expense of the priesthood, however, because the
army backed him. The priests and temples retained in-
fluence because of their wealth and religious mystique,
but they gradually became dependent on the palace.
Some Mesopotamian kings claimed divinity, but this
concept did not take root. Normally the king portrayed
himself as the deity’s earthly representative.

By the late third millennium B.C.E., kings assumed re-
sponsibility for the upkeep and building of temples and
the proper performance of ritual. Other royal respon-
sibilities included maintaining city walls and defenses,
extending and repairing irrigation channels, guarding
property rights, warding off foreign attacks, and estab-
lishing justice.

The Epic of Gilgamesh referred to at the beginning of
this chapter shows both the ambition and the value to
the community of the kings. Gilgamesh, who is probably

Kassite (KAS-ite) Elamite (EE-luh-mite)

lugal (LOO-guhl)
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based on a historical king of Uruk, stirs resentment by
demanding sexual favors from new brides, but the com-
munity relies on his immense strength, wisdom, and
courage. In quest of everlasting glory, Gilgamesh walls
the city magnificently, stamping his name on every
brick. His journey to the faraway Cedar Mountains re-
flects the king’s role in accessing valuable resources.

A few city-states became powerful enough to domi-
nate their neighbors. Sargon®, ruler of Akkad® around
2350 B.C.E., pioneered in uniting many cities under one
king and capital. His title, King of Sumer and Akkad, sym-
bolized this claim to universal dominion. Sargon and the
four family members who succeeded him over 120 years
secured their power in several ways. They razed the walls
of conquered cities and installed governors backed by
garrisons of Akkadian troops. They gave soldiers land to
ensure their loyalty. Being of Semitic stock, they adapted
the cuneiform”® system of writing used for Sumerian (dis-
cussed later in the chapter) to express their own lan-
guage. Their administration featured a uniform system
of weights and measures and standardized formats for
official documents. These measures facilitated assess-
ment and collection of taxes, recruitment of soldiers,
and organization of labor projects.

For reasons that remain obscure, the Akkadian state
fell around 2230 B.c.E. The Sumerian language and cul-
ture revived in the cities of the southern plain under the
Third Dynasty of Ur (2112-2004 B.C.E.), a five-king dy-
nasty that maintained itself for a century through cam-
paigns of conquest and prudent marriage alliances. The
Akkadian state had controlled more territory, but tighter
government control based on a rapidly expanding bu-
reaucracy and obsessive recordkeeping now secured Ut’s
dominance. Messengers and well-maintained road sta-
tions speeded up communications; and an official cal-
endar, standardized weights and measures, and uniform
writing practices improved central administration. To
protect against nomadic Semitic Amorites® from the
northwest, the kings erected a wall 125 miles (201 kilo-
meters) long. Eventually, however, nomad incursions
combined with an Elamite attack from the southeast
toppled the Third Dynasty of Ur.

The Amorites founded a new city at Babylon, not
far from Akkad. Toward the end of a long reign, Ham-
murabi® (r. 1792-1750 B.c.E.) initiated a series of ag-
gressive military campaigns, and Babylon became the
capital of what historians have named the “Old Baby-
lonian” state, which eventually stretched beyond Sumer
and Akkad into the north and northwest, from 1900 to

Akkad (AH-kahd)
Amorite (AM-uh-rite)

Sargon (SAHR-gone)
cuneiform (kyoo-NEE-uh-form)
Hammurabi (HAM-uh-rah-bee)
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1600 B.c.E. Hammurabi’s famous Law Code, inscribed on
a polished black stone pillar, provided judges with a
lengthy set of examples illustrating the principles to be
used in deciding cases. Some examples call for severe
physical punishments to compensate for crimes. These
Amorite notions of justice differed from the monetary
penalties prescribed in earlier codes from Ur.

Conquest gave some Mesopotamian city-states ac-
cess to vital resources. Trade offered an alternative, and
long-distance commerce flourished in most periods. Ev-
idence of seagoing vessels appears as early as the fifth
millennium B.C.E. Wood, metals, and stone came from
foreign lands in exchange for wool, cloth, barley, and
vegetable oil. Cedar forests in Lebanon and Syria yielded
wood, Anatolia produced silver, Egypt gold, and the east-
ern Mediterranean and Oman (on the Arabian penin-
sula) copper. Tin, which in alloy with copper made
bronze, came from Afghanistan (in south-central Asia),
and chlorite, a greenish, easily carved stone, from the
Iranian plateau. Jewelers and stone-carvers used black
diorite from the Persian Gulf, blue lapis lazuli® from
Afghanistan, and reddish carnelian” from Pakistan.

Most merchants worked for the palace or the temple
in the third millennium B.c.E. These institutions alone
commanded the financial resources and organizational
skills needed for acquiring, transporting, and protecting
valuable commodities. Merchants exchanged surpluses
from the royal or temple farmlands for raw materials and
luxury goods. In the second millennium B.c.E., indepen-
dent merchants and merchant guilds gained increasing
influence.

Sources do not reveal whether the most important
commercial transactions took place in the area just
inside the city gates or in the vicinity of the docks.
Wherever they occurred, coined money played no role.
Coins—stamped metal pieces of state-guaranteed
value—first appeared in the sixth century B.C.E. and did
not reach Mesopotamia until several centuries later. For
most of Mesopotamian history, items that could not be
bartered—traded for one another—had their value cal-
culated in relation to fixed weights of precious metal,
primarily silver, or measures of grain.

Urbanized civilizations foster
social division, that is, obvi-
ous variation in the status and
privileges of different groups
according to wealth, social function, and legal and po-
litical rights. Urbanization, specialization of function,

Mesopotamian
Society
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centralization of power, and use of written records en-
abled certain groups to amass unprecedented wealth.
Temple leaders and the kings controlled large agricul-
tural estates, and the palace administration collected
taxes from subjects. How elite individuals acquired large
private landholdings is unknown, since land was rarely
put up for sale. In some cases, however, debtors lost their
land to creditors, or soldiers and priests received land in
return for their services.

The Law Code of Hammurabi in the eighteenth cen-
tury B.C.E. reflects social divisions that may have been
valid for other places and times despite inevitable fluctu-
ations. It identifies three classes: (1) the free landowning
class—royalty, high-ranking officials, warriors, priests,
merchants, and some artisans and shopkeepers; (2) the
class of dependent farmers and artisans, whose legal at-
tachment to royal, temple, or private estates made them
the primary rural work force; and (3) the class of slaves,
primarily employed in domestic service. Penalties pre-
scribed in the Law Code depend on the class of the
offender. The lower orders received the most severe pun-
ishments. Slaves, many of them prisoners of war from
the mountains and others, insolvent debtors, played a
lesser economic role than they would in the later soci-
eties of Greece and Rome (see Chapters 4 and 5). Identi-
fied by a distinctive hair style rather than chains or
brands, they would have a barber shave off the telltale
mark if they were lucky enough to regain their freedom.
Because commodities such as food and oil were distrib-
uted to all people in proportion to their age, gender, and
task, documents do not always distinguish between
slaves or dependent workers and free laborers. In the Old
Babylonian period, the class of people who were not de-
pendent on the temple or palace grew, the amount of
land and other property in private hands increased, and
free laborers became more common.

The daily lives of ordinary Mesopotamians, espe-
cially those in villages or on large estates, left few archae-
ological or literary traces. Peasants built with mud brick
and reeds, which quickly disintegrate, and they had few
metal possessions. Being illiterate, they left no written
record of their lives. Male domination of the position of
scribe—an administrator or scholar charged by the tem-
ple or palace with reading and writing tasks—further
complicates efforts to reconstruct the lives of women.
For the most part, their writings reflect elite male activi-
ties. Archaeology only partially fills this gap.

Anthropologists theorize that women lost social
standing and freedom with the spread of agriculture. In
hunting and gathering societies, they believe, women’s
foraging provided most of the community’s food. But in
Mesopotamia, food production depended on the heavy
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physical labor of plowing, harvesting, and digging irriga-
tion channels, jobs usually performed by men. Since
food surpluses made larger families possible, bearing
and raising children became the primary occupation of
many women, leaving them little time to acquire the
specialized skills of a scribe or artisan.

Women could own property, maintain control of
their dowry, and even engage in trade, but men monop-
olized political life. Some women worked outside the
household in textile factories and breweries or as prosti-
tutes, tavern keepers, bakers, or fortune-tellers. Home
tasks for nonelite women probably included helping with
farming, growing vegetables, cooking, cleaning, fetching
water, tending the household fire, and weaving baskets
and textiles.

The standing of women seems to have declined fur-
ther in the second millennium B.C.E., perhaps because of
the rise of an urbanized middle class and an increase in
private wealth. Husbands gained authority in the house-
hold and benefited from marriage and divorce laws. A man
normally took just one wife, but he could obtain a second
if the first gave him no children. In later Mesopotamian
history, kings and rich men had several wives. Marriage
alliances arranged between families made women instru-
ments for preserving and enhancing family wealth. Alter-
natively, a family might decide to avoid a daughter’s
marriage, with the resulting loss of a dowry, by dedicating
her to temple service as “god’s bride.” Constraints on
women’s lives that eventually became part of Islamic tra-
dition, such as remaining at home and wearing veils in
public, may date back to the second millennium B.C.E. (see
Chapter 8).

The Sumerian gods embodied
the forces of nature: Anu the
sky, Enlil the air, Enki the wa-
ter, Utu the sun, Nanna the
moon. The goddess Inanna governed sexual attraction
and violence. When the Semitic peoples became domi-
nant, they equated their deities with those of the Sume-
rians. The Sumerian gods Nanna and Utu, for example,
became the Semitic Sin and Shamash, while the goddess
Inanna became Ishtar. The Semitic gods took over the
myths and many of the rituals of their Sumerian prede-
Cessors.

People imagined their gods as anthropomorphic’,
that is, like humans in form and conduct. The gods had
bodies and senses, sought nourishment from sacrifice,
enjoyed the worship and obedience of humanity, and ex-
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perienced the human emotions of lust, love, hate, anger,
and envy. Religious beliefs instilled fear of the gods, who
could alter the landscape, and a desire to appease them.

Public, state-organized religion stands out in the ar-
chaeological record. Cities built temples and showed de-
votion to the divinity or divinities who protected the
community. All the peoples of Sumer regarded Nippur
(see Map 1.3) as a religious center because of its temple
to the air god Enlil. As with other temples, they consid-
ered it the god’s residence and believed the cult statue in
its interior shrine embodied his life-force. Priests at-
tended this divine image, trying to anticipate and meet
its every need in a daily cycle of waking, bathing, dress-
ing, feeding, moving around, entertaining, soothing, and
revering. These rituals reflected the message of the Baby-
lonian Creation Myth that humankind existed only to
serve the gods. Several thousand priests may have staffed
a large temple like that of the god Marduk at Babylon.

Priests passed their office and sacred lore to their
sons, and their families lived on rations of food from the
deity’s estates. The amount an individual received de-
pended on his rank within a complicated hierarchy of
status and specialized function. The high priest per-
formed the central acts in the great rituals. Certain priests
pleasured the gods with music. Others exorcised evil
spirits. Still others interpreted dreams and divined the
future by examining the organs of sacrificed animals,
reading patterns in rising incense smoke, or casting dice.

A high wall surrounded the temple precinct, which
contained the shrine of the chief deity; open plazas;
chapels for lesser gods; housing, dining facilities, and of-
fices for priests and other temple staff; and buildings for
crafts, storage, and other services. The compound focused
on the ziggurat®, a multistory, mud-brick, pyramid-
shaped tower approached by ramps and stairs. Scholars
are still debating the ziggurat’s function and symbolic
meaning.

Scholars similarly debate whether common people
had much access to temple buildings and how religious
practices and beliefs affected their everyday lives. Indi-
viduals placed votive statues in the sanctuaries in the be-
lief that these miniature replicas of themselves could
continually seek the deity’s favor. The survival of many
amulets (small charms meant to protect the bearer from
evil) and representations of a host of demons suggests
widespread belief in magic—the use of special words
and rituals to manipulate the forces of nature. They be-
lieved, for example, that a demon caused headaches and
could be driven out of the ailing body. Lamashtu, the de-
mon who caused miscarriages, could be frightened off if

ziggurat (ZIG-uh-rat)
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a pregnant woman wore an amulet with the likeness of
the hideous but beneficent demon Pazuzu. A god or god-
dess might also be persuaded to reveal the future in re-
turn for a gift or sacrifice.

Elite and common folk came together in great festi-
vals such as the twelve-day New Year’s festival held each
spring in Babylon as the new grain was beginning to
sprout in the fields. In the early days of the festival, in
conjunction with rituals of purification and invocations
of Marduk, a priest read to the god’s image the text of the
Babylonian Creation Epic. Many subsequent activities in
the temple courtyard and streets reenacted the events of
the myth. Following their belief that time moved in a cir-
cular path through a cycle of birth, growth, maturity, and
death, they hoped through this ritual to persuade the
gods to grant a renewal of time and life at winter’s end
(see Diversity and Dominance: Violence and Order in the
Babylonian New Year’s Festival).

The term technology comes
from the Greek word techne,
meaning “skill” or “specialized
knowledge.” It normally refers
to the tools and processes by which humans manipulate
the physical world. However, many scholars also use it
more broadly for any specialized knowledge used to
transform the natural environment and human society.
Ancient Mesopotamian irrigation techniques that ex-
panded agricultural production fit the first definition,
priestly belief in their ability to enhance prosperity
through prayers and rituals the second.

Writing, which first appeared in Mesopotamia be-
fore 3300 B.C.E., partakes more of the second definition
than of the first. The earliest inscribed tablets, found in
the chief temple at Uruk, date from a time when the tem-
ple was the community’s most important economic in-
stitution. The most plausible current theory maintains
that writing originated from a system of tokens used to
keep track of property—sheep, cattle, wagon wheels—as
wealth accumulated and the volume and complexity of
commerce strained people’s memories. The shape and
number of tokens inserted in clay “envelopes” (balls of
clay) indicated the contents of a shipment or storeroom,
and pictures of the tokens incised on the outside of the
envelope reminded the reader of what was inside.

Eventually people realized that the incised pictures,
the first written symbols, provided an adequate record of
the transaction and made the tokens inside the envelope
redundant. Each early symbol represented a thing, but it
could also stand for the sound of the word for that thing
when that sound was a syllable of a longer word. For

Technology
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DIVERSITY AND DOMINANCE

VIOLENCE AND ORDER IN THE BABYLONIAN
NEw YEAR'S FESTIVAL

he twelve-day Babylonian New Year's Festival was one of

the grandest and most important religious celebrations
in ancient Mesopotamia. Complex rituals, both private and
public, were performed in accordance with detailed formu-
las. Fragmentary Babylonian documents of the third century
B.C.E. (fifteen hundred years after Hommurabi) provide most
of our information about the festival, but because of the
continuity of culture over several millennia, the later Baby-
lonian New Year's Festival is likely to preserve many of the
beliefs and practices of earlier epochs.

In the first days of the festival, most of the activity took
place in inner chambers of the temple of Marduk, patron de-
ity of Babylon, attended only by ranking members of the
priesthood. A particularly interesting ceremony was a ritu-
alized humiliation of the king, followed by a renewal of the
institution of divinely sanctioned kingship:

On the fifth day of the month Nisannu ... they shall bring
water for washing the king's hands and then shall accom-
pany him to the temple Esagil. The urigallu-priest shall leave
the sanctuary and take away the scepter, the circle, and the
sword from the king. He shall bring them before the god Bel
[Marduk] and place them on a chair. He shall leave the sanc-
tuary and strike the king's cheek. He shall accompany the
king into the presence of the god Bel. He shall drag him by
the ears and make him bow to the ground. The king shall
speak the following only once: "l did not sin, lord of the
countries. | was not neglectful of the requirements of your
godship. | did not destroy Babylon. The temple Esagil, | did
not forget its rites. | did not rain blows on the cheek of a sub-
ordinate." ... [The urigallu-priest responds:] “The god Bel
will listen to your prayer. He will exalt your kingship. The god
Bel will bless you forever. He will destroy your enemy, fell
your adversary." After the urigallu-priest says this, the king
shall regain his composure. The scepter, circle, and sword
shall be restored to the king.

Iso in the early days of the festival, in conjunction with
rituals of purification and invocations to Marduk, a
priest recited the entire text of the Babylonian Creation Epic
to the image of the god. After relating the origins of the

20

gods from the mating of two primordial creatures, Tiamat,
the female embodiment of the salt sea, and Apsu, the male
embodiment of fresh water, the myth tells how Tiamat
gathered an army of old gods and monsters to destroy the
younger generation of gods.

When her labor of creation was ended, against her children
Tiamat began preparations of war ... all the Anunnaki [the
younger gods], the host of gods gathered into that place
tongue-tied; they sat with mouths shut for they thought,
"What other god can make war on Tiamat? No one else can
face her and come back” ... Lord Marduk exulted, ... with
racing spirits he said to the father of gods, “Creator of the
gods who decides their destiny, if | must be your avenger, de-
feating Tiamat, saving your lives, call the Assembly, give me
precedence over all the rest;...now and for ever let my
word be law; |, not you, will decide the world's nature, the
things to come. My decrees shall never be altered, never be
annulled, but my creation endures to the ends of the
world" ... He took his route towards the rising sound of Tia-
mat's rage, and all the gods besides, the fathers of the gods
pressed in around him, and the lord approached Tiamat. . ..
When Tiamat heard him her wits scattered, she was pos-
sessed and shrieked aloud, her legs shook from the crotch
down, she gabbled spells, muttered maledictions, while the
gods of war sharpened their weapons. ... The lord shot his
net to entangle Tiamat, and the pursuing tumid wind,
Imhullu, came from behind and beat in her face. When the
mouth gaped open to suck him down he drove Imhullu in, so
that the mouth would not shut but wind raged through her
belly; her carcass blown up, tumescent. She gaped. And now
he shot the arrow that split the belly, that pierced the gut
and cut the womb.

Now that the Lord had conquered Tiamat he ended her
life, he flung her down and straddled the carcass; the leader
was killed, Tiamat was dead her rout was shattered, her band
dispersed. ... The lord rested; he gazed at the huge body,
pondering how to use it, what to create from the dead car-
cass. He split it apart like a cockle-shell; with the upper half
he constructed the arc of sky, he pulled down the bar and set
a watch on the waters, so they should never escape. ... He
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projected positions for the Great Gods conspicuous in the
sky, he gave them a starry aspect as constellations; he meas-
ured the year, gave it a beginning and an end, and to each
month of the twelve three rising stars. ... Through her ribs
he opened gates in the east and west, and gave them strong
bolts on the right and left; and high in the belly of Tiamat he
set the zenith. He gave the moon the luster of a jewel, he
gave him all the night, to mark off days, to watch by night
each month the circle of a waxing waning light. ... When
Marduk had sent out the moon, he took the sun and set him
to complete the cycle from this one to the next New Year. . ..

Then Marduk considered Tiamat. He skimmed spume from
the bitter sea, heaped up the clouds, spindrift of wet and
wind and cooling rain, the spittle of Tiamat. With his own
hands from the steaming mist he spread the clouds. He
pressed hard down the head of water, heaping mountains
over it, opening springs to flow: Euphrates and Tigris rose
from her eyes, but he closed the nostrils and held back their
springhead. He piled huge mountains on her paps and through
them drove water-holes to channel the deep sources; and
high overhead he arched her tail, locked-in to the wheel of
heaven; the pit was under his feet, between was the crotch,
the sky's fulcrum. Now the earth had foundations and the
sky its mantle. ... When it was done, when they had made
Marduk their king, they pronounced peace and happiness for
him, "Over our houses you keep unceasing watch, and all you
wish from us, that will be done."

Marduk considered and began to speak to the gods as-
sembled in his presence. This is what he said, “In the former
time you inhabited the void above the abyss, but | have made
Earth as the mirror of Heaven, | have consolidated the soil for
the foundations, and there | will build my city, my beloved
home. A holy precinct shall be established with sacred halls
for the presence of the king. When you come up from the
deep to join the Synod you will find lodging and sleep by
night. When others from heaven descend to the Assembly,
you too will find lodging and sleep by night. It shall be BABY-
LON the home of the gods. The masters of all crafts shall
build it according to my plan”...Now that Marduk has
heard what it is the gods are saying, he is moved with desire
to create a work of consummate art. He told Ea the deep
thought in his heart.

“Blood to blood

| join,

blood to bone

| form

an original thing,

its name is MAN,

aboriginal man

is mine in making.

"All his occupations
are faithful service .. ."
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Ea answered with carefully chosen words, completing the
plan for the gods' comfort. He said to Marduk, “Let one of
the kindred be taken; only one need die for the new creation.
Bring the gods together in the Great Assembly; there let the
guilty die, so the rest may live."

Marduk called the Great Gods to the Synod; he presided
courteously, he gave instructions and all of them listened
with grave attention. The king speaks to the rebel gods, “De-
clare on your oath if ever before you spoke the truth, who
instigated rebellion? Who stirred up Tiamat? Who led the
battle? Let the instigator of war be handed over; guilt and
retribution are on him, and peace will be yours for ever."

The great Gods answered the Lord of the Universe, the
king and counselor of gods, "It was Kingu who instigated re-
bellion, he stirred up that sea of bitterness and led the battle
for her." They declared him guilty, they bound and held him
down in front of Ea, they cut his arteries and from his blood
they created man; and Ea imposed his servitude. . . .

uch of the subsequent activity of the festival, which

took place in the temple courtyard and streets, was a
reenactment of the events of the Creation Myth. The festival
occurred at the beginning of spring, when the grain shoots
were beginning to emerge, and the essential symbolism of
the event concerns the return of natural life to the world. The
Babylonians believed that time moved in a circular path and
that the natural world had a life cycle consisting of birth,
growth, maturity, and death. In winter the cycle drew to a
close, and there was no guarantee that it would repeat and
that life would return to the world. Babylonians hoped that
the New Year's Festival would encourage the gods to grant a
renewal of time and life, in essence to recreate the world.

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS

1. According to the Creation Epic, how did the present or-
der of the universe come into being? What does the
violent nature of this creation tell us about the Meso-
potamian view of the physical world and the gods?

2. How did the symbolism of the events of the New Year's
Festival, with its ritual reading and recreation of the
story of the Creation Myth, validate such concepts as
kingship, the primacy of Babylon, and mankind's rela-
tionship to the gods?

3. What is the significance of the distinction between the
"private” ceremonies celebrated in the temple precincts
and the “public” ceremonies that took place in the
streets of the city? What does the festival tell us about
the relationship of different social groups to the gods?

Source: Adapted from James B. Pritchard, ed., Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to
the Old Testament, 3d ed. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1969), 332-334.
Copyright © 1969 by Princeton University Press. Reprinted by permission of Princeton
University Press.
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example, the symbols shu for “hand” and mu for “water”
could be combined to form shumu, the word for “name.”

The usual method of writing involved pressing the
point of a sharpened reed into a moist clay tablet. Be-
cause the reed made wedge-shaped impressions, the
early pictures, which were more or less realistic, evolved
into stylized combinations of strokes and wedges, a sys-
tem known as cuneiform (Latin for “wedge-shaped”)
writing. Mastering cuneiform, which in any particular
period involved several hundred signs, as compared to
the twenty-five or so in an alphabetic system, required
years of practice. In the “tablet-house” attached to a tem-
ple or palace, students learned writing and mathematics
under a stern headmaster and endured bullying by older
student tutors called “big brothers.” The prestige and
regular employment that went with their position may
have made scribes reluctant to simplify the cuneiform
system. In the Old Babylonian period, the growth of pri-
vate commerce brought an increase in the number of
people who could read and write, but literacy remained
arare accomplishment.

Developed originally for the Sumerian language,
cuneiform—a system of writing rather than a language—
later served to express the Akkadian language of the
Mesopotamian Semites as well as other languages of
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western Asia such as Hittite, Elamite, and Persian. The
remains of the ancient city of Ebla® in northern Syria il-
lustrate the Mesopotamian influence on other parts of
western Asia. Ebla’s buildings and artifacts follow Meso-
potamian models, and thousands of tablets inscribed
with cuneiform symbols bear messages in both Sume-
rian and the local Semitic dialect. The high point of Ebla’s
wealth and power occurred from 2400 to 2250 B.C.E.,
roughly contemporary with the Akkadian Empire. Ebla
then controlled extensive territory and derived wealth
from agriculture, manufacture of woolen cloth, and
trade with Mesopotamia and the Mediterranean coast.

Economic concerns predominate in the earliest Su-
merian documents, but cuneiform came to have wide-
ranging uses beyond the recordkeeping that apparently
inspired its invention. Legal acts that had formerly been
validated by the recitation of oral formulas and perfor-
mance of symbolic acts came to be accompanied by writ-
ten documents marked with the seals of the participants.
Cuneiform similarly served political, literary, religious,
and scientific purposes.

In the physical realm, irrigation, the basis of Meso-
potamian agriculture, required the construction and

Ebla (EH-bluh)
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maintenance of canals, weirs, and dikes. Cattle drew
carts and sledges in some locations. In the south, where
numerous water channels cut up the landscape, boats
and barges predominated. In northern Mesopotamia,
donkeys served as pack animals for overland caravans in
the centuries before the advent of the camel around
1200 B.C.E.

To improve on stone tools, the Mesopotamians im-
ported ores containing copper, tin, and arsenic. From
these they made bronze, a form of copper alloyed with
either of the other two elements. Craftsmen poured
molten bronze into molds shaped like weapons or tools.
The cooled metal took a sharper edge than stone, was
less likely to break, and was more easily repaired. Yet
stone implements remained in use among poor people
who could not afford bronze.

Clay, Mesopotamia’s most abundant resource, went
into the making of mud bricks. Whether dried in the sun
or baked in an oven for greater durability, these consti-
tuted the main building material. Construction of city
walls, temples, and palaces required practical knowl-
edge of architecture and engineering. For example, the
reed mats that Mesopotamian builders laid between the
mud-brick layers of ziggurats served the same stabiliz-
ing purpose as girders in modern high-rise construction.
Abundance of good clay also made pottery the most
common material for dishes and storage vessels. By
4000 B.C.E., potters had begun to use a revolving platform
called a potter’s wheel. Spun by hands or feet, the pot-
ter’s wheel made possible rapid manufacture in precise
and complex shapes.

Military technology changed as armies evolved from
militias called up for short periods in the earliest periods
to well-trained and well-paid full-time soldiers by the
late third and second millennia B.C.E. In the early second
millennium B.C.E., horses appeared in western Asia, and
the horse-drawn chariot, a technically complicated de-
vice, came into vogue. Infantry found themselves at the
mercy of swift chariots carrying a driver and an archer
who could easily overtake them. Using increasingly ef-
fective siege machinery, Mesopotamian soldiers learned
to climb over, undermine, or knock down the walls pro-
tecting the cities of their enemies.

In another area where the Mesopotamians sought to
gain control of their physical environment, they used a
base-60 number system (the origin of the seconds and
minutes we use today), in which numbers were ex-
pressed as fractions or multiples of 60 (in contrast to our
base-10 system). Such advances in mathematics along
with careful observation of the skies made the Mesopo-
tamians sophisticated practitioners of astronomy. Meso-
potamian priests compiled lists of omens or unusual
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sightings on earth and in the heavens, together with a
record of the events that coincided with them. They con-
sulted these texts at critical times, for they believed that
the recurrence of such phenomena could provide clues
to future developments. The underlying premise was
that the elements of the material universe, from the mi-
crocosmic to the macrocosmic, were interconnected in
mysterious but undeniable ways.

EGYPT

o other place exhibits the impact of the natural en-

vironment on the history and culture of a society
better than ancient Egypt. Though located at the inter-
section of Asia and Africa, Egypt was less a crossroads
than an isolated land protected by surrounding barri-
ers of desert and a harborless, marshy seacoast. Where
Mesopotamia was open to migration or invasion and
was dependent on imported resources, Egypt’s natural
isolation and material self-sufficiency fostered a unique
culture that for long periods had relatively little to do
with other civilizations.

The world’s longest river, the

The L'?lld pff f Nile flows northward from Lake
Egypt: “Giit o Victoria and draws water from
the Nile”

several large tributaries in the
highlands of tropical Africa.
Carving a narrow valley between a chain of hills on either
side, it terminates at the Mediterranean Sea (see Map
1.4). Though bordered mostly by desert, the banks of the
river support lush vegetation. About 100 miles (160 kilo-
meters) from the Mediterranean, the river divides into
channels to form a triangular delta. Most of Egypt’s pop-
ulation lives on the twisting, green ribbon of land along
the river or in the Nile Delta. Bleak deserts of mountains,
rocks, and dunes occupy the remaining 90 percent of
the country. The ancient Egyptians distinguished be-
tween the low-lying, life-sustaining “Black Land” with its
dark soil and the elevated, deadly “Red Land” of the
desert. The fifth-century B.c.E. Greek traveler Herodotus®
demonstrated insight when he called Egypt the “gift of
the Nile.”

Travel and communication centered on the river,
with the most important cities located upstream away
from the Mediterranean. Because the river flows from
south to north, the Egyptians called the southern part of

Herodotus (he-ROD-uh-tuhs)
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the country “Upper Egypt” and the northern delta
“Lower Egypt.” The First Cataract of the Nile, the north-
ernmost of a series of impassable rocks and rapids below
Aswan’ (about 500 miles [800 kilometers] south of the
Mediterranean), formed Egypt’s southern boundary in

—p—

From the Origins of Agriculture to the First River-Valley Civilizations, 8000-1500 B.C.E.

most periods, but Egyptian control sometimes extended
farther south into what they called “Kush” (later Nubia,
today part of southern Egypt and northern Sudan). The
Egyptians also settled certain large oases, green and
habitable “islands” in the midst of the desert, which lay
west of the river.

The hot, sunny climate favored agriculture. Though
rain rarely falls south of the delta, the river provided wa-
ter to irrigation channels that carried water out into the
valley and increased the area suitable for planting. In
one large depression west of the Nile, drainage tech-
niques reduced the size of Lake Faiyum® and allowed
land to be reclaimed for agriculture.

Each September, the river overflowed its banks,
spreading water into the bordering valley. Unlike the
Mesopotamians, the Egyptians needed no dams or weirs
to raise the level of the river and divert water into chan-
nels. Moreover, the Nile, unlike the Tigris and Euphrates,
flooded at the best time for grain agriculture. When the
flood receded and its waters drained back into the river,
the land had a fertile new layer of mineral-rich silt, and
farmers could easily plant their crops in the moist soil.
The Egyptians’ many creation myths commonly featured
the emergence of a life-supporting mound of earth from
a primeval swamp.

The level of the flood’s crest determined the abun-
dance of the following harvest. “Nilometers,” stone stair-
cases with incised units of height along the river’s edge,
recorded each flood. Too much water washed out the
dikes protecting inhabited areas and caused much dam-
age. Too little water left fertile land unirrigated and
hence uncultivable, plunging the country into famine.
The ebb and flow of successful and failed regimes seems
linked to the cycle of floods. Nevertheless, remarkable
stability characterized most eras, and Egyptians viewed
the universe as an orderly and beneficent place.

Egypt’s other natural resources offered further ad-
vantages. Papyrus reeds growing in marshy areas yielded
fibers that made good sails, ropes, and a kind of paper.
The wild animals and birds of the marshes and desert
fringe and the abundant river fish attracted hunters and
fishermen. Building stone could be quarried and floated
downstream from a number of locations in southern
Egypt. Clay for mud bricks and pottery could be found
almost everywhere. Copper and turquoise deposits in
the Sinai desert to the east and gold from Nubia to the
south were within reach, and the state organized armed
expeditions and forced labor to exploit these resources.
Thus, Egypt was substantially more self-sufficient than
Mesopotamia.

Aswan (AS-wahn)

Faiyum (fie-YOOM)
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The farming villages that appeared in Egypt as early
as 5500 B.C.E. relied on domesticated plant and animal
species that had emerged several millennia earlier in
western Asia. Egypt’s emergence as a focal point of civi-
lization, however, stemmed at least partially from a
gradual change in climate from the fifth to the third mil-
lennium B.C.E. Before that time, the Sahara, today the
world’s largest desert, had a relatively mild and wet
climate. Its lakes and grasslands supported a variety of
plant and animal species as well as populations of
hunter-gatherers (see Chapter 7). As the climate changed
and the Sahara began to dry up, displaced groups mi-
grated into the then marshy Nile Valley, where they de-
veloped a sedentary way of life.

The increasing population
called for greater complexity in
political organization, includ-
ing a form of local kingship. Later generations of Egyp-
tians saw the unification of such smaller units into a
single state by Menes®, a ruler from the south, as a piv-
otal event. Scholars question whether this event, dated
to around 3100 B.C.E., took place at the hands of a histor-
ical or a mythical figure, but many authorities equate
Menes with Narmer, a historical ruler who is shown on a
decorated slate palette exulting over defeated enemies.
Later kings of Egypt bore the title “Ruler of the Two
Lands”—Upper and Lower Egypt—and wore two crowns
symbolizing the unification of the country. Unlike Meso-
potamia, Egypt discovered unity early in its history.

Following the practice of Manetho, an Egyptian
priest from the fourth century B.C.E., historians divide
Egyptian history into thirty dynasties (sequences of kings
from the same family). The rise and fall of dynasties
often reflects the dominance of one or another part of
the country. Scholars also divide Egyptian history into
“0Old,” “Middle,” and “New Kingdoms,” each a period of
centralized political power and brilliant cultural achieve-
ment. “Intermediate Periods” signal political fragmenta-
tion and cultural decline. Although experts debate the
specific dates, the chronology (on page 7) reflects cur-
rent opinion.

The Egyptian state centered on the king, often known
by the New Kingdom term pharaoh, from an Egyptian
phrase meaning “palace.” From the Old Kingdom on,
if not earlier, Egyptians considered the king a god on
earth, the incarnation of Horus and the son of the sun-
god Re’. In this role he maintained ma’at’, the divinely
authorized order of the universe. As a link between the

Divine Kingship

Menes (MEH-neez) Re (ray) ma’at (muh-AHT)
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people and the gods, his benevolent rule ensured the
welfare and prosperity of the country. The Egyptians’
conception of a divine king, the source of law and jus-
tice, may explain the apparent absence in Egypt of an
impersonal code of law comparable to Hammurabi’s
Code in Mesopotamia.

So much depended on the kings that their deaths
evoked elaborate efforts to ensure the well-being of their
spirits on their journey to rejoin the gods. Carrying out
funerary rites, constructing royal tombs, and sustain-
ing the kings’ spirits in the afterlife by perpetual offer-
ings in adjoining funerary chapels demanded massive
resources. Flat-topped, rectangular tombs made of mud
brick sufficed for the earliest rulers, but around 2630 B.C.E.,
Djoser’, a Third Dynasty king, ordered the construction of
a stepped pyramid—a series of stone platforms laid one
on top of the other—at Saqqgara®, near Memphis. Rulers of
the Fourth Dynasty filled in the steps of Djoser’s tomb to
create the smooth-sided, limestone pyramids that most
often symbolize ancient Egypt. Between 2550 and 2490
B.C.E., the pharaohs Khufu® and Khefren® erected huge
pyramids at Giza, several miles north of Saqqara, the
largest stone structures ever built. Khufu’s pyramid origi-
nally reached a height of 480 feet (146 meters).

Egyptians accomplished this construction with stone
tools (bronze was still expensive and rare) and no ma-
chinery other than simple levers, pulleys, and rollers.
Calculations of the human muscle power needed to
build a pyramid within a ruler’s lifetime indicate that
large numbers of people must have been pressed into
service for part of each year, probably during the flood
season, when no agricultural work could be done. The
Egyptian masses probably considered this demand for
labor a kind of religious service that would help ensure
prosperity. Most of Egypt’s surplus resources went into
constructing these artificial mountains of stone. The age
of the great pyramids lasted about a century, though
construction of pyramids on a smaller scale continued
for two millennia.

Ruling dynasties usually placed

Adgnmlstratlon their capitals in the area of
an L. their original power base. Mem-
Communication

phis, near today’s Cairo at the
apex of the Nile delta, held this
central position during the Old Kingdom; but Thebes,
far to the south, often supplanted it during the Mid-
dle and New Kingdom periods (see Map 1.4). A complex

Djoser (JO-sur) Saqqara (suh-KAHR-uh)
Khefren (KEF-ren)

Khufu (KOO-foo)
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bureaucracy kept detailed records of the country’s re-
sources. Beginning at the village level and progressing to
the district level and finally to the central government
based in the capital, bureaucrats kept track of land, la-
bor, products, and people, extracting as taxes a substan-
tial portion—as much as 50 percent—of the annual
revenues of the country. This income supported the
palace, bureaucracy, and army; paid for building and
maintaining temples; and made possible great monu-
ments celebrating the king’s grandeur. The government
maintained a monopoly over key sectors of the economy
and controlled long-distance trade. The urban middle-
class traders who increasingly managed the commerce
of Mesopotamia had no parallel in Egypt.

Literacy according to a writing system developed be-
fore the Early Dynastic period marked the administrative
class. Hieroglyphics®, the earliest form of this system,
featured picture symbols standing for words, syllables,
or individual sounds. We can read ancient Egyptian writ-
ing today only because of the discovery in the early nine-
teenth century c.k. of the Rosetta Stone, an inscription
from the second century B.C.E. that gave hieroglyphic
and Greek versions of the same text.

Hieroglyphic writing long continued in use on mon-
uments and ornamental inscriptions. By 2500 B.C.E.,
however, administrators and copyists had developed a
cursive script, in which the original pictorial nature of
the symbol was less apparent, for their everyday needs.
They wrote with ink on a writing material called pa-
pyrus’, made from the stems of the papyrus reed that
grew in the Nile marshes. Papyrus makers laid out the
stems in a vertical and horizontal grid pattern, mois-
tened them, and then pounded them with a soft mal-
let until they adhered into a sheet of writing material.
A uniquely Egyptian product, papyrus served scribes
throughout the ancient world and was exported in large
quantities. The word paper comes from Greek and Ro-
man words for papyrus.

Apart from administrative recordkeeping, Egyptian
literary compositions included tales of adventure and
magic, love poetry, religious hymns, and instruction
manuals on technical subjects. Scribes in workshops at-
tached to the temples made copies of traditional texts.

Strong monarchs appointed and promoted officials
on the basis of merit and accomplishment, giving them
grants of land cultivated by dependent peasants. Low-
level officials worked in villages and district capitals;
high-ranking officials served in the royal capital. During
the Old Kingdom, the tombs of officials lay near the
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monumental tomb of the king so they could serve him in
death as they had in life.

Egyptian history exhibits a recurring tension be-
tween the centralizing power of the monarchy and the
decentralizing tendencies of the bureaucracy. The shift
of officials’ tombs from the vicinity of the royal tomb to
home districts where they spent much of their time and
exercised power more or less independently signaled the
breakdown of centralized power in the late Old Kingdom
and First Intermediate Period. Inheritance of adminis-
trative posts similarly indicated a decline in centralized
power. The early monarchs of the Middle Kingdom re-
stored centralized power by reducing the power and pre-
rogatives of the old elite and creating a new middle class
of administrators.

The common observation that Egypt was a land of
villages without real cities stems from its capitals being
primarily extensions of the palace and central administra-
tion. Compared to Mesopotamia, a far larger percentage
of the Egyptian population lived in farming villages, and
Egypt’s wealth derived to a higher degree from cultivat-
ing the land. The towns and cities that did exist unfortu-
nately lie buried beneath modern urban sites, since
Egypt has too little land in its cultivable region to afford
abandonment of a large area.

Egypt largely stuck to itself during the Old and Middle
Kingdoms, all foreigners being technically regarded as en-
emies. When necessary, local militia units backed up a
small standing army of professional soldiers. Nomadic
groups in the eastern and western deserts and Libyans to
the northwest posed a nuisance more than a real danger.
The king maintained limited contact with other advanced
civilizations in the region. Egypt’s interests abroad fo-
cused on maintaining access to resources rather than on
acquiring territory. Trade with the Levant® coast (modern
Israel, Lebanon, and Syria) brought in cedar wood in re-
turn for grain, papyrus, and gold.

Egypt’s strongest interests involved goods from the
south. Nubia contained gold mines (in Chapter 2 we ex-
amine the rise in Nubia of a civilization influenced by
Egypt but also vital, original, and long lasting), and the
southern course of the Nile offered access to sub-
Saharan Africa. In the Old Kingdom, Egyptian noblemen
living at Aswan on the southern border led donkey cara-
vans south in search of gold, incense, and products from
tropical Africa such as ivory, ebony, and exotic animals.
Forts along the border protected Egypt from attack. In
the early second millennium B.c.E., Egyptian forces in-
vaded Nubia and extended the Egyptian border as far as

hieroglyphics (high-ruh-GLIF-iks) papyrus (puh-PIE-ruhs)

Levant (luh-VANT)
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the Third Cataract of the Nile, taking possession of the
gold fields.

The estimated million to a mil-
lion and half inhabitants of
Egypt included various phys-
ical types, ranging from dark-
skinned people related to the populations of sub-Saharan
Africa to lighter-skinned people akin to the populations
of North Africa and western Asia who spoke Berber and
Semitic languages, respectively. Though Egypt experi-
enced no migrations or invasions on a scale common in
Mesopotamian history, settlers periodically trickled into
the Nile Valley and mixed with the local people.

Egypt had less pronounced social divisions than
Mesopotamia, where a formal class structure emerged.
The king and high-ranking officials enjoyed status,
wealth, and power. Below them came lower-level offi-
cials, local leaders, priests and other professionals, arti-
sans, and well-to-do farmers. Peasants, at the bottom,
constituted the vast majority of the population.

Peasants lived in rural villages and devoted them-
selves to the seasonally changing tasks of agriculture:
plowing, sowing, tending emerging shoots, reaping,
threshing, and storing. They maintained irrigation chan-
nels, basins, and dikes. Fish and meat from domes-
ticated animals—cattle, sheep, goats, and poultry—
supplemented a diet based on wheat or barley, beer, and
vegetables. Villages probably shared implements, work
animals, and storage facilities and helped one another at
peak times in the agricultural cycle and in building proj-
ects. Festivals to the local gods and other public celebra-
tions occasionally brought feasting and ceremonies into
their lives; labor conscripted for pyramid construction
and other state projects brought hardship. If the burden
of taxation or compulsory service proved too great, flight
into the desert usually offered the only escape.

This account of village life depends on guesswork
and bits and pieces of archaeological and literary evi-
dence. Tomb paintings of the elite sometimes depict the
lives of common folk. The artists employed conventions
to indicate status: obesity for the rich and comfortable,
baldness and deformity for the working classes. Egyp-
tian poets frequently employed metaphors of farming
and hunting, and papyrus documents preserved in the
hot, dry sands tell of property transactions and legal dis-
putes among ordinary people.

Slavery existed on a limited scale and was of little
economic significance. Prisoners of war, condemned
criminals, and debtors could be found on country es-
tates or in the households of the king and wealthy fami-

The People
of Egypt
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lies. But humane treatment softened the burden of slav-
ery, as did the possibility of being freed.

Scarceness of sources also clouds the experiences of
women. What is known about the lives of elite women
derives from the possibly distorted impressions of male
artists and scribes. Tomb paintings, rendered with dig-
nity and affection, show women of the royal family and
elite classes accompanying their husbands and engag-
ing in domestic activities. Subordination to men is evi-
dent. The convention of depicting men with a dark red
and women with a yellow flesh tone implies that elite
women stayed indoors, away from the searing sun. In
the beautiful love poetry of the New Kingdom, lovers ad-
dress each other in terms of apparent equality and ex-
press emotions akin to our own ideal of romantic love.
Whether this poetry represents the attitudes prevalent in
other periods or among nonelite groups remains un-
known.

Legal documents show that Egyptian women could
own property, inherit from their parents, and will their
property to whomever they wished. Marriage, usually
monogamous, arose from a couple’s decision to estab-
lish a household together rather than through legal or
religious ceremony. Either party could dissolve the rela-
tionship, and the woman retained rights over her dowry
in case of divorce. At certain times, queens and queen-
mothers played significant behind-the-scenes roles in
the politics of the royal court, and priestesses sometimes
supervised the cults of female deities. In general, the
limited evidence suggests that women in ancient Egypt
enjoyed greater respect and more legal rights and social
freedom than women in Mesopotamia and other an-
cient societies.

Egyptian religion evoked the
landscape of the Nile Valley
and the vision of cosmic order
that this environment fostered.
The sun rose every day into a clear and cloudless sky, and
the river flooded on schedule every year, ensuring a
bounteous harvest. Recurrent cycles and periodic re-
newal seemed a part of the natural world. Egyptians
imagined the sky to be a great ocean surrounding the in-
habited world. The sun-god Re traversed its waters in a
boat by day, then returned through the Underworld at
night, fighting off the attacks of demonic serpents so that
he could be born anew each morning. In one especially
popular story, Osiris®, a god who once ruled the land of
Egypt, dies at the hand of his jealous brother Seth, who

Belief and
Knowledge
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o



14820 01 04-35 r2ek.gxd 4/2/04 3:15 PM Page 28

28 CHAPTER 1

scatters his dismembered remains. Isis, Osiris’s sister and
wife, finds and reassembles the pieces, while Horus, his
son, takes revenge on Seth. Restored to life and installed
as king of the Underworld, Osiris represented hope for a
new life in a world beyond this one.

The king, represented as Horus and as the son of Re,
fit into the pattern of the dead returning to life and the
sun-god renewing life. As Egypt’s chief priest, he inter-
vened with the gods on behalf of his land and people.
When a particular town became the capital of a ruling
dynasty, the chief god of that town gained prominence
throughout the land. Thus did Ptah® of Memphis, Re of
Heliopolis®, and Amon® of Thebes become gods of all
Egypt, serving to unify the country and strengthen the
monarchy:.

Egyptian rulers zealously built new temples, refur-
bished old ones, and made lavish gifts to the gods, at the
same time overseeing construction of their own tombs.
Thus, much of the country’s wealth went for religious
purposes in the ceaseless effort to win the gods’ favor,
maintain the continuity of divine kingship, and ensure
the renewal of life-giving forces.

Some deities normally appear with animal heads;
others always take human form. Few myths about the
origins and adventures of the gods have survived, but
there must have been a rich oral tradition. Many towns
had temples in which locally prominent deities were
thought to reside. Such local deities could be viewed as
manifestations of the great gods, and gods could merge
to form hybrids, such as Amon-Re. Ordinary believers
were excluded from cult activities in the inner reaches of
the temples, where priests served the daily needs of the
deity by attending to his or her statue. Food offered to
the image was later distributed to temple staff. As in
Mesopotamia, some temples possessed extensive land-
holdings worked by dependent peasants, and the priests
who administered the deity’s wealth played an influen-
tial role locally and sometimes throughout the land.

During great festivals, the priests paraded a boat-
shaped litter carrying the shrouded statue and cult items
of the deity around the town. This brought large num-
bers of people into contact with the deity in an outpour-
ing of devotion and celebration. Little is known about
the day-to-day beliefs and practices of the common
people, however. At home, family members revered and
made small offerings to Bes, the grotesque god of mar-
riage and domestic happiness, to local deities, and to the
family’s ancestors. They relied on amulets and depic-
tions of demonic figures to ward off evil forces. In later

Ptah (puh-TAH)
Amon (AH-muhn)

Heliopolis (he-lee-OP-uh-lis)
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times, Greeks and Romans commented on the Egyptian
devotion to magic.

Egyptians believed in the afterlife. They prepared ex-
tensively for a safe passage and a comfortable existence
once they arrived. Hazards abounded on the soul’s jour-
ney after death. The Egyptian Book of the Dead, present
in many excavated tombs, contained rituals and spells to
protect the journeying spirit. The weighing of the de-
ceased’s heart (believed to be the source of personality,
intellect, and emotion) in the presence of the judges of
the Underworld presented the ultimate challenge—the
one that determined whether the deceased had led a
good life and deserved to reach the blessed destination.

The Egyptian obsession with the afterlife produced
concerns about the physical condition of the dead body
and a perfection of mummification techniques for pre-
serving it. The idea probably derived from the slow de-
composition of bodies buried in hot, dry sand on the
edge of the desert, an early practice. The elite classes
spent the most on mummification. Specialists removed
vital organs for preservation and storage in stone jars
laid out around the corpse and filled the body cavities
with various packing materials. After immersing the ca-
daver for long periods in dehydrating and preserving
chemicals, they wrapped it in linen. They then placed
the mummy in one or more decorated wooden caskets
with a tomb.

Building tombs at the edge of the desert left the low-
lands free for farming. Pictures and samples of food and
objects from everyday life accompanied the mummy to
provide whatever he or she might need in the next life.
Much of what is now known about ancient Egyptian life
comes from examining utilitarian and luxury household
objects found in tombs. Small figurines called shawabtis®
represented the servants whom the deceased might
need or the laborers he might send as substitutes if asked
to provide compulsory labor. The elite classes ordered
chapels attached to their tombs and left endowments to
subsidize the daily attendance of a priest and offerings of
foodstuffs to sustain their spirits for eternity.

The form of the tomb also reflected wealth and sta-
tus. Simple pit graves or small mud-brick chambers suf-
ficed for the common people. Members of the privileged
classes built larger tombs and covered the walls with pic-
tures and inscriptions. Kings erected pyramids and other
grand edifices, employing trickery to hide the sealed
chamber containing the body and treasures, as well as
curses and other magical precautions to foil tomb rob-
bers. Rarely did they succeed, however. Archaeologists
have seldom discovered an undisturbed royal tomb.

shawabtis (shuh-WAB-tees)
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The ancient Egyptians explored many areas of knowl-
edge and developed advantageous technologies. They
learned about chemistry through developing the mum-
mification process, which also provided opportunities to
learn about human anatomy. Egyptian doctors served in
royal courts throughout western Asia because of their
relatively advanced medical knowledge and techniques.

The endless cycle of flooding and irrigation spurred
the development of mathematics for determining the di-
mensions of fields and calculating the quantity of agri-
cultural produce owed to the state. Through careful
observation of the stars, they constructed the most accu-
rate calendar in the world, and they knew that when the
star Sirius appeared on the horizon shortly before sun-
rise, the Nile flood surge was imminent.

For pyramids, temple complexes, and other monu-
mental building projects, vast quantities of earth had to
be moved and the construction site made level. Large
stones had to be quarried, dragged on rollers, floated
downstream on barges, lifted into place along ramps of
packed earth, carved to the exact size needed, and then
made smooth. Long underground passageways con-
nected mortuary temples by the river with tombs near
the desert’s edge. More practically, several Egyptian kings
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dredged a canal more than 50 miles (80 kilometers) long
to connect the Nile Valley to the Red Sea and expedite the
transport of goods.

Besides river barges for transporting building stones,
the Nile carried lightweight ships equipped with sails
and oars. These sometimes ventured into the Mediter-
ranean and Red Seas. Canals and flooded basins limited
the use of carts and sledges, but archaeologists have dis-
covered an 8-mile (13-kilometer) road made of slabs of
sandstone and limestone connecting a rock quarry with
Faiyum Lake. The oldest known paved road in the world,
it dates to the second half of the third millennium B.C.E.

THE INDuUS VALLEY CIVILIZATION

Civilization developed almost as early in South Asia
as in Mesopotamia and Egypt. Just as each Middle
Eastern civilization centered on a great river valley, so
civilization in the Indian subcontinent originated on a
fertile floodplain. In the valley of the Indus River, settled
farming created the agricultural surplus essential to ur-
banized society.
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A plain of more than 1 mil-
lion acres (400,000 hectares)
stretches between the moun-
tains of western Pakistan and
the Thar® Desert to the east in the central portion of the
Indus Valley, the province of Sind® in modern Pakistan
(see Map 1.2). Silt carried downstream and deposited on
the land by the Indus River over many centuries has ele-
vated the riverbed and its banks above the level of the
plain. Twice a year, the river overflows and inundates sur-
rounding land as far as 10 miles (16 kilometers) distant.
Snowmelt from the Pamir® and Himalaya® mountains
feeds the flood in March and April. In August, seasonal
winds called monsoons (see Chapter 13) bring rains
from the southwest that feed a second flood. Though ex-
tremely dry for the rest of the year, Sind’s floods make
two crops a year possible. In ancient times, the Hakra®
River (sometimes referred to as the Saraswati), which
has since dried up, ran parallel to the Indus about 25
miles (40 kilometers) to the east and supplied water to a
second cultivable area.

Adjacent regions shared distinctive cultural traits
with this core area. In Punjab (literally “five waters”), to
the northeast, five rivers converge to feed the main
stream of the Indus. Closer to the northern mountains,
the Punjab receives more rainfall but less floodwater
than Sind. Culturally similar settlements extend from the
Punjab as far east as Delhi® in northwest India. Settle-
ment also extended through the Indus delta in southern
Sind down into India’s hook-shaped Kathiawar® Penin-
sula, an area of alluvial plains and coastal marshes. The
Indus Valley civilization, as scholars labeled this area of
cultural homogeneity when they first discovered it eighty
years ago, covered an area roughly equivalent to modern
France.

Natural
Environment

Although archaeologists have
located several hundred com-
munities that flourished from
approximately 2600 to 1900 B.C.E., the remains of two ur-
ban sites, known by the modern names Harappa and
Mohenjo-Daro’, best typify the Indus Valley civilization.
Unfortunately, the high water table at these sites makes
excavation of the earliest levels of settlement nearly
impossible.

Material Culture

Thar (tahr) Sind (sinned) Pamir (pah-MEER)
Himalaya (him-uh-LAY-uh) Hakra (HAK-ruh)
Delhi (DEL-ee) Kathiawar (kah-tee-uh-WAHR)
Mohenjo-Daro (moe-hen-joe-DAHR-oh)
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Scholars once believed that the people who created
this civilization spoke Dravidian® languages related to
those spoken today in southern India. Invaders from the
northwest speaking Indo-European languages, they
thought, conquered these people around 1500 B.C.E.,
causing some of them to migrate to the southeast. Skele-
tal evidence, however, indicates that the population of
the Indus Valley has remained stable from ancient times
to the present. Settled agriculture in this region seems to
date back to at least 5000 B.C.E. Archaeological investiga-
tions have not yet revealed the relations between the In-
dus Valley civilization and earlier cultural complexes in
the Indus Valley and the hilly lands to the west or the
forces that gave rise to the urbanization, population in-
crease, and technological advances that occurred in the
mid-third millennium B.c.E. Nevertheless, the case for
continuity with earlier cultures seems stronger than the
case for a sudden transformation due to the arrival of
new peoples.

The writing system of the Indus Valley people con-
tained more than four hundred signs to represent sylla-
bles and words. Archaeologists have recovered thousands
of inscribed seal stones and copper tablets. The in-
scriptions are so brief, however, that no one has yet de-
ciphered them, though some scholars believe they
represent an early Dravidian language.

Harappa, 3% miles (5.6 kilometers) in circumference,
may have housed a population of 35,000 and Mohenjo-
Daro several times that. These cities show marked
similarities in planning and construction: high, thick,
encircling walls of brick; streets laid out in a rectangular
grid; and covered drainpipes to carry away waste. The
consistent width of streets and length of city blocks, and
the uniformity of the mud bricks used in construction,
suggest a strong central authority, located possibly in the
citadel—an elevated, enclosed compound containing
large buildings. Scholars think the well-ventilated struc-
tures near the citadel stored grain for local use and for
export. The presence of barracks may point to some reg-
imentation of skilled artisans.

Though it is presumed that these urban centers con-
trolled the surrounding farmlands, different centers may
have served different functions, which might account for
their locations. Mohenjo-Daro seems to dominate the
great floodplain of the Indus. Harappa, which is nearly
500 miles (805 kilometers) to the north, sits in the zone
where farmlands give way to pasturelands. No settle-
ments have been found west of Harappa, which may
have served as a gateway for copper, tin, precious stones,

Dravidian (druh-VID-ee-uhn)
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and other resources coming from the northwest. Coastal
towns to the south engaged in seaborne trade with
Sumer and lands around the Persian Gulf, as well as fish-
ing and gathering highly prized seashells.

While published accounts of the Indus Valley civi-
lization tend to treat Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa, the
most extensively excavated sites, as the norm, most
people surely lived in smaller settlements, which exhibit
the same artifacts and the same standardization of styles
and shapes as the large cities. Some scholars attribute
this standardization to extensive exchange of goods
within the zone of Indus Valley civilization rather than to
a strong and authoritarian central government.

Metal appears more frequently in Indus Valley sites
than in Mesopotamia or Egypt. Tools and other useful
objects outweigh in importance the decorative objects—
jewelry and the like—so often found in those other re-
gions. Largely the possessions of elite groups in the
Middle East, metal goods belonged to a broad cross-
section of the population in the Indus Valley.

Technologically, the Indus Valley people showed skill
in irrigation, used the potter’s wheel, and fired bricks to
rocky hardness in kilns for use in the foundations of large
public buildings (sun-dried bricks exposed to floodwa-
ters would have dissolved quickly). Smiths worked with
various metals—gold, silver, copper, and tin. The varying
ratios of tin to copper in their bronze objects suggest
awareness of the hardness of different mixtures. They
used less tin, a relatively scarce metal, in objects that did
not require maximum hardness, like knives, and more
tin in things like axes that had to be harder.

Archaeological finds point to widespread trading
contacts. Mountain passes through the northwest granted
access to the valuable resources of eastern Iran and
Afghanistan, as well as to ore deposits in western India.
These resources included metals (such as copper and
tin), precious stones (lapis lazuli, jade, and turquoise),
building stone, and timber. Rivers provided thorough-
fares for transporting goods within the zone of Indus Val-
ley culture. The undeciphered writing on the many seal
stones, some scholars feel, may represent the names of
merchants who stamped their wares.

Inhabitants of the Indus Valley and of Mesopotamia
obtained raw materials from some of the same sources.
The discovery of Indus Valley seal stones in the Tigris-
Euphrates Valley indicates that merchants from the
former region may have acted as middlemen in long-
distance trade, obtaining raw materials from the north-
west and shipping them to the Persian Gulf.

We know little about the political, social, economic,
and religious structures of Indus Valley society. Efforts to
link artifacts and images to cultural features characteris-
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tic of later periods of Indian history (see Chapter 7), in-
cluding sociopolitical institutions (a system of heredi-
tary occupational groups, the predominant role of
priests), architectural forms (bathing tanks like those
later found in Hindu temples, private interior courtyards
in houses), and religious beliefs and practices (depic-
tions of gods and sacred animals on the seal stones, a
cult of the mother-goddess), remain speculative. Further
knowledge on these matters awaits additional archaeo-
logical finds and deciphering of the Indus Valley script.

The Indus Valley cities were
abandoned sometime after
1900 B.C.E. Archaeologists once
thought that invaders destroyed
them, but they now believe
this civilization suffered “systems failure”—a breakdown
of the fragile interrelationship of political, social, and

Transformation of
the Indus Valley
Civilization
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Environmental Stress in the Indus Valley

he three river-valley civilizations discussed in this chapter

were located in arid or semiarid regions. Such regions are
particularly vulnerable to changes in the environment.
Scholars' debates about the existence and impact of changes
in the climate and landscape of the Indus Valley illuminate
some of the possible factors at work, as well as the difficul-
ties of verifying and interpreting such long-ago changes.

One of the points at issue is climatic change. An earlier
generation of scholars believed that the climate of the Indus
Valley was considerably wetter during the height of that civ-
ilization than it is now. As evidence, they cited the enormous
quantities of timber, cut from extensive forests, that would
have been needed to bake the millions of mud bricks used to
construct the cities (see photo), the distribution of human
settlements on land that is now unfavorable for agriculture,
and the representation of jungle and marsh animals on dec-
orated seals. This approach assumes that the growth of pop-
ulation, prosperity, and complexity in the Indus Valley in the
third millennium B.C.E. required wet conditions, and it con-
cludes that the change to a drier climate in the early second
millennium B.C.E. pushed this civilization into decline.

Other experts, skeptical about radical climate change,
countered with alternative calculations of the amount of
timber needed and evidence of plant remains—particularly
barley, a grain that is tolerant of dry conditions. However, re-
cent studies of the stabilization of sand dunes, which occurs
in periods of heavy rainfall, and analysis of the sediment de-
posited by rivers and winds have been used to strengthen the
claim that the Indus Valley used to be wetter and that in the
early- to mid-second millennium B.C.E. it entered a period of
relatively dry conditions that have persisted to the present.

A much clearer case can be made for changes in the land-
scape caused by shifts in the courses of rivers. These shifts are
due, in many cases, to tectonic forces such as earthquakes.
Dry channels, whether detected in satellite photographs or
by on-the-ground inspection, reveal the location of old
riverbeds, and it appears that a second major river system, the
Hakra, once ran parallel to the Indus some distance to the
east. The Hakra, with teeming towns and fertile fields along
its banks, appears to have been a second axis of this civiliza-
tion. Either the Sutlej, which now feeds into the Indus, or the
Yamuna, which now pours into the Ganges, may have been
the main source of water for this long-gone system before
undergoing a change of course. The consequences of the
drying-up of this major waterway must have been immense—
the loss of huge amounts of arable land and the food that it
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produced, the abandonment of cities and villages and conse-
quent migration of their populations, shifts in the trade routes,
and desperate competition for shrinking resources.

As for the Indus itself, the present-day course of the lower
reaches of the river has shifted 100 miles (161 kilometers) to
the west since the arrival of the Greek conqueror Alexander
the Great in the late fourth century B.C.E, and the deposit of
massive volumes of silt has pushed the mouth of the river 50
miles (80 kilometers) farther south. Such a shift of the river
bed and buildup of alluvial deposits also may have occurred
in the third and second millennia B.C.E.

A recent study concludes: “It is obvious that ecological
stresses, caused both climatically and technically, played an
important role in the life and decay” of the Indus civilization.

Source: Quotation from D. P. Agarwal and R. K. Sood in Gregory L. Possehl, ed., Harap-
pan Civilization: A Contemporary Perspective (Warminster, England: Aris and Phillips,
1982), 229.
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economic systems that sustained order and prosperity.
The precipitating cause may have been one or more nat-
ural disasters, such as an earthquake or massive flood-
ing. Gradual ecological changes may also have played a
role as the Hakra river system dried up and salinization
(an increase in the amount of plant-inhibiting salt in the
soil) and erosion increased (see Environment and Tech-
nology: Environmental Stress in the Indus Valley).

Towns left dry by a change of riverbed, seaports re-
moved from the coast by silt deposited in deltas, and
regions suffering loss of fertile soil would have necessi-
tated the relocation of populations and a change in the
livelihood of those who remained. The causes, patterns,
and pace of change probably varied, with urbanization
persisting longer in some regions than in others. The
urban centers eventually succumbed, however, and
village-based farming and herding took their place. As
the interaction between regions lessened, regional varia-
tion replaced the standardization of technology and
style of the previous era.

Historians can do little more than speculate about the
causes behind the changes and the experiences of the
people who lived in the Indus Valley around 1900 B.C.E.
Two tendencies bear remembering, however. In most
cases like this, the majority of the population adjusts to
the new circumstances. But members of the political and
social elite, who depend on urban centers and complex
political and economic structures, lose the source of their
authority and merge with the population as a whole.

CONCLUSION

Tens of thousands of years elapsed between the first
appearance of the earliest ancestors of humankind
and the agricultural revolutions that made possible the
transition to civilization. Domesticated plants and ani-
mals contributed to the settling down of wandering
groups of foragers and, in time, produced sufficient sur-
plus food to relieve a small minority of people from the
labor of tilling fields and watching flocks. Some of these
people availed themselves of this opportunity to ad-
vance already existing skills—painting, stone-working,
weaving, building—to higher levels requiring more spe-
cialized techniques. Others specialized in warfare, ad-
ministration, religious ceremonies, and accumulation of
knowledge. Thus did humanity pass from the prehistoric
era to the era of civilized history.

The first civilizations developed high levels of po-
litical centralization, urbanization, and technology be-
cause their situations in river valleys too arid to support
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agriculture through rainfall forced communities to work
together on constructing and maintaining canals, dams,
weirs, and dikes. Crops harvested from irrigated fields
not only fed the farming populations of Mesopotamia,
Egypt, and the Indus Valley, but produced enough sur-
plus to support artisans with specialized expertise in en-
gineering, mathematics, and metallurgy.

Unpredictable and violent floods constantly threat-
ened communities in the Tigris-Euphrates Basin, but the
opportune and gradual Nile floods usually brought joy
and satisfaction to those in Egypt. Relationships with
nature stamped the worldview of both peoples. Meso-
potamians tried to appease their harsh deities in order to
survive in an unpredictable world. Egyptians trusted in
and nurtured the supernatural powers they believed
guaranteed orderliness and prosperity.

In both Egypt and Mesopotamia, kingship emerged
as the dominant political form. The Egyptian king’s di-
vine origins and symbolic association with the forces of
renewal made him central to the welfare of the entire
country and gave him a religious monopoly, superseding
the authority of the temples and priests. Egyptian mon-
archs lavished much of the country’s wealth on their
tombs, believing that a proper burial would ensure the
continuity of kingship and the attendant blessings that it
brought to the land and people. Mesopotamian rulers,
who were not normally regarded as divine, built new
cities, towering walls, splendid palaces, and religious ed-
ifices as lasting testaments to their power.

Both cultures revered a hierarchy of gods, ranging
from protective demons and local deities to gods of the
state, whose importance rose or fell with the power of
the political centers with which they were associated.
Cheered by the stability of their environment, Egyptians
conceived a positive notion of the gods’ designs for hu-
mankind. They believed that despite hazards, the righ-
teous spirit could journey to the next world and look
forward to a blessed existence. In contrast, terrifying
visions of the afterlife torment Gilgamesh, the Meso-
potamian hero: disembodied spirits of the dead stum-
bling around in the darkness of the Underworld for all
eternity, eating dust and clay, and slaving for the heart-
less gods of that realm.

Cultural continuity marked both Egypt and Meso-
potamia despite substantial ethnic diversity. Immigrants
assimilated to the dominant language, belief system,
and lifestyles of the civilization. Culture, not physical
appearance, served as the criterion of personal identifi-
cation. Reduced freedom and legal privilege for Meso-
potamian women in the second millennium B.C.E. may
relate to a high degree of urbanization and class stratifi-
cation. In contrast, Egyptian pictorial documents, love
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poems, and legal records indicate an attitude of respect
and a higher degree of equality for women in the valley
of the Nile.

In the second millennium B.C.E., as the societies of
Mesopotamia and Egypt consolidated their cultural
achievements and entered new phases of political ex-
pansion, and as the Indus Valley centers went into irre-
versible decline, a new and distinctive civilization, based
on exploiting the agricultural potential of a floodplain,
emerged in the valley of the Yellow River in eastern
China. We turn to that area in Chapter 2.

M Key Terms

civilization scribe
culture ziggurat
history amulet

Stone Age cuneiform
Paleolithic pharaoh
Neolithic ma’at
foragers pyramid
Agricultural Revolutions Memphis
Holocene Thebes
megalith hieroglyphics
Babylon papyrus
Sumerians mummy
Semitic Harappa
city-state Mohenjo-Daro
Hammurabi
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Barbara Watterson, Women in Ancient Egypt (1991); Gay Robins,
Women in Ancient Egypt (1993); and the articles and museum
exhibition catalogue in Anne K. Capel and Glenn E. Markoe,
eds., Mistress of the House, Mistress of Heaven: Women in Ancient
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Stephen Quirke, Ancient Egyptian Religion (1990), is a highly re-
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Kenoyer, Ancient Cities of the Indus Valley Civilization (1998),

Document-Based Question
Early Civilizations and
the Physical Environment

Using the following documents, analyze the role of
the physical environment in the development of
early civilizations in Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the
Indus Valley.

DoCUMENT 1
Excerpt from the story of Gilgamesh (p. 5)

DOCUMENT 2
Map 1.2 River-Valley Civilizations, 3500—1500 B.C.E (p. 13)

DocumenT 3
Reed Huts in the Marshes of Southern Iraq (photo, p. 15)

DocumenT 4
Violence and Order in the Babylonian New Year's Festival
(Diversity and Dominance, p. 20)
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supersedes the occasionally still useful works of Mortimer
Wheeler, Civilizations of the Indus Valley and Beyond (1966) and
The Indus Civilization, 3d ed. (1968). Gregory L. Poschl has ed-
ited two collections of articles: Ancient Cities of the Indus (1979)
and Harappan Civilization: A Contemporary Perspective (1982).
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Mesopotamian Cylinder Seal (photo, p. 22)

DoCUMENT 6
Map 1.4 Ancient Egypt (p. 24)

DocuMenT 7
Mud-Brick Fortification Wall of the Citadel at Harappa
(photo, p. 32)

Evaluate the ways in which the documents
demonstrate the human ability to modify the
physical environment. What additional types of
documents would help you understand the
importance of the physical environment in early
civilizations?
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round 2200 B.c.e. an Egyptian official named

Harkhuf®, who lived at Aswan’ on the southern
boundary of Egypt, set out for a place called Yam, far to
the south in the land that later came to be called Nubia.
He had made this trek three times before, so he was fa-
miliar with the route and skillful in dealing with various
Nubian chieftains along the way. He brought gifts from
the Egyptian pharaoh for the ruler of Yam, and he re-
turned home with three hundred donkeys loaded with
incense, dark ebony wood, ivory, panthers, and other
exotic products from tropical Africa. While this ex-
change was couched in the diplomatic fiction of gifts,
we should probably regard it as a form of trade and
Harkhuf as a brave and enterprising caravan leader. On
this particular trip he returned with something so spe-
cial that the eight-year-old boy pharaoh, Pepi II, could
not contain his excitement. He wrote:

Come north to the residence at once! Hurry and
bring with you this pygmy whom you brought
from the land of the horizon-dwellers live, hale,
and healthy, for the dances of the god, to gladden
the heart, to delight the heart of king Neferkare
[Pepi] who lives forever! When he goes down with
you into the ship, get worthy men to be around
him on deck, lest he fall into the water! When he
lies down at night, get worthy men to lie around
him in his tent. Inspect ten times at night! My
majesty desires to see this pygmy more than the
gifts of the mine-land and of Punt!!

Although the precise location of Yam is uncertain,
scholars are beginning to identify it with Kerma, later
the capital of the kingdom of Nubia, on the upper Nile
in modern Sudan. From the Egyptian point of view, Nu-
bia was a wild and dangerous place. Yet we can see that
it was developing features of more complex political
organization, and that the burgeoning trade between
Nubia and Egypt was important to both societies.

In contrast to the river-valley civilizations of Meso-
potamia, Egypt, and the Indus Valley surveyed in the

Harkhuf (HAHR-koof) Aswan (AS-wahn)
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previous chapter, the complex societies examined in
this chapter subsequently emerged in ecological condi-
tions quite a bit more diverse, sometimes indepen-
dently, sometimes under the influence of the older
centers. Whereas the river-valley civilizations were orig-
inally largely self-sufficient, each of the new civiliza-
tions discussed in this chapter and the next was shaped
by the development of networks of long-distance trade.

In the second millennium B.C.E. a civilization
based on irrigation agriculture arose along the valley
of the Yellow River and its tributaries in northern
China. In the same epoch, in Nubia (southern Egypt
and northern Sudan), the first complex society in
tropical Africa continued to develop from the roots
observed earlier by Harkhuf. The first millennium
B.C.E. witnessed the flourishing of the earliest complex
societies of the Western Hemisphere, the Olmec of
Mesoamerica and the Chavin culture on the flanks of
the Andes Mountains in South America. These soci-
eties had no contact with one another, and they repre-
sent a variety of responses to different environmental
and historical circumstances. Thus, their stories will
necessarily be separate. However, as we shall see, they
have certain features in common and collectively
point to a distinct stage in the development of human
societies.

As you read this chapter, ask yourself the follow-
ing questions:

o How did the peoples of early China, Nubia, and the
Olmec and Chavin civilizations each develop dis-
tinctive political and social institutions, cultural
patterns, and technologies in response to the chal-
lenges of the environment?

o What was the basis of the status, power, and wealth
of elite groups in each society, and how did they
dominate the rest of the population?

e How did the technological and cultural influences
of older centers affect the formation of the new
civilizations?

e Why did societies in the Eastern and Western Hemi-
spheres acquire complex organizations and potent
technologies at different times and in different
sequences?
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EARLY CHINA, 2000-221 B.C.E.

O n the eastern edge of the great Eurasian landmass,
Neolithic cultures developed as early as 8000 B.C.E.
A more complex civilization evolved in the second mil-
lennium B.C.E. Under the Shang and Zhou monarchs
many of the institutions and values of classical Chinese
civilization emerged and spread south and west. As in
Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the Indus Valley, the rise of
cities, specialization of labor, bureaucratic government,
writing, and other advanced technologies depended on
the exploitation of a great river system—the Yellow River
(Huang He®) and its tributaries—to support intensive
agriculture. Although there is archaeological evidence of
some movement of goods and ideas between western
and eastern Asia, developments in China were largely in-
dependent of the complex societies in the Middle East
and the Indus Valley.

China is isolated from the rest
of the Eastern Hemisphere by
formidable natural barriers:
the Himalaya® mountain range
on the southwest; the Pamir’ and Tian® mountains and
the Takla Makan® Desert on the west; the Gobi® Desert
and the treeless and grassy hills and plains of the Mon-
golian steppe on the northwest (see Map 2.1). To the east
lies the Pacific Ocean. Although China’s separation was
not total—trade goods, people, and ideas moved back
and forth between China, India, and Central Asia—in
many respects its development was distinctive.

Most of East Asia is covered with mountains, making
overland travel, transport, and communications difficult
and slow. The great river systems of eastern China, how-
ever—the Yellow and the Yangzi® Rivers and their tribu-
taries—facilitate east-west movement. In the eastern
river valleys dense populations could practice intensive
agriculture; on the steppe lands of Mongolia, the deserts
and oases of Xinjiang®, and the high plateau of Tibet
sparser populations engaged in different forms of liveli-
hood. The climate zones of East Asia range from the dry,
subarctic reaches of Manchuria in the north to the lush,
subtropical forests of the south, and support a rich vari-
ety of plant and animal life adapted to these zones.

Within the eastern agricultural zone, the north and
the south have strikingly different environments. Each

Geography and
Resources

Huang He (hwahng-HUH) Himalaya (him-uh-LAY-uh)
Pamir (pah-MEER) Tian (tee-en)

Takla Makan (TAH-kluh muh-KAHN) Gobi (GO-bee)
Yangzi (yang-zuh) Xinjiang (shin-jyahng)

zone produced distinctive patterns for the use of the
land, the kinds of crops that could flourish, and the or-
ganization of agricultural labor. The monsoons that af-
fect India and Southeast Asia (see Chapter 1) drench
southern China with heavy rainfall in the summer, the
most beneficial time for agriculture. Northern China, in
contrast, where rainfall is much more erratic, receives
less moisture. As in Mesopotamia and the Indus Valley,
where technological and social developments unfolded
in relatively adverse conditions, China’s early history
unfolded on the northern plains, a demanding environ-
ment that stimulated important technologies and politi-
cal traditions as well as the philosophical and religious
views that became hallmarks of Chinese civilization. By
the third century c.E., however, the gradual flow of popu-
lation toward the warmer southern lands caused the po-
litical and intellectual center to move south.

The eastern river valleys and North China Plain con-
tained timber, stone, scattered deposits of metals, and,
above all, potentially productive land. Since prehistoric
times, winds blowing from Central Asia have deposited a
yellowish-brown dust called loess® (these particles sus-
pended in the water give the Yellow River its distinctive
hue and name). Over the ages a thick mantle of soil has
accumulated that is extremely fertile and soft enough to
be worked with wooden digging sticks. The lack of com-
pactness of this soil accounts for the severity of earth-
quake damage in this region.

In this landscape, agriculture demanded the coordi-
nated efforts of large groups of people. In parts of north-
ern China forests had to be cleared. Recurrent floods on
the Yellow River necessitated the construction of earthen
dikes and channels to carry off the overflow. To cope with
the periodic droughts, catch basins (reservoirs) were dug
to store river water and rainfall. As the population grew,
people built retaining walls to partition the hillsides into
tiers of flat arable terraces.

The staple crops in the northern region were mil-
let, a grain indigenous to China, and wheat, which had
spread to East Asia from the Middle East. Rice requires a
warmer climate and prospered in the south. The cultiva-
tion of rice in the Yangzi River Valley and the south re-
quired a great outlay of labor. Rice paddies—the fields
where rice is grown—must be absolutely flat and sur-
rounded by water channels to bring and lead away water
according to a precise schedule. Seedlings sprout in a
nursery, and are transplanted one by one to the paddy,
which is then flooded. Flooding eliminates weeds and
rival plants and supports microscopic organisms that
keep the soil fertile. When the crop is ripe, the paddy is
drained; the rice stalks are harvested with a sickle; and

loess (less)
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the edible kernels are separated out. The reward for this
effort is a spectacular yield. Rice can feed more people
per cultivated acre than any other grain, which explains
why the south eventually became more populous and
important than the north.

Archaeologists have identified
several Neolithic cultural com-
plexes in China, primarily on
the basis of styles of pottery
and forms of burial. These
early populations grew millet, raised pigs and chickens,
and used stone tools. They made pottery on a wheel and
fired it in high-temperature kilns. They pioneered the
production of silk cloth, first raising silkworms on mul-

The Shang
Period,
1750-1027 B.C.E.

berry trees, then carefully unraveling their cocoons to
produce silk thread. The early Chinese built walls of
pounded earth by hammering the soil inside tempor-
ary wooden frames until it became hard as cement. By
2000 B.c.E. they had begun to make bronze (roughly a
thousand years after the beginnings of bronze-working
in the Middle East).

Later generations of Chinese told stories about the
ancient dynasty of the Xia, said to have ruled the core
region of the Yellow River Valley. The validity of those
stories is difficult to gauge, though some archaeologists
identify the Xia with the Neolithic Longshan cultural
complex in the centuries before and after 2000 B.cC.E. Chi-
nese history proper begins with the rise to power of the
Shang clans, which coincides with the earliest written
records anywhere in China.

o
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The Shang’ originated in the part of the Yellow River
Valley that lies in the present-day province of Henan®.
After 1750 B.C.E. they extended their control north into
Mongolia, west as far as Gansu®, and south to the Yangzi
River Valley. Shang society was dominated by a warrior
aristocracy whose greatest pleasures were warfare, hunt-
ing (for recreation and to fine-tune skills required for
war), exchanging gifts, feasting, and wine-filled revelry.

The king and his court ruled the core area of the
Shang state directly. Aristocrats served as generals, am-
bassadors, and supervisors of public projects. Other
members of the royal family and high-ranking nobility
governed outlying provinces. The most distant regions
were governed by native rulers who swore allegiance
to the Shang king. The king was often on the road, travel-
ing to the courts of his subordinates to reinforce their
loyalty.

Frequent military campaigns provided the warrior
aristocracy with a theater for brave achievements and
yielded considerable plunder. The nomadic peoples who
occupied the steppe and desert regions to the north and
west were periodically rolled back and given a demon-
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stration of Shang power. (Chinese sources refer to these
peoples as “barbarians.” Modern readers should be wary
of the Chinese claim that these nomads were culturally
backward and morally inferior to the Chinese.) Large
numbers of prisoners of war were taken in these cam-
paigns and used as slaves in the Shang capital.

Various cities served as the capital of the Shang king-
dom. The last and most important was near modern
Anyang® (see Map 2.1). Shang cities were centers of po-
litical control and religion. Surrounded by massive walls
of pounded earth, they contained palaces, administra-
tive buildings and storehouses, royal tombs, shrines of
gods and ancestors, and houses of the nobility. The com-
mon people lived in agricultural villages outside these
centers. Because stone was in short supply, buildings
were set on foundation platforms of pounded earth and
constructed with wooden posts and dried mud. These
cities, which were laid out on a grid plan aligned with the
north polar star and had gates opening to the cardinal
directions, are an early manifestation of the Chinese
concern with the orientation of buildings known as feng
shui,” and they symbolized the order imposed by gods
and monarchs.

A key to effective administration was the form of
writing developed in this era. Pictograms (pictures repre-
senting objects and concepts) and phonetic symbols rep-
resenting the sounds of syllables were combined to form
a complex system of hundreds of signs. Only a small, ed-
ucated elite had the time to master this system. Despite
substantial changes through the ages, the fundamental
principles of the Chinese system still endure today. As a
result, people speaking essentially different languages,
such as Mandarin and Cantonese, can read and under-
stand the same text. In contrast, the cuneiform of Meso-
potamia and the hieroglyphics of Egypt were eventually
replaced by simpler alphabetic scripts.

The Shang ideology of kingship glorified the king as
the indispensable intermediary between the people and
the gods. The Shang royal family and aristocracy wor-
shiped the spirits of their male ancestors. They believed
that these ancestors were intensely interested in the for-
tunes of their descendants and had special influence
with the gods. Before taking any action, the Shang rulers
used divination to determine the will of the gods (see
Environment and Technology: Divination in Ancient So-
cieties). They made ritual sacrifices to their gods and an-
cestors in order to win divine favor. Burials of kings also
entailed sacrifices, not only of animals but also of hu-
mans, including noble officials of the court, women, ser-
vants, soldiers, and prisoners of war.

Possession of bronze objects was a sign of authority

Shang (shahng) Henan (heh-nahn) Gansu (gahn-soo)

Anyang (ahn-yahng) feng shui (fung shway)
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Divination in Ancient Societies

he ancient inhabitants of China, the Middle East, Europe,

and the Americas, as well as many other peoples through-
out history, believed that the gods controlled the forces of
nature and shaped destinies. Starting from this premise, they
practiced various techniques of divination—the effort to in-
terpret phenomena in the natural world as signs of the gods'
will and intentions. Through divination the ancients sought
to communicate with the gods and thereby anticipate—even
influence—the future.

The Shang ruling class in China frequently sought infor-
mation from shamans, individuals who claimed the ability to
make direct contact with ancestors and other higher powers.
The Shang monarch himself often functioned as a shaman.
Chief among the tools of divination used by a shaman were
oracle bones. The shaman touched a tortoiseshell or the
shoulder bone of an animal (sometimes holes had been
drilled in it ahead of time) with the heated point of a stick.
The shell or bone would crack, and the cracks were “read” as
a message from the spirit world.

Tens of thousands of oracle bones survive. They are a ma-
jor source of information about Shang life; usually the ques-
tion, the resulting answer, and often confirmation of the

and nobility. Bronze weapons allowed the state to assert
its authority, and bronze vessels were used in rituals
seeking the support of ancestors and gods. The quantity
of bronze objects found in Shang tombs is impres-
sive. The relatively modest tomb of one queen contained
450 bronze articles (ritual vessels, bells, weapons, and
mirrors)—remarkable because copper and tin, the prin-
cipal ingredients of bronze, were not plentiful in north-
ern China. (Also found in the same tomb were numerous
objects in jade, bone, ivory, and stone; seven thousand
cowrie shells; sixteen sacrificed men, women, and chil-
dren; and six dogs!) The Shang elite expended huge ef-
fort to find and mine deposits of copper and tin, refine
them into pure metal, transport the ingots to the capital,
and commission the creation of weapons and beauti-
fully decorated objects.

Artisans worked in foundries outside the main cities.
They poured the molten bronze into clay molds, and
joined together the hardened pieces as necessary.

accuracy of the prediction were inscribed on the back of the
shell or bone. The rulers asked about the proper performance
of ritual, the likely outcome of wars or hunting expeditions,
the prospects for rainfall and the harvest, and the meaning
of strange occurrences.

In Mesopotamia in the third and second millennia B.C.E.
the most important divination involved the close inspection
of the form, size, and markings of the organs of sacrificed
animals. Archaeologists have found models of sheep's livers
accompanied by written explanations of the meaning of var-
ious features. Two other techniques of divination were follow-
ing the trail of smoke from burning incense and examining
the patterns that resulted when oil was thrown on water.

From about 2000 B.c.e. Mesopotamian diviners foretold
the future from their observation of the movements of the
sun, moon, planets, stars, and constellations. In the centuries
after 1000 B.c.t. celestial omens were the most important
source of predictions about the future, and specialists main-
tained precise records of astronomical events. Mesopotamian
mathematics, essential for calculations of the movements of
celestial bodies, was the most sophisticated in the ancient
Middle East. Astrology, with its division of the sky into the

Shang artisans made weapons, chariot fittings, musical
instruments, and the ritual vessels used in religious cer-
emonies. Many of these elegant vessels were vividly dec-
orated with stylized depictions of real and imaginary
animals.

Far-reaching networks of trade sprang up across
China, bringing the Shang valued commodities such as
jade, ivory, and mother of pearl (a hard, shiny substance
from the interior of mollusk shells) used for jewelry,
carved figurines, and decorative inlays. Some evidence
suggests that Shang China may have exchanged goods
and ideas with distant Mesopotamia. The horse-drawn
chariot, which the Shang may have adopted from West-
ern Asia, was a formidable instrument of war.

Shang domination of central
and northern China lasted
more than six centuries. In the

The Zhou Period,
1027-221 B.C.E.

o



14820 02 36-58 r4ws.gxd 4/2/04 3:20 PM Page 43

twelve segments of the zodiac and its use of the posi-
tion of the stars and planets to predict an individ-
ual's destiny, developed out of long-standing
Mesopotamian attention to the movements
of celestial objects. Horoscopes—charts
with calculations and predictions based on
an individual's date of birth—have been
found from shortly before 400 B.C.E. In
the Hellenistic period (323-30 B.C.E.),
Greek settlers flooding into western
Asia built on this Mesopotamian
foundation and greatly advanced
the study of astrology.

Little is known for certain about
the divinatory practices of early
American peoples. The Olmec pro-
duced polished stone mirrors whose
concave surfaces gave off reflected
images that were thought to emanate
from a supernatural realm. Painted basins
found in Olmec households have been com-
pared to those attested for later Meso-

eleventh century B.C.E. the last Shang king was defeated
by Wu, the ruler of Zhou’, a dependent state in the Wei”®
River Valley. The Zhou line of kings (ca. 1027-221 B.C.E.)
was the longest lasting and most revered of all dynasties
in Chinese history. Just as the Semitic peoples in
Mesopotamia had adopted and adapted the Sumerian
legacy (see Chapter 1), the Zhou preserved the essentials
of Shang culture and added new elements of ideology
and technology.

The positive image of Zhou rule was skillfully con-
structed by propagandists for the new regime. The early
Zhou monarchs had to justify their seizure of power to
the restive remnants of the Shang clans. The chief deity
was now referred to as “Heaven”; the monarch was called
the “Son of Heaven”; and his rule was called the “Man-
date of Heaven.” According to the new theory, the ruler

Zhou (joe) Wei (way)
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american groups. In the latter, women threw maize
kernels onto the surface of water-filled basins
and noted the patterns by which they
floated or sank, in order to ascertain in-
formation useful to the family, such as
the cause and cure of illness, the right
time for agricultural tasks or mar-
riage, and propitious names for

newborn children.

It may seem surprising that
divination is being treated here
as a form of technology. Most
modern people would regard
such interpretations of patterns
in everyday phenomena as mere

superstition. However, within the

context of the laws of nature as

understood by ancient societies (the

gods control and direct events in the

natural world), divination involved

the application of principles of cau-

sation to the socially beneficial task

of acquiring information about what

would happen in the future. These

techniques were usually known only to

a class of experts whose special training

and knowledge gave them high status in
their society.

had been chosen by the supreme deity and would retain
his backing as long as he served as a wise, principled,
and energetic guardian of his people. The proof of divine
favor was the prosperity and the stability of the king-
dom. If the ruler misbehaved, as the last Shang ruler had
done, his right to rule could be withdrawn. Corruption,
violence, arrogance, and insurrection, such as had oc-
curred under the last Shang king, were signs of divine
displeasure and validated the ruler’s replacement by a
new dynasty that was committed to just rule.

The Zhou kings continued some of the Shang ritu-
als, but there was a marked decline in the practice of
divination and in extravagant and bloody sacrifices and
burials. The priestly power of the ruling class, the only
ones who had been able to make contact with the spirits
of ancestors during the Shang period, faded away. The
resulting separation of religion and government pro-
moted the development of important philosophical and
mystical systems in the Zhou period. The bronze vessels

o
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that had been sacred implements in the Shang period
now became family treasures.

The early period of Zhou rule, the eleventh through
ninth centuries B.C.E., is sometimes called the Western
Zhou era because of the location of the capitals in the
western part of the kingdom. These centuries saw the de-
velopment of a sophisticated administrative apparatus.
The Zhou built a series of capital cities with pounded-
earth foundations and walls. The major buildings all
faced south, in keeping with an already ancient concern
to orient structures so that they would be in a harmo-
nious relationship with the terrain, the forces of wind,
water, and sunlight, and the invisible energy perceived
to be flowing through the natural world. All government
officials, including the king, were supposed to be models
of morality, fairness, and concern for the welfare of the
people.

Like the Shang, the Zhou regime was highly decen-
tralized. Members and allies of the royal family ruled
more than a hundred largely autonomous territories.
The court was the scene of elaborate ceremonials, em-
bellished by music and dance, that impressed on ob-
servers the glory of Zhou rule and reinforced the bonds
of obligation between rulers and ruled.

Around 800 B.C.E. Zhou power began to wane. Ambi-
tious local rulers operated ever more independently and
waged war on one another, while nomadic peoples at-
tacked the northwest frontiers (see Map 2.1). The following
five hundred years are sometimes referred to as the
Eastern Zhou era. In 771 B.c.E. members of the Zhou line-
age relocated to a new, more secure, eastern capital near

Luoyang’, where they continued to hold the royal title and
received at least nominal homage from the real power
brokers of the age. This was a time of political fragmenta-
tion, rapidly shifting centers of power, and fierce competi-
tion and warfare among numerous small and independent
states. Historians conventionally divide Eastern Zhou into
the “Spring and Autumn Period,” from 771 to 481 B.C.E., af-
ter a collection of chronicles that give annual entries for
those two seasons, and the “Warring States Period,” from
480 to the unification of China in 221 B.C.E.

The many states of the Eastern Zhou era contended
with one another for leadership. Cities, some of them
quite large, spread across the Chinese landscape. Long
walls of pounded earth, the ancestors of the Great Wall of
China, protected the kingdoms from each other and from
northern nomads. The Chinese also learned from the
steppe nomads to put fighters on horseback. By 600 B.C.E.
iron began to replace bronze as the primary metal for
tools and weapons. There is mounting evidence that
ironworking came to China from the nomadic peoples of
the northwest. Subsequently, metalworkers in southern
China, which had limited access to copper and tin for
making bronze, were the first in the world to forge steel
by removing carbon during the iron-smelting process.

In many of the states, bureaucrats expanded in
number and function. Codes of law were written down.
Governments collected taxes from the peasants directly,
imposed standardized money, and managed large-scale

Luoyang (LWOE-yahng)
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public works projects. The wealth and power of the state
and its demands for obedience were justified by an au-
thoritarian political philosophy that came to be called
Legalism. Legalist thinkers maintained that human na-
ture is essentially wicked and that people behave in an
orderly fashion only if compelled by strict laws and
harsh punishments. Legalists believed that every aspect
of human society ought to be controlled and personal
freedom sacrificed for the good of the state.

The governments of the major
Zhou states took over many of
the traditional functions of the
aristocracy. To maintain their
influence, aristocrats sought a
new role as advisers to the rulers. One who lived through
the political flux and social change of this anxious time
was Kongzi (551-479 B.c.E.)—known in the West by the
Latin form of his name, Confucius. Coming from one of
the smaller states, he had not been particularly success-
ful in obtaining administrative posts. His doctrine of
duty and public service, initially aimed at fellow aristo-
crats, was to become a central influence in Chinese
thought (see Diversity and Dominance: Hierarchy and
Conduct in the Analects of Confucius).

Many elements in Confucius’s teaching had roots in
earlier Chinese belief, including folk religion and the
rites of the Zhou royal family, such as the veneration of
ancestors and elders and worship of the deity Heaven.
Confucius drew a parallel between the family and the
state. Just as the family is a hierarchy, with the father at
its top, sons next, then wives and daughters in order of
age, so too the state is a hierarchy, with the ruler at the
top, the public officials as the sons, and the common
people as the women.

Confucius took a traditional term for the feelings be-
tween family members (ren) and expanded it into a uni-
versal ideal of benevolence toward all humanity, which he
believed was the foundation of moral government. Gov-
ernment exists, he said, to serve the people, and the
administrator or ruler gains respect and authority by dis-
playing fairness and integrity. Confucian teachings em-
phasized benevolence, avoidance of violence, justice,
rationalism, loyalty, and dignity. Confucius, who held a far
more optimistic view of the basic goodness of human na-
ture than the adherents of Legalism, sought to affirm and
maintain the political and social order by improving it.

It is ironic that Confucius, whose ideas were to be-
come so important in Chinese thought, actually had lit-
tle influence in his own time. His later follower Mencius
(Mengzi, 371-289 B.Cc.E.), who opposed despotism and

Confucianism,
Daoism, and
Chinese Society

—p—

Early China, 2000-221 B.c.e. 45

argued against the authoritarian political ideology of the
Legalists, made Confucius’s teachings much better
known. In the era of the early emperors, Confucianism
became the dominant political philosophy and the core
of the educational system for government officials (see
Chapter 5).

The Warring States Period also saw the rise of the
school of thought known as Daoism’. According to tra-
dition, Laozi’, the originator of Daoism (believed to have
lived in the sixth century B.C.E., though some scholars
doubt his existence), sought to stop the warfare of the
age by urging humanity to follow the Dao, or “path.”
Daoists accept the world as they find it, avoiding useless
struggles and adhering to the “path” of nature. They
avoid violence if at all possible and take the minimal ac-
tion necessary for a task. Rather than fight the current of
a stream, a wise man allows the onrushing waters to pass
around him. This passivity arises from the Daoist’s sense
that the world is always changing and lacks any absolute
morality or meaning. In the end, Daoists believe, all that
matters is the individual’s fundamental understanding
of the “path.”

The original Daoist philosophy was greatly ex-
panded in subsequent centuries to incorporate popular
beliefs, magic, and mysticism. Daoism represented an
important stream of thought throughout Chinese his-
tory. By idealizing individuals who find their own “path”
to right conduct, it offered an alternative to the Confu-
cian emphasis on hierarchy and duty and to the Legalist
approval of force.

Social organization also changed in this period. The
kinship structures of the Shang and early Zhou periods,
based on the clan (a relatively large group of related fam-
ilies), gave way to the three-generation family of grand-
parents, parents, and children as the fundamental social
unit. A related development was the emergence of the
concept of private property. Land was considered to be-
long to the men of the family and was divided equally
among the sons when the father died.

Little is known about the conditions of life for women
in early China. Some scholars believe that women may
have acted as shamans, entering into trances to commu-
nicate with supernatural forces, making requests on be-
half of their communities, and receiving predictions of
the future. By the time written records begin to illumi-
nate our knowledge of women’s experiences, they show
women in a subordinate position in the strongly patriar-
chal family.

Confucian thought codified this male-female hierar-

Daoism (DOW-izm) Laozi (low-zuh)
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DIVERSITY AND DOMINANCE

HIERARCHY AND CONDUCT
IN THE ANALECTS OF CONFUCIUS

he Analects are a collection of sayings of Confucius,

probably compiled and written down several generations
after he lived, though some elements may have been added
even later. They cover a wide range of matters, including
ethics, government, education, music, and rituals. Taken as
a whole, they are a guide to living a proper, honorable, vir-
tuous, useful, and satisfying life. While subject to reinter-
pretation according to the circumstances of the times,
Confucian principles have had a great influence on Chinese
values and behavior ever since.

Chinese society in Confucius's time was very attuned to
distinctions of status. Confucius assumed that hierarchy is
innate in the order of the universe and that human society
should echo and harmonize with the natural world. Each
person has a role to play, with prescribed rules of conduct
and proper ceremonial behavior, in order to maintain the so-
cial order. The following selections illuminate the particular
attention paid by Confucius to the important status cate-
gories in his society, the proper way for individuals to treat
others, and the necessity of hierarchy and inequality.

1:6 Confucius said: "A young man should serve his parents at
home and be respectful to elders outside his home. He should
be earnest and truthful, loving all, but become intimate with
ren [an inner capacity, possessed by all human beings, to do
good]. After doing this, if he has energy to spare, he can
study literature and the arts."

4:18 Confucius said: "When you serve your mother and fa-
ther it is okay to try to correct them once in a while. But if
you see that they are not going to listen to you, keep your
respect for them and don't distance yourself from them.
Work without complaining."

2:5 Meng Yi Zi asked about the meaning of filial piety. Con-
fucius said, “It means 'not diverging (from your parents)."
Later, when Fan Chi was driving him, Confucius told Fan Chi,
“Meng asked me about the meaning of filial piety, and | told

46

him 'not diverging:" Fan Chi said, “What did you mean by
that?" Confucius said, "When your parents are alive, serve
them with propriety; when they die, bury them with propri-
ety, and then worship them with propriety.”

1:2 Master You said: "There are few who have developed
themselves filially and fraternally who enjoy offending their
superiors. Those who do not enjoy offending superiors are
never troublemakers. The Superior Man concerns himself
with the fundamentals. Once the fundamentals are estab-
lished, the proper way (dao) appears. Are not filial piety and
obedience to elders fundamental to the enactment of ren?"

1:8 Confucius said: "If the Superior Man is not 'heavy, then
he will not inspire awe in others. If he is not learned, then he
will not be on firm ground. He takes loyalty and good faith
to be of primary importance, and has no friends who are not
of equal (moral) caliber. When he makes a mistake, he
doesn't hesitate to correct it."

4:5 Confucius said, “Riches and honors are what all men de-
sire. But if they cannot be attained in accordance with the
dao they should not be kept. Poverty and low status are what
all men hate. But if they cannot be avoided while staying in
accordance with the dao, you should not avoid them. If a Su-
perior Man departs from ren, how can he be worthy of that
name? A Superior Man never leaves ren for even the time of
a single meal. In moments of haste he acts according to it. In
times of difficulty or confusion he acts according to it."

15:20 Confucius said: “The Superior Man seeks within him-
self. The inferior man seeks within others.”

16:8 Confucius said: “The Superior Man stands in awe of
three things:

(1) He is in awe of the decree of Heaven.
(2) He is in awe of great men.
(3) He is in awe of the words of the sages.
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The inferior man does not know the decree of Heaven; takes
great men lightly and laughs at the words of the sages.”

4:14 Confucius said: "I don't worry about not having a good
position; | worry about the means | use to gain position. |
don't worry about being unknown; | seek to be known in the
right way."

7:15 Confucius said: "l can live with coarse rice to eat, water
for drink and my arm as a pillow and still be happy. Wealth
and honors that one possesses in the midst of injustice are
like floating clouds."

4:17 Confucius said: "When you see a good person, think of
becoming like her/him. When you see someone not so good,
reflect on your own weak points.”

13:6 Confucius said: “When you have gotten your own life
straightened out, things will go well without your giving or-
ders. But if your own life isn't straightened out, even if you
give orders, no one will follow them."

12:2 Zhonggong asked about the meaning of ren. The Mas-
ter said: “Go out of your home as if you were receiving an
important guest. Employ the people as if you were assisting
at a great ceremony. What you don't want done to yourself,
don't do to others. Live in your town without stirring up re-
sentments, and live in your household without stirring up re-
sentments."

1:5 Confucius said: “If you would govern a state of a thou-
sand chariots (a small-to-middle-size state), you must pay
strict attention to business, be true to your word, be eco-
nomical in expenditure and love the people. You should use
them according to the seasons.”

2:3 Confucius said: "If you govern the people legalistically
and control them by punishment, they will avoid crime, but
have no personal sense of shame. If you govern them by
means of virtue and control them with propriety, they will
gain their own sense of shame, and thus correct themselves."

12:7 Zigong asked about government.

The Master said, "Enough food, enough weapons and the
confidence of the people.”

Zigong said, "Suppose you had no alternative but to give
up one of these three, which one would be let go of first?"

The Master said, “Weapons."

Zigong said "What if you had to give up one of the re-
maining two which one would it be?"

The Master said, "Food. From ancient times, death has
come to all men, but a people without confidence in its
rulers will not stand.”

—p—

12:19 Ji Kang Zi asked Confucius about government saying:
“Suppose | were to kill the unjust, in order to advance the
just. Would that be all right?"

Confucius replied: “In doing government, what is the
need of killing? If you desire good, the people will be good.
The nature of the Superior Man is like the wind, the nature
of the inferior man is like the grass. When the wind blows
over the grass, it always bends."

2:19 The Duke of Ai asked: "How can | make the people fol-
low me?" Confucius replied: “Advance the upright and set
aside the crooked, and the people will follow you. Advance
the crooked and set aside the upright, and the people will
not follow you."

2:20 Ji Kang Zi asked: "How can | make the people reverent
and loyal, so they will work positively for me?" Confucius
said, "Approach them with dignity, and they will be reverent.
Be filial and compassionate and they will be loyal. Promote
the able and teach the incompetent, and they will work pos-
itively for you."

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS

1. What are the important social categories and status
distinctions in early China? What kinds of behaviors are
expected of individuals in particular social categories
toward individuals in other categories?

2. How does Confucius explain and justify the inequalities
among people? Why is it important for people to be-
have in appropriate ways toward others?

3. How does the experience of family life prepare an indi-
vidual to conduct himself or herself properly in the
wider spheres of community and state?

4. Which personal qualities and kinds of actions will allow
a ruler to govern successfully? Why might Confucius's
passionate concern for ethical behavior on the part of
officials and rulers arise at a time when the size and
power of governments was growing?

Source: From "Hierarchy and Conduct in the Analects of Confucius,” translated by
Charles Muller, as seen at http://www.human.toyogakuen-u.ac.jp/~acmuller/contao/
analects.htm.
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chy. Only men could conduct rituals and make offerings
to the ancestors, though women could help maintain
the household’s ancestral shrines. Fathers held authority
over the women and children, arranged marriages for
their offspring, and could sell the labor of family mem-
bers. A man was limited to one wife but was permitted
additional sexual partners, who had the lower status of
concubines. The elite classes used marriage to create po-
litical alliances, and it was common for the groom’s fam-
ily to offer a substantial “bride-gift,” a proof of the wealth
and standing of his family, to the family of the prospec-
tive bride. A man whose wife died had a duty to remarry
in order to produce male heirs to keep alive the cult of
the ancestors.

These differences in male and female activities were
explained by the concept of yin and yang, the comple-
mentary nature of male and female roles in the natural
order. The male principle (yin) was equated with the sun,
active, bright, and shining; the female principle (yang)
corresponded to the moon, passive, shaded, and reflec-
tive. Male toughness was balanced by female gentle-
ness, male action and initiative by female endurance
and need for completion, and male leadership by female
supportiveness. In its earliest form, the theory consid-
ered yin and yang as equal and alternately dominant,
like day and night, creating balance in the world. How-
ever, as a result of the changing role of women in the
Zhou period and the pervasive influence of Confucian
ideology, the male principle came to be seen as superior
to the female.

The classical Chinese patterns of family, property,
and bureaucracy took shape during the long centuries of
Zhou rule and the competition among small states. At
the end of this period the state of Qin°®, whose aggressive
and disciplined policies made it the premier power
among the warring states, defeated all rivals and unified
China (see Chapter 6).

NusiA, 3100 B.C.E.—350 C.E.

Since the first century B.C.E. the name Nubia has been
applied to a thousand-mile (1,600-kilometer) stretch
of the Nile Valley lying between Aswan and Khartoum®
and straddling the southern part of the modern nation of
Egypt and the northern part of Sudan (see Map 2.2). The
ancient Egyptians called it Ta-sety, meaning “Land of the
Bow,” after the favorite weapon of its warriors. Nubia is
the only continuously inhabited stretch of territory con-
necting sub-Saharan Africa (the lands south of the vast

Qin (chin) Khartoum (kahr-TOOM)

Sahara Desert) with North Africa. For thousands of years
it has served as a corridor for trade between tropical
Africa and the Mediterranean. Nubia was richly endowed
with natural resources such as gold, copper, and semi-
precious stones.

Nubia’s location and natural wealth, along with
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Egypt’s quest for Nubian gold, explain the early rise of
a civilization with a complex political organization, so-
cial stratification, metallurgy, monumental building, and
writing. Nubia traditionally was considered a periphery,
or outlying region, of Egypt, and its culture was regarded
as derivative. Now, however, most scholars emphasize
the interactions between Egypt and Nubia and the mu-
tually beneficial borrowings and syntheses that took
place, and there is growing evidence that Nubian culture
drew on influences from sub-Saharan Africa.

The central geographical fea-
ture of Nubia, as of Egypt, is
the Nile River. This part of the
Nile flows through a landscape
of rocky desert, grassland, and
fertile plain. River irrigation
was essential for agriculture in a climate that was se-
verely hot and, in the north, nearly without rainfall. Six
cataracts, barriers formed by large boulders and rapids,
obstructed boat traffic. Commerce and travel were
achieved by boats operating between the cataracts and
by caravan tracks alongside the river or across the desert.

In the fourth millennium B.c.E. bands of people in
northern Nubia made the transition from seminomadic
hunting and gathering to a settled life based on grain

Early Cultures
and Egyptian
Domination,
2300-1100 B.C.E.

—p—
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agriculture and cattle herding. From this time on, the
majority of the population lived in agricultural villages
alongside the river. Even before 3000 B.c.E. Nubia served
as a corridor for long-distance commerce. Egyptian
craftsmen of the period were working in ivory and in
ebony wood—products of tropical Africa that had to
have come through Nubia.

Nubia enters the historical record around 2300 B.C.E.
in Old Kingdom Egyptian accounts of trade missions to
southern lands. At that time Aswan, just north of the First
Cataract, was the southern limit of Egyptian control. As
we saw with the journey of Harkhuf at the beginning
of this chapter, Egyptian noblemen stationed there led
donkey caravans south in search of gold, incense, ebony,
ivory, slaves, and exotic animals from tropical Africa.
This was dangerous work, requiring delicate negotia-
tions with local Nubian chiefs in order to secure protec-
tion, but it brought substantial rewards to those who
succeeded.

During the Middle Kingdom (ca. 2040-1640 B.C.E.),
Egypt adopted a more aggressive stance toward Nubia.
Egyptian rulers sought to control the gold mines in the
desert east of the Nile and to cut out the Nubian middle-
men who drove up the cost of luxury goods from the
tropics. The Egyptians erected a string of mud-brick forts
on islands and riverbanks south of the Second Cataract.
The forts protected the southern frontier of Egypt against
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Nubians and nomadic raiders from the desert, and regu-
lated the flow of commerce. There seem to have been
peaceable relations but little interaction between the
Egyptian garrisons and the indigenous population of
northern Nubia, which continued to practice its age-old
farming and herding ways.

Farther south, where the Nile makes a great U-shaped
turn in the fertile plain of the Dongola Reach (see
Map 2.2), a more complex political entity was evolving
from the chiefdoms of the third millennium B.c.E. The
Egyptians gave the name Kush to the kingdom whose
capital was located at Kerma, one of the earliest ur-
banized centers in tropical Africa. Beginning around
1750 B.C.E. the kings of Kush marshaled a labor force to
build monumental walls and structures of mud brick.
The dozens or even hundreds of servants and wives sac-
rificed for burial with the kings, as well as the rich objects
found in their tombs, testify to the wealth and power of
the rulers of Kush and suggest a belief in some sort of
afterlife in which attendants and possessions would be
useful. Kushite craftsmen were skilled in metalworking,
whether for weapons or jewelry, and their pottery sur-
passed anything produced in Egypt.

During the expansionist New Kingdom (ca. 1532—
1070 B.c.E.) the Egyptians penetrated more deeply into
Nubia (see Chapter 3). They destroyed Kush and its cap-
ital and extended their frontier to the Fourth Cataract.
A high-ranking Egyptian official called “Overseer of
Southern Lands” or “King’s Son of Kush” ruled Nubia
from a new administrative center at Napata®, near Gebel
Barkal®, the “Holy Mountain,” believed to be the home of
a local god. In an era of intense commerce among the
states of the Middle East, when everyone was looking to
Egypt as the prime source of gold, Egypt exploited the
mines of Nubia at considerable human cost. Fatalities
were high among native workers in the brutal desert cli-
mate, and the army had to ward off attacks from desert
nomads.

Five hundred years of Egyptian domination in Nu-
bia left many marks. The Egyptian government im-
posed Egyptian culture on the native population. Children
from elite families were brought to the Egyptian royal
court to guarantee the good behavior of their relatives in
Nubia; they absorbed Egyptian language, culture, and
religion, which they later carried home with them. Other
Nubians served as archers in the Egyptian armed forces.
The manufactured goods that they brought back to Nu-
bia have been found in their graves. The Nubians built
towns on the Egyptian model and erected stone temples

to Egyptian gods, particularly Amon. The frequent de-
piction of Amon with the head of a ram may reflect a
blending of the chief Egyptian god with a Nubian ram
deity.

Egypt’s weakness after 1200 B.C.E.
led to the collapse of its au-
thority in Nubia. In the eighth
century B.C.E. a powerful new
native kingdom emerged in
southern Nubia. The story of this civilization, which
lasted for over a thousand years, can be divided into two
parts. During the early period, between the eighth and
fourth centuries B.c.E., Napata, the former Egyptian
headquarters, was the primary center. During the later
period, from the fourth century B.c.E. to the fourth cen-
tury c.E., the center was farther south, at Meroé’, near
the Sixth Cataract.

For half a century, from around 712 to 660 B.C.E., the
kings of Nubia ruled all of Egypt as the Twenty-fifth Dy-
nasty. They conducted themselves in the age-old man-
ner of Egyptian rulers. They were addressed by royal
titles, depicted in traditional costume, and buried ac-
cording to Egyptian custom. However, they kept their
Nubian names and were depicted with physical features
suggesting peoples of sub-Saharan Africa. They inaugu-
rated an artistic and cultural renaissance, building on a
monumental scale for the first time in centuries and
reinvigorating Egyptian art, architecture, and religion.
The Nubian kings resided at Memphis, the Old Kingdom
capital, while Thebes, the New Kingdom capital, was the
residence of a celibate female member of the king’s fam-
ily who was titled “God’s Wife of Amon.”

The Nubian dynasty made a disastrous mistake in
701 B.C.E. when it offered help to local rulers in Palestine
who were struggling against the Assyrian Empire. The
Assyrians retaliated by invading Egypt and driving the
Nubian monarchs back to their southern domain by 660
B.C.E. Napata again became the chief royal residence and
religious center of the kingdom. Egyptian cultural influ-
ences remained strong. Court documents continued to
be written in Egyptian hieroglyphs, and the mummified
remains of the rulers were buried in modestly sized
sandstone pyramids along with hundreds of shawabti®
figurines.

By the fourth century B.C.E. the center of gravity had
shifted south to Merog, perhaps because Meroé was bet-
ter situated for agriculture and trade, the economic main-

The Kingdom
of Meroé,
800 B.C.E.—350 C.E.

Napata (nah-PAH-tuh) Gebel Barkal (JEB-uhl BAHR-kahl)

Meroé (MER-oh-ee) shawabti (shuh-WAB-tee)
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stays of the Nubian kingdom. As a result, sub-Saharan cul-
tural patterns gradually replaced Egyptian ones. Egyptian
hieroglyphs gave way to a new set of symbols, still essen-
tially undeciphered, for writing the Meroitic language.
People continued to worship Amon as well as Isis, an
Egyptian goddess connected to fertility and sexuality.
But those deities had to share the stage with Nubian
deities like the lion-god Apedemak, and elephants had
some religious significance. Meroitic art combined Egyp-
tian, Greco-Roman, and indigenous traditions.

Women of the royal family played an important role
in Meroitic politics, another reflection of the influence of
sub-Saharan Africa. The Nubians employed a matrilineal
system in which the king was succeeded by the son of his
sister. Nubian queens sometimes ruled by themselves
and sometimes in partnership with their husbands. Greek,
Roman, and biblical sources refer to a queen of Nubia
named Candace. Since these sources relate to different
times, Candace was probably a title rather than a proper
name. At least seven queens ruled between 284 B.C.E.
and 115 c.k. They played a part in warfare, diplomacy, and
the building of temples and pyramid tombs. They are de-
picted in scenes reserved for male rulers in Egyptian im-
agery, smiting enemies in battle and being suckled by
the mother-goddess Isis. Roman sources marvel at the
fierce resistance put up by a one-eyed warrior-queen.

Meroé was a huge city for its time, more than a
square mile in area, overlooking fertile grasslands and
dominating converging trade routes. Much of the city is
still buried under the sand. In 2002 archaeologists using
amagnetometer to detect buried structures discovered a
large palace and will soon begin excavation. Great reser-
voirs were dug to catch precious rainfall. The city was a
major center for iron smelting (after 1000 B.C.E. iron had
replaced bronze as the primary metal for tools and
weapons). The Temple of Amon was approached by an
avenue of stone rams, and the enclosed “Royal City” was
filled with palaces, temples, and administrative buildings.
The ruler, who may have been regarded as divine, was
assisted by a professional class of officials, priests, and
army officers.

Meroé collapsed in the early fourth century c.E. It may
have been overrun by nomads from the western desert
who had become more mobile because of the arrival of
the camel in North Africa. Meroé had already been weak-
ened when profitable commerce with the Roman Empire
was diverted to the Red Sea and to the rising kingdom of
Aksum® (in present-day Ethiopia). In any case, the end of
the Meroitic kingdom, and of this phase of civilization in

Aksum (AHK-soom)

Nubia, was as closely linked to Nubia’s role in long-distance
commerce as had been its beginning.

FIRST CIVILIZATIONS OF THE
AMERICAS: THE OLMEC AND
CHAVIN, 1200-250 B.C.E.

H umans reached the Western Hemisphere through a
series of migrations from Asia. Some scholars be-
lieve that the first migrations occurred as early as 35,000
to 25,000 B.C.E., but most accept a later date of 20,000 to
13,000 B.c.E. Although some limited contacts with other
cultures—for example, with Polynesians—may have oc-
curred later, the peoples in the Western Hemisphere
were virtually isolated from the rest of the world for at
least fifteen thousand years. The duration and compre-
hensiveness of their isolation distinguishes the Americas
from the world’s other major cultural regions. While
technological innovations passed back and forth among
the civilizations of Asia, Africa, and Europe, the peoples
of the Americas faced the challenges of the natural envi-
ronment on their own.

Over thousands of years the population of the
Americas grew and spread throughout the hemisphere,
responding to environments that included frozen re-
gions of the polar extremes, tropical rain forests, and
high mountain ranges as well as deserts, woodlands, and
prairies. Two of the hemisphere’s most impressive cul-
tural traditions developed in Mesoamerica (Mexico and
northern Central America) and in the mountainous An-
dean region of South America. Well before 1000 B.C.E. the
domestication of new plant varieties, the introduction of
new technologies, and a limited development of trade
led to greater social stratification and the beginnings of
urbanization in both regions. Cultural elites associated
with these changes used their increased political and re-
ligious authority to organize great numbers of laborers
to construct large-scale irrigation and drainage works, to
clear forests, and to unleash the productive potential of
floodplains and steeply pitched hillsides. These trans-
formed environments provided the economic platform
for the construction of urban centers dominated by
monumental structures devoted to religious purposes
and to housing for members of the elite. By 1000 B.C.E.
the major urban centers of Mesoamerica and the Andes
had begun to project their political and cultural power
over broad territories: they had become civilizations.
The cultural legacies of the two most important of these
early civilizations, the Olmec of Mesoamerica and Chavin
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of the Andes, would persist for more than a thousand
years.

Mesoamerica is a region of

&he . great geographic and climatic
csoamerican diversity. It is extremely active
Olmec,

geologically, experiencing both
earthquakes and volcanic erup-
tions. Mountain ranges break
the region into micro environments, including the
temperate climates of the Valley of Mexico and the
Guatemalan highlands, the tropical forests of the Peten
and Gulf of Mexico coast, the rain forest of the southern
Yucatdn and Belize, and the drier scrub forest of the
northern Yucatdn (see Map 2.3).

1200-400 B.C.E.

Within these ecological niches, Amerindian peoples
developed specialized technologies that exploited in-
digenous plants and animals, as well as minerals like ob-
sidian, quartz, and jade. Eventually, contacts across these
environmental boundaries led to trade and cultural ex-
change. Enhanced trade, increasing agricultural produc-
tivity, and rising population led, in turn, to urbanization
and the gradual appearance of powerful political and re-
ligious elites. Although a number of militarily powerful
civilizations developed in Mesoamerica, the region was
never unified politically. All Mesoamerican civilizations,
however, shared fundamental elements of material cul-
ture, technology, religious belief and ritual, political or-
ganization, art, architecture, and sports.

The most influential early Mesoamerican civiliza-
tion was the Olmec, flourishing between 1200 and 400
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B.C.E. (see Map 2.3). The center of Olmec civilization was
located near the tropical Atlantic coast of what are now
the Mexican states of Veracruz and Tabasco. Olmec cul-
tural influence reached as far as the Pacific coast of Cen-
tral America and the Central Plateau of Mexico.

Olmec urban development was made possible by
earlier advances in agriculture. Original settlements
depended on the region’s rich plant diversity and on
fishing. Later, by 3500 B.C.E or earlier, the staples of
the Mesoamerican diet—corn, beans, and squash—
were domesticated. Recent research indicates that
manioc, a calorie-rich root crop, was also grown in
the floodplains of the region, multiplying food re-
sources. The ability of farmers to produce depend-
able surpluses of these products permitted the first
stages of craft specialization and social stratification.
As religious and political elites emerged, they used
their prestige and authority to organize the popula-
tion to dig irrigation and drainage canals, develop
raised fields in wetlands that could be farmed more
intensively, and construct the large-scale religious
and civic buildings that became the cultural signa-
ture of Olmec civilization.

The cultural core of the early Olmec civilization was
located at San Lorenzo but included smaller centers

nearby (1200-900 B.c.E.). La Venta®, which developed at
about the same time, became the most important Olmec
center after 900 B.C.E. when San Lorenzo was abandoned
or destroyed. Tres Zapotes® was the last dominant cen-
ter, rising to prominence after La Venta collapsed or was
destroyed around 600 B.C.E. The relationship among
these centers is unclear. Scholars have found little evi-
dence to suggest that they were either rival city-states or
dependent centers of a centralized political authority. It
appears that each center developed independently to
exploit and exchange specialized products like salt, ca-
cao (chocolate beans), clay for ceramics, and limestone.
Each major Olmec center was eventually abandoned, its
monuments defaced and buried and its buildings de-
stroyed. Archaeologists interpret these events differ-
ently; some see them as evidence of internal upheavals
or military defeat by neighboring peoples, and others
suggest that they were rituals associated with the death
of aruler.

Large artificial platforms and mounds of packed
earth dominated Olmec urban centers and served to
frame the collective ritual and political activities that
brought the rural population to the cities at special times
in the year. Some of the platforms also served as founda-
tions for elite residences, in effect lifting the elite above
the masses. The Olmec laid out their cities in alignment
with the paths of certain stars, reflecting their strong be-
lief in the significance of astronomical events. Since
these centers had small permanent populations, the
scale of construction suggests that the Olmec elite was
able to require and direct the labor of thousands of men
and women from surrounding settlements and dis-
persed family plots in the region. This labor pool was
used primarily for low-skill tasks like moving dirt and
stone construction materials. Skilled artisans who lived
in or near the urban core decorated the buildings with
carvings and sculptures. They also produced the high-
quality crafts, such as exquisite carved jade figurines,
necklaces, and ceremonial knives and axes, that distin-
guished Olmec culture. Archaeological evidence sug-
gests the existence of a class of merchants who traded
with distant peoples for obsidian, jade, and pottery.

Little is known about Olmec political structure, but
it seems likely that the rise of major urban centers coin-
cided with the appearance of a form of kingship that
combined religious and secular roles. Finely crafted ob-
jects decorated the households of the elite and distin-
guished their dress from that of the commoners who
lived in dispersed small structures constructed of sticks

LaVenta (LA BEN-tah) Tres Zapotes (TRACE zah-POE-tace)
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and mud. The authority of the rulers and their kin groups
is suggested by a series of colossal carved stone heads,
some as large as 11 feet (3.4 meters) high. Since each
head is unique and suggestive of individual personality,
most archaeologists believe they were carved to memo-
rialize individual rulers. This theory is reinforced by the
location of the heads close to the major urban centers,
especially San Lorenzo. These remarkable stone sculp-
tures are the best-known monuments of Olmec culture.

The organization of collective labor by the Olmec
elites benefited the commoners by increasing food pro-
duction and making it more reliable. People also enjoyed
amore diverse diet. Ceramic products such as utilitarian
pots and small figurines as well as small stone carvings
associated with religious belief have been found in com-
moner households. This suggests that at least some ad-
vantages gained from urbanization and growing elite
power were shared broadly in the society.

The Olmec elite used elaborate religious rituals to
control this complex society. Thousands of commoners
were drawn from the countryside to attend awe-inspiring
ceremonies at the centers. The elevated platforms and
mounds with carved stone veneers served as potent
backdrops for these rituals. Rulers and their close kin
came to be associated with the gods through bloodlet-
ting and human sacrifice, evidence of which is found in
all the urban centers. The Olmec were polytheistic, and
most of their deities had dual (male and female) natures.
Human and animal characteristics were also blended.
Surviving representations of jaguars, crocodiles, snakes,
and sharks suggest that these powerful animals provided
the most enduring images used in Olmec religious repre-
sentation. The ability of humans to transform themselves
into these animals is a common decorative motif. Rulers
were especially associated with the jaguar.

An important class of shamans and healers attached
to the elite organized religious life and provided practi-
cal advice about the periodic rains essential to agricul-
tural life. They directed the planning of urban centers to
reflect astronomical observations and were responsible
for developing a form of writing that may have influ-
enced later innovations among the Maya (see Chapter
11). From their close observation of the stars, they pro-
duced a calendar that was used to organize ritual life and
agriculture. The Olmec were also the likely originators of
a ritual ball game that became an enduring part of
Mesoamerican ceremonial life.

There is little evidence for the existence of an Olmec
empire. Given the limited technological and agricultural
base of the society, it is unlikely that the power of the
Olmecs could have been projected over significant dis-
tances militarily. However, the discovery of Olmec prod-

ucts and images, such as jade carvings decorated with the
jaguar-god, as far away as central Mexico provides evi-
dence that the Olmec did exercise cultural influence over
awide area. This influence would endure for centuries.

Geography played an impor-

Early South tant role in the development of

A}"?Flca!’ human society in the Andes.
ClVlll?atlon‘ The region’s diverse environ-
Chavin,

ment—a mountainous core,
arid coastal plain, and dense
interior jungles—challenged
human populations, encouraging the development of
specialized regional production as well as complex so-
cial institutions and cultural values that facilitated inter-
regional exchanges and shared labor responsibilities.
These adaptations to environmental challenge became
enduring features of Andean civilization.

The earliest urban centers in the Andean region
were villages of a few hundred people built along the
coastal plain or in the foothills near the coast. The abun-
dance of fish and mollusks along the coast of Peru pro-
vided a dependable supply of food that helped make the
development of early cities possible. The coastal popula-
tions traded these products as well as decorative shells
for corn, other foods, and eventually textiles produced in
the foothills. The two regions also exchanged ceremonial
practices, religious motifs, and aesthetic ideas. Recent
discoveries demonstrate that as early as 2600 B.C.E. the
vast site called Caral in the Supe Valley had developed
many of the characteristics now viewed as the hall-
marks of later Andean civilization, including ceremonial
plazas, pyramids, elevated platforms and mounds, and
extensive irrigation works. The scale of the public works
in Caral suggests a population of thousands and a politi-
cal structure capable of organizing the production and
distribution of maritime and agricultural products over a
broad area.

Chavin, one of the most impressive of South Amer-
ica’s early urban civilizations (see Map 2.3), inherited
many of the cultural and economic characteristics of
Caral. Its capital, Chavin de Huantar’, was located at
10,300 feet (3,139 meters) in the eastern range of the An-
des north of the modern city of Lima. Between 900 and
250 B.C.E., a period roughly coinciding with Olmec civi-
lization in Mesoamerica, Chavin dominated a densely
populated region that included large areas of the Peru-
vian coastal plain and Andean foothills. Chavin de

900-250 B.C.E.

Chavin de Huantar (cha-BEAN day WAHN-tar)
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Huantar’s location at the intersection of trade routes
connecting the coast with populous mountain valleys
and the tropical lowlands on the eastern flank of the An-
des allowed the city’s rulers to control trade among these
distinct ecological zones and gain an important eco-
nomic advantage over regional rivals.

Chavin’s dominance as a ceremonial and commer-
cial center depended on earlier developments in agri-
culture and trade, including the introduction of maize
cultivation from Mesoamerica. Maize increased the food
supplies of the coast and interior foothills, allowing
greater levels of urbanization. As Chavin grew, its trade
linked the coastal economy with the producers of quinoa
(a local grain), potatoes, and llamas in the high moun-
tain valleys and, to a lesser extent, with Amazonian pro-
ducers of coca (the leaves were chewed, producing a
mild narcotic effect) and fruits.

These developments were accompanied by the evo-
lution of reciprocal labor obligations that permitted the
construction and maintenance of roads, bridges, tem-
ples, palaces, and large irrigation and drainage projects
as well as textile production. The exact nature of these
reciprocal labor obligations at Chavin is unknown. In
later times groups of related families who held land
communally and claimed descent from a common an-
cestor organized these labor obligations. Group mem-
bers thought of each other as brothers and sisters and
were obligated to aid each other, providing a model for
the organization of labor and the distribution of goods at
every level of Andean society.

The increased use of llamas to move goods from one
ecological zone to another promoted specialization of
production and increased trade. Llamas were the only
domesticated beasts of burden in the Americas, and they
played an important role in the integration of the Andean
region. They were first domesticated in the mountainous
interior of Peru and were crucial to Chavin’s develop-
ment, not unlike the camel in the evolution of trans-
Saharan trade (see Chapter 7). Llamas provided meat and
wool and decreased the labor needed to transport goods.
A single driver could control ten to thirty animals, each
carrying up to 70 pounds (32 kilograms); a human porter
could carry only about 50 pounds (22.5 kilograms).

The enormous scale of the capital and the dispersal
of Chavin’s pottery styles, religious motifs, and architec-
tural forms over a wide area suggest that Chavin imposed
some form of political integration and trade dependency
on its neighbors that may have relied in part on military
force. Most modern scholars believe that, as in the case
of the Olmec civilization, Chavin’s influence depended
more on the development of an attractive and convincing
religious belief system and related rituals. Chavin’s most

potent religious symbol, a jaguar deity, was dispersed
over a broad area, and archaeological evidence suggests
that Chavin de Huantar served as a pilgrimage site.

The architectural signature of Chavin was a large
complex of multilevel platforms made of packed earth or
rubble and faced with cut stone or adobe (sun-dried brick
made of clay and straw). Small buildings used for ritual
purposes or as elite residences were built on these plat-
forms. Nearly all the buildings were decorated with relief
carvings of serpents, condors, jaguars, or human forms.
The largest building at Chavin de Huantar measured 250
feet (76 meters) on each side and rose to a height of 50 feet
(15 meters). About one-third of its interior is hollow, con-
taining narrow galleries and small rooms that may have
housed the remains of royal ancestors.

American metallurgy was first developed in the
Andean region. The later introduction of metallurgy in
Mesoamerica, like the appearance of maize agriculture
in the Andes, suggests sustained trade and cultural con-
tacts between the two regions. Archaeological investiga-
tions of Chavin de Huantar and smaller centers have
revealed remarkable three-dimensional silver, gold, and
gold alloy ornaments that represent a clear advance over
earlier technologies. Improvements in both the manu-
facture and the decoration of textiles are also associated
with the rise of Chavin. The quality of these products,
probably used only by the elite or in religious rituals,
added to the reputation and prestige of the culture and
aided in the projection of its power and influence. The
most common decorative motif in sculpture, pottery,
and textiles was a jaguar-man similar in conception to
the Olmec symbol. In both civilizations and in many
other cultures in the Americas, this powerful predator
provided an enduring image of religious authority and a
vehicle through which the gods could act in the world of
men and women.

Class distinctions appear to have increased during
this period of expansion. A class of priests directed reli-
gious life. Modern scholars also see evidence that both
local chiefs and a more powerful chief or king domi-
nated Chavin’s politics. Excavations of graves reveal that
superior-quality textiles as well as gold crowns, breast-
plates, and jewelry distinguished rulers from common-
ers. These rich objects, the quality and abundance of
pottery, and the monumental architecture of the major
centers all suggest the presence of highly skilled artisans
as well.

There is no convincing evidence, like defaced build-
ings or broken images, that the eclipse of Chavin (unlike
the Olmec centers) was associated with conquest or re-
bellion. However, recent investigations have suggested
that increased warfare throughout the region around 200
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B.C.E. disrupted Chavin’s trade and undermined the au-
thority of the governing elite. Regardless of what caused
the collapse of this powerful culture, the technologies,
material culture, statecraft, architecture, and urban plan-
ning associated with Chavin influenced the Andean
region for centuries.

CONCLUSION

he civilizations of early China, Nubia, the Olmec,

and Chavin emerged in very different ecological
contexts in widely separated parts of the globe, and the
patterns of organization, technology, behavior, and be-
lief that they developed were, in large part, responses to
the challenges and opportunities of those environments.

In the north China plain, as in the river-valley civi-
lizations of Mesopotamia and Egypt, the presence of
great, flood-prone rivers and the lack of dependable
rainfall led to the formation of powerful institutions ca-
pable of organizing large numbers of people to dig and
maintain irrigation channels and build dikes. An author-
itarian central government has been a recurring feature
of Chinese history, beginning with the Shang monarchy
and warrior elite.

In Nubia, the initial impetus for the formation of a
strong state was the need for protection from desert no-
mads and from the Egyptian rulers who coveted Nubian
gold and other resources. Control of these resources and of
the trade route between sub-Saharan Africa and the north,
as well as the agricultural surplus to feed administrators
and specialists in the urban centers, made the rulers of
Kush, Napata, and Meroé wealthy and formidable.

While the ecological zones in Mesoamerica and
South America in which the Olmec and Chavin cultures
emerged were quite different, both societies created net-
works that brought together the resources and products
of disparate regions. Little is known about the political
and social organization of these societies, but archaeo-
logical evidence makes clear the existence of ruling elites
that gathered wealth and organized labor for the con-
struction of monumental centers.

In most complex societies small groups achieve a
level of wealth and prestige that allows them to domi-
nate the majority. It is important to understand how
these elite groups maintain and justify their position.

Among the early Chinese a warrior aristocracy, with
wealth based on land and flocks, controlled significant
numbers of human laborers. When the Zhou overthrew
the Shang, they curtailed the power of the warrior elite,
and over time a new elite of educated government offi-
cials evolved. Much less is known about the emergence of

elite groups in Nubia and the states of the Olmec and
Chavin. However, it is likely that they played key roles in
the organization of trade and the construction of the irri-
gation networks that greatly increased the food supply
available to their communities.

In the Eastern Hemisphere, the production of metal
tools, weapons, and luxury and ceremonial implements
was vital to the success of elite groups. Bronze metal-
lurgy began at different times—in western Asia around
2500 B.C.E., in East Asia around 2000 B.C.E., in northeast-
ern Africa around 1500 B.C.E. Possession of bronze weap-
ons with hard, sharp edges enabled the warriors of
Shang and Zhou China, like the royal armies of Egypt
and Mesopotamia, to dominate the peasant masses. In
Shang China bronze was also used to craft the vessels
that played a vital role in the rituals of contact with the
spirits of ancestors.

Throughout history, elites have used religion to bol-
ster their position. The Shang rulers of China were indis-
pensable intermediaries between their kingdom and
powerful and protective gods and ancestors. Their Zhou
successors developed the concept of the ruler as divine
Son of Heaven who ruled in accord with the Mandate of
Heaven. The rulers of Nubia, drawing on Egyptian con-
cepts, claimed to be gods on earth. In the Olmec and
Chavin zones there is some evidence of religious rituals
performed to affirm the position of the ruling class. Hu-
man sacrifice was practiced in Shang China, Nubia, and
Olmec Mesoamerica. This, too, was a mechanism by
which ruling elites inspired fear and obedience in their
subjects.

The construction and use of “urban” centers and
monumental spaces and structures for dramatic reli-
gious rituals and colorful political events also propagated
the ideologies of power. Ceremonies involving impres-
sive pageantry communicated a message of the “superi-
ority” of the elite and the desirability of being associated
with them. In early China and the Olmec and Chavin civ-
ilizations, the centers appear to have been the sites of
palaces, shrines, and the dwellings of the elite.

Scholars have debated why powerful civilizations
appeared many centuries later in the Western Hemi-
sphere than in the Eastern Hemisphere. Recent theories
have focused on environmental differences. The Eastern
Hemisphere was home to a far larger number of wild
plant and animal species that were particularly well
suited to domestication. In addition, the natural east-
west axis of the huge landmass of Europe and Asia al-
lowed for the relatively rapid spread of domesticated
plants and animals to climatically similar zones along
the same latitudes. Settled agriculture led to population
growth, more complex political and social organization,
and increased technological sophistication. In the Amer-
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icas, by contrast, there were fewer wild plant and animal
species that could be domesticated, and the north-south
axis of the continents made it more difficult for domesti-
cated species to spread because of variations in climate
at different latitudes. As a result, the processes that foster
the development of complex societies evolved some-
what more slowly.

The comparison of the two hemispheres leads to an-
other important realization. The complex societies of the
Western Hemisphere did not necessarily develop tech-
nologies in the same sequence as their Eastern Hemi-
sphere counterparts. The Olmec and Chavin peoples did
not possess large draft animals, wheeled vehicles, or
metal weapons and tools. Nevertheless, they created so-
phisticated political, social, and economic institutions
that rivaled those developed in the Eastern Hemisphere
in the third and second millennia B.C.E.

B Key Terms

loess Legalism Meroé
Shang Confucius Olmec
divination Daoism Chavin
Zhou yin/yang llama
Mandate of Heaven Kush

M Suggested Reading

Caroline Blunden and Mark Elvin, Cultural Atlas of China
(1983), contains general geographic, ethnographic, and histor-
ical information about China through the ages, as well as many
maps and illustrations. Conrad Schirokauer, A Brief History of
Chinese Civilization (1991), and John King Fairbank, China: A
New History (1992), offer useful chapters on early China. Ed-
ward L. Shaughnessy and Michael Loewe, eds., The Cambridge
History of Ancient China (1998), approaches the subject in far
greater depth. Nicola Di Cosmo, Ancient China and Its Enemies:
The Rise of Nomadic Power in East Asian History (2002), sets the
development of Chinese civilization in the broader context of
interactions with nomadic neighbors. Jessica Rawson, Ancient
China: Art and Archaeology (1980), Kwang-chih Chang, The Ar-
chaeology of Ancient China, 4th ed. (1986), and Ronald G. Knapp,
China’s Walled Cities (2000), emphasize archaeological evidence.
W. Thomas Chase, Ancient Chinese Bronze Art: Casting the Pre-
cious Sacral Vessel (1991), contains a brief but useful discussion
of the importance of bronzes in ancient China, as well as a de-
tailed discussion of bronze-casting techniques. Robert Temple,
The Genius of China: 3,000 Years of Science, Discovery, and In-
vention (1986), explores many aspects of Chinese technology,
using a division into general topics such as agriculture, engi-
neering, and medicine. Anne Behnke Kinney, “Women in
Ancient China,” in Women’s Roles in Ancient Civilizations: A
Reference Guide, ed. Bella Vivante (1999), and Patricia Ebrey,
“Women, Marriage, and the Family in Chinese History,” in Her-
itage of China: Contemporary Perspectives on Chinese Civiliza-
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tion, ed. Paul S. Ropp (1990), address the very limited evidence
for women in early China. Michael Loewe and Carmen Blacker,
Oracles and Divination (1981), addresses practices in China
and other ancient civilizations. Simon Leys, The Analects of
Confucius (1997), provides a translation of and a commentary
on this fundamental text. Benjamin 1. Schwartz, The World of
Thought in Ancient China (1985), is a broad introduction to
early Chinese ethical and spiritual concepts.

After a long period of scholarly neglect, with an occasional ex-
ception such as Bruce G. Trigger, Nubia Under the Pharaohs
(1976), the study of ancient Nubia is now receiving consider-
able attention. David O’Connor, Ancient Nubia: Egypt’s Rival in
Africa (1993); Joyce L. Haynes, Nubia: Ancient Kingdoms of
Africa (1992); Karl-Heinz Priese, The Gold of Meroé (1993); P. L.
Shinnie, Ancient Nubia (1996); Derek A. Welsby, The Kingdom of
Kush: The Napatan and Meroitic Empires (1996); and Timothy
Kendall, Kerma and the Kingdom of Kush, 2500-1500 B.c.: The
Archaeological Discovery of an Ancient Nubian Empire (1997),
all reflect the new interest of major museums in the art and ar-
tifacts of this society. Robert Morkot, “Egypt and Nubia,” in Em-
pires: Perspectives from Archaeology and History, ed. Susan E.
Alcock (2001), examines the political dimension of Egyptian
domination, while John H. Taylor, Egypt and Nubia (1991), also
emphasizes the fruitful interaction of the Egyptian and Nubian
cultures.

A number of useful books provide an introduction to the early
Americas. In Prehistory of the Americas (1987) Stuart Fiedel pro-
vides an excellent summary of the early history of the Western
Hemisphere. Early Man in the New World, ed. Richard Shutler,
Jr. (1983), is also a useful general work. Atlas of Ancient America
(1986), by Michael Coe, Elizabeth P. Benson, and Dean R. Snow,
offers a compendium of maps and information. George Kubler,
The Art and Architecture of Ancient America: The Mexican,
Maya, and Andean Peoples (1984), is an essential tool, though
dated.

For the Olmecs see Jacques Soustelle, The Olmecs: The Oldest
Civilization in Mexico (1984). More reliable is Michael Coe, The
Olmec World (1996). Richard W. Keatinge, ed., Peruvian Prehis-
tory (1988), provides a helpful introduction to the scholarship
on Andean societies. The most useful summary of recent re-
search on Chavin is Richard L. Burger, Chavin and the Origins
of Andean Civilization (1992).

Jared Diamond, Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human So-
cieties (1997), tackles the difficult question of why technological
development occurred at different times and took different
paths of development in the Eastern and Western Hemi-
spheres.

B Notes

1. Quoted in Miriam Lichtheim, ed., Ancient Egyptian Litera-
ture: A Book of Readings (Berkeley: University of California
Press 1978).
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Document-Based Question
Social Status in Early
Complex Societies

Using the following documents, analyze the various
ways that early China and Nubia defined and
marked social status.

DocumENT 1
Wall Painting of Nubians Arriving in Egypt with Rings
and Bags of Gold, Fourteenth Century B.c.E (photo, p. 36)

DocumENT 2
Quote from Pharaoh Pepi Il (p. 37)

DocuMENT 3
Bronze Vessel from the Shang Period, 13th-11th Century
B.C.E. (photo, p. 41)

DoCUMENT 4
Chinese Divination Shell (Environment and Technology,
p. 43)

DocumeNT 5
Hierarchy and Conduct in the Analects of Confucius
(Diversity and Dominance, pp. 46-47 )

DocuMENT 6
Temple of the Lion-Headed God Apedemak at Naga in
Nubia, First Century c.E. (photo, p. 49)

What factors shape point of view in Documents 2
and 52 What additional types of documents would
help you analyze social status in early China and
Nubia?
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ncient peoples’ stories—even those that are not

historically accurate—provide valuable insights
into how people thought about their origins and iden-
tity. One famous story concerned the city of Carthage®
in present-day Tunisia, which for centuries domi-
nated the commerce of the western Mediterranean.
Tradition held that Dido, a member of the royal family
of the Phoenician city-state of Tyre® in southern
Lebanon, fled with her supporters to the western
Mediterranean after her husband was murdered by
her brother, the king of Tyre. Landing on the North
African coast, the refugees made friendly contact with
local people, who agreed to give them as much land as
a cow’s hide could cover. By cleverly cutting the hide
into narrow strips, they were able to mark out a sub-
stantial piece of territory for Kart Khadasht, the “New
City” (called Carthago by their Roman enemies).
Later, faithful to the memory of her dead husband,
Dido committed suicide rather than marry a local
chieftain.

This story highlights the spread of cultural pat-
terns from older centers to new regions, and the mi-
gration and resettlement of Late Bronze Age and Early
Iron Age peoples in the Mediterranean lands and
western Asia. Just as Egyptian cultural influences
helped transform Nubian society, influences from the
older centers in Mesopotamia and Egypt penetrated
throughout western Asia and the Mediterranean. Far-
flung trade, diplomatic contacts, military conquests,
and the relocation of large numbers of people spread
knowledge, beliefs, practices, and technologies.

By the end of the second millennium B.C.E. many
of the societies of the Eastern Hemisphere had en-
tered the Iron Age: they had begun to use iron instead
of bronze for tools and weapons. Iron offered several
advantages. It was a single metal rather than an alloy
and thus was simpler to obtain; and there were many
potential sources of iron ore. Once the technology of
iron making had been mastered—iron has to be
heated to a higher temperature than bronze, and its

Carthage (KAHR-thuhj) Tyre (tire)
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hardness depends on the amount of carbon added
during the forging process—iron tools were found to
have harder, sharper edges than bronze tools.

The first part of this chapter resumes the story of
Mesopotamia and Egypt in the Late Bronze Age, the
second millennium B.C.E.: their complex relations
with neighboring peoples, the development of a pros-
perous, "cosmopolitan” network of states in the Mid-
dle East, and the period of destruction and decline
that set in around 1200 B.c.E. We also look at how the
Minoan and Mycenaean civilizations of the Aegean
Sea were inspired by the technologies and cultural
patterns of the older Middle Eastern centers and
prospered from participation in long-distance net-
works of trade. The remainder of the chapter exam-
ines the resurgence of this region in the early [ron Age,
from 1000 to 500 B.C.E. The focus is on three societies:
the Assyrians of northern Mesopotamia; the Israelites
of Israel; and the Phoenicians of Lebanon and Syria
and their colonies in the western Mediterranean,
mainly Carthage. After the decline or demise of the
ancient centers dominant throughout the third and
second millennia B.C.E., these societies evolved into
new political, cultural, and commercial centers.

As you read this chapter, ask yourself the follow-
ing questions:

e What environmental, technological, political, and
cultural factors led these societies to develop their
distinctive institutions and values?

¢ In what ways were the societies of this era more in-
terconnected and interdependent than before, and
what were the consequences—positive and nega-
tive—of these connections?

e What were the causes and consequences of large-
scale movements of peoples to new homes during
this era?

o Why were certain cultures destroyed or assimilated
while others survived?
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Western Asia

2000 B.C.E.
use

Horses in

1700-1200 B.C.E.
Hittites dominant in
Anatolia

1500 B.c.e. Hittites
develop iron metallurgy

1460 B.C.E. Kassites
assume control of
southern Mesopotamia

1200 B.c.e. Destruction
of Hittite kingdom

1000 B.c.e. Iron
metallurgy begins

911 B.c.e. Rise of Neo-
Assyrian Empire

744-727 B.C.e. Reforms
of Tiglath-pileser

668-627 B.C.E. Reign
of Ashurbanipal

626-539 B.c.e. Neo-
Babylonian kingdom

612 B.c.k. Fall of
Assyria
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Egypt

2040-1640 B.C.E.
Middle Kingdom

1640-1532 B.C.E.
Hyksos dominate
northern Egypt

1532 B.c.e. Beginning
of New Kingdom

1470 B.c.e. Queen
Hatshepsut dispatches
expedition to Punt

1353 B.c.e. Akhenaten
launches reforms

1200-1150 B.c.e. Sea
Peoples attack Egypt

1070 B.c.e. End of New
Kingdom

750 B.c.E. Kings of Kush
control Egypt

671 B.C.E. Assyrian
conquest of Egypt

Syria—Palestine

1500 B.c.e. Early
“alphabetic” script
developed at Ugarit

1250-1200 B.C.E.
Israelite occupation of
Canaan

1150 B.C.E. Philistines
settle southern coast of
Israel

1000 B.c.e. David
establishes Jerusalem
as Israelite capital

969 B.C.e. Hiram of Tyre
comes to power

960 B.c.e. Solomon
builds First Temple

920 B.c.e. Division into
two kingdoms of Israel
and Judah

721 B.C.E. Assyrian
conquest of northern
kingdom

701 B.C.E. Assyrian
humiliation of Tyre

587 B.c.k. Neo-
Babylonian capture of
Jerusalem

515 B.c.e. Deportees
from Babylon return to
Jerusalem

450 B.c.e. Completion of
Hebrew Bible; Hanno
the Phoenician explores
West Africa

Mediterranean

2000 B.c.e. Rise of
Minoan civilization on
Crete; early Greeks
arrive in Greece

1600 B.c.e. Rise of
Mycenaean civilization
in Greece

1450 B.c.e. Destruction
of Minoan palaces in
Crete

1200-1150 B.C.E.
Destruction of
Mycenaean centers in
Greece

1000 B.cC.E.
metallurgy

Iron

814 B.c.. Foundation
of Carthage

550-300 B.c.. Rivalry
of Carthaginians and
Greeks in western
Mediterranean
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THE COSMOPOLITAN MIDDLE EAST,
1700-1100 B.C.E.

B oth Mesopotamia and Egypt succumbed to outside
invaders in the seventeenth century B.c.E. (see Chap-
ter 1). Eventually the outsiders were either ejected or as-
similated, and conditions of stability and prosperity
were restored. Between 1500 and 1200 B.C.E. a number of
large territorial states dominated the Middle East (see
Map 3.1). These centers of power controlled the smaller
city-states, kingdoms, and kinship groups as they com-
peted with, and sometimes fought against, one another
for control of valuable commodities and trade routes.

Historians have called the Late Bronze Age in the
Middle East a “cosmopolitan” era, meaning a time of
widely shared cultures and lifestyles. Extensive diplo-
matic relations and commercial contacts between states
fostered the flow of goods and ideas, and elite groups
shared similar values and enjoyed a relatively high stan-
dard of living. The peasants in the countryside who com-
prised the majority of the population may have seen
some improvement in their standard of living, but they
reaped far fewer benefits from the increasing contacts
and trade.

By 1500 B.C.E. Mesopotamia
was divided into two distinct
political zones: Babylonia in
the south and Assyria in the north (see Map 3.1). The city
of Babylon had gained political and cultural ascendancy
over the southern plain under the dynasty of Ham-
murabi in the eighteenth and seventeenth centuries
B.C.E. Subsequently there was a persistent inflow of Kas-
sites’, peoples from the Zagros® Mountains to the east
who spoke a non-Semitic language, and by 1460 B.C.E a
Kassite dynasty had come to power in Babylon. The Kas-
sites retained names in their native language but other-
wise embraced Babylonian language and culture and
intermarried with the native population. During their
250 years in power, the Kassite lords of Babylonia de-
fended their core area and traded for raw materials, but
they did not pursue territorial conquest.

The Assyrians of the north had more ambitious de-
signs. As early as the twentieth century B.C.E. the city of
Ashur,” the leading urban center on the northern Tigris,
anchored a busy trade route across the northern Meso-
potamian plain and onto the Anatolian Plateau. Repre-

Western Asia

Kassite (KAS-ite) Zagros (ZAH-groes) Ashur (AH-shoor)

sentatives of Assyrian merchant families maintained set-
tlements outside the walls of important Anatolian cities.
The Assyrians exported textiles and tin, used since about
2500 B.C.E. to make bronze, which they exchanged for
silver from Anatolia. In the eighteenth century B.C.E. an
Assyrian dynasty briefly gained control of the upper Eu-
phrates River near the present-day border of Syria and
Irag. This “Old Assyrian” kingdom, as it is now called, il-
lustrates the importance of the trade routes connecting
Mesopotamia to Anatolia and the Syria-Palestine coast.
After 1400 B.C.E. a resurgent “Middle Assyrian” kingdom
again engaged in campaigns of conquest and expansion
of its economic interests.

Other ambitious states emerged on the periphery of
the Mesopotamian heartland, including Elam in south-
west Iran and Mitanni® in the broad plain between the
upper Euphrates and Tigris Rivers. Most formidable of
all were the Hittites’, speakers of an Indo-European lan-
guage, who became the foremost power in Anatolia from
around 1700 to 1200 B.c.E. From their capital at Hat-
tusha’, near present-day Ankara® in central Turkey, they
deployed the fearsome new technology of horse-drawn
war chariots. The Hittites exploited Anatolia’s rich de-
posits of copper, silver, and iron to play an indispensable
role in international commerce. Many historians believe
that the Hittites were the first to develop a technique for
making tools and weapons of iron. They heated the ore
until it was soft enough to shape, pounded it to remove
impurities, and then plunged it into cold water to
harden. The Hittites were anxious to keep knowledge of
this process secret, since it provided both military and
economic advantages.

During the second millennium B.C.E. Mesopotamian
political and cultural concepts spread across much of
western Asia. Akkadian® became the language of diplo-
macy and correspondence between governments. The
Elamites” and Hittites, among others, adapted the cunei-
form system to write their own languages. In the Syrian
coastal city of Ugarit® thirty cuneiform symbols were
used to write consonant sounds, an early use of the al-
phabetic principle and a considerable advance over the
hundreds of signs required in conventional cuneiform
and hieroglyphic writing. Mesopotamian myths and leg-
ends and styles of art and architecture were widely imi-
tated. Newcomers who had learned and improved on
the lessons of Mesopotamian civilization often put pres-
sure on the old core area. The small, fractious city-states

Mitanni (mih-TAH-nee)
Hattusha (haht-tush-SHAH)
Akkadian (uh-KAY-dee-uhn)
Ugarit (OO-guh-reet)

Hittite (HIT-ite)
Ankara (ANG-kuh-ruh)
Elamite (EE-luh-mite)
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of the third millennium B.c.E. had been concerned only
with their immediate neighbors in southern Mesopota-
mia. In contrast, the larger states of the second millennium
B.C.E. interacted politically, militarily, and economically
in a geopolitical sphere encompassing all of western Asia.

After flourishing for nearly four
hundred years (see Chapter 1),
the Egyptian Middle Kingdom
declined in the seventeenth
century B.C.E. As high-level officials in the countryside
became increasingly independent and new groups mi-
grated into the Nile Delta, central authority broke down,
and Egypt entered a period of political fragmentation
and economic decline. Around 1640 B.C.E. Egypt came
under foreign rule for the first time, at the hands of the
Hyksos®, or “Princes of Foreign Lands.”

New Kingdom
Egypt

Hyksos (HICK-soes)
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Historians are uncertain about who the Hyksos were
and how they came to power. Semitic peoples had been
migrating from the Syria-Palestine region (sometimes
called the Levant, present-day Syria, Lebanon, Israel,
and the Palestinian territories) into the eastern Nile
Delta for centuries. In the chaotic conditions of this time,
other peoples may have joined them and established
control, first in the delta and then in the middle of the
country. The Hyksos possessed military technologies
that gave them an advantage over the Egyptians, such as
the horse-drawn war chariot and a composite bow,
made of wood and horn, that had greater range and ve-
locity than the simple wooden bow. The process by
which the Hyksos came to dominate much of Egypt may
not have been far different from that by which the Kas-
sites first settled and gained control in Babylonia. The
Hyksos intermarried with Egyptians and assimilated to
native ways. They used the Egyptian language and main-
tained Egyptian institutions and culture. Nevertheless,
in contrast to the relative ease with which outsiders were
assimilated in Mesopotamia, the Egyptians, with their
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strong ethnic identity, continued to regard the Hyksos as
“foreigners.”

As with the formation of the Middle Kingdom five
hundred years earlier, the reunification of Egypt under a
native dynasty was accomplished by princes from Thebes.
After three decades of warfare, Kamose® and Ahmose”’ ex-
pelled the Hyksos from Egypt and inaugurated the New
Kingdom, which lasted from about 1532 to 1070 B.C.E.

A century of foreign domination had shaken Egyp-
tian pride and shattered the isolationist mindset of ear-
lier eras. New Kingdom Egypt was an aggressive and
expansionist state, extending its territorial control north
into Syria-Palestine and south into Nubia and winning
access to timber, gold, and copper (bronze metallurgy
took hold in Egypt around 1500 B.C.E.) as well as taxes
and tribute (payments from the territories it had con-
quered). The occupied territories provided a buffer zone,
protecting Egypt from attack. In Nubia, Egypt imposed
direct control and pressed the native population to adopt
Egyptian language and culture. In the Syria-Palestine re-
gion, in contrast, the Egyptians stationed garrisons at
strategically placed forts and supported local rulers will-
ing to collaborate.

The New Kingdom was a period of innovation. Egypt
fully participated in the diplomatic and commercial net-
works that linked the states of western Asia. Egyptian
soldiers, administrators, diplomats, and merchants trav-
eled widely, exposing Egypt to exotic fruits and vegeta-
bles, new musical instruments, and new technologies,
such as an improved potter’s wheel and weaver’s loom.

At least one woman held the throne of New King-
dom Egypt. When Pharaoh Tuthmosis® II died, his
queen, Hatshepsut®, served as regent for her young
stepson and soon claimed the royal title for herself
(r. 1473-1458 B.C.E.). In inscriptions she often used the
male pronoun to refer to herself, and drawings and
sculptures show her wearing the long, conical beard of
the ruler of Egypt.

Around 1460 B.c.E. Hatshepsut sent a naval expedi-
tion down the Red Sea to the fabled land that the Egyp-
tians called “Punt®.” Historians believe that Punt may
have been near the coast of eastern Sudan or Eritrea.
Hatshepsut was seeking the source of myrrh°®, a reddish-
brown resin from the hardened sap of a local tree, which
the Egyptians burned on the altars of their gods and used
as an ingredient in medicines and cosmetics. She hoped
to bypass the middlemen who drove up the price exor-
bitantly, and establish direct trade between Punt and

Kamose (KAH-mose) Ahmose (AH-mose)
Tuthmosis (tuth_MOE-sis) Hatshepsut (hat-SHEP-soot)
Punt (poont) myrrh (murr)

Egypt. When the expedition returned with myrrh and
various sub-Saharan luxury goods—ebony and other
rare woods, ivory, cosmetics, live monkeys, panther
skins—Hatshepsut celebrated the achievement in a
great public display and in words and pictures on the
walls of the mortuary temple she built for herself at Deir
el-Bahri®. She may have used the success of this expedi-
tion to bolster her claim to the throne. After her death, in
a reaction that reflected some official opposition to a
woman ruler, her image was defaced and her name blot-
ted out wherever it appeared.

Another ruler who departed from traditional ways
ascended the throne as Amenhotep® IV. He soon began
to refer to himself as Akhenaten’ (r. 1353-1335 B.C.E.),
meaning “beneficial to the Aten®” (the disk of the sun).
Changing his name was one of the ways in which he
sought to spread his belief in Aten as the supreme deity.
He closed the temples of other gods, challenging the
age-old supremacy of the chief god Amon°® and the
power and influence of the priests of Amon.

Some scholars have credited Akhenaten with the in-
vention of monotheism—the belief in one exclusive god.
It is likely, however, that Akhenaten was attempting to
reassert the superiority of the king over the priests and to
renew belief in the king’s divinity. Worship of Aten was
confined to the royal family: the people of Egypt were
pressed to revere the divine ruler.

Akhenaten built a new capital at modern-day
Amarna’, halfway between Memphis and Thebes (see
Map 3.1). He transplanted thousands of Egyptians to
construct the site and serve the ruling elite. Akhenaten
and his artists created a new style that broke with the
conventions of earlier art: the king, his wife Nefertiti®,
and their daughters were depicted in fluid, natural poses
with strangely elongated heads and limbs and swelling
abdomens.

Akhenaten’s reforms were strongly resented by gov-
ernment officials, priests, and others whose privileges
and wealth were linked to the traditional system. After
his death the temples were reopened; Amon was rein-
stated as chief god; the capital returned to Thebes; and
the institution of kingship was weakened to the advan-
tage of the priests. The boy-king Tutankhamun” (r. 1333~
1323 B.Cc.E.), one of the immediate successors of Akhen-
aten and famous solely because his was the only royal
tomb found by archaeologists that had not been pillaged

Deir el-Bahri (DARE uhl-BAH-ree)
Amenhotep (ah-muhn-HOE-tep)
Aten (AHT-n) Amon (AH-muhn)
Nefertiti (nef-uhr-TEE-tee)
Tutankhamun (tuht-uhnk-AH-muhn)

Akhenaten (ah-ken-AHT-n)
Amarna (uh-MAHR-nuh)
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by tomb robbers, reveals both in his name (meaning
“beautiful in life is Amon”) and in his insignificant reign
the ultimate failure of Akhenaten’s revolution.

In 1323 B.cE. the general Haremhab seized the
throne and established a new dynasty, the Ramessides”.
The rulers of this line renewed the policy of conquest
and expansion that Akhenaten had neglected. The great-
est of these monarchs, Ramesses’ II—sometimes called
Ramesses the Great—ruled for sixty-six years (r. 1290-
1224 B.c.E.) and dominated his age. Ramesses looms
large in the archaeological record because he undertook
monumental building projects all over Egypt. Living into
his nineties, he had many wives and concubines and
may have fathered more than a hundred children. Since
1990 archaeologists have been excavating a network of
more than a hundred corridors and chambers carved
deep into a hillside in the Valley of the Kings where many
sons of Ramesses were buried.
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Early in his reign Ramesses II
fought a major battle against
the Hittites at Kadesh in north-
ern Syria (1285 B.C.E.). Although
Egyptian scribes presented this encounter as a great
victory, the lack of territorial gains suggests that it
was essentially a draw. In subsequent years Egyptian
and Hittite diplomats negotiated a treaty, which was
strengthened by Ramesses’ marriage to a Hittite princess.
At issue was control of Syria-Palestine, strategically lo-
cated at a crossroads between the great powers of the
Middle East and at the end of the east-west trade route
across Asia. The inland cities of Syria-Palestine—such as
Mari® on the upper Euphrates and Alalakh® in western
Syria—were active centers of international trade. The
coastal towns—particularly Ugarit and the Phoenician
towns of the Lebanese seaboard—served as transship-
ment points for trade to and from the lands ringing the
Mediterranean Sea.

Commerce and
Communication

Ramesside (RAM-ih-side) Ramesses (RAM-ih-seez)

Mari (MAH-ree) Alalakh (UH-luh-luhk)

o



14820 03 59-88 r3ws.gxd 4/2/04 3:22 PM Page 66

—p—

66 CuapTER 3 The Mediterranean and Middle East, 2000-500 B.C.E.

In the eastern Mediterranean, northeastern Africa,
and western Asia in the Late Bronze Age, any state that
wanted to project its power needed metal to make tools
and weapons. Commerce in metals energized the long-
distance trade of the time.

New modes of transportation expedited communi-
cations and commerce across great distances and in-
hospitable landscapes. Horses arrived in western Asia
around 2000 B.C.E. Domesticated by nomadic peoples in
Central Asia, they were brought into Mesopotamia
through the Zagros mountains and reached Egypt by
1600 B.c.e. The speed of travel and communication
made possible by horses contributed to the creation of
large states and empires. Soldiers and government
agents could cover great distances quickly, and swift,
maneuverable horse-drawn chariots became the pre-
mier instrument of war. The team of driver and archer
could ride forward and unleash a volley of arrows or
trample terrified foot soldiers.

THE AEGEAN WORLD,
2000-1100 B.C.E.

In this era of far-flung trade and communication, the
influence of Mesopotamia and Egypt was felt as far
away as the Aegean Sea, a gulf of the eastern Mediter-
ranean. The emergence of the Minoan”® civilization on
the island of Crete and the Mycenaean”® civilization of
Greece is another manifestation of the fertilizing influ-
ence of older centers on outlying lands and peoples, who
then struck out on their own unique paths of cultural
evolution.

The landscape of southern Greece and the Aegean
islands is mostly rocky and arid, with small plains lying
between ranges of hills. The limited arable land is suit-
able for grains, grapevines, and olive trees. Flocks of
sheep and goats graze the slopes. Sharply indented
coastlines, natural harbors, and small islands within
sight of one another made the sea the fastest and least
costly mode of travel and transport. With few deposits of
metals and little timber, Aegean peoples had to import
these commodities, as well as food, from abroad. As a re-
sult, the rise, success, and eventual fall of the Minoan
and Mycenaean societies were closely tied to their com-
mercial and political relations with other peoples in the
region.

Minoan (mih-NO-uhn) Mycenaean (my-suh-NEE-uhn)

By 2000 B.c.k. the island of
Crete (see Map 3.2) housed the
first European civilization to
have complex political and social structures and ad-
vanced technologies like those found in western Asia
and northeastern Africa. The Minoan civilization had
centralized government, monumental building, bronze
metallurgy, writing, and recordkeeping. Archaeologists
named this civilization after Greek legends about King
Minos, who was said to have ruled a vast naval empire,
including the southern Greek mainland, and to have
kept the monstrous Minotaur® (half-man, half-bull) be-
neath his palace in a mazelike labyrinth built by the
ingenious inventor Daedalus®. Thus later Greeks recol-
lected a time when Crete was home to many ships and
skilled craftsmen.

The ethnicity of the Minoans is uncertain, and their
writing has not been deciphered. But their sprawling
palace complexes at Cnossus’, Phaistos®, and Mallia®
and the distribution of Cretan pottery and other artifacts
around the Mediterranean and Middle East testify to
widespread trading connections. Egyptian, Syrian, and
Mesopotamian influences can be seen in the design of
the Minoan palaces, centralized government, and sys-
tem of writing. The absence of identifiable representa-
tions of Cretan rulers, however, contrasts sharply with
the grandiose depictions of kings in the Middle East and
suggests a different conception of authority. Also note-
worthy is the absence of fortifications at the palace sites
and the presence of high-quality indoor plumbing.

Statuettes of women with elaborate headdresses
and serpents coiling around their limbs may represent
fertility goddesses. Colorful frescoes (paintings done on
a moist plaster surface) on the walls of Cretan palaces
portray groups of women in frilly, layered skirts engaged
in conversation or watching rituals or entertainment.
We do not know whether pictures of young acrobats
vaulting over the horns and back of an onrushing bull
show a religious activity or mere sport. Scenes of ser-
vants carrying jars and fishermen throwing nets and
hooks from their boats suggest a joyful attitude toward
work, but this portrayal may say more about the tastes
of the elite than about the reality of daily toil. The styl-
ized depictions of plants and animals on Minoan
vases—plants with swaying leaves and playful octo-
puses whose tentacles wind around the surface of the
vase—seem to reflect a delight in the beauty and order
of the natural world.

Minoan Crete

Minotaur (MIN-uh-tor)
Cnossus (NOSS-suhs)
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Phaistos (FIE-stuhs) Mallia (mahl-YAH)
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All the Cretan palaces except Cnossus, along with
the houses of the elite and peasants in the countryside,
were deliberately destroyed around 1450 B.C.E. Because
Mycenaean Greeks took over at Cnossus, most historians
regard them as the likely culprits.

Most historians believe that
speakers of an Indo-European
language ancestral to Greek
migrated into the Greek penin-
sula around 2000 B.C.E., although some argue for earlier
and later dates. Through intermarriage, blending of lan-
guages, and melding of cultural practices, the indige-
nous population and the newcomers created the first
Greek culture. For centuries this society remained sim-

Mycenaean
Greece

—p—

The Aegean World, 2000-1100 B.c.e. 67

ple and static. Farmers and shepherds lived in Stone
Age conditions, wringing a bare living from the land.
Then, sometime around 1600 B.C.E., life changed rela-
tively suddenly.

More than a century ago a German businessman,
Heinrich Schliemann®, set out to prove that the Iliad and
the Odyssey were true. These epics attributed to the poet
Homer, who probably lived shortly before 700 B.C.E.,
spoke of Agamemnon®, the king of Mycenae® in south-
ern Greece. In 1876 Schliemann stunned the scholarly
world by discovering at Mycenae a circle of graves at the
base of deep, rectangular shafts. These shaft graves con-
tained the bodies of men, women, and children and

Schliemann (SHLEE-muhn)
Mycenae (my-SEE-nee)

Agamemnon (ag-uh-MEM-non)

o



14820 03 59-88 r3ws.gxd 4/2/04 3:22 PM Page 68

—p—

68 CuapTER 3 The Mediterranean and Middle East, 2000-500 B.C.E.

were filled with gold jewelry and ornaments, weapons,
and utensils. Clearly, some people in this society had ac-
quired wealth, authority, and the capacity to mobilize
human labor. Subsequent excavation uncovered a large
palace complex, massive walls, more shaft graves, and
other evidence of a rich and technologically advanced
civilization that lasted from around 1600 to 1150 B.C.E.
Despite legends about the power of King Minos of
Crete, there is no archaeological evidence of Cretan po-
litical control of the Greek mainland. But Crete exerted a
powerful cultural influence. The Mycenaeans borrowed
the Minoan idea of the palace, centralized economy, and
administrative bureaucracy, as well as the Minoan writ-
ing system. They adopted Minoan styles and techniques
of architecture, pottery making, and fresco and vase
painting. This explains where the Mycenaean Greeks got
their technology. But how did they suddenly accumulate
power and wealth? Most historians look to the profits

from trade and piracy and perhaps also to the pay and
booty brought back by mercenaries (soldiers who served
for pay in foreign lands).

The first advanced civilization in Greece is called
“Mycenaean” largely because Mycenae was the first site
excavated. Excavations at other centers have revealed
that Mycenae exemplifies the common pattern of these
citadels: built at a commanding location on a hilltop and
surrounded by high, thick fortification walls made of
stones so large that later Greeks believed that the giant,
one-eyed Cyclopes® of legend had lifted them into place.
The fortified enclosure provided a place of refuge for the
entire community in time of danger and contained the
palace and administrative complex. The large central
hall with an open hearth and columned porch was sur-

Cyclopes (SIGH-kloe-pees)
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rounded by courtyards, living quarters for the royal fam-
ily and their retainers, and offices, storerooms, and
workshops. The palace walls were covered with brightly
painted frescoes depicting scenes of war, the hunt, and
daily life, as well as decorative motifs from nature.

Nearby lay the tombs of the rulers and leading fami-
lies: shaft graves at first; later, grand beehive-shaped
structures made of stone and covered with a mound of
earth. Large houses, probably belonging to the aristoc-
racy, lay just outside the walls. The peasants lived on the
lower slopes and in the plain below, close to the land
they worked.

Additional information about Mycenaean life is pro-
vided by over four thousand baked clay tablets written in
a script now called Linear B. Like its predecessor, the un-
deciphered Minoan script called Linear A, Linear B uses
pictorial signs to represent syllables, but it is recogniz-
ably an early form of Greek. The extensive palace bu-
reaucracy kept track of people, animals, and objects in
exhaustive detail and exercised a high degree of control
over the economy of the kingdom. The tablets list every-
thing from the number of chariot wheels in palace store-
rooms, the rations paid to textile workers, and the gifts
dedicated to various gods, to the ships stationed along
the coasts.

The government organized and coordinated grain
production and controlled the wool industry from raw
material to finished product. Scribes kept track of the
flocks in the field, the sheared wool, the allocation of raw
wool to spinners and weavers, and the production, stor-
age, and distribution of cloth articles.

The tablets say almost nothing about individual
people—not even the name of a single Mycenaean
king—and very little about the political and legal sys-
tems, social structures, gender relations, and religious
beliefs. They tell nothing about particular historical
events and relations with other Mycenaean centers or
peoples overseas.

The evidence for a broad political organization of
Greece in this period is contradictory. In Homer'’s Iliad,
Agamemnon, the king of Mycenae, leads a great expedi-
tion of Greeks from different regions against the city of
Troy in northwest Anatolia. To this can be added the cul-
tural uniformity of all the Mycenaean centers: a remark-
able similarity in the shapes, decorative styles, and
production techniques of buildings, tombs, utensils,
tools, clothing, and works of art. Some scholars argue
that such cultural uniformity could have occurred only
in a context of political unity. The plot of the Iliad, how-
ever, revolves around the difficulties Agamemnon has in
asserting control over other Greek leaders. Moreover, the
archaeological remains and the Linear B tablets give
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strong indications of independent centers of power at
Mycenae, Pylos’, and elsewhere.

Long-distance contact and trade were made possi-
ble by the seafaring skill of Minoans and Mycenaeans.
Commercial vessels depended primarily on wind and
sail. In general, ancient sailors preferred to sail in day-
light hours and keep the land in sight. Their light,
wooden vessels had little storage area and decking, so
the crew had to go ashore to eat and sleep every night.
With their low keels the ships could run up onto the
beach.

Cretan and Greek pottery and crafted goods are
found not only in the Aegean but also in other parts of
the Mediterranean and Middle East. At certain sites the
quantity and range of artifacts suggest settlements of
Aegean peoples. The oldest artifacts are Minoan; then
Minoan and Mycenaean objects are found side by side;

Pylos (PIE-lohs)
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and eventually Greek wares replace Cretan goods alto-
gether. Such evidence indicates that Cretan merchants
pioneered trade routes and established trading posts
and then admitted Mycenaean traders, who eventually
supplanted them in the fifteenth century B.C.E.

The numerous Aegean pots found throughout the
Mediterranean and Middle East must once have con-
tained such products as wine and olive oil. Other possi-
ble exports include weapons and other crafted goods, as
well as slaves and mercenary soldiers. Minoan and
Mycenaean sailors also may have made tidy profits by
transporting the trade goods of other peoples.

As for imports, amber (a hard, translucent, yellowish-
brown fossil resin used for jewelry) from northern Eu-
rope and ivory carved in Syria have been discovered at
Aegean sites, and the large population of southwest
Greece and other regions probably relied on imports of
grain. Above all, the Aegean lands needed metals, both
the gold prized by rulers and the copper and tin needed
to make bronze. A number of sunken ships carrying
copper ingots have been found on the floor of the
Mediterranean. Scholars believe that these ships were
transporting metals from Cyprus to the Aegean (see
Map 3.2). As in early China, the elite classes were practi-
cally the only people who owned metal goods, which
may have been symbols of their superior status.

In this era, trade and piracy were closely linked.
Mycenaeans were tough, warlike, and acquisitive. They
traded with those who were strong and took from those
who were weak. This may have led to conflict with the
Hittite kings of Anatolia in the fourteenth and thirteenth
centuries B.C.E. Documents found in the archives at Hat-
tusha, the Hittite capital, refer to the king and land of Ah-
hijawa’, most likely a Hittite rendering of Achaeans®, the
term used most frequently by Homer for the Greeks. The
documents indicate that relations were sometimes
friendly, sometimes strained, and that the people of Ah-
hijawa were aggressive and tried to take advantage of
Hittite preoccupation or weakness.

Hittite difficulties with Ahhi-
jawa and the Greek attack on
Troy foreshadowed the trou-
bles that culminated in the de-
struction of many of the old
centers of the Middle East and Mediterranean around
1200 B.C.E. In this period, for reasons that historians do
not completely understand, large numbers of people

The Fall of Late
Bronze Age
Civilizations

were on the move. As migrants swarmed into one region,
they displaced other peoples, who then joined the tide of
refugees.

Around 1200 B.c.E. unidentified invaders destroyed
Hattusha, and the Hittite kingdom in Anatolia came
crashing down. The tide of destruction moved south into
Syria, and the great coastal city of Ugarit was swept away.
Around 1190 Ramesses III of Egypt checked a major in-
vasion of Palestine by the “Sea Peoples.” Although he
claimed to have won a great victory, the Philistines® were
able to occupy the coast of Palestine. Egypt soon surren-
dered all its territory in Syria-Palestine and lost contact
with the rest of western Asia. The Egyptians also lost
their foothold in Nubia, opening the way for the emer-
gence of the native kingdom centered on Napata (see
Chapter 2).

Among the invaders listed in the Egyptian inscrip-
tions are the Ekwesh®, who could be Achaeans—that is,
Greeks. Whether or not the Mycenaeans participated in
the destructions elsewhere, their own centers collapsed
in the first half of the twelfth century B.c.E. The rulers had
seen trouble coming; at some sites they began to build
more extensive fortifications and took steps to guarantee
the water supply of the citadels. But their efforts were in
vain, and nearly all the palaces were destroyed.

The end of Mycenaean civilization illustrates the con-
sequences of political and economic collapse. The de-
construction of the palaces ended the domination of the
ruling class. The massive administrative apparatus re-
vealed in the Linear B tablets disappeared, and the tech-
nique of writing was forgotten, since it had been known
only to a few palace officials and was no longer useful.
Archaeological studies indicate the depopulation of some
regions of Greece and an inflow of people to other re-
gions that had escaped destruction. The Greek language
persisted, and a thousand years later people were still
worshiping gods mentioned in the Linear B tablets. Peo-
ple also continued to make the vessels and implements
that they were familiar with, although there was a marked
decline in artistic and technical skill in the new, much
poorer society. The cultural uniformity of the Mycenaean
Age gave way to regional variations in shapes, styles, and
techniques, reflecting increased isolation of different
parts of Greece.

Thus perished the cosmopolitan world of the Late
Bronze Age in the Mediterranean and Middle East. Soci-
eties that had long prospered through complex links of
trade, diplomacy, and shared technologies now collapsed
in the face of external violence and internal weakness,

Ahhijawa (uh-key-YAW-wuh) Achaeans (uh-KEY-uhns)
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and the peoples of the region entered a centuries-long
“Dark Age” of poverty, isolation, and loss of knowledge.

THE ASSYRIAN EMPIRE,
911-612 B.C.E.

Anumber of new centers emerged in western Asia
and the eastern Mediterranean in the centuries af-
ter 1000 B.c.E. The chief force for change was the power-
ful and aggressive Neo-Assyrian Empire (911-612 B.C.E.).
Although historians sometimes apply the term empire to
earlier regional powers, the Assyrians of this era were the
first to rule over far-flung lands and diverse peoples (see
Map 3.3).

The Assyrian homeland in northern Mesopotamia
differs in essential respects from the flat expanse of
Sumer and Akkad to the south. It is hillier, has a more
temperate climate and greater rainfall, and is more ex-
posed to raiders from the mountains to the east and
north and from the arid plain to the west. Peasant farm-
ers, accustomed to defending themselves against ma-
rauders, provided the foot-soldiers for the revival of
Assyrian power in the ninth century B.c.E. The rulers of
the Neo-Assyrian Empire struck out in a ceaseless series
of campaigns: westward across the steppe and desert as
far as the Mediterranean, north into mountainous
Urartu® (modern Armenia), east across the Zagros range
onto the Iranian Plateau, and south along the Tigris River
to Babylonia.

These campaigns largely followed the most impor-
tant long-distance trade routes in western Asia and
provided immediate booty and the prospect of tribute
and taxes. They also secured access to vital resources
such as iron and silver and brought the Assyrians control
of international commerce. As noted earlier in this chap-
ter, Assyria already had a long tradition of commercial
and political interests in Syria and Anatolia. What started
out as an aggressive program of self-defense and reestab-
lishment of old claims soon became far more ambitious.
Driven by pride, greed, and religious conviction, the As-
syrians defeated all the great kingdoms of the day—Elam
(southwest Iran), Urartu, Babylon, and Egypt. At its peak
their empire stretched from Anatolia, Syria-Palestine,
and Egypt in the west, across Armenia and Mesopo-
tamia, as far as western Iran. The Assyrians created a
new kind of empire, larger in extent than anything seen

Urartu (ur-RAHR-too)
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before and dedicated to the enrichment of the imperial
center at the expense of the subjugated periphery.

The king was literally and sym-
bolically the center of the As-
syrian universe. All the land
belonged to him, and all the people, even the highest-
ranking officials, were his servants. Assyrians believed
that the gods chose the king to rule as their earthly rep-
resentative. Normally the king chose one of his sons to
be his successor, and his choice was confirmed by divine
oracles and the Assyrian elite. In the revered ancient city
of Ashur the high priest anointed the new king by sprin-
kling his head with oil and gave him the insignia of king-
ship: a crown and scepter. The kings were buried in
Ashur.

Every day messengers and spies brought the king
information from every corner of the empire. He made

God and King
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decisions, appointed officials, and heard complaints. He
dictated his correspondence to an army of scribes and re-
ceived and entertained foreign envoys and high-ranking
government figures. He was the military leader, respon-
sible for planning campaigns, and he often was away
from the capital commanding operations in the field.

Among the king’s chief responsibilities was super-
vision of the state religion. He devoted much of his time
to elaborate public and private rituals and to oversee-
ing the upkeep of the temples. He made no decisions of
state without consulting the gods through elaborate rit-
uals. All state actions were carried out in the name of
Ashur, the chief god. Military victories were cited as proof
of Ashur’s superiority over the gods of the conquered
peoples.

Relentless government propaganda secured popu-
lar support for military campaigns that mostly benefited
the king and the nobility. Royal inscriptions posted
throughout the empire catalogued recent military victo-
ries, extolled the charisma and relentless will of the king,
and promised ruthless punishments to anyone who re-
sisted him. Art, too, served the Assyrian state. Relief
sculptures depicting hunts, battles, sieges, executions,
and deportations covered the walls of the royal palaces
at Kalhu® and Nineveh®. Looming over most scenes was
the king, larger than anyone else, muscular and fierce,
with the appearance of a god. Few visitors to the Assyr-
ian court could fail to be awed—and intimidated.

The Assyrians’ unprecedented
conquests were made possible
by their superior military organ-
ization and technology. Early
Assyrian armies consisted of men who served in return
for grants of land, and peasants and slaves whose service
was contributed by large landowners. Later, King Tig-
lathpileser® (r. 744-727 B.C.E.) created a core army of pro-
fessional soldiers made up of Assyrians and the most
formidable subject peoples. At its peak the Assyrian state
could mobilize a half-million troops, including light-
armed bowmen and slingers who launched stone pro-
jectiles, armored spearmen, cavalry equipped with bows
or spears, and four-man chariots.

Iron weapons gave Assyrian soldiers an advantage
over many opponents, and cavalry provided unprece-
dented speed and mobility. Assyrian engineers devel-
oped machinery and tactics for besieging fortified towns.
They dug tunnels under the walls, built mobile towers

Conquest and
Control

Kalhu (KAL-00) Nineveh (NIN-uh-vuh)
Tiglathpileser (TIG-lath-pih-LEE-zuhr)

for their archers, and applied battering rams to weak
points. The Assyrians destroyed some of the best-fortified
cities of the Middle East—Babylon, Thebes in Egypt, Tyre
in Phoenicia, and Susa in Elam (see Map 3.3). Couriers
and signal fires provided long-distance communication,
while a network of spies gathered intelligence.

The Assyrians used terror tactics to discourage re-
sistance and rebellion, inflicting swift and harsh retribu-
tion and publicizing their brutality: civilians were thrown
into fires, prisoners were skinned alive, and the severed
heads of defeated rulers hung on city walls. Mass depor-
tation—forcibly uprooting entire communities and re-
settling them elsewhere—broke the spirit of rebellious
peoples. This tactic had a long history in the ancient
Middle East—in Sumer, Babylon, Urartu, Egypt, and the
Hittite Empire—but the Neo-Assyrian monarchs used it
on an unprecedented scale. Surviving documents record
the relocation of over 1 million people, and historians
estimate that the true figure exceeds 4 million. Deporta-
tion also shifted human resources from the periphery to
the center, where the deportees worked on royal and no-
ble estates, opened new lands for agriculture, and built
new palaces and cities.

The Assyrians never found a single, enduring method
of governing an empire that included nomadic and
sedentary kinship groups, temple-states, city-states, and
kingdoms. Control tended to be tight and effective at the
center and in lands closest to the core area, and less so
farther away. The Assyrian kings waged many campaigns
to reimpose control on territories subdued in previous
wars.

Assyrian provincial officials oversaw the payment of
tribute and taxes, maintained law and order, raised
troops, undertook public works, and provisioned armies
and administrators that were passing through their terri-
tory. Provincial governors were subject to frequent in-
spections by royal overseers.

The elite class was bound to the monarch by oaths of
obedience, fear of punishment, and the expectation of re-
wards, such as land grants or shares of booty and taxes.
Skilled professionals—priests, diviners, scribes, doctors,
and artisans—were similarly bound.

The Assyrians ruthlessly exploited the wealth and re-
sources of their subjects. Military campaigns and admin-
istration had to be funded by plunder and tribute. Wealth
from the periphery was funneled to the center, where the
king and nobility grew rich. Proud kings used their riches
to expand the ancestral capital and religious center at
Ashur and to build magnificent new royal cities. Dur
Sharrukin®, the “Fortress of Sargon,” was completed in a

Dur Sharrukin (DOOR SHAH-roo-keen)
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mere ten years, thanks to a massive labor force com-
posed of prisoners of war and Assyrian citizens who
owed periodic service to the state.

Nevertheless, the Assyrian Empire was not simply
parasitic. There is some evidence of royal investment
in provincial infrastructure. The cities and merchant
classes thrived on expanded long-distance commerce,
and some subject populations were surprisingly loyal to
their Assyrian rulers.

A few things are known about
the lives and activities of the
millions of Assyrian subjects. In
the core area people belonged
to the same three classes that had existed in Ham-
murabi’s Babylon a millennium before (see Chapter 1):
(1) free, landowning citizens, (2) farmers and artisans at-
tached to the estates of the king or other rich landhold-
ers, and (3) slaves. Slaves—debtors and prisoners of
war—had legal rights and, if sufficiently talented, could
rise to positions of influence.

Assyrian Society
and Culture
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The government normally did not distinguish be-
tween native Assyrians and the increasingly large num-
ber of immigrants and deportees residing in the Assyrian
homeland. All were referred to as “human beings,” enti-
tled to the same legal protections and liable for the same
labor and military service. Over time the inflow of out-
siders changed the ethnic makeup of the core area.

The vast majority of subjects worked on the land.
The agricultural surpluses they produced allowed sub-
stantial numbers of people—the standing army, govern-
ment officials, religious experts, merchants, artisans,
and all manner of professionals in the towns and cities—
to engage in specialized activities.

Individual artisans and small workshops in the
towns manufactured pottery, tools, and clothing, and
most trade took place at the local level. The state fostered
long-distance trade, since imported luxury goods—
metals, fine textiles, dyes, gems, and ivory—brought in
substantial customs revenues and found their way to the
royal family and elite classes. Silver was the basic me-
dium of exchange, weighed out for each transaction in a
time before the invention of coins.
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Building on the achievements of their Mesopo-
tamian ancestors, Assyrian scholars created and pre-
served lists of plant and animal names, geographic terms,
and astronomical occurrences, and made original contri-
butions in mathematics and astronomy. Their assump-
tion that gods or demons caused disease obstructed the
investigation of natural causes, but in addition to exor-
cists trained to expel demons, another type of physician
experimented with medicines and surgical treatments to
relieve symptoms.

Some Assyrian temples may have had libraries. When
archaeologists excavated the palace of Ashurbanipal®
(r. 668-627 B.C.E.), one of the last Assyrian kings, at Nin-
eveh, they discovered more than twenty-five thousand
tablets or fragments of tablets. The Library of Ashurba-
nipal contained official documents as well as literary
and scientific texts. Some were originals that had been
brought to the capital; others were copies made at the
king’s request. Ashurbanipal was an avid collector of
the literary and scientific heritage of Mesopotamia, and
the “House of Knowledge” referred to in some of the
documents may have been an academy that attracted
learned men to the imperial center.

ISRAEL, 2000-500 B.C.E.

On the western edge of the Assyrian Empire lived a
people who probably seemed of no great signifi-
cance to the masters of western Asia but were destined
to play an important role in world history. The history of
ancient Israel is marked by two grand and intercon-
nected dramas that played out from around 2000 to
500 B.c.E. First, a loose collection of nomadic kinship
groups engaged in herding and caravan traffic became a
sedentary, agricultural people, developed complex polit-
ical and social institutions, and became integrated into
the commercial and diplomatic networks of the Middle
East. Second, these people transformed the austere cult
of a desert god into the concept of a single, all-powerful,
and all-knowing deity, in the process creating the ethical
and intellectual traditions that underlie the beliefs and
values of Judaism and Christianity.

The land and the people at the heart of this story
have gone by various names: Canaan, Israel, Palestine;
Hebrews, Israelites, Jews. For the sake of consistency, the
people are referred to here as Israelites, the land they oc-
cupied in antiquity as Israel.

Israel is a crossroads, linking Anatolia, Egypt, Arabia,
and Mesopotamia (see Map 3.4). Its location has given

Israel an importance in history out of all proportion to its
size. Its natural resources are few. The Negev Desert and
the vast wasteland of the Sinai® lie to the south. The
Mediterranean coastal plain was usually in the hands of
others, particularly the Philistines, throughout much of
this period. At the center are the rock-strewn hills of the
Shephelah’. Galilee to the north, with its sea of the same
name, was a relatively fertile land of grassy hills and
small plains. The narrow ribbon of the Jordan River runs
down the eastern side of the region into the Dead Sea, so
named because its high salt content is toxic to life.

Information about ancient Is-
rael comes partly from ar-
chaeological excavations and
references in contemporary
documents such as the royal annals of Egypt and Assyria.
However, the fundamental source is the collection of

Origins, Exodus,
and Settlement

Ashurbanipal (ah-shur-BAH-nee-pahl)

Sinai (SIE-nie) Shephelah (sheh-FEH-luh)
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writings preserved in the Hebrew Bible (called the Old
Testament by Christians). The Hebrew Bible is a compi-
lation of several collections of materials that originated
with different groups, employed distinctive vocabularies,
and advocated particular interpretations of past events.
Traditions about the Israelites’ early days were long
transmitted orally. Not until the tenth century B.C.E. were
they written down in a script borrowed from the Phoeni-
cians. The text that we have today dates from the fifth
century B.C.E., with a few later additions, and reflects the
point of view of the priests who controlled the Temple in
Jerusalem. Historians disagree about how accurately this
document represents Israelite history. In the absence of
other written sources, however, it provides a foundation
to be used critically and modified in light of archaeolog-
ical discoveries.

The Hebrew language of the Bible reflects the
speech of the Israelites until about 500 B.C.E. It is a Se-
mitic language, most closely related to Phoenician and
Aramaic (which later supplanted Hebrew in Israel), more
distantly related to Arabic and the Akkadian language of
the Assyrians. This linguistic affinity probably parallels
the Israelites’ ethnic relationship to the neighboring
peoples.

The Hebrew Bible tells the story of the family of
Abraham. Born in the city of Ur in southern Meso-
potamia, Abraham rejected the traditional idol worship
of his homeland and migrated with his family and live-
stock across the Syrian desert. Eventually he arrived in
the land of Israel, which, according to the biblical ac-
count, had been promised to him and his descendants
as part of a “covenant,” or pact, with the Israelite god,
Yahweh.

These “recollections” of the journey of Abraham
(who, if he was a real person, probably lived in the twen-
tieth century B.C.E.) may compress the experiences of
generations of pastoralists who migrated from the graz-
ing lands between the upper reaches of the Tigris and
Euphrates Rivers to the Mediterranean coastal plain.
Abraham, his family, and his companions were following
the usual pattern in this part of the world. They camped
by a permanent water source in the dry season, then
drove herds of domesticated animals (sheep, cattle, don-
keys) to a well-established sequence of grazing areas
during the rest of the year.

Abraham’s son Isaac and then his grandson Jacob
became the leaders of this wandering group of herders.
In the next generation the squabbling sons of Jacob’s
several wives sold their brother Joseph as a slave to pass-
ing merchants heading for Egypt. According to the bibli-
cal account, through luck and ability Joseph became a
high official at Pharaoh’s court. Thus he was in a position
to help his people when drought struck Israel and forced
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the Israelites to migrate to Egypt. The sophisticated
Egyptians feared and looked down on these rough herd-
ers and eventually reduced the Israelites to slaves, put-
ting them to work on the grand building projects of the
pharaoh.

That is the version of events given in the Hebrew
Bible. Several points need to be made about it. First, the
biblical account glosses over the period from 1700 to
1500 B.C.E., when Egypt was dominated by the Hyksos.
Since the Hyksos are thought to have been Semitic
groups that infiltrated the Nile Delta from the northeast,
the Israelite migration to Egypt and later enslavement
could have been connected to the Hyksos’ rise and fall.
Second, although the surviving Egyptian sources do not
refer to Israelite slaves, they do complain about Apiru®, a
derogatory term applied to caravan drivers, outcasts,
bandits, and other marginal groups. The word seems to
designate a class of people rather than a particular eth-
nic group, but some scholars believe there may be a con-
nection between the similar-sounding terms Apiru and
Hebrew. Third, the period of alleged Israelite slavery co-
incided with the era of ambitious building programs
launched by several New Kingdom pharaohs.

According to the Hebrew Bible, the Israelites were
led out of captivity by Moses, an Israelite with connec-
tions to the Egyptian royal family. It is possible that oral
tradition may have preserved memories of a real emigra-
tion from Egypt followed by years of wandering in the
wilderness of Sinai.

During their reported forty years in the desert, the
Israelites became devoted to a stern and warlike god. Ac-
cording to the Hebrew Bible, Yahweh made a covenant
with the Israelites: they would be his “Chosen People” if
they promised to worship him exclusively. This pact was
confirmed by tablets that Moses brought down from the
top of Mount Sinai. Written on the tablets were the Ten
Commandments, which set out the basic tenets of Jew-
ish belief and practice. The Commandments prohibited
murder, adultery, theft, lying, and envy, and demanded
respect for parents and rest from work on the Sabbath,
the seventh day of the week.

The biblical account tells how Joshua, Moses’s suc-
cessor, led the Israelites from the east side of the Jordan
River into the land of Canaan® (modern Israel and the
Palestinian territories). They attacked and destroyed
Jericho® and other Canaanite”’ cities. Archaeological evi-
dence confirms the destruction of some Canaanite
towns between 1250 and 1200 B.C.E., though not pre-
cisely the towns mentioned in the biblical account.
Shortly thereafter, lowland sites were resettled and new

Apiru (uh-PEE-roo) Canaan (KAY-nuhn)
Canaanite (KAY-nuh-nite)

Jericho (JEH-rih-koe)
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sites were established in the hills, thanks to the develop-
ment of cisterns carved into nonporous rock to hold
rainwater and the construction of leveled terraces on the
slopes to expand the cultivable area. The material cul-
ture of the new settlers was cruder but continued
Canaanite patterns.

Most scholars doubt that Canaan was conquered by
a unified Israelite army. In a time of widespread disrup-
tion, movements of peoples, and decline and destruc-
tion of cities throughout this region, it is more likely that
Israelite migrants took advantage of the disorder and
were joined by other loosely organized groups and even
refugees from the Canaanite cities.

In a pattern common throughout history, the new
coalition of peoples invented a common ancestry. The
“Children of Israel,” as they called themselves, were di-
vided into twelve tribes supposedly descended from the
sons of Jacob and Joseph. Each tribe installed itself in a
different part of the country and was led by one or more
chiefs. Such leaders usually had limited power and were
primarily responsible for mediating disputes and seeing
to the welfare and protection of the group. Certain charis-
matic figures, famed for their daring in war or genius in ar-
bitration, were called “Judges” and enjoyed a special
standing that transcended tribal boundaries. The tribes
also shared access to a shrine in the hill country at Shiloh”’,
which housed the Ark of the Covenant, a sacred chest con-
taining the tablets that Yahweh had given Moses.

The time of troubles that
struck the eastern Mediter-
ranean around 1200 B.C.E. also
brought the Philistines to Is-
rael. Possibly related to the pre-Greek population of the
Aegean Sea region and likely participants in the Sea Peo-
ple’s attack on Egypt, the Philistines occupied the coastal
plain of Israel and came into frequent conflict with the
Israelites. Their wars were memorialized in Bible stories
about the long-haired strongman Samson, who toppled
a Philistine temple, and the shepherd boy David, whose
slingshot felled the towering warrior Goliath.

A religious leader named Samuel recognized the need
for a stronger central authority to lead the Israelites against
the Philistine city-states and anointed Saul as the first king
of Israel around 1020 B.C.E. When Saul perished in battle,
the throne passed to David (r. ca. 1000-960 B.C.E.).

A gifted musician, warrior, and politician, David
oversaw Israel’s transition from a tribal confederacy to a
unified monarchy. He strengthened royal authority by

Rise of the
Monarchy

making the captured hill city of Jerusalem, which lay out-
side tribal boundaries, his capital. Soon after, David
brought the Ark to Jerusalem, making the city the reli-
gious as well as the political center of the kingdom. A cen-
sus was taken to facilitate the collection of taxes, and a
standing army, with soldiers paid by and loyal to the king,
was instituted. These innovations enabled David to win
a string of military victories and expand Israel’s borders.

The reign of David’s son Solomon (r. ca. 960-920
B.C.E.) marked the high point of the Israelite monarchy.
Alliances and trade linked Israel with near and distant
lands. Solomon and Hiram, the king of Phoenician Tyre,
together commissioned a fleet that sailed into the Red
Sea and brought back gold, ivory, jewels, sandalwood,
and exotic animals. The story of the visit to Solomon by
the queen of Sheba, who brought gold, precious stones,
and spices, may be mythical, but it reflects the reality of
trade with Saba® in south Arabia (present-day Yemen) or
the Horn of Africa (present-day Somalia). Such wealth
supported a lavish court life, a sizeable bureaucracy, and
an intimidating chariot army that made Israel a regional
power. Solomon undertook an ambitious building pro-
gram employing slaves and the compulsory labor of citi-
zens. To strengthen the link between religious and
secular authority, he built the First Temple in Jerusalem.
The Israelites now had a central shrine and an impres-
sive set of rituals that could compete with other religions
in the area.

The Temple priests became a powerful and wealthy
class, receiving a share of the annual harvest in return for
making animal sacrifices to Yahweh on behalf of the
community. The expansion of Jerusalem, new commer-
cial opportunities, and the increasing prestige of the
Temple hierarchy changed the social composition of Is-
raelite society. A gap between urban and rural, rich and
poor, polarized a people that previously had been rela-
tively homogeneous. Fiery prophets, claiming revelation
from Yahweh, accused the monarchs and aristocracy of
corruption, impiety, and neglect of the poor (see Diver-
sity and Dominance: An Israelite Prophet Chastizes the
Ruling Class).

The Israelites lived in extended families, several gen-
erations residing together under the authority of the eld-
est male. Marriage, usually arranged between families,
was an important economic as well as social institution.
When the groom, in order to prove his financial worthi-
ness, gave a substantial gift to the father of the bride, her
entire family participated in the ceremonial weighing
out of silver or gold. The wife’s dowry often included a
slave girl who attended her for life.

Shiloh (SHIE-loe)

Saba (SUH-buh)
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Male heirs were of paramount importance, and first-
born sons received a double share of the inheritance. If a
couple had no son, they could adopt one, or the husband
could have a child by the wife’s slave attendant. If a man
died childless, his brother was expected to marry his
widow and sire an heir.

In early Israel women provided a vital portion of the
goods and services that sustained the family. As a result,
women were respected and enjoyed relative equality with
their husbands. Unlike men, however, they could not in-
herit property or initiate divorce, and a woman caught in
extramarital relations could be put to death. Working-
class women labored with other family members in agri-
culture or herding in addition to caring for the house and
children. As the society became urbanized, some women
worked outside the home as cooks, bakers, perfumers,
wet nurses (usually a recent mother, still producing milk,
hired to provide nourishment to another person’s child),

—p—

Israel, 2000-500 B.c.e. 77

prostitutes, and singers of laments at funerals. A few
women reached positions of influence, such as Deborah
the Judge, who led troops in battle against the Canaan-
ites. Women known collectively as “wise women” appear
to have composed sacred texts in poetry and prose. This
reality has been obscured, in part by the male bias of the
Hebrew Bible, in part because the status of women de-
clined as Israelite society became more urbanized.

After Solomon’s death around
920 B.C.E.,, resentment over
royal demands and the neglect
of tribal prerogatives split the
monarchy into two kingdoms: Israel in the north, with its
capital at Samaria®; and Judah® in the southern territory

Fragmentation
and Dispersal

Samaria (suh-MAH-ree-yuh) Judah (JOO-duh)
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DIVERSITY AND DOMINANCE
AN [SRAELITE PROPHET CHASTIZES THE RULING CLASS

Israelite society underwent profound changes in the period
of the monarchy. A loosely organized society of village-
based farmers and herders was transformed relatively rap-
idly into a centrally controlled state with urban centers, a
standing army, an administrative bureaucracy supported by
taxation, and involvement in long-distance trade networks.
A central religious shrine emerged, with a hierarchy of priests
and other religious specialists maintained at public expense.
The new opportunities for some to acquire considerable
wealth led to greater disparities between rich and poor.

Throughout this period a series of prophets publicly chal-
lenged the behavior of the Israelite ruling elite. They de-
nounced the changes in Israelite society as corrupting
people and separating them from the religious devotion and
moral rectitude of an earlier, better time. The prophets often
spoke out on behalf of the uneducated, inarticulate, illiter-
ate, and powerless lower classes, and thus provide valuable
information about the experiences of different social
groups. Theirs was not objective reporting, but rather the
angry, anguished visions of unconventional individuals.

The following excerpts from the Hebrew Bible are taken
from the book of Amos. A herdsman from the southern king-
dom of Judah (in the era of the divided monarchy), Amos
was active in the northern kingdom of Israel in the mid-
eighth century B.C.E, when Assyria threatened the Syria-
Palestine region.

1:1 The following is a record of what Amos prophesied. He
was one of the herdsmen from Tekoa. These prophecies
about Israel were revealed to him during the time of King
Uzziah of Judah and King Jeroboam son of Joash of Israel,
two years before the earthquake. . . .

3:1 Listen, you Israelites, to this message which the Lord is
proclaiming against you. This message is for the entire clan

| brought up from the land of Egypt:

3:2 "l have chosen you alone from all the clans of the earth.
Therefore | will punish you for all your sins" ...

3:9 Make this announcement in the fortresses of Ashdod
and in the fortresses in the land of Egypt. Say this:

“Gather on the hills around Samaria! [capital of the north-
ern kingdom]

78

Observe the many acts of violence taking place within the
city, the oppressive deeds occurring in it."

3:10 "They do not know how to do what is right. They

store up the spoils of destructive violence in their
fortresses.”

3:11 “Therefore," says the sovereign Lord, "an enemy will
encircle the land. Your power, Samaria, will be taken away;
your fortresses will be looted.”

3:12 This is what the Lord says: “Just as a shepherd salvages
from the lion's mouth a couple of leg bones or a piece of an
ear, so the Israelites who live in Samaria will be salvaged.
They will be left with just a corner of a bed, and a part of a
couch” ...

3:14 “Certainly when | punish Israel for their treaty viola-
tions, | will destroy Bethel's altars. The horns of the altars
will be cut off and fall to the ground.

3:15 | will destroy both the winter and summer houses.

The houses filled with ivory will be ruined, the great houses
will be swept away.” The Lord is speaking!

4:1 Listen to this message, you “cows of Bashan" who live
on Mount Samaria! You oppress the poor; you crush the
needy. You say to your husbands, “Bring us more to drink so
we can party!"

4:2 The sovereign Lord confirms this oath by his own holy
character: "Certainly the time is approaching! You will be
carried away in baskets, every last one of you in fishermen's
pots.

4:3 Each of you will go straight through the gaps in the
walls; you will be thrown out toward Harmon" . ..

5:10 The Israelites hate anyone who arbitrates at the city
gate; they despise anyone who speaks honestly.

5:11 Therefore, because you make the poor pay taxes on
their crops and exact a grain tax from them, you will not
live in the houses you built with chiseled stone, nor will you
drink the wine from the fine vineyards you planted.

5:12 Certainly | am aware of your many rebellious acts
and your numerous sins. You torment the innocent, you
take bribes, and you deny justice to the needy at the city
gate.

5:13 For this reason whoever is smart keeps quiet in such a
time, for it is an evil time.
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5:15 Hate what is wrong, love what is right! Promote jus-
tice at the city gate! Maybe the Lord, the God who leads
armies, will have mercy on those who are left from Joseph
[the Israelites] . . .

5:21 "| absolutely despise your festivals. | get no pleasure
from your religious assemblies.

5:22 Even if you offer me burnt and grain offerings, | will
not be satisfied; | will not look with favor on the fattened
calves you offer in peace.

5:23 Take away from me your noisy songs; | don't want to
hear the music of your stringed instruments.

5:24 Justice must flow like water, right actions like a stream
that never driesup .. ."

6:3 You refuse to believe a day of disaster will come, but
you establish a reign of violence.

6:4 They lie around on beds decorated with ivory, and
sprawl out on their couches. They eat lambs from the flock,
and calves from the middle of the pen.

6:5 They sing to the tune of stringed instruments; like
David they invent musical instruments.

6:6 They drink wine from sacrificial bowls, and pour the
very best oils on themselves.

6:7 Therefore they will now be the first to go into exile, and
the religious banquets where they sprawl out on couches
will end.

7:10 Amaziah the priest of Bethel sent this message to King
Jeroboam of Israel: "Amos is conspiring against you in the
very heart of the kingdom of Israel! The land cannot endure
all his prophecies.

7:11 As a matter of fact, Amos is saying this: ‘Jeroboam will
die by the sword and Israel will certainly be carried into
exile away from its land:"

7:12 Amaziah then said to Amos, “Leave, you visionary! Run
away to the land of Judah! Earn money and prophesy there!
7:13 Don't prophesy at Bethel any longer, for a royal tem-
ple and palace are here!"

7:14 Amos replied to Amaziah, "l was not a prophet by
profession. No, | was a herdsman who also took care of
sycamore fig trees.

7:15 Then the Lord took me from tending flocks and gave
me this commission, ‘Go! Prophesy to my people Israel!’
7:16 So now listen to the Lord's message! You say, ‘Don't
prophesy against Israel! Don't preach against the family of
Isaac!'

7:17 "Therefore this is what the Lord says: 'Your wife will
become a prostitute in the streets and your sons and
daughters will die violently. Your land will be given to oth-
ers and you will die in a foreign land. Israel will certainly be
carried into exile away from its land."

8:4 Listen to this, you who trample the needy, and get rid
of the destitute in the land.

—p—

8:5 You say, "When will the new moon festival be over, so
we can sell grain? When will the Sabbath end, so we can
open up the grain bins? We're eager to sell less for a higher
price, and to cheat the buyer with rigged scales.

8:6 We're eager to trade silver for the poor, a pair of sandals
for the needy. We want to mix in some chaff with the grain."
8:7 The Lord confirms this oath by the arrogance of Jacob:
“I swear | will never forget all you have done!

8:8 Because of this the earth will quake, and all who live in
it will mourn. The whole earth will rise like the River Nile, it
will surge upward and then grow calm, like the Nile in Egypt.
8:9 In that day," says the sovereign Lord, "l will make the
sun set at noon, and make the earth dark in the middle of
the day.

8:10 | will turn your festivals into funerals, and all your
songs into funeral dirges. | will make everyone wear funeral
clothes and cause every head to be shaved bald. | will make
you mourn as if you had lost your only son; when it ends it
will indeed have been a bitter day.

8:11 Be certain of this, the time is coming,” says the sover-
eign Lord, "when | will send a famine through the land.

I'm not talking about a shortage of food or water, but an
end to divine revelation.

8:12 People will stagger from sea to sea, and from the
north around to the east. They will wander around looking
for a revelation from the Lord, but they will not find any . . ."

9:8 "Look, the sovereign Lord is watching the sinful nation,
and | will destroy it from the face of the earth. But | will
not completely destroy the family of Jacob," says the Lord.
9:9 “For look, | am giving a command and | will shake the
family of Israel together with all the nations. It will resem-
ble a sieve being shaken, when not even a pebble falls to
the ground.

9:10 All the sinners among my people will die by the sword,
the ones who say, ‘Disaster will not come near, it will not
confront us!

9:11 In that day | will rebuild the collapsing hut of David. |
will seal its gaps, repair its ruins, and restore it to what it
was like in days gone by."

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS

1. For whom is Amos's message primarily intended? How
does the ruling class react to Amos's prophetic activity,
and how does he respond to their tactics?

2. What does Amos see as wrong in Israelite society, and
who is at fault? Why are even the religious practices of
the elite criticized?

3. What will be the means by which God punishes Israel,
and why does God punish them this way? What
grounds for hope remain?

Source: http://www.netbible.com. Reprinted courtesy of Biblical Studies Press, L.L.C.
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around Jerusalem (see Map 3.4). The two were some-
times at war, sometimes allied. This period saw the final
formulation of monotheism, the absolute belief in Yah-
weh as the one and only god.

The small states of Syria and the two Israelite king-
doms laid aside their rivalries to mount a joint resistance
to the Neo-Assyrian Empire, but to no avail. In 721 B.C.E.
the Assyrians destroyed the northern kingdom of Israel
and deported much of its population to the east. New
settlers were brought in from Syria, Babylon, and Iran,
changing the area’s ethnic, cultural, and religious char-
acter and removing it from the mainstream of Jewish
history. The kingdom of Judah survived for more than
a century longer, sometimes rebelling, sometimes pay-
ing tribute to the Assyrians or the Neo-Babylonian
kingdom (626-539 B.c.E.) that succeeded them. When
the Neo-Babylonian monarch Nebuchadnezzar® cap-
tured Jerusalem in 587 B.C.E., he destroyed the Temple
and deported to Babylon the royal family, the aristoc-
racy, and many skilled workers such as blacksmiths and
scribes.

The deportees prospered so well in their new home
“by the waters of Babylon” that half a century later most
of their descendants refused the offer of the Persian
monarch Cyrus (see Chapter 4) to return to their home-
land. This was the origin of the Diaspora’—a Greek word
meaning “dispersion” or “scattering.” This dispersion
outside the homeland of many Jews—as we may now
call these people, since an independent Israel no longer
existed—continues to this day. To maintain their religion
and culture outside the homeland, the Diaspora com-
munities developed institutions like the synagogue
(Greek for “bringing together”), a communal meeting
place that served religious, educational, and social func-
tions.

Several groups of Babylonian Jews did make the long
trek back to Judah, where they met with a cold reception
from the local population. Persevering, they rebuilt the
Temple in modest form and drafted the Deuteronomic®
Code (deuteronomic is Greek for “second set of laws”) of
law and conduct. The fifth century B.C.E. also saw the
compilation of much of the Hebrew Bible in roughly its
present form.

The loss of political autonomy and the experience of
exile had sharpened Jewish identity, with an unyielding
monotheism as the core belief. Jews lived by a rigid set of
rules. Dietary restrictions forbade the eating of pork and

Nebuchadnezzar (NAB-oo-kuhd-nez-uhr)
Diaspora (die-ASS-peh-rah)
Deuteronomic (doo-tuhr-uh-NAHM-ik)

shellfish and mandated that meat and dairy products
not be consumed together. Ritual baths were used to
achieve spiritual purity, and women were required to
take ritual baths after menstruation. The Jews venerated
the Sabbath (Saturday, the seventh day of the week) by
refraining from work and from fighting, following the ex-
ample of Yahweh, who, according to the Bible, rested on
the seventh day after creating the world (this is the origin
of the concept of the weekend). These strictures and oth-
ers, including a ban on marrying non-Jews, tended to
isolate the Jews from other peoples, but they also fos-
tered a powerful sense of community and the belief that
they were protected by a watchful and beneficent deity.

PHOENICIA AND THE
MEDITERRANEAN,
1200-500 B.C.E.

hile the Israelite tribes were being forged into a

united kingdom, the people who occupied the
coast of the Mediterranean to the north were developing
their own distinctive civilization. Historians refer to a ma-
jor element of the ancient population of Syria-Palestine
as Phoenicians’, though they referred to themselves as
“Can’ani”—Canaanites. Despite the sparse written rec-
ord and the disturbance of the archaeological record by
frequent migrations and invasions, enough of their his-
tory survives to reveal major transformations.

When the eastern Mediter-
ranean entered a period of
violent upheaval and mass mi-
grations around 1200 B.C.E.
(discussed earlier), many Canaanite settlements were
destroyed. Aramaeans’—nomadic pastoralists similar to
the early Israelites—migrated into the interior portions
of Syria.

By 1100 B.Cc.E. Canaanite territory had shrunk to a
narrow strip of present-day Lebanon between the
mountains and the sea (see Map 3.4). The inhabitants of
this densely populated area adopted new political forms
and turned to seaborne commerce and new kinds of
manufacture for their survival. Sometime after 1000 B.C.E.
the Canaanites encountered the Greeks, who referred to
them as Phoinikes, or Phoenicians. The term may mean
“red men” and refer to the color of their skin, or it may re-

The Phoenician
City-States

Phoenician (fi-NEE-shun) Aramaean (ah-ruh-MAY-uhn)
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fer to the highly valued purple dye they extracted from
the murex snail (see Environment and Technology: An-
cient Textiles and Dyes).

Rivers and rocky spurs of Mount Lebanon sliced the
coastal plain into a series of small city-states, chief
among them Byblos®, Berytus®, Sidon®, and Tyre. A thriv-
ing trade in raw materials (cedar and pine, metals,
incense, papyrus), foodstuffs (wine, spices, salted fish),
and crafted luxury goods (textiles, carved ivory, glass)
brought considerable wealth to the Phoenician city-
states and gave them an important role in international
politics.

The Phoenicians developed earlier Canaanite mod-
els into an “alphabetic” system of writing with about two
dozen symbols, in which each symbol represented a
sound. (The Phoenicians represented only consonants,
leaving the vowel sounds to be inferred by the reader.
The Greeks added symbols for vowel sounds, thereby
creating the first truly alphabetic system of writing—see
Chapter 4.) Little Phoenician writing survives, however,
probably because scribes used perishable papyrus.
Some information in Greek and Roman documents may
be based on Phoenician sources.

Before 1000 B.C.E. Byblos had been the most impor-
tant Phoenician city-state. It was a distribution center
for cedar timber from the slopes of Mount Lebanon and
for papyrus from Egypt. The English word bible comes
from the Greek biblion, meaning “book written on pa-
pyrus from Byblos.” After 1000 B.c.E. Tyre, in southern
Lebanon, surpassed Byblos. King Hiram, who came to
power in 969 B.C.E., was responsible for Tyre’s rise to
prominence. According to the Bible, he formed a close
alliance with the Israelite king Solomon and provided
skilled Phoenician craftsmen and cedar wood for build-
ing the Temple in Jerusalem. In return, Tyre gained ac-
cess to silver, food, and trade routes to the east and
south. In the 800s B.C.E. Tyre took control of nearby Sidon
and monopolized the Mediterranean coastal trade.

Located on an offshore island, Tyre was practically
impregnable. It had two harbors, one facing north, the
other south, connected by a canal. The city boasted a large
marketplace, a magnificent palace complex with treasury
and archives, and temples to the gods. Some of its thirty
thousand or more inhabitants lived in suburbs on the
mainland. Its one weakness was its dependence on the
mainland for food and fresh water.

Little is known about the internal affairs of Tyre and
other Phoenician cities. The names of a series of kings are
preserved, and the scant evidence suggests that the polit-
ical arena was dominated by leading merchant families.
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Between the ninth and seventh centuries B.C.E. the
Phoenician city-states contended with Assyrian aggres-
sion, followed in the sixth century B.C.E. by the expansion
of the Neo-Babylonian kingdom and later the Persian
Empire (see Chapter 4).

After 900 B.C.E. Tyre began to

!EXpa 11115'0“ turn its attention westward, es-
into the tablishing colonies on Cyprus,
Mediterranean

a copper-rich island 100 miles
(161 kilometers) from the Syr-
ian coast (see Map 3.4) that was strategically located on a
major trade route. Phoenician merchants sailing into the
Aegean Sea are mentioned in Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey
around 700 B.C.E. By that time a string of settlements in
the western Mediterranean formed a “Phoenician trian-
gle” composed of the North African coast from western
Libya to Morocco; the south and southeast coast of Spain,
including Gades® (modern Cadiz®) on the Strait of Gibral-
tar, controlling passage between the Mediterranean and
the Atlantic Ocean; and the islands of Sardinia, Sicily, and
Malta off the coast of Italy (see Map 3.5). Many of these
new settlements were situated on promontories or off-
shore islands in imitation of Tyre. The Phoenician trading
network spanned the entire Mediterranean.

Overseas settlement provided an outlet for excess
population, new sources of trade goods, and new trading
partners. Tyre maintained its autonomy until 701 B.C.E.
by paying tribute to the Assyrian kings. In that year it fi-
nally fell to an Assyrian army that stripped it of much of
its territory and population, allowing Sidon to become
the leading city in Phoenicia.

The Phoenicians’ activities in the western Mediter-
ranean often brought them into conflict with the Greeks,
who were also expanding trade and establishing colonies.
The focal point of this rivalry was Sicily. Phoenicians
occupied the western end of the island, Greeks its eastern
and central parts. For centuries Greeks and Phoenicians
fought for control of Sicily in some of the most savage
wars in the history of the ancient Mediterranean. The
Phoenicians controlled all of Sicily by the mid-third cen-
tury B.C.E.

; Historians know far more
Carthage S about Carthage and the other
Commerc:lal Phoenician colonies than they
Empire do about the Phoenician home-

land. Much of this knowledge

Byblos (BIB-loss) Berytus (buh-RIE-tuhs) Sidon (SIE-duhn)

Gades (GAH-days) Cadiz (kuh-DEEZ)
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Ancient Textiles and Dyes

hroughout human history the pro-
duction of textiles—cloth for cloth-
ing, blankets, carpets, and coverings
of various sorts—may have required
an expenditure of human labor sec-
ond only to the amount of work nec-
essary to provide food. Nevertheless,
textile production in antiquity has left
few traces in the archaeological
record. The plant fibers and animal
hair used for cloth are organic and
quickly decompose except in rare and
special circumstances. Some textile
remains have been found in the hot,
dry conditions of Egypt, the cool, arid
Andes of South America, and the peat
bogs of northern Europe. But most of
our knowledge of ancient textiles de-
pends on the discovery of equipment
used in textile production—such as
spindles, loom weights, and dyeing
vats—and on pictorial representations
and descriptions in texts.
The production of cloth usually has
been the work of women for a simple
but important reason. Responsibility
for child rearing limits women's ability
to participate in other activities but does not consume all
their time and energy. In many societies textile production
has been complementary to child-rearing activities, for it
can be done in the home, is relatively safe, does not require
great concentration, and can be interrupted without conse-
quence. For many thousands of years cloth production has
been one of the great common experiences of women
around the globe. The growing and harvesting of plants such
as cotton or flax (from which linen is made) and the shearing
of wool from sheep and, in the Andes, llamas are outdoor ac-
tivities, but the subsequent stages of production can be car-
ried out inside the home. The basic methods of textile
production did not change much from early antiquity until
the late eighteenth century C.e., when the fabrication of tex-
tiles was transferred to mills and mass production began.
When textile production has been considered "women's
work,” most of the output has been for household consump-
tion. One exception was in the early civilizations of Peru,
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where women weavers developed new
raw materials, new techniques, and
new decorative motifs around three
thousand years ago. They began to use
the wool of llamas and alpacas in ad-
dition to cotton. Three women worked
side by side and passed the weft from
hand to hand in order to overcome
limitations to the width of woven fab-
ric imposed by the back-strap loom.
Women weavers also introduced em-
broidery, and they decorated gar-
ments with new religious motifs, such
as the jaguar-god of Chavin. Their high-
quality textiles were given as tribute
to the elite and were used in trade to
acquire luxury goods as well as dyes
and metals.
More typically, men dominated
commercial production. In ancient
Phoenicia, fine textiles with bright,
permanent colors became a major ex-
port product. These striking colors
were produced by dyes derived from
several species of snail. Most prized
was the red-purple known as Tyrian
purple because Tyre was the major
source. Persian and Hellenistic kings wore robes dyed this
color, and a white toga with a purple border was the sign of
a Roman senator.

The production of Tyrian purple was an exceedingly labo-
rious process. The spiny dye-murex snail lives on the sandy
Mediterranean bottom at depths ranging from 30 to 500
feet (10 to 150 meters). Nine thousand snails were needed to
produce 1 gram (0.035 ounce) of dye. The dye was made
from a colorless liquid in the snail's hypobranchial gland. The
gland sacs were removed, crushed, soaked with salt, and ex-
posed to sunlight and air for some days; then they were sub-
ject to controlled boiling and heating.

Huge mounds of broken shells on the Phoenician coast
are testimony to the ancient industry. It is likely that the
snail was rendered nearly extinct at many locations, and
some scholars have speculated that Phoenician colonization
in the Mediterranean may have been motivated in part by
the search for new sources of snails.
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comes from Greek and Roman reports of their wars with
the western Phoenician communities. For example, the
account of the origins of Carthage that begins this chap-
ter comes from Roman sources (most famously Virgil’s
epic poem The Aeneid) but probably is based on a
Carthaginian original. Archaeological excavation has
roughly confirmed the city’s traditional foundation date
of 814 B.c.E. Just outside the present-day city of Tunis in
Tunisia, Carthage controlled the middle portion of the
Mediterranean where Europe comes closest to Africa.
The new settlement grew rapidly and soon dominated
other Phoenician colonies in the west.

Located on a narrow promontory jutting into the
Mediterranean, Carthage stretched between Byrsa®, the
original hilltop citadel of the community, and a double
harbor. The inner harbor could accommodate up to 220
warships. A watchtower allowed surveillance of the sur-

Byrsa (BURR-suh)
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rounding area, and high walls made it impossible to see
in from the outside. The outer commercial harbor was
filled with docks for merchant ships and shipyards. In
case of attack, the harbor could be closed off by a huge
iron chain.

Government offices ringed a large central square
where magistrates heard legal cases outdoors. The inner
city was a maze of narrow, winding streets, multistory
apartment buildings, and sacred enclosures. Farther out
was a sprawling suburban district where the wealthy
built spacious villas amid fields and vegetable gardens.
This entire urban complex was enclosed by a wall 22 miles
(35 kilometers) in length.

With a population of roughly 400,000, Carthage was
one of the largest cities in the world by 500 B.c.E. The
population was ethnically diverse, including people of
Phoenician stock, indigenous peoples likely to have
been the ancestors of modern-day Berbers, and immi-
grants from other Mediterranean lands and sub-Saharan
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Africa. Contrary to the story of Dido’s reluctance to re-
marry, Phoenicians intermarried quite readily with other
peoples.

Each year two “judges” were elected from upper-
class families to serve as heads of state and carry out ad-
ministrative and judicial functions. The real seat of
power was the Senate, where members of the leading
merchant families, who sat for life, formulated policy
and directed the affairs of the state. An inner circle of
thirty or so senators made the crucial decisions. From
time to time the leadership convened an Assembly of the
citizens to elect public officials or vote on important is-
sues, particularly when the leaders were divided or
wanted to stir up popular enthusiasm for some venture.

Carthaginian power rested on its navy, which domi-
nated the western Mediterranean for centuries. Phoe-
nician towns provided a chain of friendly ports. The
Carthaginian fleet consisted of fast, maneuverable
galleys—oared warships. A galley had a sturdy, pointed
ram in front that could pierce the hull of an enemy vessel
below the water line, while marines (soldiers aboard a
ship) fired weapons. Innovations in the placement of
benches and oars made room for 30, 50, and eventually
as many as 170 rowers.

Carthaginian foreign policy reflected its economic
interests. Protection of the sea lanes, access to raw mate-
rials, and fostering trade mattered most to the dominant
merchant class. Indeed, Carthage claimed the waters of
the western Mediterranean as its own. Foreign merchants
were free to sail to Carthage to market their goods, but if
they tried to operate on their own, they risked having
their ships sunk by the Carthaginian navy. Treaties be-
tween Carthage and other states included formal recog-
nition of this maritime commercial monopoly.

The archaeological record provides few clues about
the commodities traded by the Carthaginians. Com-
merce may have included perishable goods—foodstuffs,
textiles, animal skins, slaves—and raw metals such as sil-
ver, lead, iron, and tin, whose Carthaginian origin would
not be evident. We know that Carthaginian ships carried
goods manufactured elsewhere and that products
brought to Carthage by foreign traders were reexported.

There is also evidence for trade with sub-Saharan
Africa. Hanno®, a Carthaginian captain of the fifth cen-
tury B.C.E., claimed to have sailed through the Strait of
Gibraltar into the Atlantic Ocean and to have explored
the West African coast (see Map 3.5). Other Carthaginians
explored the Atlantic coast of Spain and France and se-
cured control of an important source of tin in the “Tin
Islands,” probably Cornwall in southwestern England.

Hanno (HA-noe)

Unlike Assyria, Carthage did
not directly rule a large amount
of territory. A belt of fertile land
in northeastern Tunisia, worked by native peasants and
imported slaves, provided a secure food supply. Beyond
this core area the Carthaginians ruled most of their
“empire” indirectly, and allowed other Phoenician com-
munities in the western Mediterranean to remain inde-
pendent. These Phoenician communities looked to
Carthage for military protection and followed its lead in
foreign policy. Only Sardinia and southern Spain were
put under the direct control of a Carthaginian governor
and garrison, presumably to safeguard their agricultural,
metal, and manpower resources.

Carthage’s focus on trade may explain the unusual
fact that citizens were not required to serve in the army:
they were of more value in other capacities, such as trad-
ing activities and the navy. Since the indigenous North
African population was not politically or militarily well
organized, Carthage had little to fear from potential ene-
mies close to home. When Carthage was drawn into a se-
ries of wars with the Greeks and Romans from the fifth
through third centuries B.C.E., it relied on mercenaries
from the most warlike peoples in its dominions or from
neighboring areas—Numidians from North Africa, Iberi-
ans from Spain, Gauls from France, and various Italian
peoples. These well-paid mercenaries were under the
command of Carthaginian officers.

Carthaginian religion fascinated Greek and Roman
writers. Like the deities of Mesopotamia (see Chapter 1),
the gods of the Carthaginians—chief among them Baal
Hammon®, a male storm-god, and Tanit’, a female fertil-
ity figure—were powerful and capricious entities who
had to be appeased by anxious worshipers. Roman
sources report that members of the Carthaginian elite
would sacrifice their own male children in times of crisis.
Excavations at Carthage and other western Phoenician
towns have turned up tophets"—walled enclosures
where thousands of small, sealed urns containing the
burned bones of children lay buried. Although some
scholars argue that these were infants born prematurely
or taken by childhood illnesses, most maintain that the
western Phoenicians practiced child sacrifice on a more
or less regular basis. Originally practiced by the upper
classes, child sacrifice seems to have become more com-
mon and to have involved broader elements of the pop-
ulation after 400 B.C.E.

War and Religion

Baal Hammon (BAHL ha-MOHN)
tophet (TOE-fet)

Tanit (TAH-nit)
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FAILURE AND TRANSFORMATION,
750-550 B.C.E.

he extension of Assyrian power over the entire Middle

East had enormous consequences for all the peoples
of this region and caused the stories of Mesopotamia, Is-
rael, and Phoenicia to converge.

By 650 B.C.E. Assyria stood unchallenged in western
Asia. But the arms race with Urartu, the frequent expen-
sive campaigns, and the protection of lengthy borders
had sapped Assyrian resources. Assyrian brutality and
exploitation aroused the hatred of conquered peoples.
At the same time, changes in the ethnic composition of
the army and the population of the homeland had re-
duced popular support for the Assyrian state.

Two new political entities spearheaded resistance to
Assyria. First, Babylonia had been revived by the Neo-
Babylonian, or Chaldaean®, dynasty (the Chaldaeans

Chaldaean (chal-DEE-uhn)
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had infiltrated southern Mesopotamia around 1000
B.C.E.). Second, the Medes®, an Iranian people, were
extending their kingdom eastward across the Iranian
Plateau in the seventh century B.C.E. The two powers
launched a series of attacks on the Assyrian homeland
that destroyed the chief cities by 612 B.C.E.

The rapidity of the Assyrian fall is stunning. The de-
struction systematically carried out by the victorious
attackers led to the depopulation of northern Meso-
potamia. Two centuries later, when a corps of Greek
mercenaries passed by mounds that concealed the ruins
of the Assyrian capitals, the Athenian chronicler Xeno-
phon® had no inkling that their empire had ever existed.

The Medes took over the Assyrian homeland and the
northern steppe as far as eastern Anatolia, but most of
the territory of the old empire fell to the Neo-Babylonian
kingdom (626-539 B.C.E.), thanks to the energetic cam-
paigns of kings Nabopolassar® (r. 625-605 B.C.E.) and

Mede (MEED) Xenophon (ZEN-uh-fahn)
Nabopolassar (NAB-oh-poe-lass-uhr)
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Nebuchadnezzar (r. 604-562 B.C.E.). Babylonia under-
went a cultural renaissance. The city of Babylon was en-
larged and adorned, becoming the greatest metropolis
of the world in the sixth century B.c.E. Old cults were re-
vived, temples rebuilt, festivals resurrected. The related
pursuits of mathematics, astronomy, and astrology
reached new heights.

CONCLUSION

his chapter traces developments in the Middle East

and the Mediterranean from 2000 to 500 B.C.E. The
patterns of culture that originated in the river-valley civ-
ilizations of Egypt and Mesopotamia persisted into this
era. Peoples such as the Amorites, Kassites, and Chal-
daeans, who migrated into the Tigris-Euphrates plain,
were largely assimilated into the Sumerian-Semitic cul-
tural tradition, adopting the language, religious beliefs,
political and social institutions, and forms of artistic ex-
pression. Similarly, the Hyksos, who migrated into the
Nile Delta and controlled much of Egypt for a time,
adopted the ancient ways of Egypt. When the founders of
the New Kingdom finally ended Hyksos domination,
they reinstituted the united monarchy and the religious
and cultural traditions of earlier eras.

Yet the Middle East was in many important respects a
different place after 2000 B.c.k. New centers of political
and economic power had emerged—the Elamites in
southwest Iran, the Assyrians in northern Mesopotamia,
Urartu in present-day Armenia, the Hittites of Anatolia,
and the Minoan and Mycenaean peoples of the Aegean
Sea. These new centers often borrowed heavily from the
technologies and cultural practices of Mesopotamia and
Egypt, creating dynamic syntheses of imported and in-
digenous elements. The entire Middle East was drawn to-
gether by networks of trade and diplomacy, a situation
that provided general stability and raised the standard of
living for many. Ultimately, though, the very interdepen-
dence of these societies made them vulnerable to the de-
structions and disorder of the decades around 1200 B.C.E.
The entire region slipped into a “Dark Age” of isolation,
stagnation, and decline that lasted several centuries.

The early centuries after 1000 B.C.E. saw a resurgence
of political organization and international commerce,
and the spread of technologies and ideas. The Neo-
Assyrian Empire, the great power of the time, repre-
sented a continuation of the Mesopotamian tradition,
though the center of empire moved to the north. Israel
and Phoenicia, on the other hand, reflected the influ-
ence of Mesopotamia and Egypt but also evolved dis-
tinctive cultural traditions.

Throughout this era people were on the move,
sometimes voluntarily and sometimes under compul-
sion. The Assyrians deported large numbers of prisoners
of war from outlying subject territories to the core area in
northern Mesopotamia. The Phoenicians left their over-
populated homeland to establish new settlements in
North Africa, Spain, and islands off the coast of Italy. In
their new homes the Phoenician colonists tried to dupli-
cate familiar ways of life from the old country. In con-
trast, the Israelites who settled in Canaan and, at a later
time, emigrated to the Diaspora underwent significant
political, social, and cultural transformations as they
adapted to new zones of settlement.

M Key Terms

Iron Age mass deportation
Hittites Library of Ashurbanipal
Hatshepsut Israel

Akhenaten Hebrew Bible

Ramesses I1 First Temple

Minoan monotheism

Mycenae Diaspora

shaft graves Phoenicians

Linear B Carthage

Neo-Assyrian Empire Neo-Babylonian kingdom

B Suggested Reading

Fundamental for all periods in the ancient Middle East is Jack
M. Sasson, ed., Civilizations of the Ancient Near East, 4 vols.
(1995), containing nearly two hundred articles by contempo-
rary experts and bibliography on a wide range of topics. John
Boardman, I. E. S. Edwards, N. G. L. Hammond, and E. Soll-
berger, The Cambridge Ancient History, 2d ed., vols. 3.1-3.3
(1982-1991), provides extremely detailed historical coverage of
the entire Mediterranean and western Asia. Barbara Lesko, ed.,
Women's Earliest Records: From Ancient Egypt and Western Asia
(1989), is a collection of papers on the experiences of women in
the ancient Middle East.

Many of the books recommended in the Suggested Reading list
for Chapter 1 are useful for Mesopotamia, Syria, and Egypt in
the Late Bronze Age. In addition, see Miriam Lichtheim, An-
cient Egyptian Literature: A Book of Readings, vol. 2, The New
Kingdom (1978); Donald B. Redford, Egypt, Canaan, and Israel
in Ancient Times (1992), which explores the relations of Egypt
with the Syria-Palestine region in this period; Erik Hornung,
Akhenaten and the Religion of Light (1999), which, while focus-
ing on the religious innovations, deals with many facets of the
reign of Akhenaten; Karol Mysliwiec, The Twilight of Ancient
Egypt: First Millennium B.C.E. (2000), which traces the story of
Egyptian civilization after the New Kingdom; and H. W. E Saggs,
Babylonians (1995), which devotes several chapters to this
more thinly documented epoch in the history of southern

o



14820 03 59-88 r3ws.gxd 4/2/04 3:22 PM Page 87

Mesopotamia. The most up-to-date treatment of the Hittites
can be found in Trevor Boyce, The Kingdom of the Hittites
(1998) and Life and Society in the Hittite World (2002). Also use-
ful are O. R. Gurney, The Hittites, 2d ed., rev. (1990), and J. G.
Macqueen, The Hittites and Their Contemporaries in Asia Mi-
nor (1975).

R. A. Higgins, The Archaeology of Minoan Crete (1973) and Mi-
noan and Mycenaean Art, new rev. ed. (1997); Rodney Castle-
den, Minoans: Life in Bronze Age Crete (1990); J. Walter Graham,
The Palaces of Crete (1987); O. Krzyszkowska and L. Nixon, Mi-
noan Society (1983); and N. Marinatos, Minoan Religion (1993),
examine the archaeological evidence for the Minoan civiliza-
tion. The brief discussion of M. 1. Finley, Early Greece: The
Bronze and Archaic Ages (1970), and the much fuller accounts
of Emily Vermeule, Greece in the Bronze Age (1972), and J. T.
Hooker, Mycenaean Greece (1976), are still useful treatments of
Mycenaean Greece, based primarily on archaeological evi-
dence. Robert Drews, The Coming of the Greeks: Indo-European
Conquests in the Aegean and the Near East (1988), examines the
evidence for the earliest Greeks. For the Linear B tablets see
John Chadwick, Linear B and Related Scripts (1987) and The
Mycenaean World (1976). J. V. Luce, Homer and the Heroic Age
(1975), and Carol G. Thomas, Myth Becomes History: Pre-Classical
Greece (1993), examine the usefulness of the Homeric poems
for reconstructing the Greek past. For the disruptions and de-
structions of the Late Bronze Age in the eastern Mediterranean,
see N. K. Sandars, The Sea Peoples: Warriors of the Ancient
Mediterranean (1978), and Trude Dothan and Moshe Dothan,
People of the Sea: The Search for the Philistines (1992).

For general history and cultural information about the Neo-
Assyrian Empire, Mesopotamia, and western Asia in the first
half of the first millennium B.c.E. see Michael Roaf, Cultural Atlas
of Mesopotamia and the Ancient Near East (1990); Amelie Kuhrt,
The Ancient Near East, c. 3000-300 B.c. (1995); H. W. E Saggs,
Civilization Before Greece and Rome (1989); and A. Bernard
Knapp, The History and Culture of Ancient Western Asia and
Egypt (1988). H.W. E Saggs, Babylonians (1995), has coverage of
the fate of the old centers in southern Mesopotamia during this
era in which the north attained dominance. Primary texts in
translation for Assyria and other parts of western Asia can be
found in James B. Pritchard, ed., Ancient Near Eastern Texts Re-
lating to the Old Testament, 3d ed. (1969). Jeremy Black and
Anthony Green, Gods, Demons and Symbols of Ancient Meso-
potamia: An Illustrated Dictionary (1992), is valuable for reli-
gious concepts, institutions, and mythology. Julian Reade,
Assyrian Sculpture (1983), provides a succinct introduction to
the informative relief sculptures from the Assyrian palaces. J. E.
Curtis and J. E. Reade, eds., Art and Empire: Treasures from As-
syria in the British Museum (1995), relates the art to many
facets of Assyrian life. Andre Parrot, The Arts of Assyria (1961),
provides full coverage of all artistic media.

For general historical introductions to ancient Israel see
Michael Grant, The History of Israel (1984); J. Maxwell Miller and

—p—

Conclusion 87

John H. Hayes, A History of Ancient Israel and Judah (1986); and
J. Alberto Soggin, A History of Israel: From the Beginnings to the
Bar Kochba Revolt, A.p. 135 (1984). Amnon Ben-Tor, The Archae-
ology of Ancient Israel (1991), and Amihai Mazar, Archaeology of
the Land of the Bible, 10,000-586 B.C.E. (1990), provide overviews
of the discoveries of archaeological excavation in Israel. William
G. Dever, What Did the Biblical Writers Know, and When Did
They Know It? What Archaeology Can Tell Us About the Reality of
Ancient Israel (2001), and B. J. S. Isserlin, The Israelites (2001),
both review the archaeological evidence and take moderate po-
sitions in the heated debate about the value of the biblical text
for reconstructing the history of Israel. Hershel Shanks, Jeru-
salem, an Archaeological Biography (1995), explores the long
and colorful history of the city. For social and economic issues
see Shunya Bendor, The Social Structure of Ancient Israel: The In-
stitution of the Family (beit ‘ab) from the Settlement to the End of
the Monarchy (1996), and Moses Aberbach, Labor, Crafts and
Commerce in Ancient Israel (1994). Carol Meyers, Discovering
Eve: Ancient Israelite Women in Context (1998), carefully sifts
through literary and archaeological evidence to reach a bal-
anced assessment of the position of women in the period before
the monarchy. Victor H. Matthews, The Social World of the He-
brew Prophets (2001), provides social and historical contexts for
all the prophets. For the Philistines see Trude Dothan, The
Philistines and Their Material Culture (1982).

Glenn Markoe, Phoenicians (2000), Sabatino Moscati, The Phoe-
nicians (1988), and Gerhard Herm, The Phoenicians: The Purple
Empire of the Ancient World (1975), are general introductions to
the Phoenicians in their homeland. Maria Eugenia Aubet, The
Phoenicians and the West: Politics, Colonies and Trade (2001), is
an insightful investigation of the dynamics of Phoenician ex-
pansion into the western Mediterranean. Lionel Casson, The
Ancient Mariners: Seafarers and Sea Fighters of the Mediter-
ranean in Ancient Times, 2d ed. (1991), 75-79, discusses the de-
sign of warships and merchant vessels. For Carthage see Serge
Lancel, Carthage: A History (1995), and David Soren, Aicha Ben
Abed Ben Khader, and Hedi Slim, Carthage: Uncovering the
Mysteries and Splendors of Ancient Tunisia (1990). Aicha Ben
Abed Ben Khader and David Soren, Carthage: A Mosaic of
Ancient Tunisia (1987), includes articles by American and
Tunisian scholars as well as the catalog of a museum exhibi-
tion. R. C. C. Law, “North Africa in the Period of Phoenician and
Greek Colonization, c. 800 to 323 B.c.,” Chapter 2 in The Cam-
bridge History of Africa, vol. 2 (1978), places the history of
Carthage in an African perspective.

Elizabeth Wayland Barber, Women’s Work: The First 20,000
Years: Women, Cloth, and Society in Early Times (1994), is an in-
triguing account of textile manufacture in antiquity, with em-
phasis on the social implications and primary role of women.
L. Irving Ziderman, “Seashells and Ancient Purple Dyeing,” Bib-
lical Archaeologist 53 (June 1990): 98-101, is a convenient sum-
mary of Phoenician purple-dyeing technology.
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CHAPTER 3 The Mediterranean and Middle East, 2000-500 B.C.E.

Document-Based Question
The Power of the Ruling Class
in Ancient Egypt, Greece,
and Israel

Using the following documents, analyze the various
ways ruling classes demonstrated power in ancient
Egypt, Greece, and Israel.

DocumENT 1

The Mortuary Temple of Queen Hatshepsut at
Deir el-Bahri, Egypt, ca. 1460 B.C.E (photo, p. 59)

DoCuMENT 2
Colossal Statues of Ramesses Il at Abu Simbel (photo, p. 65)

DocuMENT 3
Fresco from the Aegean Island of Thera, ca. 1600 B.C.E.
(photo, p. 68)

DoCUMENT 4
Lion Gate at Mycenae (photo, p. 69)

DocuMENT 5
Artist's Rendering of Solomon's Jerusalem (photo, p. 77)

DOCUMENT 6
An Israelite Prophet Chastizes the Ruling Class (Diversity
and Dominance, pp. 78-79)

What is the tone of Document 62 How does the
document’s tone help you to determine its point of
view? What additional types of documents would
help you understand the power of the ruling class
in ancient Egypt, Greece, and Israel?
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CHAPTER 4
Greece and Iran, 1000-30 B.C.E.

CHAPTER 5
An Age of Empires: Rome and
Han China, 753 B.c.E.-330 C.E.

CHAPTER 6
India and Southeast Asia,
1500 B.C.E.—600 C.E.

CHAPTER 7

Networks of Communication
and Exchange,

300 B.C.E.—600 C.E.
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PART TWO

The Formation of New
Cultural Communities,
1000 B.C.E.— 600 C.E.

he sixteen centuries from 1000 B.C.E. to 600 C.E. mark a new chapter in

the story of humanity. Important changes in the ways of life established
in the river-valley civilizations in the two previous millennia occurred, and
the scale of human institutions and activities increased.

The political and social structure of the earliest river-valley centers re-
flected the importance of irrigation for agriculture. Powerful kings, heredi-
tary priesthoods, dependent laborers, limited availability of metals, and very
restricted literacy are hallmarks of the complex societies described in Part
One. In the first millennium B.C.E., new centers arose, in lands watered by
rainfall and worked by a free peasantry, on the shores of the Mediterranean,
in Iran, India, Southeast Asia, and in Central and South America. Shaped by
the natural environments in which they arose, they developed new patterns
of political and social organization and economic activity, and moved in new
intellectual, artistic, and spiritual directions, though under the influence of
the older centers.

The rulers of the empires of this era took steps intended to control and
tax their subjects: they constructed extensive networks of roads and pro-
moted urbanization. These measures brought incidental benefits: more rapid
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communication, the transport of trade goods

over greater distances, and the broad diffusion

of religious ideas, artistic styles, and technolo-

gies. Large cultural zones unified by common

traditions emerged. A number of these cultural
traditions—Iranian, Hellenistic, Roman—were to exercise
substantial influence on subsequent ages. The influence of
some—Hindu, Chinese, African, Buddhist—persists into our
own time.

The expansion of agriculture and trade and improvements
in technology led to population increases, the spread of cities,
and the growth of a comfortable middle class. In many parts of
the world iron replaced bronze as the preferred metal for
weapons, tools, and utensils. People using iron tools cleared exten-
sive forests around the Mediterranean, in India, and in eastern
China. Iron weapons gave an advantage to the armies of Greece,

Rome, and imperial China. Metal, still an important item of long-dis-

tance trade, was available to more people than it had been in the preced-

ing age. Metal coinage, which originated in Anatolia, was adopted by many
peoples. Metal coins facilitated commercial transactions and the acquisition
of wealth along new trade routes crossing the Indian Ocean and Central and
Inner Asia.

New systems of writing also developed. Because these systems were more
easily and rapidly learned, writing moved out of the control of specialists. The
vast majority of people remained illiterate, but writing became an increasingly
important medium for preserving and transmitting cultural knowledge. The spread
of literacy gave birth to new ways of thinking, new genres of literature, and new
types of scientific endeavor.
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he Greek historian Herodotus® (ca. 485-425 B.C.E.),

chronicler of the struggles of the city-states of
Greece with the Persian Empire in the sixth and fifth
centuries B.C.E., teaches a lesson about cultural differ-
ences. The Persian king Darius’ I, whose vast empire
stretched from eastern Europe to Pakistan, sum-
moned the Greek and Indian wise men who served
him at court. He first asked the Greeks whether under
any circumstances they would be willing to eat the
bodies of their deceased fathers. The Greeks, who cre-
mated their dead, recoiled at the impiety of such an
act. Darius then asked the Indians whether they
would be prepared to burn the bodies of their dead
parents. The Indians were repulsed; their practice was
to ritually partake of the bodies of the dead. The
point, as Herodotus noted, was that different peoples
have very different practices, but each regards its own
way as “natural” and superior.

Distinguishing between what was natural and
what was cultural convention created much discom-
fort among Greeks in Herodotus’s lifetime, for it called
into question the validity of their fundamental beliefs.
Herodotus'’s story also reminds us that the Persian
Empire (and the Hellenistic Greek kingdoms that suc-
ceeded it) brought together peoples and cultural sys-
tems that previously had known little direct contact,
and that this new cross-cultural interaction could be
alarming even while it stimulated new and exciting
cultural syntheses.

In this chapter we look at the eastern Mediter-
ranean and western Asia in the first millennium B.C.E.,
emphasizing the experiences of the Persians and
Greeks. The rivalry and wars of Greeks and Persians
from the sixth to fourth centuries B.C.E. are tradition-
ally seen as the clash of the civilizations of East and
West, of two peoples and two ways of life that were
fundamentally different and thus almost certain to
come into conflict.

Ironically, Greeks and Persians had far more in
common than they realized. Both spoke in tongues
belonging to the same Indo-European family of lan-

Herodotus (heh-ROD-uh-tuhs) Darius (duh-RIE-uhs)
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guages found throughout Europe and western and
southern Asia. Many scholars believe that all the an-
cient peoples who spoke languages belonging to this
family inherited fundamental cultural traits, forms of
social organization, and religious outlooks from their
shared past.

As you read this chapter, ask yourself the follow-
ing questions:

e How did geography, environment, and contacts
with other peoples shape the institutions and val-
ues of Persians and Greeks?

e What brought the Greek city-states and the Persian
Empire into conflict, and which factors dictated the
outcome of their rivalry?

¢ In what ways were the lands and peoples of the east-
ern Mediterranean and western Asia influenced—
culturally, economically, and politically—by the
domination of the Persian Empire and the Greek
kingdoms that succeeded it?

ANCIENT IRAN,
1000-500 B.C.E.

Iran, the “land of the Aryans,” links western Asia and
southern and Central Asia, and its history has been
marked by this mediating position (see Map 4.1). In the
sixth century B.C.E. the vigorous Persians of southwest
Iran created the largest empire the world had yet seen.

Relatively little written material from within the Per-
sian Empire has survived, so we are forced to view it
mostly through the eyes of the ancient Greeks—outsiders
who were ignorant at best, usually hostile, and interested
primarily in events that affected themselves. (Iranian
groups and individuals are known in the western world
by Greek approximations of their names; thus these
familiar forms are used here, with the original Iranian
names given in parentheses.) This Greek perspective
leaves us unaware of developments in the central and
eastern portions of the Persian Empire. Nevertheless,
recent archaeological discoveries and close analysis of
the limited written material from within the empire can
supplement and correct the perspective of the Greek
sources.
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Iran is bounded by the Zagros®
Mountains to the west, the
Caucasus’ Mountains and Cas-
pian Sea to the northwest and
north, the mountains of Afghanistan and the desert of
Baluchistan® to the east and southeast, and the Persian
Gulf to the southwest. The northeast is less protected by
natural boundaries, and from that direction Iran was
open to attacks by the nomads of Central Asia.

The fundamental topographical features of Iran are
high mountains at the edges, salt deserts in the interior
depressions, and mountain streams crossing a sloping
plateau and draining into seas or interior salt lakes and
marshes. Humans trying to survive in these harsh lands
had to find ways to exploit limited water resources. Un-

Geography
and Resources

Zagros (ZUHG-roes) Caucasus (KAW-kuh-suhs)
Baluchistan (buh-loo-chi-STAN)
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like the valleys of the Nile, Tigris-Euphrates, Ganges, and
Yellow Rivers, ancient Iran never had a dense popula-
tion. The best-watered and most populous parts of the
country lie to the north and west; aridity increases and
population decreases as one moves south and east. The
Great Salt Desert, which covers most of eastern Iran, and
Baluchistan in the southeast corner were extremely in-
hospitable. Scattered settlements in the narrow plains be-
side the Persian Gulf were cut off from the interior
plateau by mountain barriers.

In the first millennium B.C.E. irrigation enabled people
to move down from the mountain valleys and open the
plains to agriculture. To prevent evaporation in the hot,
dry climate, they devised underground irrigation chan-
nels. Constructing and maintaining these subterranean
channels and the vertical shafts that provided access to
them was labor-intensive. Normally, local leaders over-
saw the expansion of the network in each district. Activ-
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Greece and the Hellenistic World Persian Empire

1150-800 B.c.t. Greece’s “Dark Age” ca. 1000 B.c.e. Persians settle in southwest Iran
1000 B.C.E.

800 B.C.E. ca. 800 B.c.e. Resumption of Greek contact with
eastern Mediterranean

800-480 B.c.e. Greece’s Archaic Period

ca. 750-550 B.c.e. Era of colonization

ca. 700 B.c.k. Beginning of hoplite warfare
ca. 650-500 B.c.e. Era of tyrants

600 B.C.E.
594 B.c.k. Solon reforms laws at Athens

550 B.c.t. Cyrus overthrows Medes

546-510 B.c.e. Pisistratus and sons hold tyranny at 550-530 B.c.e.  Reign of Cyrus

Athens 546 B.c.e. Cyrus conquers Lydia
539 B.c.e. Cyrus takes control of Babylonia
530-522 B.c.e. Reign of Cambyses; Conquest of
Egypt
522-486 B.c.e. Reign of Darius
500 B.C.E.  499-494 B.c.e. Ionian Greeks rebel against Persia

490 B.c.e. Athenians check Persian punitive
expedition at Marathon

480-323 B.c.k. Greece’s classical period 480-479 B.C.E. Xerxes' invasion of Greece
477 B.c.e. Athens becomes leader of Delian League

461-429 B.c.e. Pericles dominant at Athens;
Athens completes evolution to democracy

400 B.C.E. 431-404 B.c.e. Peloponnesian War

399 B.c.e. Trial and execution of Socrates 387 B.C.E. King’s Peace makes Persia arbiter of Greek

s . . affairs
359 B.c.. Philip II becomes king of Macedonia

338 B.c.e. Philip takes control of Greece 334-323 B.c.k. Alexander the Great defeats Persia
and creates huge empire

317 B.c.e.  End of democracy in Athens 323-30 B.c.e.  Hellenistic period

300 B.C.E. ca. 300 B.c.e. Foundation of the Museum in
Alexandria

200 B.c.e. First Roman intervention in the
100 B.C.E. Hellenistic East

30 B.c.e. Roman annexation of Egypt, the last
Hellenistic kingdom

ity accelerated when a strong central authority was able  ideology of the first Persian Empire (discussed below).
to organize large numbers of laborers. The connection  Even so, human survival depended on a delicate ecolog-
between royal authority and prosperity is evident in the  ical balance, and a buildup of salt in the soil or a falling
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water table sometimes forced the abandonment of set-
tlements.

Iran’s mineral resources—copper, tin, iron, gold, and
silver—were exploited on a limited scale in antiquity.
Mountain slopes, more heavily wooded than they are
now, provided fuel and materials for building and crafts.
Because this austere land could not generate much of an
agricultural surplus, objects of trade tended to be miner-
als and crafted goods.

In antiquity many groups of
people, whom historians refer
to collectively as “Iranians” be-
cause they spoke related lan-
guages and shared certain cultural features, spread out
across western and Central Asia. Several of these groups
arrived in western Iran near the end of the second mil-
lennium B.c.E. The first to achieve a complex level of
political organization was the Medes (Mada in Iranian).
They settled in the northwest and came under the influ-
ence of the ancient centers in Mesopotamia and Urartu
(modern Armenia and northeast Turkey). The Medes
played a major role in the destruction of the Assyrian
Empire in the late seventh century B.C.E. and extended
their control westward across Assyria into Anatolia
(modern Turkey). They also projected their power south-
east toward the Persian Gulf, a region occupied by an-
other Iranian people, the Persians (Parsa).

The Persian rulers—now called Achaemenids® be-
cause they traced their lineage back to an ancestor
named Achaemenes—cemented their relationship with
the Median court through marriage. Cyrus (Kurush), the
son of a Persian chieftain and a Median princess, united
the various Persian tribes and overthrew the Median
monarch sometime around 550 B.C.E. Cyrus placed both
Medes and Persians in positions of responsibility and
retained the framework of Median rule. The differences
between these two Iranian peoples—principally differ-
ences in the dialects they spoke and the way they
dressed—were not great. The Greeks could not readily
tell the two apart.

Like most Indo-European peoples, the early inhabi-
tants of western Iran had a patriarchal family organiza-
tion: the male head of the household had nearly absolute
authority over family members. Society was divided into
three social and occupational classes: warriors, priests,
and peasants. Warriors were the dominant element. A
landowning aristocracy, they took pleasure in hunting,
fighting, and gardening. The king was the most illustri-

The Rise of the
Persian Empire
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ous member of this group. The priests, or Magi (magush),
were ritual specialists who supervised the proper per-
formance of sacrifices. The common people—peasants—
were primarily village-based farmers and shepherds.

Over the course of two decades the energetic Cyrus
(r. 550-530 B.C.E.) redrew the map of western Asia. In 546
B.C.E. he prevailed in a cavalry battle outside the gates of
Sardis, the capital of the kingdom of Lydia in western
Anatolia, reportedly because the smell of his camels
caused a panic among his opponents’ horses. All Anato-
lia, including the Greek city-states on the western coast,
came under Persian control. In 539 B.C.E. he swept into
Mesopotamia, where the Neo-Babylonian dynasty had
ruled since the collapse of Assyrian power (see Chap-
ter 3). Cyrus made a deal with disaffected elements
within Babylon, and when he and his army approached,
the gates of the city were thrown open to him without a
struggle. A skillful propagandist, Cyrus showed respect
to the Babylonian priesthood and had his son crowned
king in accordance with native traditions.

After Cyrus lost his life in 530 B.cC.E. while campaign-
ing against a coalition of nomadic Iranians in the north-
east, his son Cambyses® (Kambujiya, r. 530-522 B.C.E.) set
his sights on Egypt, the last of the great ancient king-
doms of the Middle East. The Persians prevailed over the
Egyptians in a series of bloody battles; then they sent ex-
ploratory expeditions south to Nubia and west to Libya.
Greek sources depict Cambyses as a cruel and impious
madman, but contemporary documents from Egypt
show him operating in the same practical vein as his fa-
ther, cultivating local priests and notables and respect-
ing native traditions.

When Cambyses died in 522 B.C.E., Darius I (Dara-
yavaush) seized the throne. His success in crushing
many early challenges to his rule was a testimony to his
skill, energy, and ruthlessness. From this reign forward,
Medes played a lesser role, and the most important
posts went to members of leading Persian families. Dar-
ius (r. 522-486 B.c.E.) extended Persian control eastward
as far as the Indus Valley and westward into Europe,
where he bridged the Danube River and chased the no-
madic Scythian® peoples north of the Black Sea. The
Persians erected a string of forts in Thrace (modern-day
northeast Greece and Bulgaria) and by 500 B.C.E. were on
the doorstep of Greece. Darius also promoted the devel-
opment of maritime routes. He dispatched a fleet to ex-
plore the waters from the Indus Delta to the Red Sea,
and he completed a canal linking the Red Sea with the
Nile.

Achaemenid (a-KEY-muh-nid)

Cambyses (kam-BIE-sees) Scythian (SITH-ee-uhn)
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The empire of Darius [ was the
largest the world had yet seen
(see Map 4.1). Stretching from
eastern Europe to Pakistan, from
southern Russia to Sudan, it
encompassed a multitude of ethnic groups and many
forms of social and political organization, from nomadic
kinship group to subordinate kingdom to city-state. Dar-
ius can rightly be considered a second founder of the
Persian Empire, after Cyrus, because he created a new
organizational structure that was maintained through-
out the remaining two centuries of the empire’s exis-
tence.

Darius divided the empire into twenty provinces.
Each was under the supervision of a Persian satrap’, or
governor, who was likely to be related or connected by
marriage to the royal family. The satrap’s court was a
miniature version of the royal court. The tendency for
the position of satrap to become hereditary meant that
satraps’ families lived in the province governed by their
head, acquired a fund of knowledge about local condi-
tions, and formed connections with the local native elite.
The farther a province was from the center of the empire,
the more autonomy the satrap had, because slow com-
munications made it impractical to refer most matters to
the central administration. This system of administra-
tion brought significant numbers of Persians and other
peoples from the center of the empire to the provinces,
resulting in intermarriage and cultural and technologi-
cal exchanges.

One of the satrap’s most important duties was to col-
lect and send tribute to the king. Darius prescribed how
much precious metal each province was to contribute
annually. This amount was forwarded to the central
treasury. Some of it was disbursed for necessary expen-
ditures, but most was hoarded. As more and more pre-
cious metal was taken out of circulation, the price of gold
and silver rose, and provinces found it increasingly diffi-
cult to meet their quotas. Evidence from Babylonia indi-
cates a gradual economic decline setting in by the fourth
century B.C.E.

Well-maintained and patrolled royal roads connected
the outlying provinces to the heart of the empire. Way
stations were built at intervals to receive important trav-
elers and couriers carrying official correspondence. At
strategic points, such as mountain passes, river cross-
ings, and important urban centers, garrisons controlled
people’s movements. The administrative center of the
empire was Susa, the ancient capital of Elam, in south-
west Iran near the present-day border with Iraq.

Imperial
Organization
and Ideology
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The king lived and traveled with his numerous wives
and children. The little information that we have about
the lives of Persian royal women comes from foreign
sources and is thus suspect. The Book of Esther in the
Hebrew Bible tells a romantic story of how King Aha-
suerus’ (Xerxes® to the Greeks) picked the beautiful Jew-
ish woman Esther to be one of his wives and how the
courageous and clever queen later saved the Jewish
people from a plot to massacre them. Greek sources
show women of the royal family being used as pawns in
the struggle for power. Darius strengthened his claim to
the throne by marrying a daughter of Cyrus, and later the
Greek conqueror Alexander the Great married a daugh-
ter of the last Persian king. Greek sources portray Persian
queens as vicious intriguers. However, a recent study sug-
gests that the Greek stereotype misrepresents the impor-
tant role played by Persian women in protecting family
members and mediating conflicts. Both Greek sources
and documents within the empire reveal that Persian
elite women were politically influential, possessed sub-
stantial property, traveled, and were prominent on pub-
lic occasions.

Besides the royal family, the king’s large entourage
included several other groups: (1) the sons of Persian
aristocrats, who were educated at court and also served
as hostages for their parents’ good behavior; (2) many
noblemen, who were expected to attend the king when
they were not otherwise engaged; (3) the central admin-
istration, including officials and employees of the treas-
ury, secretariat, and archives; (4) the royal bodyguard;
and (5) countless courtiers and slaves. Long gone were
the simple days when the king hunted and caroused
with his warrior companions. Inspired by Mesopotam-
ian conceptions of monarchy, the king of Persia had be-
come an aloof figure of majesty and splendor: “The
Great King, King of Kings, King in Persia, King of coun-
tries.” He referred to everyone, even the Persian nobility,
as “my slaves,” and anyone who approached him had to
bow down before him.

The king owned vast tracts of land throughout the
empire. Some of it he gave to his supporters. Donations
called “bow land,” “horse land,” and “chariot land” in
Babylonian documents obliged the recipient to provide
military service. Scattered around the empire were gar-
dens, orchards, and hunting preserves belonging to the
king and the high nobility. The paradayadam (meaning
“walled enclosure”—the term has come into English as
paradise), a green oasis in an arid landscape, advertised
the prosperity that the king could bring to those who loy-
ally served him.

satrap (SAY-trap)

Ahasuerus (uh-HAZZ-yoo-ear-uhs) Xerxes (ZERK-sees)
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Surviving administrative records from the Persian
homeland give us a glimpse of how the complex tasks of
administration were managed. The Persepolis’ Treasury
and Fortification Texts, inscribed in Elamite cuneiform
on baked clay tablets, show that government officials
distributed food and other essential commodities to
large numbers of workers of many different nationalities.
Some of these workers may have been prisoners of war
brought to the center of the empire to work on construc-
tion projects, maintain and expand the irrigation net-
work, and farm the royal estates. Workers were divided
into groups of men, women, and children. Women re-
ceived less than men of equivalent status, but pregnant
women and women with babies received more. Men and
women performing skilled jobs received more than their
unskilled counterparts.

Tradition remembered Darius as a lawgiver who cre-
ated a body of “laws of the King” and a system of royal
judges operating throughout the empire, as well as en-
couraging the codification and publication of the laws of

Persepolis (Per-SEH-poe-lis)
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the various subject peoples. In a manner that typifies the
decentralized character of the Persian Empire, he al-
lowed each people to live in accordance with its own tra-
ditions and ordinances.

The central administration was based in Elam and
Mesopotamia. This location allowed the kings to employ
the trained administrators and scribes of those ancient
civilizations. However, on certain occasions the kings
returned to one special place back in the homeland.
Darius began construction of a ceremonial capital at
Persepolis (Parsa). An artificial platform was erected,
and on it were built a series of palaces, audience halls,
treasury buildings, and barracks. Here, too, Darius and
his son Xerxes, who completed the project, were inspired
by Mesopotamian traditions, for the great Assyrian kings
had created new fortress-cities as advertisements of
wealth and power.

Darius’s approach to governing can be seen in the
luxuriant relief sculpture that covers the foundations,
walls, and stairwells of the buildings at Persepolis. Rep-
resentatives of all the peoples of the empire—recogniz-
able by their distinctive hair, beards, dress, hats, and

o
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footwear—are depicted in the act of bringing gifts to the
king. Historians used to think that the sculpture repre-
sented a real event that transpired each year at Persepo-
lis, but now they see it as an exercise in what today we
would call public relations or propaganda. It is Darius’s
carefully crafted vision of an empire of vast extent and
abundant resources in which all the subject peoples will-
ingly cooperate.

What actually took place at Persepolis? This opulent
retreat in the homeland probably was the scene of
events of special significance for the king and his people:
the New Year’s Festival, coronation, marriage, death, and
burial. The kings from Darius on were buried in elabo-
rate tombs cut into the cliffs at nearby Nagsh-i Rustam”.

Another perspective on what the Persian monarchy
claimed to stand for is provided by the several dozen in-
scriptions that have survived (see Diversity and Domi-
nance: The Persian Idea of Kingship).

These inscriptions make it clear that behind Darius
and the empire stands the will of god. Ahuramazda®
made Darius king and gave him a mandate to bring or-
der to a world in turmoil, and, despite his reasonable
and just disposition, the king will brook no opposition.
Ahuramazda is the great god of a religion called Zoroas-
trianism®, and it is nearly certain that Darius and his
successors were Zoroastrians.

The origins of this religion are shrouded in uncer-
tainty. The Gathas, hymns in an archaic Iranian dialect,
are said to be the work of Zoroaster® (Zarathushtra). The
dialect and physical setting of the hymns indicate that
Zoroaster lived in eastern Iran. Scholarly guesses about
when he lived range from 1700 to 500 B.C.E. He revealed
that the world had been created by Ahuramazda, “the
wise lord,” and was threatened by Angra Mainyu®, “the
hostile spirit,” backed by a host of demons. In this dual-
istic universe, the struggle between good and evil plays
out over twelve thousand years, after which good is des-
tined to prevail, and the world will return to the pure
state of creation. In the meantime, humanity is a partici-
pant in the cosmic struggle, and individuals are re-
warded or punished in the afterlife for their actions.

In addition to Zoroastrianism, the Persians drew on
moral and metaphysical conceptions with deep roots in
the Iranian past. They were sensitive to the beauties of
nature and venerated beneficent elements, such as wa-
ter, which was not to be sullied, and fire, which was wor-
shiped at fire altars. They were greatly concerned about

Nagsh-i Rustam (NUHK-shee ROOS-tuhm)

Ahuramazda (ah-HOOR-uh-MAZZ-duh)

Zoroastrianism (zo-roe-ASS-tree-uh-niz-uhm)

Zoroaster (zo-roe-ASS-ter) Angra Mainyu (ANG-ruh MINE-yoo)
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the purity of the body. Corpses were exposed to wild
beasts and the elements to prevent them from putrefy-
ing in the earth or tainting the sanctity of fire. The Per-
sians still revered major deities from the polytheist past,
such as Mithra, associated with the sun and defender of
oaths and compacts. They were expected to keep prom-
ises and tell the truth. In his inscriptions at Persepolis,
Darius castigated evildoers as followers of “the Lie.”

Zoroastrianism was one of the great religions of the
ancient world. It preached belief in one supreme deity,
held humans to a high ethical standard, and promised sal-
vation. It traveled across western Asia with the advance of
the Persian Empire, and it may have exerted a major influ-
ence on Judaism and thus, indirectly, on Christianity. God
and the Devil, Heaven and Hell, reward and punishment,
the Messiah and the End of Time all appear to be legacies
of this profound belief system.

THE RISE OF THE GREEKS,
1000-500 B.C.E.

B ecause Greece was a relatively resource-poor region,
the cultural features that emerged there in the first
millennium B.C.E. came into being only because the
Greeks had access to foreign sources of raw materials
and to markets abroad. Greeks were in contact with
other peoples, and Greek merchants and mercenaries
brought home not only raw materials and crafted goods
but also ideas. Under the pressure of population, poverty,
war, or political crisis, Greeks moved to other parts of
the Mediterranean and western Asia, bringing their lan-
guage and culture and exerting a powerful influence on
other societies. Encounters with the different practices
and beliefs of other peoples stimulated the formation of
a Greek identity and sparked interest in geography,
ethnography, and history. A two-century-long rivalry
with the Persian Empire also played a large part in shap-
ing the destinies of the Greek city-states.

Greece is part of a large ecolog-
ical zone that encompasses the
Mediterranean Sea and the
lands surrounding it (see Map
3.5). This zone is bounded by the Atlantic Ocean to the
west, the several ranges of the Alps to the north, the Syr-
ian desert to the east, and the Sahara to the south. The
lands lying within this zone have a roughly uniform
climate, experience a similar sequence of seasons, and

Geography
and Resources

o
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DIVERSITY AND DOMINANCE

THE PERSIAN IDEA OF KINGSHIP

ur most important internal source of information about

the Persian Empire is a group of inscriptions commis-
sioned by several kings. The most extensive and informative
of these is the inscription that Darius had carved into a cliff
face at Behistun (Beh-HISS-toon), high above the road lead-
ing from Mesopotamia to northwest Iran through a pass in
the Zagros mountain range. It is written in three versions—
Old Persian, the language of the ruling people (quite possi-
bly being put into written form for the first time); Elamite,
the language native to the ancient kingdom lying between
southern Mesopotamia and the Persian homeland and used
in Persia for local administrative documents; and Akkadian,
the language of Babylonia, widely used for administrative
purposes throughout western Asia. The multilingual inscrip-
tion accompanied a monumental relief representing Darius
looming over a line of bound prisoners, the leaders of the
many forces he had to defeat in order to secure the throne
after the death of Cambyses in 522 B.C.E.

| am Darius, the great king, king of kings, the king of
Persia, the king of countries, the son of Hystaspes, the
grandson of Arsames, the Achaemenid . .. from antiquity
we have been noble; from antiquity has our dynasty
been royal . ..

King Darius says: By the grace of Ahuramazda am |
king; Ahuramazda has granted me the kingdom.

King Darius says: These are the countries which are
subject unto me, and by the grace of Ahuramazda |
became king of them: Persia, Elam, Babylonia, Assyria,
Arabia, Egypt, the countries by the Sea, Lydia, the
Greeks, Media, Armenia, Cappadocia, Parthia, Drangiana,
Aria, Chorasmia, Bactria, Sogdiana, Gandara, Scythia,
Sattagydia, Arachosia and Maka; twenty-three lands in
all.

King Darius says: These are the countries which are
subject to me; by the grace of Ahuramazda they became
subject to me; they brought tribute unto me. Whatso-
ever commands have been laid on them by me, by night
or by day, have been performed by them.

100

King Darius says: Within these lands, whosoever was a
friend, him have | surely protected; whosoever was hos-
tile, him have | utterly destroyed. By the grace of Ahura-
mazda these lands have conformed to my decrees; as it
was commanded unto them by me, so was it done.

King Darius says: Ahuramazda has granted unto me
this empire. Ahuramazda brought me help, until | gained
this empire; by the grace of Ahuramazda do | hold this
empire.

King Darius says: The following is what was done by
me after | became king.

lengthy description of the many battles Darius and his
supporters fought against a series of other claimants to
power follows.

King Darius says: This is what | have done. By the
grace of Ahuramazda have | always acted. After | be-
came king, | fought nineteen battles in a single year and
by the grace of Ahuramazda | overthrew nine kings and |
made them captive . . .

King Darius says: As to these provinces which
revolted, lies made them revolt, so that they deceived
the people. Then Ahuramazda delivered them into my
hand; and | did unto them according to my will.

King Darius says: You who shall be king hereafter,
protect yourself vigorously from lies; punish the liars
well, if thus you shall think, ‘May my country be
secure!’. ..

King Darius says: On this account Ahuramazda
brought me help, and all the other gods, all that there
are, because | was not wicked, nor was | a liar, nor was |
a tyrant, neither | nor any of my family. | have ruled
according to righteousness. Neither to the weak nor to
the powerful did | do wrong. Whosoever helped my house,
him | favored; he who was hostile, him | destroyed . . .

King Darius says: By the grace of Ahuramazda this is
the inscription which | have made. Besides, it was in
Aryan script, and it was composed on clay tablets and on
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parchment. Besides, a sculptured figure of myself | made.
Besides, | made my lineage. And it was inscribed and was
read off before me. Afterwards this inscription | sent off
everywhere among the provinces. The people unitedly
worked upon it.

his is an extremely important historical document. For all

practical purposes, it is the only version we have of the
circumstances by which Darius, who was not a member of
the family of Cyrus, took over the Persian throne and estab-
lished a new dynasty. The account of these events given by
the Greek historian Herodotus, for all its additional (and of-
ten suspect) detail, is clearly based, however indirectly, on
Darius’ own account. While scholars have doubted the
truthfulness of Darius'’s claims, the inscription is a resound-
ing example of how the victors often get to impose their ver-
sion of events on the historical record.

The Behistun inscription is certainly propaganda, but that
does not mean that it lacks value. To be effective, propaganda
must be predicated on the moral values, political principles, and
religious beliefs that are familiar and acceptable in a society,
and thus it can provide us with a window on those views. The
Behistun inscription also allows us to glimpse something of
the personality of Darius and how he wished to be perceived.

Another document, found at Persepolis, the magnificent
ceremonial center built by Darius and his son Xerxes, ex-
pands on the qualities of an exemplary ruler. While it pur-
ports to be the words of Xerxes, it is almost an exact copy of
an inscription of Darius from nearby Nagsh-i Rustam, where
Darius and subsequent kings were buried in monumental
tombs carved into the sheer cliff. This shows the continuity
of concepts through several reigns.

A great god is Ahuramazda, who created this excellent
thing which is seen, who created happiness for man, who
set wisdom and capability down upon King Xerxes.

Proclaims Xerxes the King: By the will of Ahuramazda |
am of such a sort, | am a friend of the right, of wrong |
am not a friend. It is not my wish that the weak should
have harm done him by the strong, nor is it my wish that
the strong should have harm done him by the weak.

The right, that is my desire. To the man who is a fol-
lower of the lie | am no friend. | am not hot-tempered.
Whatever befalls me in battle, | hold firmly. | am ruling
firmly my own will.

The man who is cooperative, according to his cooper-
ation thus | reward him. Who does harm, him according
to the harm | punish. It is not my wish that a man should
do harm; nor indeed is it my wish that if he does harm
he should not be punished.

What a man says against a man, that does not per-
suade me, until | hear the sworn statements of both.

—p—

What a man does or performs, according to his abil-
ity, by that | become satisfied with him, and it is much to
my desire, and | am well pleased, and | give much to
loyal men.

Of such a sort are my understanding and my judg-
ment: if what has been done by me you see or hear of,
both in the palace and in the expeditionary camp, this is
my capability over will and understanding.

This indeed my capability: that my body is strong. As
a fighter of battles | am a good fighter of battles. When
ever with my judgment in a place | determine whether |
behold or do not behold an enemy, both with under-
standing and with judgment, then | think prior to panic,
when | see an enemy as when | do not see one.

| am skilled both in hands and in feet. A horseman, |
am a good horseman. A bowman, | am a good bowman,
both on foot and on horseback. A spearman, | am a good
spearman, both on foot and on horseback.

These skills that Ahuramazada set down upon me, and
which | am strong enough to bear, by the will of Ahura-
mazda, what was done by me, with these skills | did,
which Ahuramazda set down upon me.

May Ahuramazda protect me and what was done
by me.

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS

1. How does Darius justify his assumption of power in the
Behistun inscription? What is his relationship to Ahura-
mazda, the Zoroastrian god, and what role does divinity
play in human affairs?

2. How does Darius conceptualize his empire (look at a
map and follow the order in which he lists the
provinces), and what are the expectations and obliga-
tions that he places on his subjects? What does his
characterization of his opponents as “Lie-followers" tell
us about his view of human nature?

3. Looking at the document of Xerxes from Persepolis,
what qualities (physical, mental, and moral) are desir-
able in a ruler? What is the Persian concept of justice?

4. To what audiences are Darius and Xerxes directing their
messages, and in what media are they being dissemi-
nated? Given that Darius himself is, in all likelihood,
illiterate, and that so are most of his subjects, what is
the effect of the often repeated phrase: “Darius the
King says"?

Sources: Behistun inscription translated by L. W. King and R. C. Thompson, The
Sculptures and Inscription of Darius the Great on the Rock of Behistun in Persia,
London, 1907 (http://www.livius.org/be-bm/behistun03.html); document from
Nagsh-i Rustam (http://www.livius.org/x/xerxes/xerxes_texts.ntm#daeva)
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are home to similar plants and animals. In the summer a
weather front stalls near the entrance of the Mediter-
ranean, impeding the passage of storms from the At-
lantic and allowing hot, dry air from the Sahara to creep
up over the region. In winter the front dissolves and the
ocean storms roll in, bringing waves, wind, and cold. It
was relatively easy for people to migrate to new homes
within this ecological zone without having to alter famil-
iar cultural practices and means of livelihood.

Greek civilization arose in the lands bordering the
Aegean Sea: the Greek mainland, the islands of the
Aegean, and the western coast of Anatolia (see Map 4.2).
The small islands dotting the Aegean were inhabited
from early times. People could cross the water from
Greece to Anatolia almost without losing sight of land.
From about 1000 B.c.E. Greeks began to settle on the
western edge of Anatolia. Rivers that formed broad and
fertile plains near the coast made Ionia, as the ancient
Greeks called this region, a comfortable place. The inte-
rior of Anatolia is rugged plateau, and the Greeks of the
coast were in much closer contact with their fellows
across the Aegean than with the native peoples of the in-
terior. The sea was always a connector, not a barrier.

Without large rivers, Greek farmers on the mainland
depended entirely on rainfall to water their crops (see
Environment and Technology: The Farmer’s Year). The
limited arable land, thin topsoil, and sparse rainfall in
the south could not sustain large populations. In the his-
torical period farmers usually planted grain (mostly bar-
ley, which was hardier than wheat) in the flat plain, olive
trees at the edge of the plain, and grapevines on the ter-
raced lower slopes of the foothills. Sheep and goats
grazed in the hills during the growing season. In north-
ern Greece, where the rainfall is greater and the land
opens out into broad plains, cattle and horses were more
abundant. These Greek lands had few metal deposits and
little timber, although both building stone, including
some fine marble, and clay for the potter were abundant.

The difficulty of overland transport, the availability
of good anchorages, and the need to import metals, tim-
ber, and grain drew the Greeks to the sea. They obtained
timber from the northern Aegean, gold and iron from
Anatolia, copper from Cyprus, tin from the western
Mediterranean, and grain from the Black Sea, Egypt, and
Sicily. Sea transport was much cheaper and faster than
overland transport.

The first flowering of Greek cul-
ture in the Mycenaean civiliza-
tion was largely an adaptation
of the imported institutions of

The Emergence
of the Polis

—p—

Middle Eastern palace-dominated states to the Greek
terrain. For several centuries after the destruction of the
Mycenaean palace-states, Greece lapsed into a “Dark
Age” (ca. 1150-800 B.C.E.), during which Greece and the
whole Aegean region were largely isolated from the rest
of the world.

Within Greece, regions that had little contact with
one another developed distinctive local styles in pottery
and other crafts. With fewer people to feed, the land was
largely given over to grazing flocks of sheep, goats, and
cattle. While there was continuity of language, religion,
and other aspects of culture, there was a sharp break
with the authoritarian Mycenaean political structure and
centralized control of the economy.

The isolation of Greece ended around 800 B.C.E. when
Phoenician ships began to visit the Aegean (see Chap-
ter 3). By reestablishing contact between the Aegean and
the Middle East, the Phoenicians gave Greek civilization
an important push and inaugurated what scholars now
term the “Archaic” period of Greek history (ca. 800-480
B.C.E.). Soon Greek ships were also plying the waters of
the Mediterranean in search of raw materials, trade op-
portunities, and fertile farmland.

Various evidence reveals the influx of new ideas
from the east, such as the appearance of naturalistic hu-
man and animal figures and imaginative mythical
beasts on painted Greek pottery. The most auspicious
gift of the Phoenicians was a writing system. The
Phoenicians used a set of twenty-two symbols to repre-
sent the consonants in their language, leaving the vowel
sounds to be inferred by the reader. To represent Greek
vowel sounds, the Greeks utilized some of the Phoeni-
cian symbols for which there were no equivalent sounds
in the Greek language. This was the first true alphabet, a
system of writing that fully represents the sounds of
spoken language. An alphabet offers tremendous ad-
vantages over systems of writing such as cuneiform and
hieroglyphics, whose signs represent entire words or
syllables. Because cuneiform and hieroglyphics required
years of training and the memorization of several hun-
dred signs, they remained the preserve of a scribal class
whose elevated social position stemmed from their
mastery of the technology. An alphabet opens the door
for more widespread literacy because people can learn
an alphabet in a relatively short period of time.

Some scholars maintain that the Greeks first used
the alphabet for economic purposes. Others propose
that it originated as a vehicle for preserving the oral po-
etic epics so important to the Greeks. Whatever its first
use, the Greeks soon came to employ the new technol-
ogy to produce new forms of literature, law codes, reli-
gious dedications, and epitaphs on gravestones. This

o
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The Farmer's Year

Perhaps the first Greek we can get to know as an individual
is Hesiod (HEE-see-uhd). Hesiod lived near a village in
Boeotia, in central Greece, around 700 B.C.E. In his poem
Works and Days, we learn about his work as a farmer and
about his relationships with family members and neighbors.
The poem is presented as advice to his good-for-nothing
brother, stressing the necessity of hard and perpetual work in
order to survive. Much of the poem is a kind of farmer's al-
manac, describing the annual cycle of tasks on a Greek farm.

As Hesiod makes clear, it was very important for farmers to
perform work at the right time. How did Greeks of the Archaic
period, with no clocks, calendars, or newspapers, know where
they were in the cycle of the year? They oriented themselves by
acute observation of natural phenomena such as the flowering
of plants and trees and the behavior of animals, the migration
of birds and changes in the weather, and the movements of
planets, stars, and constellations in the night sky.

Hesiod gives the following advice for determining the
proper times for planting and harvesting grain:

Pleiades rising in the dawning sky,
Harvest is nigh.

Pleiades setting in the waning night,
Plowing is right.

does not mean, however, that Greek society immediately
became literate in the modern sense. For many cen-
turies, Greece remained a primarily oral culture: people
used storytelling, rituals, and performances to preserve
and transmit information. Many of the distinctive intel-
lectual and artistic creations of Greek civilization, such
as theatrical drama, philosophical dialogues, and politi-
cal and courtroom oratory, are products of the dynamic
interaction of speaking and writing.

One indicator of the powerful new forces at work in
the Archaic period was a veritable explosion of popula-
tion. Studies of cemeteries in the vicinity of Athens show
that there was a dramatic population increase (perhaps
as much as fivefold or sevenfold) during the eighth cen-

The Pleiades (PLEE-uh-dees) is a cluster of seven stars visi-
ble to the naked eye. In Greek mythology, the Pleiades were
seven sisters whom the gods placed in the sky to help them
escape from the hunter Orion. The ancient Greeks observed
that individual stars and constellations (groups of stars per-
ceived by the human eye to form images in the sky) moved
from east to west during the night and appeared in different
parts of the sky at different times of the year. (In fact, the ap-
parent movement of the stars is due to the earth's rotation on
its axis and orbit around the sun against a background of un-
moving stars. To earthly observers, however, the stars appear
to move.) Hesiod is telling his audience that, when the
Pleiades appear above the eastern horizon just before the
light of the rising sun makes all the other stars invisible (in
May on the modern calendar), a sensible farmer will cut down
his grain crop. Some months later (in our September), when
the Pleiades dip below the western horizon just before sun-
rise, it is time to plow the fields and plant seeds for the next
year's harvest.

Other events in nature provide similar indicators:

Mind now, when you hear the call of the crane
Coming from the clouds, as it does year by year:
That's the sign for plowing . ..

tury B.C.E. Its causes are not fully understood but proba-
bly include the more intensive use of land as farming re-
placed herding and independent farmers and their
families began to work previously unused land on the
margins of the plains. A second factor was increasing
prosperity based on the importation of food and raw
materials. Rising population density led villages to merge
and become urban centers.

Greece at this time consisted of hundreds of inde-
pendent political entities. The Greek polis® (usually trans-
lated “city-state”) consisted of an urban center and the

polis (POE-lis)

o
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And even the stern Hesiod allows himself a break at the
height of summer:

But when the thistle's in bloom, and the cicada
Chirps from its perch in a branch, pouring down
Shrill song from its wings in the withering heat,
Then goats are plumpest, wine at its best, women
Most lustful, but men at their feeblest, since Sirius
Scorches head and knees, and skin shrivels up. . ..
Time to drink sparkling wine
Sitting in the shade, heart satisfied with food,
Face turned toward the cooling West Wind . . .

Sirius (SIH-ree-uhs), the brightest star in the sky, rose with
the sun in late July. The ancients believed that the addition of
its heat to the heat already provided by the sun accounted for
sizzling temperatures at this time of year. (The ancient Egyp-
tians connected the rising of Sirius with the beginning of the
Nile flood.)

It is clear to any reader of Hesiod's poem that he and his
fellow Greek farmers were intimately attuned to their envi-
ronment. Their extensive knowledge of the natural world
provided them with information vital for survival.

Source: From Hesiod: Works and Days and Theogony, translated by Stanley Lombardo
(Indianapolis/Cambridge: Hackett Publishing, 1993) Reprinted by permission of Hackett
Publishing Company, Inc. All rights reserved.

rural territory that it controlled. City-states came in vari-
ous sizes, with populations as small as several thousand
or as large as several hundred thousand in the case of
Athens.

Most urban centers had certain characteristic fea-
tures. A hilltop acropolis® (“top of the city”) offered a
place of refuge in an emergency. The town spread out
around the base of this fortified high point. An agora®
(“gathering place”) was an open area where citizens
came together to ratify the decisions of their leaders or to
line up with their weapons before military ventures.

—p—

Government buildings were located there, but the agora
soon developed into a marketplace as well (vendors
everywhere are eager to set out their wares wherever
crowds gather). Fortified walls surrounded the urban
center; but as the population expanded, new buildings
went up beyond the perimeter.

Each polis was fiercely jealous of its independence
and suspicious of its neighbors, and this state of mind
led to frequent conflict. By the early seventh century
B.C.E. the Greeks had developed a new kind of warfare,
waged by hoplites’—heavily armored infantrymen who

acropolis (uh-KRAW-poe-lis) agora (ah-go-RAH)

hoplite (HAWP-lite)
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fought in close formation. Protected by a helmet, a
breastplate, and leg guards, each hoplite held a round
shield over his own left side and the right side of the man
next to him and brandished a thrusting spear, keeping a
sword in reserve. In this style of combat, the key to vic-
tory was maintaining the cohesion of one’s own forma-
tion while breaking open the enemy’s line. Most of the
casualties were suffered by the defeated army in flight.
Recent studies have emphasized the close relation-
ship of hoplite warfare to the agricultural basis of Greek
society. Greek states were defended by armies of private
citizens—mostly farmers—called up for brief periods of
crisis, rather than by a professional class of soldiers. Al-
though this kind of fighting called for strength to bear
the weapons and armor, and courage to stand one’s
ground in battle, no special training was needed by the
citizen-soldiers. Campaigns took place when farmers
were available, in the windows of time between major
tasks in the agricultural cycle. When a hoplite army

—p—

marched into the fields of another community, the en-
raged farmers of that community, who had expended a
lot of hard labor on their land and buildings, could not
fail to meet the challenge. Though brutal and terrifying,
the clash of two hoplite lines did offer a quick decision.
Battles rarely lasted more than a few hours, and the sur-
vivors could promptly return home to tend their farms.
The expanding population soon surpassed the ca-
pacity of the small plains, and many communities sent
excess population abroad to establish independent
“colonies” in distant lands. Not every colonist left will-
ingly. Sources tell of people being chosen by lot and for-
bidden to return on pain of death. Others, seeing an
opportunity to escape from poverty, avoid the con-
straints of family, or find adventure, voluntarily set out to
seek their fortunes on the frontier. After obtaining the
approval of the god Apollo from his sanctuary at Delphi,
the colonists departed, carrying fire from the communal
hearth of the “mother-city,” a symbol of the kinship and

o
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religious ties that would connect the two communities.
They settled by the sea in the vicinity of a hill or other
natural refuge. The “founder,” a prominent member of
the mother-city, allotted parcels of land and drafted laws
for the new community. In some cases the indigenous
population was driven away or reduced to a semiservile
status; in other cases there was intermarriage and mix-
ing between colonists and natives.

A wave of colonization from the mid-eighth through
mid-sixth centuries B.C.E. spread Greek culture far be-
yond the land of its origins. New settlements sprang up
in the northern Aegean area, around the Black Sea, and
on the Libyan coast of North Africa. In southern Italy and
on the island of Sicily (see Map 3.5) another Greek core
area was established. Although the creation of new
homes, farms, and communities undoubtedly posed
many challenges for the Greek settlers, they were able to
transplant their entire way of life, mostly because of the
general similarity in climate and ecology in the Mediter-
ranean lands.

Greeks began to use the term Hellenes® (Graeci is
what the Romans later called them) to distinguish them-
selves from barbaroi (the root of the English word bar-
barian). Interaction with new peoples and exposure to
their different practices made the Greeks aware of the
factors that bound them together: their language, reli-
gion, and lifestyle. It also introduced them to new ideas
and technologies.

Another significant development was the invention
of coins in the early sixth century B.C.E., probably in Lydia
(western Anatolia). They soon spread throughout the
Greek world and beyond. In the ancient world a coin was
a piece of metal whose weight and purity, and thus value,
were guaranteed by the state. Silver, gold, bronze, and
other metals were attractive choices for a medium of ex-
change: sufficiently rare to be valuable, relatively light-
weight and portable (at least in the quantities available
to most individuals), seemingly indestructible and there-
fore permanent, yet easily divided. Prior to the invention
of coinage, people in the lands of the eastern Mediter-
ranean and western Asia weighed out quantities of gold,
silver, or bronze in exchange for the items they wanted to
buy. Coinage allowed for more rapid exchanges of goods
as well as for more efficient recordkeeping and storage of
wealth. It stimulated trade and increased the total wealth
of the society. Even so, international commerce could
still be confusing because different states used different
weight standards that had to be reconciled, just as people
have to exchange currencies when traveling today.
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By reducing surplus population, colonization helped
relieve pressures within the Archaic Greek world. Never-
theless, this was an era of political instability. Kings ruled
the Dark Age societies depicted in Homer's Iliad and
Odyssey, but at some point councils composed of the
heads of noble families superseded the kings. This aristoc-
racy derived its wealth and power from ownership of large
tracts of land. Peasant families worked this land; they were
allowed to occupy a plot and keep a portion of what they
grew. Debt-slaves, too, worked the land. They were people
who had borrowed money or seed from the lord and lost
their freedom when they were unable to repay the loan.
Also living in a typical community were free peasants,
who owned small farms, and urban-based craftsmen and
merchants, who began to constitute a “middle class.”

In the mid-seventh and sixth centuries B.C.E. in one
city-state after another, an individual tyrant—a person
who seized and held power in violation of the normal
political institutions and traditions of the community—
gained control. Greek tyrants were often disgruntled or
ambitious members of the aristocracy, backed by the
emerging middle class. New opportunities for economic
advancement and the declining cost of metals meant
that more and more men could acquire arms. These in-
dividuals, who already played an important role as hop-
lite soldiers in the local militias, must have demanded
some political rights as the price of their support for
their local tyrant.

Ultimately, the tyrants of this age were unwitting
catalysts in an evolving political process. Some were able
to pass their positions on to their sons, but eventually
the tyrant-family was ejected. Authority in the commu-
nity developed along one of two lines: toward oligarchy”,
the exercise of political privilege by the wealthier mem-
bers of society, or toward democracy, the exercise of po-
litical power by all free adult males. In any case, the
absence of a professional military class in the early
Greek states was essential to broadening the base of po-
litical participation.

Greek religion encompassed a wide range of cults
and beliefs. The ancestors of the Greeks brought a col-
lection of sky-gods with them when they entered the
Greek peninsula at the end of the third millennium B.C.E.
Some of the gods represented forces in nature: for ex-
ample, Zeus sent storms and lightning, and Poseidon was
master of the sea and earthquakes. The two great epic
poems, the Iliad and Odyssey, which Greek schoolboys
memorized and professional performers recited, put a
distinctive stamp on the personalities and characters of

Hellenes (HELL-leans)

oligarchy (OLL-ih-gahr-key)
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these deities. The gods that Homer portrayed were an-
thropomorphic’—that is, conceived as humanlike in
appearance (though they were taller, more beautiful,
and more powerful than mere mortals and had a super-
natural radiance) and humanlike in their displays of
emotion.

The worship of the gods at state-sponsored festivals
was as much an expression of civic identity as of per-
sonal piety. Sacrifice, the central ritual of Greek religion,
was performed at altars in front of the temples that the
Greeks built to be the gods’ places of residence. Greeks
gave their gods gifts, often as humble as a small cake or a
cup of wine poured on the ground, in the hope that the
gods would favor and protect them. In more spectacular
forms of sacrifice, a group of people would kill one or
more animals, spray the altar with the victim’s blood,
burn parts of its body so that the aroma would ascend to
the gods on high, and enjoy a rare feast of meat. In this
way the Greeks created a sense of community out of
shared participation in the taking of life.

Greek individuals and communities sought infor-
mation, advice, or predictions about the future from
oracles—sacred sites where they believed the gods com-
municated with humans. Especially prestigious was the
oracle of Apollo at Delphi in central Greece. Petitioners
left gifts in the treasuries, and the god responded to their
questions through his priestess, the Pythia®, who gave
forth obscure, ecstatic utterances. Because most Greeks
were farmers, fertility cults, whose members worshiped
and sought to enhance the productive forces in nature
(usually conceived as female), were popular, though

anthropomorphic (an-thruh-puh-MORE-fik)
Pythia (PITH-ee-uh)
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often hidden from modern view because of our depen-
dence on literary texts expressing the values of an edu-
cated, urban elite.

One distinctive feature of the
Archaic period was a growing
emphasis on the individual. In
early Greek communities the
family enveloped the individual, and land belonged col-
lectively to the family, including ancestors and descen-
dants. Ripped out of this communal network and forced
to establish new lives on a distant frontier, the colonist
became a model of rugged individualism, as did the
tyrant who seized power for himself alone. These new
patterns led toward the concept of humanism—a valu-
ing of the uniqueness, talents, and rights of the in-
dividual—which remains a central tenet of Western
civilization.

We see clear signs of individualism in the new lyric
poetry—short verses in which the subject matter is in-
tensely personal, drawn from the experience of the poet
and expressing his or her feelings and views. Archi-
lochus®, a soldier and poet living in the first half of the
seventh century B.C.E., made a surprising admission:

New Intellectual
Currents

Some barbarian is waving my shield, since I was
obliged to

leave that perfectly good piece of equipment behind

under a bush. But I got away, so what does it matter?

Let the shield go; I can buy another one equally good.!

Archilochus (ahr-KIL-uh-kuhs)
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Here Archilochus is poking fun at the heroic ideal that
scorned a soldier who ran away from the enemy. In chal-
lenging traditional values and exploiting the medium to
express personal feeling and opinion, lyric poets paved
the way for the modern Western conception of poetry.

There were also challenges to traditional religion
from thinkers now known as pre-Socratic philosophers
(the term pre-Socratic refers to philosophers before Soc-
rates, who in the later fifth century B.c.E. shifted the focus
of philosophy to ethical questions). In the sixth century
B.C.E. Xenophanes”’ called into question the kind of gods
that Homer had popularized.

But if cattle and horses or lions had hands, or were
able to draw with their hands and do the works that
men can do, horses would draw the forms of the gods
like horses, and cattle like cattle, and they would make
their bodies such as they each had themselves.?

The pre-Socratic philosophers rejected traditional reli-
gious explanations of the origins and nature of the world
and sought rational explanations. They were primarily
concerned with learning how the world was created,
what it is made of, and why changes occur. Some pre-
Socratic thinkers postulated various combinations of
earth, air, fire, and water as the primal elements that
combine or dissolve to form the numerous substances
found in nature. One advanced the theory that the world
is composed of microscopic atoms (from a Greek word
meaning “indivisible”) that move through the void of
space, colliding randomly and combining in various
ways to form the many substances of the natural world.
In some respects startlingly similar to modern atomic
theory, this model was essentially a lucky intuition, but it
is a testament to the sophistication of these thinkers. It is
probably no coincidence that most of them came from
Ionia and southern Italy, two zones in which Greeks were
in close contact with non-Greek peoples. The shock of
encountering people with very different ideas may have
stimulated new lines of inquiry.

Another important intellectual development also
took place in Ionia in the sixth century B.C.E. A group of
men later referred to as logographers® (“writers of prose
accounts”), taking full advantage of the nearly infinite
capacity of writing to store information, began gathering
data on a wide range of topics, including ethnography
(description of a people’s physical characteristics and
cultural practices), the geography of Mediterranean lands,
the foundation stories of important cities, and the ori-
gins of famous Greek families. They were the first to write

Xenophanes (zeh-NOFF-uh-nees)
logographer (loe-GOG-ruff-er)
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in prose—the language of everyday speech—rather than
poetry, which had long facilitated the memorization es-
sential to an oral society. Historia, “investigation/re-
search,” was the name they gave to the method they
used to collect, sort, and select information. In the mid-
fifth century B.c.E. Herodotus (ca. 485-425 B.C.E.), from
Halicarnassus in southwest Anatolia, published his His-
tories. Early parts of the work are filled with the geo-
graphic and ethnographic reports, legends, folktales,
and marvels dear to the logographers, but in later sec-
tions Herodotus focuses on the great event of the previ-
ous generation: the wars between the Greeks and the
Persian Empire.

Herodotus declared his new conception of his mis-
sion in the first lines of the book:

I, Herodotus of Halicarnassus, am here setting forth
my history, that time may not draw the color from
what man has brought into being, nor those great and
wonderful deeds, manifested by both Greeks and
barbarians, fail of their report, and, together with all
this, the reason why they fought one another.3

In stating that he wants to find out why Greeks and Per-
sians came to blows, he reveals that he has become a
historian seeking the causes behind historical events.
Herodotus directed the all-purpose techniques of histo-
ria to the service of history in the modern sense of
the term, thereby narrowing the meaning of the word.
For this achievement he is known as the “father of
history.”

The two preeminent Greek
city-states of the late Archaic
and Classical periods were
Athens and Sparta. The differ-
ent character of these two communities underscores the
potential for diversity in the evolution of human soci-
eties, even those arising in similar environmental and
cultural contexts.

The ancestors of the Spartans migrated into the
Peloponnese®, the southernmost part of the Greek main-
land, around 1000 B.c.E. For a time Sparta followed a
typical path of development, participating in trade and
fostering the arts. Then in the seventh century B.C.E.
something happened to alter the destiny of the Spar-
tan state. Instead of sending out colonists when con-
fronted by population pressure, the Spartans crossed
their mountainous western frontier and invaded the fer-
tile plain of Messenia (see Map 4.2). Hoplite tactics may

Athens and
Sparta

Peloponnese (PELL-uh-puh-neze)
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have given the Spartans the edge they needed to prevail
over fierce Messenian resistance. The result was the
takeover of Messenia and the domination of the native
population, who descended to the status of helots®, the
most abused and exploited population on the Greek
mainland.

Fear of a helot uprising led to the evolution of the
unique Spartan way of life. The Spartan state became a
military camp in a permanent state of preparedness. Ter-
ritory in Messenia and Laconia (the Spartan homeland)
was divided into several thousand lots, which were as-
signed to Spartan citizens. Helots worked the land and
turned over a portion of what they grew to their Spartan
masters, who were thereby freed from food production
and able to spend their lives in military training and
service.

The professional Spartan soldier was the best in
Greece, and the Spartan army was superior to all others,
since the other Greek states relied on citizen militias
called out only in time of crisis. The Spartans, however,
paid a huge personal price for their military readiness. At
age seven, boys were taken from their families and put
into barracks, where they were toughened by a severe
regimen of discipline, beatings, and deprivation. A Spar-
tan male’s whole life was subordinated to the demands
of the state. Sparta essentially stopped the clock, declin-
ing to participate in the economic, political, and cultural
renaissance taking place in the Archaic Greek world.
There were no longer any poets or artists at Sparta. In an
attempt to maintain equality among citizens, precious
metals and coinage were banned, and Spartans were for-
bidden to engage in commerce. The fifth-century B.C.E.
historian Thucydides®, a native of Athens, remarked that
in his day Sparta appeared to be little more than a large
village and that no future observer of the ruins of the site
would be able to guess its power.

The Spartans rarely put their reputation to the test,
practicing a foreign policy that was cautious and isola-
tionist. Reluctant to march far from home for fear of a
helot uprising, the Spartans sought to maintain peace in
the Peloponnese through the Peloponnesian League, a
system of alliances between Sparta and its neighbors.

Athens followed a different path. In comparison
with other Greek city-states, it possessed an unusually
large and populous territory: the entire region of Attica.
Attica contained a number of moderately fertile plains
and was ideally suited for cultivation of olive trees. In ad-
dition to the urban center of Athens, located some 5
miles (8 kilometers) from the sea where the sheer-sided

helot (HELL-ut) Thucydides (thoo-SID-ih-dees)
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Acropolis towered above the Attic Plain, the peninsula
was dotted with villages and a few larger towns.

Attica’s large land area provided a buffer against the
initial stresses of the Archaic period, but by the early
sixth century B.C.E. things had reached a critical point. In
594 B.C.E. Solon was appointed lawgiver and was granted
extraordinary powers to avert a civil war. He divided
Athenian citizens into four classes based on the annual
yield of their farms. Those in the top three classes could
hold state offices. Members of the lowest class, who had
little or no property, could not hold office but were al-
lowed to participate in meetings of the Assembly. This
arrangement, which made rights and privileges a func-
tion of wealth, was far from democratic. But it broke the
absolute monopoly on power of a small circle of aristo-
cratic families, and it allowed for social and political mo-
bility. By abolishing the practice of enslaving individuals
for failure to repay their debts, Solon guaranteed the
freedom of Athenian citizens.

Despite Solon’s efforts to defuse the crisis, political
turmoil continued until 546 B.C.E.,, when an aristocrat
named Pisistratus® seized power. To strengthen his posi-
tion and weaken the aristocracy, the tyrant Pisistratus
tried to shift the allegiance of the still largely rural popula-
tion to the urban center of Athens, where he was the
dominant figure. He undertook a number of monumental
building projects, including a Temple of Athena on the
Acropolis. He also instituted or expanded several major
festivals that drew people to Athens for religious proces-
sions, performances of plays, and athletic and poetic
competitions.

Pisistratus passed the tyranny on to his sons, but
with Spartan assistance the Athenians turned the tyrant-
family out in the last decade of the sixth century B.C.E. In
the 460s and 450s B.C.E. Pericles’ and his political allies
took the last steps in the evolution of Athenian democ-
racy, transferring all power to popular organs of govern-
ment: the Assembly, Council of 500, and People’s Courts.
From that time on, men of moderate or little means
could hold office and participate in the political process.
Men were selected by lot to fill even the highest offices,
and they were paid for public service so they could afford
to take time off from their work. The focal point of
Athenian political life became the Assembly of all citi-
zens. Several times a month proposals were debated
there; decisions were openly made, and any citizen
could speak to the issues of the day.

Pisistratus (pie-SIS-truh-tuhs)
Pericles (PER-eh-kleez)
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THE STRUGGLE OF PERSIA AND
GREECE, 546-323 B.C.E.

or the Greeks of the fifth and fourth centuries B.C.E.,

Persia was the great enemy and the wars with Persia
were the decisive historical event. The Persians probably
were more concerned about developments farther east
and did not regard the wars with the Greeks as so conse-
quential. Nevertheless, the encounter with the Greeks
over a period of two centuries was of profound impor-
tance for the history of the eastern Mediterranean and
western Asia.

Cyrus’s conquest of Lydia in
546 B.C.E. led to the subjugation
of the Greek cities on the Ana-
tolian seacoast. In the years that followed, these cities
were ruled by local groups or individuals who collabo-
rated with the Persian government so as to maintain
themselves in power and allow their cities to operate with
minimal Persian interference. All this changed when the
Ionian Revolt, a great uprising of Greeks and other subject
peoples on the western frontier, broke out in 499 B.C.E. The
Persians needed five years and a massive infusion of
troops and resources to stamp out the insurrection.

The failed revolt led to the Persian Wars—two Per-
sian attacks on Greece in the early fifth century B.C.E. In
490 B.C.E. Darius dispatched a naval fleet to punish Ere-
tria® and Athens, two states on the Greek mainland that
had given assistance to the Ionian rebels, and to warn
others about the foolhardiness of crossing the Persian
king. Eretria was betrayed to the Persians by several of its
own citizens, and the survivors were marched off to per-
manent exile in southwest Iran. Next on the Persians’ list
were the Athenians, who probably would have suffered a
similar fate if their hoplites had not defeated the lighter-
armed Persian troops in a short, sharp engagement at
Marathon, 26 miles (42 kilometers) from Athens.

Xerxes (Khshayarsha, r. 486-465 B.C.E.) succeeded
his father on the Persian throne and soon turned his at-
tention to the troublesome Greeks. In 480 B.C.E. he set
out with a huge invasionary force consisting of the Per-
sian army, contingents summoned from all the peoples
of the Persian Empire, and a large fleet of ships drawn
from maritime subjects. Crossing the Hellespont (the
narrow strait at the edge of the Aegean separating Eu-
rope and Asia), Persian forces descended into central

Early Encounters

Eretria (er-EH-tree-uh)
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and southern Greece (see Map 4.2). Xerxes sent messen-
gers ahead to most of the Greek states, bidding them to
offer up “earth and water”—tokens of submission.

Many Greek communities acknowledged Persian
overlordship. But in southern Greece an alliance of states
bent on resistance was formed under the leadership of
the Spartans. This Hellenic League, as modern historians
call it, initially failed to halt the Persian advance. At the
pass of Thermopylae® in central Greece, three hundred
Spartans and their king gave their lives to buy time for
their fellows to escape. However, after seizing and sack-
ing the city of Athens in 480 B.C.E., the Persians allowed
their navy to be lured into the narrow straits of nearby
Salamis®, where they lost their advantage in numbers
and maneuverability and suffered a devastating defeat.
The following spring (479 B.C.E.), the Persian land army
was routed at Plataea’, and the immediate threat to
Greece receded.

The collapse of the threat to the Greek mainland did
not mean an end to war. The Greeks went on the offen-
sive. Athens’s stubborn refusal to submit to the Persian
king, even after the city was sacked twice in two succes-
sive years, and the vital role played by the Athenian navy,
which made up fully half of the allied Greek fleet, earned
the city a large measure of respect. The next phase of
the war, designed to drive the Persians away from the
Aegean and liberate Greek states still under Persian con-
trol, was naval. Thus Athens replaced land-based, isola-
tionist Sparta as leader of the campaign against Persia.

In 477 B.C.E. the Delian® League was formed. It was
initially a voluntary alliance of Greek states eager to
prosecute the war against Persia. In less than twenty
years, League forces led by Athenian generals swept the
Persians from the waters of the eastern Mediterranean
and freed all Greek communities except those in distant
Cyprus (see Map 3.5).

By scholarly convention, the
Classical period of Greek his-
tory (480-323 B.C.E.) begins with
the successful defense of the
Greek homeland against the forces of the Persian Em-
pire. Ironically, the Athenians, who had played such a
crucial role, exploited these events to become an impe-
rial power. A string of successful campaigns and the pas-
sage of time led many of their Greek allies to grow
complacent and contribute money instead of military
forces. The Athenians used the money to build up and

The Height of
Athenian Power

Thermopylae (thuhr-MOP-uh-lee) Salamis (SAH-lah-miss)
Plataea (pluh-TEE-uh) Delian (DEE-lih-yuhn)
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staff their navy. Eventually they saw the other members
of the Delian League as their subjects and demanded an-
nual contributions and other signs of submission from
them. States that tried to leave the League were brought
back by force, stripped of their defenses, and rendered
subordinate to Athens.

Athens’s mastery of naval technology transformed
Greek warfare and politics and brought power and
wealth to Athens itself. Unlike commercial ships, whose
stable, round-bodied hulls were propelled by a single
square sail, military vessels could not risk depending on
the wind. By the late sixth century B.C.E. the trireme®, a
sleek, fast vessel powered by 170 rowers, had become the
premier warship. The design of the trireme has long
been a puzzle, but the unearthing of the slips where
these vessels were moored at Athens and recent experi-
ments with a full-scale replica manned by international

trireme (TRY-reem)
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volunteers have revealed much about the trireme’s de-
sign and the battle tactics it made possible. Rowers using
oars of different lengths and carefully positioned on
three levels so as not to run afoul of one another were
able to achieve short bursts of speed of up to 7 knots.
Athenian crews, by constant practice, became the best in
the eastern Mediterranean.

The emergence at Athens of a democratic system in
which each male citizen had, at least in principle, an
equal voice is connected to the new primacy of the fleet.
Hoplites were members of the middle and upper classes
(they had to provide their own protective gear and
weapons). Rowers, in contrast, came from the lower
classes, but because they were providing the chief pro-
tection for the community and were the source of its
power, they could insist on full rights.

Possession of a navy allowed Athens to project its
power farther than it could have done with a citizen mili-
tia (which could be kept in arms for only short periods
of time). In previous Greek wars, the victorious state
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had little capability to occupy a defeated neighbor
permanently (with the exception, as we have seen, of
Sparta’s takeover of Messenia). Usually the victor was
satisfied with booty and, perhaps, minor adjustments to
boundary lines. Athens was able to continually domi-
nate and exploit other, weaker communities in an un-
precedented way.

Athens did not hesitate to use military and political
power to promote its commercial interests. Athens’s port,
Piraeus®, grew into the most important commercial cen-
ter in the eastern Mediterranean. The money collected
each year from the subject states helped subsidize the in-
creasingly expensive Athenian democracy as well as un-
derwrite the construction costs of the beautiful buildings
on the Acropolis, including the majestic new temple of
Athena, the Parthenon. Many Athenians worked on the
construction and decoration of these monuments. In-
deed, the building program was a means by which the
Athenian leader Pericles redistributed the profits of em-
pire to the Athenian people and gained extraordinary
popularity.

In other ways as well, Athens’s cultural achievements
were dependent on the profits of empire. The economic
advantages that empire brought to Athens indirectly sub-
sidized the festivals at which the great dramatic tragedies
of Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides and the comedies
of Aristophanes® were performed. Money is a prerequi-
site for support of the arts and sciences, and the brightest
and most creative artists and thinkers in the Greek world
were drawn to Athens. Traveling teachers called Sophists
(“wise men”) provided instruction in logic and public
speaking to pupils who could afford their fees. The new
discipline of rhetoric—the construction of attractive and
persuasive arguments—gave those with training and
quick wits a great advantage in politics and the courts.
The Greek masses became connoisseurs of oratory, ea-
gerly listening for each innovation, yet so aware of the
power of words that sophist came to mean one who uses
cleverness to distort and manipulate reality.

These new intellectual currents came together in
399 B.c.E. when the philosopher Socrates (ca. 470-399
B.C.E.) was brought to trial. A sculptor by trade, Socrates
spent most of his time in the company of young men
who enjoyed conversing with him and observing him
deflate the pretensions of those who thought themselves
wise. He wryly commented that he knew one more thing
than everyone else: that he knew nothing. At his trial,
Socrates was easily able to dispose of the charges of cor-
rupting the youth of Athens and not believing in the gods

Piraeus (pih-RAY-uhs) Aristophanes (ah-ruh-STOFF-eh-neze)
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of the city. He argued that the real basis of the hostility he
faced was twofold: (1) He was being held responsible for
the actions of several of his aristocratic students who
had tried to overthrow the Athenian democracy. (2) He
was being blamed unfairly for the controversial teach-
ings of the Sophists, which were widely believed to be
contrary to traditional religious beliefs and to under-
mine morality. In Athenian trials, juries of hundreds of
citizens decided guilt and punishment, often motivated
more by emotion than by legal principles. The vote that
found Socrates guilty was fairly close. But his lack of con-
trition in the penalty phase—he proposed that he be re-
warded for his services to the state—led the jury to
condemn him to death by drinking hemlock. Socrates’
disciples regarded his execution as a martyrdom, and
smart young men such as Plato withdrew from public
life and dedicated themselves to the philosophical pur-
suit of knowledge and truth.

This period encompasses the last stage in Greece of
the transition from orality to literacy. Socrates himself
wrote nothing, preferring to converse with people he
met in the street. His disciple Plato (ca. 428-347 B.C.E.)
may represent the first generation to be truly literate. He
gained much of his knowledge from books and habitu-
ally wrote down his thoughts. On the outskirts of Athens,
Plato founded the Academy, a school where young men
could pursue a course of higher education. Yet even
Plato retained traces of the orality of the world in which
he had grown up. He wrote dialogues—an oral form—in
which his protagonist, Socrates, uses the “Socratic method”
of question and answer to reach a deeper understanding
of the meaning of values such as justice, excellence, and
wisdom. Plato refused to write down the most advanced
stages of the philosophical and spiritual training that
took place at his Academy. He believed that full appre-
hension of a higher reality, of which our own sensible
world is but a pale reflection, could be entrusted only to
“initiates” who had completed the earlier stages.

The third of the great classical philosophers, Aristotle
(384-322 B.C.E.), came from Stagira, a community on the
Thracian coast. After several decades of study at Plato’s
Academy in Athens, he was chosen by the king of Mace-
donia, Philip II, who had a high regard for Greek culture,
to be the tutor of his son Alexander. Later, Aristotle re-
turned to Athens to found his own school, the Lyceum. Of
a very different temperament than Plato, who had been
drawn to mysticism and metaphysical speculation, Aris-
totle sought to collect and categorize a vast array of
knowledge. He lectured and wrote about politics, philos-
ophy, ethics, logic, poetry, rhetoric, physics, astronomy,
meteorology, zoology, and psychology, laying the founda-
tions for many modern disciplines.
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Athenian democracy, the in-
spiration for the concept of
democracy in the Western tra-
dition, was a democracy only
for the relatively small percentage of the inhabitants
of Attica who were truly citizens—free adult males of
pure Athenian ancestry. Excluding women, children,
slaves, and foreigners, this group amounted to 30,000 or
40,000 people out of a total population of approximately
300,000—only 10 or 15 percent.

Slaves, mostly of foreign origin, constituted perhaps
one-third of the population of Attica in the fifth and
fourth centuries B.C.E., and the average Athenian family
owned one or more. Slaves were needed to run the shop
or work on the farm while the master was attending
meetings of the Assembly or serving on one of the
boards that oversaw the day-to-day activities of the state.
The slave was a “living piece of property,” required to do
any work, submit to any sexual acts, and receive any
punishments that the owner ordained. In the absence of
huge estates, there were no rural slave gangs, and most
Greek slaves were domestic servants, often working on
the same tasks as the master or mistress. Close daily con-
tact between owners and slaves meant, in many cases,
that a relationship developed, making it hard for Greek
slave owners to deny the essential humanity of their
slaves. Still, Greek thinkers rationalized the institution
of slavery by arguing that barbaroi (non-Greeks) lacked
the capacity to reason and thus were better off under the
direction of rational Greek owners.

The position of women varied across Greek commu-
nities. The women of Sparta, who were expected to bear
and raise strong children, were encouraged to exercise,
and they enjoyed a level of public visibility and outspoken-
ness that shocked other Greeks. Athens may have been at
the opposite extreme as regards the confinement and sup-
pression of women. Ironically, the exploitation of women
in Athens, as of slaves, is linked to the high degree of free-
dom enjoyed by Athenian men in the democratic state.

Athenian marriages were unequal affairs. A new hus-
band might be thirty, reasonably well educated, a veteran
of war, and experienced in business and politics. Under
law he had nearly absolute authority over the members of
his household. He arranged his marriage with the parents
of his prospective wife, who was likely to be a teenager
brought up with no formal education and only minimal
training in weaving, cooking, and household manage-
ment. Coming into the home of a husband she hardly
knew, she had no political rights and limited legal protec-
tion. Given the differences in age, social experience, and
authority, the relationship between husband and wife
was in many ways similar to that of father and daughter.

Inequality in
Classical Greece

—p—

The primary function of marriage was to produce
children, preferably male. It is impossible to prove the
extent of infanticide—the killing through exposure of
unwanted children—because the ancients were suffi-
ciently ashamed to say little about it. But it is likely that
more girls than boys were abandoned.

Husbands and wives had limited daily contact. The
man spent the day outdoors attending to work or politi-
cal responsibilities; he dined with male friends at night;
and usually he slept alone in the men’s quarters. The
woman stayed home to cook, clean, raise the children,
and supervise the servants. The closest relationship in
the family was likely to be between the wife and her slave
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attendant. These women, often roughly the same age,
spent enormous amounts of time together. The servant
could be sent into town on errands. The wife stayed in
the house, except to attend funerals and certain festivals
and to make discreet visits to the houses of female rela-
tives. Greek men justified the confinement of women by
claiming that they were naturally promiscuous and likely
to introduce other men’s children into the household—
an action that would threaten the family property and vi-
olate the strict regulation of citizenship rights.

Without any documents written by women in this
period, we cannot tell the extent to which Athenian
women resented their situation or accepted it because
they knew little else. Women'’s festivals provided rare op-
portunities for women to get out. During the three-day
Thesmophoria® festival, the women of Athens lived to-
gether and managed their own affairs in a great encamp-
ment, carrying out mysterious rituals meant to enhance
the fertility of the land. The appearance of bold and self-
assertive women on the Athenian stage is also suggestive:
the defiant Antigone’ of Sophocles’ play who buried her
brother despite the prohibition of the king; and the wives
in Aristophanes’ comedy Lysistrata’ who refused to have
sex with their husbands until the men ended a war. Al-
though these plays were written by men and probably re-
flect a male fear of strong women, the playwrights must
have had models in their mothers, sisters, and wives.

The inequality of men and women posed obstacles
to creating a “meaningful” relationship between the
sexes. To find his intellectual and emotional equal, a
man often looked to other men. Bisexuality was com-
mon in ancient Greece, as much a product of the social
structure as of biological inclinations. A common pat-
tern was that of an older man serving as admirer, pur-
suer, and mentor of a youth. Bisexuality became part of a
system by which young men were educated and initiated
into the community of adult males. At least this was true
of the elite intellectual groups that loom large in the
written sources. It is hard to say how prevalent bisexual-
ity and the confinement of women were among the
Athenian masses.

The emergence of Athens as an
imperial power in the half-
century after the Persian inva-
sion aroused the suspicions of
other Greek states and led to
open hostilities between for-

Failure of the
City-State and
Triumph of the
Macedonians

Thesmophoria (thes-moe-FOE-ree-uh)
Antigone (an-TIG-uh-nee) Lysistrata (lis-uh-STRAH-tuh)
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mer allies. In 431 B.C.E. the Peloponnesian War broke
out. This nightmarish struggle for survival between the
Athenian and Spartan alliance systems encompassed
most of the Greek world. It was a war unlike any previous
Greek war because the Athenians used their naval power
to insulate themselves from the dangers of an attack by
land. In midcentury they had built three long walls con-
necting the city with the port of Piraeus and the adjacent
shoreline. At the start of the war, Pericles formulated an
unprecedented strategy, refusing to engage the Spartan-
led armies that invaded Attica each year. Pericles knew
that, as long as Athens controlled the sea lanes and was
able to provision itself, the enemy hoplites must soon re-
turn to their farms and the city could not be starved into
submission by a land-based siege. Thus, instead of culmi-
nating in a short, decisive battle like most Greek hoplite
warfare, the Peloponnesian War dragged on for nearly
three decades with great loss of life and squandering of re-
sources. It sapped the morale of all of Greece and ended
only with the defeat of Athens in a naval battle in 404
B.C.E. The Persian Empire had bankrolled the construction
of ships by the Spartan alliance, so Sparta finally was able
to take the conflict into Athens’s own element, the sea.

The victorious Spartans, who had entered the war
championing “the freedom of the Greeks,” took over
Athens’s overseas empire until their own increasingly
highhanded behavior aroused the opposition of other
city-states. Indeed, the fourth century B.C.E. was a time of
nearly continuous skirmishing among Greek states. One
can make the case that the independent polis, from one
point of view the glory of Greek culture, was also the fun-
damental structural flaw because it fostered rivalry, fear,
and mistrust among neighboring communities.

Internal conflict in the Greek world allowed the Per-
sians to recoup old losses. By the terms of the King’s
Peace of 387 B.C.E,, to which most of the states of war-
weary Greece subscribed, all of western Asia, including
the Greek communities of the Anatolian seacoast, were
conceded to Persia. The Persian king became the guar-
antor of a status quo that kept the Greeks divided and
weak. Luckily for the Greeks, rebellions in Egypt, Cyprus,
and Phoenicia as well as trouble with some of the satraps
in the western provinces diverted Persian attention from
thoughts of another Greek invasion.

Meanwhile, in northern Greece developments were
taking place that would irrevocably alter the balance of
power in the eastern Mediterranean and western Asia.
Philip IT (r. 359-336 B.C.E.) was transforming his previ-
ously backward kingdom of Macedonia into the premier
military power in the Greek world. (Although southern
Greeks had long doubted the “Greekness” of the rough
and rowdy Macedonians, modern scholarship is inclined
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to regard their language and culture as Greek at base,
though much influenced by contact with non-Greek
neighbors.) Philip had made a number of improvements
to the traditional hoplite formation. He increased the
striking power and mobility of his force by equipping
soldiers with longer thrusting spears and less armor. Be-
cause horses thrived in the broad, grassy plains of the
north, he experimented with the coordinated use of in-
fantry and cavalry. His engineers had also developed
new kinds of siege equipment, including the first cata-
pults—machines using the power of twisted cords that,
when released, hurled arrows or stones great distances.
For the first time it became possible to storm a fortified
city rather than wait for starvation to take effect.

In 338 B.C.E. Philip defeated a coalition of southern
states and established the Confederacy of Corinth as an
instrument for controlling the Greek city-states. Philip
had himself appointed military commander for a planned
all-Greek campaign against Persia, and his generals es-
tablished a bridgehead on the Asiatic side of the Helles-
pont. It appears that Philip was following the advice of
Greek thinkers who had pondered the lessons of the Per-
sian Wars of the fifth century B.c.E. and had urged a cru-
sade against the national enemy as a means of unifying
their quarrelsome countrymen.

We will never know how far Philip’s ambitions ex-
tended, for an assassin killed him in 336 B.C.E. When
Alexander (356-323 B.C.E.), his son and heir, crossed over
into Asia in 334 B.C.E., his avowed purpose was to exact
revenge for Xerxes’ invasion a century and half before.
He defeated the Persian forces of King Darius III (r. 336—
330 B.C.E.) in three pitched battles in Anatolia and
Mesopotamia, and ultimately campaigned as far as the
Punjab region of modern Pakistan.

Alexander the Great, as he came to be called, main-
tained the framework of Persian administration in the
lands he conquered. He realized that it was well adapted
tolocal circumstances and familiar to the subject peoples.
At first, however, he replaced Persian officials with his
own Macedonian and Greek comrades. To control strate-
gic points in his expanding empire, he established a se-
ries of Greek-style cities, beginning with Alexandria in
Egypt, and he settled wounded and aged former soldiers
in them. After his decisive victory at Gaugamela in
northern Mesopotamia (331 B.C.E.), he began to experi-
ment with leaving cooperative Persian officials in place.
He also admitted some Persians and other Iranians into
his army and into the circle of his courtiers, and he
adopted elements of Persian dress and court ceremo-
nial. Finally, he married several Iranian women who had
useful royal or aristocratic connections, and he pressed
his leading subordinates to do the same.

—p—

THE HELLENISTIC SYNTHESIS,
323-30 B.C.E.

At the time of his sudden death in 323 B.C.E. at the age
of thirty-two, Alexander apparently had made no
plans for the succession. Thus his death ushered in a
half-century of chaos as the most ambitious and ruthless
of his officers struggled for control of the vast empire.
When the dust cleared, the empire had been broken up
into three major kingdoms, each ruled by a Macedonian
dynasty—the Seleucid’, Ptolemaic®, and Antigonid® king-
doms (see Map 4.3). Each major kingdom faced a unique
set of problems, and although the three frequently were
at odds with one another, a rough balance of power pre-
vented any one from gaining the upper hand and en-
abled smaller states to survive by playing off the great
powers.

Historians call the epoch ushered in by the con-
quests of Alexander the “Hellenistic Age” (323-30 B.C.E.)
because the lands in northeastern Africa and western
Asia that came under Greek rule tended to be “Hell-
enized”—that is, powerfully influenced by Greek culture.
This was a period of large kingdoms with heterogeneous
populations, great cities, powerful rulers, pervasive bu-
reaucracies, and vast disparities in wealth—a far cry
from the small, homogeneous, independent city-states
of Archaic and Classical Greece. It was a cosmopolitan
age of long-distance trade and communications, which
saw the rise of new institutions like libraries and univer-
sities, new kinds of scholarship and science, and the cul-
tivation of sophisticated tastes in art and literature. In
many respects, in comparison with the preceding Classi-
cal era, it was a world much more like our own.

Of all the successor states, the kingdom of the Seleu-
cids, who took over the bulk of Alexander’s conquests,
faced the greatest challenges. The Indus Valley and
Afghanistan soon split off, and over the course of the
third and second centuries B.C.E. Iran was lost to the
Parthians. What remained for the Seleucids was a core in
Mesopotamia, Syria, and parts of Anatolia, which the Se-
leucid monarchs ruled from their capital at Syrian Anti-
och®. Their sprawling territories were open to attack
from many directions, and, like the Persians before
them, they had to administer lands inhabited by many
different ethnic groups organized under various political
and social forms. In the countryside, where most of the

Seleucid (sih-LOO-sid) Ptolemaic (tawl-uh-MAY-ik)
Antigonid (an-TIG-uh-nid) Antioch (AN-tee-awk)
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native peoples resided, the Seleucids maintained an ad-
ministrative structure modeled on the Persian system.
They also continued Alexander’s policy of founding
Greek-style cities throughout their domains. These cities
served as administrative centers and were also the lure
that the Seleucids used to attract colonists from Greece.
The Seleucids desperately needed Greek soldiers, engi-
neers, administrators, and other professionals.

The dynasty of the Ptolemies’ ruled Egypt and
sometimes laid claim to adjacent Syria-Palestine. The
people of Egypt belonged to only one ethnic group and

Ptolemies (TAWL-uh-meze)
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were fairly easily controlled because the vast majority of
them were farmers living in villages alongside the Nile.
The Ptolemies were able to take over much of the admin-
istrative structure of the pharaohs and to extract the sur-
plus wealth of this populous and productive land. The
Egyptian economy was centrally planned and highly
controlled. Vast revenues poured into the royal treasury
from rents (the king owned most of the land), taxes of all
sorts, and royal monopolies on olive oil, salt, papyrus,
and other key commodities.

The Ptolemies ruled from Alexandria, the first of the
new cities laid out by Alexander himself. Alexandria was
situated near to where the westernmost branch of the
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Nile runs into the Mediterranean Sea and was meant to
be a link between Egypt and the Mediterranean world.

Like the Seleucids, the Ptolemies actively encour-
aged the immigration of Greeks from the homeland and,
in return for their skills and collaboration in the military
or civil administration, gave them land and a privileged
position in the new society. But the Ptolemies did not
seek to plant Greek-style cities throughout the Egyptian
countryside, and they made no effort to encourage the
native population to adopt the Greek language or ways.
In fact, so separate was the Greek ruling class from the
subject population that only the last Ptolemy, Queen
Cleopatra (r. 51-30 B.C.E.), even bothered to learn the lan-
guage of the Egyptians. For the Egyptian peasant popu-
lation laboring on the land, life was little changed by the
advent of new masters. Yet from the early second century
B.C.E., periodic native insurrections in the countryside,
which government forces in cooperation with Greek and
Hellenized settlers quickly stamped out, were signs of
Egyptians’ growing resentment of the Greeks’ exploita-
tion and arrogance.

In Europe, the Antigonid dynasty ruled the Mace-
donian homeland and adjacent parts of northern
Greece. This was a compact and ethnically homoge-
neous kingdom, so there was little of the hostility and
occasional resistance that the Seleucid and Ptolemaic
ruling classes faced. Macedonian garrisons at strong-
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points gave the Antigonids a toehold in central and
southern Greece, and the shadow of Macedonian inter-
vention always hung over the south. The southern states
met the threat by banding together into confederations,
such as the Achaean® League in the Peloponnese, in
which the member-states maintained local autonomy
but pooled resources and military power.

Athens and Sparta, the two leading cities of the Clas-
sical period, stood out from these confederations. The
Spartans never quite abandoned the myth of their own
invincibility and made a number of heroic but futile
stands against Macedonian armies. Athens, which held a
special place in the hearts of all Greeks because of the
artistic and literary accomplishments of the fifth century
B.C.E., pursued a policy of neutrality. The city became a
large museum, filled with the relics and memories of a
glorious past, as well as a university town that attracted
the children of the well-to-do from all over the Mediter-
ranean and western Asia.

In an age of cities, the greatest city of all was Alexan-
dria, with a population of nearly half a million. At the
heart of this city was the royal compound, containing
the palace and administrative buildings for the ruling
dynasty and its massive bureaucracy. The centerpiece

Achaean (uh-KEY-uhn)
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was the magnificent Mausoleum of Alexander. The first
Ptolemy had stolen the body of Alexander while it was
being brought back to Macedonia for burial. The theft
was aimed at gaining legitimacy for Ptolemaic rule by
claiming the blessing of the great conqueror, who was
declared to be a god. Two harbors served the needs of the
many trading ventures that linked the commerce of the
Mediterranean with the Red Sea and Indian Ocean. A
great lighthouse—the first of its kind, a multistory tower
with a fiery beacon visible at a distance of 30 miles (48
kilometers)—was one of the wonders of the ancient
world.

Alexandria gained further luster from its famous Li-
brary, which had several hundred thousand volumes,
and from its Museum, or “House of the Muses” (divini-
ties who presided over the arts and sciences), a research
institution that supported the work of the greatest poets,
philosophers, doctors, and scientists of the day. The exis-
tence of such well-funded institutions made possible
significant advances in science, both in the systematiza-
tion and extension of earlier work. Some of the greatest
achievements were in mathematics and astronomy. The
mathematical writings of Euclid® (ca. 276-194 B.c.E.) and
the astronomical text of Claudius Ptolemy (second cen-
tury c.E.), each a grand synthesis of Greek accomplish-
ments in these areas, were highly influential in Europe
and the Islamic world into early modern times. Aris-
tarchus® (ca. 310-230 B.C.E.) calculated the distances and
relative sizes of the moon and sun. He also argued
against the prevailing notion that the earth was the cen-
ter of the universe, asserting that the earth and other
planets revolved around the sun, a view that would not
be accepted for another 1,800 years. Eratosthenes® (ca.
276-194 B.C.E.) made a surprisingly accurate calculation
of the circumference of the earth. While the claim is of-
ten made that the Greeks had a strong predilection for
abstract theorizing rather than experimental verification
and practical application, experience was put to use in
some fields. Archimedes® (ca. 287-211 B.C.E.) invented
many mechanical devices, including the screw pump for
extracting underground water, and developed a tech-
nique for determining the volume of an object. Galen®
(ca. 129-210 c.k.), a Greek physician of the Roman era,
conveyed the legacy of Greek medical knowledge to sub-
sequent ages.

Greek residents of Alexandria enjoyed citizenship in
a Greek-style polis with an Assembly, a Council, and offi-

Euclid (YOO-klid) Aristarchus (ah-ris-TAWR-kiss)
Eratosthenes (eh-ruh-TOSS-thih-nees)
Archimedes (ahr-kih-MEE-dees) Galen (GAY-luhn)
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cials who dealt with purely local affairs, and they took
advantage of public works and institutions that signified
the Greek way of life. Public baths and shaded arcades
were places to relax and socialize with friends. Ancient
plays were revived in the theaters, and musical perfor-
mances and demonstrations of oratory took place in the
concert halls. Gymnasiums offered facilities for exercise
and fitness and were places where young men of the
privileged classes were schooled in athletics, music, and
literature. Jews had their own civic corporation, officials,
and courts and predominated in two of the five main res-
idential districts. Other quarters were filled with the
sights, sounds, and smells of ethnic groups from Syria,
Anatolia, and the Egyptian countryside.

In all the Hellenistic states, ambitious members of
the indigenous populations learned the Greek language
and adopted elements of the Greek way of life, because
doing so put them in a position to become part of the
privileged and wealthy ruling class. For the ancient
Greeks, to be Greek was primarily a matter of language
and lifestyle rather than physical traits. In the Hellenistic
Age there was a spontaneous synthesis of Greek and in-
digenous ways. Egyptians migrated to Alexandria, and
Greeks and Egyptians intermarried in the villages of the
countryside. Greeks living amid the monuments and
descendants of the ancient civilizations of Egypt and west-
ern Asia were exposed to the mathematical and astronom-
ical wisdom of Mesopotamia, the elaborate mortuary
rituals of Egypt, and the many attractions of foreign reli-
gious cults. With little official planning or blessing, stem-
ming for the most part from the day-to-day experiences
and actions of ordinary people, a great multicultural ex-
periment unfolded as Greek and Middle Eastern cultural
traits clashed and merged.

CONCLUSION

Profound changes took place in the lands of the east-
ern Mediterranean and western Asia in the first mil-
lennium B.C.E. Persians and Greeks played pivotal roles.
Let us compare the impacts of these two peoples and as-
sess the broad significance of these centuries.

The empire of the Achaemenid Persians was the
largest empire yet to appear in the world. It was also a
new kind of empire because it encompassed such a wide
variety of landscapes, peoples, and social, political, and
economic systems. How did the Persians manage to hold
together this diverse collection of lands for more than
two centuries?

The answer did not lie entirely in brute force. The
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Persians lacked the manpower to install garrisons every-
where, and communication between the central admin-
istration and provincial officials was sporadic and slow.
They managed to co-opt leaders among the subject
peoples who were willing to collaborate in return for be-
ing allowed to retain their power and influence. The Per-
sian government demonstrated flexibility and tolerance
in its handling of the laws, customs, and beliefs of sub-
ject peoples. Persian administration, superimposed on
top of local structures, left a considerable role for local
institutions.

The Persians also displayed a flair for public relations.
The Zoroastrian religion underlined the authority of the
king as the appointee of god and upholder of world order.
In their art and inscriptions, the Persian kings broadcast
an image of a benevolent empire in which the dependent
peoples contributed to the welfare of the realm. Certain
peoples with long and proud traditions, such as the Egyp-
tians and Babylonians, revolted from time to time. But
most subjects found the Persians to be decent enough
masters and a great improvement over earlier Middle
Eastern empires such as that of the Assyrians.

Western Asia underwent significant changes in the
period of Persian supremacy. First, the early Persian
kings put an end to the ancient centers of power in
Mesopotamia, Anatolia, and Egypt. Then, by imposing a
uniform system of law and administration and by pro-
viding security and stability, the Persian government fos-
tered commerce and prosperity, at least for some. Some
historians have argued that this period was a turning
point in the economic history of western Asia.

Most difficult to assess is the cultural impact of Per-
sian rule. The long-dominant culture of Mesopotamia
fused with some Iranian elements. The resulting new
synthesis is most visible in the art, architecture, and in-
scriptions of the Persian monarchs. The lands east of the
Zagros Mountains as far as northwest India were brought
within this cultural sphere. It has been suggested that
the Zoroastrian religion spread across the empire and in-
fluenced other religious traditions, such as Judaism, but
Zoroastrianism does not appear to have had broad, pop-
ular appeal. The Persian administration relied heavily on
the scribes and written languages of its Mesopotamian,
Syrian, and Egyptian subjects, and literacy remained the
preserve of a small, professional class. Thus the Persian
language does not seem to have been widely adopted by
inhabitants of the empire.

Nearly two centuries of trouble with the Greeks on
their western frontier vexed the Persians but was proba-
bly not their first priority. It appears that Persian kings
were always more concerned about the security of their
eastern and northeastern frontiers, where they were vul-
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nerable to attack by the nomads of Central Asia. The
technological differences between Greece and Persia
were not great. The only difference that seems to have
been of significance was a set of arms and a military for-
mation used by the Greeks that often allowed them to
prevail over the Persians. The Persian king’s response in
the later fifth and fourth centuries B.C.E. was to hire
Greek mercenaries to use hoplite tactics for his benefit.

The shadow of Persia loomed large over the affairs of
the Greek city-states for more than two centuries, and
even after the repulse of Xerxes' great expeditionary
force there was perpetual fear of another Persian inva-
sion. The victories in 480 and 479 B.c.E. did allow the
Greek city-states to continue to evolve politically and
culturally at a critical time. Athens, in particular, vaulted
into power, wealth, and intense cultural creativity as a
result of its role in the Greek victory. It evolved into a new
kind of Greek state, upsetting the rough equilibrium of
the Archaic period by threatening the autonomy of other
city-states and changing the rules of war. The result was
the Peloponnesian War, which squandered lives and re-
sources for a generation, raised serious doubts about the
viability of the city-state, and diminished many people’s
allegiance to it.

Alexander’s conquests brought changes to the Greek
world almost as radical as those suffered by the Persians.
Greeks spilled out into the sprawling new frontiers in
northeastern Africa and western Asia, and the indepen-
dent city-state became inconsequential in a world of large
kingdoms. The centuries of Greek domination had a far
more pervasive cultural impact on the Middle East than
did the Persian period. Alexander had been inclined to
preserve the Persian administrative apparatus, leaving
native institutions and personnel in place. His succes-
sors relied almost exclusively on a privileged class of
Greek soldiers, officers, and administrators.

Equally significant were the foundation of Greek-
style cities, which exerted a powerful cultural influence
on important elements of the native populations, and a
system of easily learned alphabetic Greek writing, which
led to more widespread literacy and far more effective
dissemination of information. The result was that the
Greeks had a profound impact on the peoples and lands
of the Middle East, and Hellenism persisted as a cultural
force for a thousand years.
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about Greek civilization, as is Lesley Adkins and Roy A. Adkins,
Handbook to Life in Ancient Greece (1997). Michael Grant and
Rachel Kitzinger, eds., Civilization of the Ancient Mediterranean
(1987), is a three-volume collection of essays by contemporary
experts on nearly every aspect of ancient Greco-Roman civi-
lization and includes select bibliographies.

We are fortunate to have an abundant written literature from
ancient Greece, and the testimony of the ancients themselves
should be the starting point for any inquiry. Herodotus, Thucy-
dides, and Xenophon chronicled the history of the Greeks and
their Middle Eastern neighbors from the sixth through fourth
centuries B.C.E. Arrian, who lived in the second century C.E.,
provides the most useful account of the career of Alexander the
Great. Among the many collections of documents in transla-
tion, see Michael Crawford and David Whitehead, eds., Archaic
and Classical Greece: A Selection of Ancient Sources in Transla-
tion (1983). David G. Rice and John E. Stambaugh, eds., Sources
for the Study of Greek Religion (1979); Mary R. Lefkowitz and
Maureen B. Fant, eds., Women'’s Life in Greece and Rome: A
Source Book in Translation (1982); Thomas Wiedemann, ed.,
Greek and Roman Slavery (1981); Michael M. Sage, Warfare in
Ancient Greece: A Sourcebook (1996), and Michael Gagarin and
Paul Woodruff, Early Greek Political Thought from Homer to the
Sophists (1995), are specialized collections. The Perseus Project
(www.perseus.tufts.edu) is a remarkable internet site contain-
ing hundreds of ancient texts, thousands of photographs of ar-
tifacts and sites, maps, encyclopedias, dictionaries, and other
resources for the study of Greek (and Roman) civilization.

Victor Davis Hanson, The Other Greeks: The Family Farm and
the Agrarian Roots of Western Civilization (1995), emphasizes
the centrality of farming to the development of Greek institu-
tions and values. Eric A. Havelock, The Muse Learns to Write: Re-
flections on Orality and Literacy from Antiquity to the Present
(1986), and Rosalind Thomas, Literacy and Orality in Ancient
Greece (1992), explore the profound effects of alphabetic liter-
acy on the Greek mind.

Valuable treatments of other key topics include Elaine Fan-
tham, Helene Peet Foley, Natalie Boymel Kampen, Sarah B.
Pomeroy, and H. Alan Shapiro, Women in the Classical World
(1994); Cynthia Patterson, The Family in Greek History (1998);
Yvon Garlan, Slavery in Ancient Greece (1988); Walter Burkert,
Greek Religion (1985); Victor Davis Hanson, The Western Way of
War: Infantry Battle in Classical Greece (1989); Lionel Casson,
The Ancient Mariners: Seafarers and Sea Fighters of the Mediter-
ranean in Ancient Times, 2d ed. (1991); Michail Yu Treister, The
Role of Metals in Ancient Greek History (1996); Joint Association
of Classical Teachers, The World of Athens: An Introduction to
Classical Athenian Culture (1984); N. G. L. Hammond, The
Macedonian State: The Origins, Institutions and History (1989);
Joseph Roisman, ed., Alexander the Great: Ancient and Modern
Perspectives (1995); and William R. Biers, The Archaeology of
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Greece: An Introduction (1990). Mary R. Lefkowitz and Guy B Notes

MacLean Rogers, Black Athena Revisited (1996), explores the

controversies surrounding the Greek cultural obligation to 1. Richmond Lattimore, Greek Lyrics, 2d ed. (Chicago: Univer-
Egypt and western Asia. For the Hellenistic world see E W. Wal- sity of Chicago Press, 1960), 2.

bank, The Hellenistic World, rev. ed. (1993), and Michael Grant, 2. G. S. Kirk and J. E. Raven, The Presocratic Philosophers: A

From Alexander to Cleopatra: The Hellenistic World (1982). Critical History with a Selection of Texts (Cambridge, Eng-
M. M. Austin, ed., The Hellenistic World from Alexander to the land: Cambridge University Press, 1957), 169.

Roman Conquest: A Selection of Ancient Sources in Translation 3. Herodotus, The History, trans. David Grene (Chicago: Uni-
(1981), provides sources in translation. Jean-Yves Empereur, versity of Chicago Press, 1988), 33. (Herodotus 1.1)
Alexandria Rediscovered (1998), summarizes exciting new finds

from the palace precinct in the waters off Alexandria.

Document-Based Question
Power and Authority in Iran
and Greece

Drawing on the following documents, analyze the DocumenT 5
methods used by Persian and Greek rulers to exert The Acropolis at Athens (photo, p. 106)
and legitimize their authority. DOCUMENT 6

DocumENT 1
Painted Cup of Arcesilas of Cyrene (photo, p. 92)

DOCUMENT 2
Map 4.1 The Persian Empire (p. 94)

DoCUMENT 3

View of the East Front of the Apadana (Audience Hall) at

Persepolis, ca. 500 B.C.E. (photo, p. 98)

DocuMENT 4
The Persian Idea of Kingship (Diversity and Dominance,
pp. 100-101)

Excerpt from Herodotus (p. 109)

DoCUMENT 7
Hellenistic Cameo, Second Century B.C.E. (photo, p. 118)

How do Documents 3 through 7 demonstrate the
importance of cultural continuity in establishing
power and authority? What additional types of
documents would help you understand how Greek
and Persian rulers legitimized their authority?
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According to Chinese sources, in the year 166 C.E. a
group of travelers identifying themselves as dele-
gates from Andun, the king of distant Da Qin, arrived
at the court of the Chinese emperor Huan, one of the
Han rulers. Andun was Marcus Aurelius Antoninus,
the emperor of Rome.

As far as we know, these travelers were the first
“Romans” to reach China, although they probably
were residents of one of the eastern provinces of the
Roman Empire, perhaps Egypt or Syria, and they may
have stretched the truth in claiming to be official rep-
resentatives of the Roman emperor. More likely they
were merchants hoping to set up a profitable trading
arrangement at the source of the silk so highly prized
in the West. Chinese officials, however, were in no po-
sition to disprove their claim, since there was no direct
contact between the Roman and Chinese Empires.

We do not know what became of these travelers,
and their mission apparently did not lead to more di-
rect or regular contact between the empires. Even so,
the episode raises some interesting points. First, in the
early centuries c.e. Rome and China were linked by
far-flung international trading networks encompass-
ing the entire Eastern Hemisphere, and were dimly
aware of each other’s existence. Second, the last cen-
turies B.C.E. and the first centuries C.E. saw the emer-
gence of two manifestations of a new kind of empire.

The Roman Empire encompassed all the lands
surrounding the Mediterranean Sea as well as sub-
stantial portions of continental Europe and the Mid-
dle East. The Han Empire stretched from the Pacific
Ocean to the oases of Central Asia. The largest empires
the world had yet seen, they managed to centralize
control to a greater degree than earlier empires; their
cultural impact on the lands and peoples they domi-
nated was more pervasive; and they were remarkably
stable and lasted for many centuries.

Thousands of miles separated Rome and Han
China; neither influenced the other. Why did two such
unprecedented political entities flourish at the same
time? Historians have put forth theories stressing sup-
posedly common factors—such as climate change and
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the pressure of nomadic peoples from Central Asia on
the Roman and Chinese frontiers—but no theory has
won the support of most scholars.

As you read this chapter, ask yourself the follow-
ing questions:

e How did the Roman and Han Empires come into
being?

o What were the sources of their stability or instability?

e What benefits and liabilities did these empires bring
to the rulers and their subjects?

e What were the most important similarities and dif-
ferences between these two empires, and what do
the similarities and differences tell us about the cir-
cumstances and the character of each?

ROME’S MEDITERRANEAN EMPIRE,
753 B.C.E.—600 C.E.

Rome’s central location contributed to its success in
unifying Italy and then all the lands ringing the
Mediterranean Sea (see Map 5.1). Italy was a crossroads
in the Mediterranean, and Rome was a crossroads within
Italy. Rome lay at the midpoint of the peninsula, about
15 miles (24 kilometers) from the western coast, where a
north-south road intersected an east-west river route.
The Tiber River on one side and a double ring of seven
hills on the other afforded natural protection to the site.

Italy is a land of hills and mountains. The Apennine
range runs along its length like a spine, separating the
eastern and western coastal plains, while the arc of the
Alps shields it on the north. Many of Italy’s rivers are nav-
igable, and passes through the Apennines and the Alps al-
lowed merchants and armies to travel overland. The mild
Mediterranean climate affords a long growing season
and conditions suitable for a wide variety of crops. The
hillsides were well forested in ancient times, providing
timber for construction and fuel. The region of Etruria in
the northwest was rich in iron and other metals.

Even though 75 percent of the total area of the Ital-
ian peninsula is hilly, there is still ample arable land in
the coastal plains and river valleys. Much of this land has
fertile volcanic soil and sustained a much larger popula-
tion than was possible in Greece. While expanding within
Italy, the Roman state created effective mechanisms for
tapping the human resources of the countryside.

o
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Rome

1000 B.C.E. 1000 B.C.E. First settlement on site of Rome

507 B.c.k. Establishment of the Republic
500 B.C.E.

300 B.C.E.
290 B.c.e. Defeat of tribes of Samnium gives
Romans control of Italy

264-202 B.c.e. Wars against Carthage guarantee

Roman control of western Mediterranean

200 B.C.E. 200-146 B.c.e. Wars against Hellenistic kingdoms

lead to control of eastern Mediterranean
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China

480-221 B.c.e. Warring States Period

221 B.c.k. Qin emperor unites eastern China
206 B.c.e. Han dynasty succeeds Qin

140-87 B.c.e. Emperor Wu expands the Han Empire

100 B.C.E.
88-31 B.c.e. Civil wars and failure of the Republic
31 B.C.E.—14 c.E. Augustus establishes the
Principate
23 c.k. Han capital transferred from Chang'an to
45-58 c.e. Paul spreads Christianity in the eastern Luoyang
Mediterranean
100 c.E.
A e . . 220 c.e. Fall of Han Empire
235-284 c.k. Third-century crisis
300 c.E.

324 c.e. Constantine moves capital to
Constantinople
476 Deposing of the last Roman emperor
500 c.E. in the West

527-565 Justinian and Theodora rule Byzantine

Empire; imperial edicts collected in single law code

According to popular legend,
Romulus, who was cast adrift
on the Tiber River as a baby
and was nursed by a she-wolf,
founded the city of Rome in
753 B.C.E. Archaeological research, however, shows that
the Palatine Hill—one of the seven hills on the site of

A Republic
of Farmers,
753-31 B.C.E

Rome—was occupied as early as 1000 B.C.E. The merging
of several hilltop communities to form an urban nu-
cleus, made possible by the draining of a swamp on the
site of the future Roman Forum (civic center), took place
shortly before 600 B.C.E.

The Latin speech and cultural patterns of the origi-
nal inhabitants of the site were typical of the indigenous
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population of most of the peninsula. However, tradition
remembered Etruscan immigrants arriving in the sev-
enth century B.C.E., and Rome came to pride itself on of-
fering hospitality to exiles and outcasts.

Agriculture was the essential economic activity in the
early Roman state, and land was the basis of wealth. As a
consequence, social status, political privilege, and fun-
damental values were related to landownership. The vast
majority of early Romans were self-sufficient indepen-
dent farmers who owned small plots of land. A relatively
small number of families managed to acquire large tracts
of land. The heads of these wealthy families were mem-
bers of the Senate—a “Council of Elders” that played a
dominant role in the politics of the Roman state. These
families constituted the senatorial class.

According to tradition, there were seven kings of
Rome between 753 and 507 B.C.E. The first was Romulus;
the last was the tyrannical Tarquinius Superbus. In 507
B.C.E. members of the senatorial class, led by Brutus “the
Liberator,” deposed Tarquinius Superbus and instituted
a res publica, a “public possession,” or republic.

The Roman Republic, which lasted from 507 to 31
B.C.E., was not a democracy. Sovereign power resided in
several assemblies, and while all male citizens were eligi-
ble to attend, the votes of the wealthy classes counted for
more than the votes of poor citizens. A slate of civic offi-
cials was elected each year, and a hierarchy of state of-
fices evolved. The culmination of a political career was to
be selected as one of the two consuls who presided over
meetings of the Senate and assemblies and commanded
the army on military campaigns.

The real center of power was the Roman Senate.
Technically an advisory council, first to the kings and
later to the annually changing Republican officials, the
Senate increasingly made policy and governed. Sena-
tors nominated their sons for public offices and filled
Senate vacancies from the ranks of former officials. This
self-perpetuating body, whose members served for life,
brought together the state’s wealth, influence, and polit-
ical and military experience.

The inequalities in Roman society led to periodic un-
rest and conflict between the elite (called “patricians®”)
and the majority of the population (called “plebeians’”),
a struggle known as the Conflict of the Orders. On a num-
ber of occasions the plebeians refused to work or fight,
and even physically withdrew from the city, in order to
pressure the elite to make political concessions. One re-
sult was publication of the laws on twelve stone tablets
ca. 450 B.C.E., a check on arbitrary decisions by judicial
officials. Another important reform was the creation of
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new officials, the tribunes®, who were drawn from and
elected by the lower classes, and who had the power to
veto, or block, any action of the Assembly or patrician of-
ficials that they deemed to be against the interests of the
lower orders. The elite, though forced to give in on key
points, found ways to blunt the reforms, in large part by
bringing the plebeian leadership into an expanded elite.

patrician (puh-TRISH-uhn) plebeian (pluh-BEE-uhn)

tribune (TRIH-byoon)

o
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The basic unit of Roman society was the family, made
up of several generations of family members plus do-
mestic slaves. The oldest living male, the paterfamilias,
exercised absolute authority over other family members.

Complex ties of obligation, such as the patron/client
relationship, bound together individuals and families.
Clients sought the help and protection of patrons, men
of wealth and influence. A senator might have dozens or
even hundreds of clients, to whom he provided legal ad-
vice and representation, physical protection, and loans
of money in tough times. In turn, the client was expected
to follow his patron into battle, support him in the polit-
ical arena, work on his land, and even contribute toward
the dowry of his daughter. Throngs of clients awaited
their patrons in the morning and accompanied them to
the Forum for the day’s business. Especially large retinues
brought great prestige. Middle-class clients of aristocrats
might be patrons of poorer men. In Rome inequality was
accepted, institutionalized, and turned into a system of
mutual benefits and obligations.

Nearly all our information about Roman women
pertains to those in the upper classes. In early Rome, a
woman never ceased to be a child in the eyes of the law.
She started out under the absolute authority of her pa-
terfamilias. When she married, she came under the juris-
diction of the paterfamilias of her husband’s family.
Unable to own property or represent herself in legal pro-
ceedings, she had to depend on a male guardian to ad-
vocate her interests.

Despite the limitations put on them, Roman women
seem to have been less constrained than their counter-
parts in the Greek world (see Chapter 4). Over time they
gained greater personal protection and economic free-
dom: for instance, some took advantage of a form of
marriage that left a woman under the jurisdiction of her
father and independent after his death. There are many
stories of strong women who had great influence on
their husbands or sons and thereby helped shape Ro-
man history. Roman poets confess their love for women
who appear to have been educated and outspoken, and
the accounts of the careers of the early emperors are
filled with tales of self-assured and assertive queen-
mothers and consorts.

Like other Italian peoples, early Romans believed in
invisible, shapeless forces known as numina. Vesta, the
living, pulsating energy of fire, dwelled in the hearth.
Janus guarded the door. The Penates watched over food
stored in the cupboard. Other deities resided in nearby
hills, caves, grottoes, and springs. Romans made small
offerings of cakes and liquids to win the favor of these
spirits. Certain gods had larger spheres of operation—for
example, Jupiter was the god of the sky, and Mars ini-
tially was a god of agriculture as well as of war.

The Romans tried to maintain the pax deorum
(“peace of the gods”), a covenant between the gods and
the Roman state. Boards of priests drawn from the aris-
tocracy performed sacrifices and other rituals to win the
gods’ favor. In return, the gods were expected to bring
success to the undertakings of the Roman state. When
the Romans came into contact with the Greeks of south-
ern Italy (see Chapter 4), they equated their major deities
with gods from the Greek pantheon, such as Zeus
(Jupiter) and Ares (Mars), and they took over the myths
attached to those gods.

The expansion of the Roman
Republic began slowly, then
picked up momentum, reach-
ing a peak in the third and
second centuries B.C.E. Some
scholars attribute this expansion to the greed and ag-
gressiveness of a people fond of war. Others observe that
the structure of the Roman state encouraged war, be-
cause the two consuls had only one year in office in
which to gain military glory. The Romans invariably
claimed that they were only defending themselves. It is
possible that, as fear drove the Romans to expand the
territory under their control in order to provide a buffer
against attack, each new conquest became vulnerable
and a sense of insecurity led to further expansion.

All male citizens who owned a specified amount of
land were subject to military service. The Roman soldiers’
equipment—body armor, shield, spear, and sword—was
not far different from that of Greek hoplites, but the
Roman battle line was more flexible than the phalanx,
being subdivided into units that could maneuver inde-
pendently. Roman armies were famous for their training
and discipline. One observer noted that, whereas a Greek
army would minimize its exertions by finding a hill or
some other naturally defended location to camp for the
night, a Roman army would go to the trouble of fortify-
ing an identical camp in the plain on every occasion.

Rome’s conquest of Italy was sparked by ongoing
friction between the pastoral hill tribes of the Apennines,
whose livelihood depended on driving their herds to
seasonal grazing grounds, and the farmers of the coastal
plains. In the fifth century B.c.E. Rome rose to a position
of leadership within a league of central Italian cities or-
ganized for defense against the hill tribes.

Unlike the Greeks, who were reluctant to share the
privileges of citizenship with outsiders (see Chapter 4), the
Romans granted the political, legal, and economic privi-
leges of Roman citizenship to conquered populations.
Rome also demanded soldiers from its Italian subjects,
and a seemingly inexhaustible reservoir of manpower

Expansion in
Italy and the
Mediterranean
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was a key element of its military success. In a number of
crucial wars, Rome was able to endure higher casualties
than the enemy and to prevail by sheer numbers.

Between 264 and 202 B.c.E. Rome fought two pro-
tracted and bloody wars against the Carthaginians, those
energetic descendants of Phoenicians from Lebanon
who had settled in present-day Tunisia and dominated
the commerce of the western Mediterranean (see Chap-
ter 3). The Roman state emerged as the unchallenged
master of the western Mediterranean and acquired its
first overseas provinces in Sicily, Sardinia, and Spain (see
Map 5.1). Between 200 and 146 B.C.E. a series of wars pit-
ted the Roman state against the major Hellenistic king-
doms in the eastern Mediterranean. The Romans were at
first reluctant to occupy such distant territories and
withdrew their troops at the conclusion of several wars.
But when the settlements that they imposed failed to
take root, the frustrated Roman government took over
direct administration of the turbulent lands. The con-
quest of the Celtic peoples of Gaul (modern France) by
Rome’s most brilliant general, Gaius Julius Caesar, be-
tween 59 and 51 B.C.E. led to its first territorial acquisi-
tions in Europe’s heartland.

At first the Romans resisted extending their system
of governance and citizenship rights to the distant
provinces. Indigenous elite groups willing to collaborate
with the Roman authorities were given considerable au-
tonomy, including responsibility for local administra-
tion and tax collection. Every year a senator, usually
someone who recently had held a high public post, was
dispatched to each province to serve as governor. The
governor was primarily responsible for defending the
province against outside attack and internal disruption,
overseeing the collection of taxes and other revenues
due Rome, and deciding legal cases.

Over time, this system of provincial administration
proved inadequate. Officials were chosen because of
their political connections and often lacked competence
or experience. Yearly changes of governor meant that
incumbents had little time to gain experience or make
local contacts. Also, although many governors were hon-
est, some were unscrupulous and extorted huge sums of
money from the provincial populace.

Rome’s success in creating a
vast empire unleashed forces
that eventually destroyed the
Republican system of govern-
ment. In the third and second centuries B.C.E., Italian
peasant farmers were away from home on military ser-
vice for long periods of time. While they were away, it was
easy for investors to take possession of their farms by

The Failure of
the Republic
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purchase, deception, or intimidation. Most of the wealth
generated by the conquest and control of new provinces
ended up in the hands of the upper classes, who used it
to purchase Italian land. As a result, the small, self-
sufficient farms of the Italian countryside, whose peas-
ant owners had been the backbone of the Roman legions
(units of 6,000 soldiers), were replaced by latifundia, lit-
erally “broad estates.”

The owners of these large estates found it more lu-
crative to graze herds or to make wine, undertakings that
brought in big profits, than to grow wheat, the staple
food of ancient Italy. Much of Italy, especially the bur-
geoning cities, became dependent on imported grain.
Meanwhile, the cheap slave labor provided by prisoners
of war (see Diversity and Dominance: The Treatment of
Slaves in Rome and China) made it hard for peasants
who had lost their farms to find work in the countryside.
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DIVERSITY AND DOMINANCE
THE TREATMENT OF SLAVES IN ROME AND CHINA

Ithough slaves were found in most ancient societies,

Rome was one of the few in which slave labor became
the indispensable foundation of the economy. In the course
of the frequent wars of the second century B.C.E., large num-
bers of prisoners were carried into slavery. The prices of such
slaves were low, and landowners and manufacturers found
they could compel slaves to work longer and harder than
hired laborers. Periodically, the harsh working and living
conditions resulted in slave revolts.

The following excerpt, from one of several surviving man-
uals on agriculture, gives advice about controlling and effi-
ciently exploiting slaves:

When the head of a household arrives at his estate, after he
has prayed to the family god, he must go round his farm on a
tour of inspection on the very same day, if that is possible, if
not, then on the next day. When he has found out how his
farm has been cultivated and which jobs have been done and
which have not been done, then on the next day after that he
must call in his manager and ask him which are the jobs that
have been done and which remain, and whether they were
done on time, and whether what still has to be done can be
done, and how much wine and grain and anything else has
been produced. When he has found this out, he must make a
calculation of the labor and the time taken. If the work doesn't
seem to him to be sufficient, and the manager starts to say
how hard he tried, but the slaves weren't any good, and the
weather was awful, and the slaves ran away, and he was re-
quired to carry out some public works, then when he has fin-
ished mentioning these and all sorts of other excuses, you
must draw his attention to your calculation of the labor em-
ployed and time taken. If he claims that it rained all the time,
there are all sorts of jobs that can be done in rainy weather—
washing wine-jars, coating them with pitch, cleaning the
house, storing grain, shifting muck, digging a manure pit,
cleaning seed, mending ropes or making new ones; the slaves
ought to have been mending their patchwork cloaks and their
hoods. On festival days they would have been able to clean out
old ditches, work on the public highway, prune back brambles,
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dig up the garden, clear a meadow, tie up bundles of sticks, re-
move thorns, grind barley and get on with cleaning. If he
claims that the slaves have been ill, they needn't have been
given such large rations. When you have found out about all
these things to your satisfaction, make sure that all the work
that remains to be done will be carried out. .. The head of the
household [on his tour of inspection] should examine his
herds and arrange a sale; he should sell the oil if the price
makes it worthwhile, and any wine and rain that is surplus to
needs; he should sell any old oxen, cattle or sheep that are
not up to standard, wool and hides, an old cart or old tools,
an old slave, a sick slave—anything else that is surplus to re-
quirements. The head of a household ought to sell, and not
to buy. (Cato the Elder, Concerning Agriculture, bk. 2, second
century B.C.E.)

ato, the Roman author of that excerpt, was notorious for

his stern manner and hard-edged traditionalism, and he
expresses a point of view that Roman society found accept-
able. In reality, the treatment of slaves by Roman masters
varied widely.

Slavery was far less prominent in ancient China. During
the Warring States Period, dependent peasants as well as
slaves worked the large holdings of the landowning aristoc-
racy. The Qin government sought to abolish slavery, but the
institution persisted into the Han period, although it involved
only a small fraction of the population and was not a central
component of the economy. The relatives of criminals could
be seized and enslaved, and poor families sometimes sold un-
wanted children into slavery. In China slaves, whether they
belonged to the state or to individuals, generally performed
domestic tasks, as can be seen in the following text:

Wang Ziyuan of Shu Commandery went to the Jian River on
business, and went up to the home of the widow Yang Hui,
who had a male slave named Bianliao. Wang Ziyuan re-
quested him to go and buy some wine. Picking up a big stick,
Bianliao climbed to the top of the grave mound and said:
"When my master bought me, Bianliao, he only contracted
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for me to care for the grave and did not contract for me to
buy wine for some other gentleman.”

Wang Ziyuan was furious and said to the widow: "Wouldn't
you prefer to sell this slave?”

Yang Hui said: “The slave's father offered him to people,
but no one wanted him."

Wang Ziyuan immediately settled on the sale contract.

The slave again said: "Enter in the contract everything you
wish to order me to do. |, Bianliao, will not do anything not
in the contract.”

Wang Ziyuan said: "Agreed.”

The text of the contract said:

Third year of Shenjiao , the first month, the fifteenth day,
the gentleman Wang Ziyuan, of Zizhong, purchases from the
lady Yang Hui of Anzhi village in Zhengdu, the bearded male
slave, Bianliao, of her husband's household. The fixed sale
[price] is 15,000 [cash]. The slave shall obey orders about all
kinds of work and may not argue.

He shall rise at dawn and do an early sweeping. After eat-
ing he shall wash up. Ordinarily he should pound the grain
mortar, tie up broom straws, carve bowls and bore wells,
scoop out ditches, tie up fallen fences, hoe the garden, trim
up paths and dike up plots of land, cut big flails, bend bam-
boos to make rakes, and scrape and fix the well pulley. In go-
ing and coming he may not ride horseback or in the cart, [nor
may he] sit crosslegged or make a hubbub. When he gets out
of bed he shall shake his head [to wake up], fish, cut forage,
plait reeds and card hemp, draw water for gruel, and help in
making zumo [drink]. He shall weave shoes and make [other]
coarse things. ..

In the second month at the vernal equinox he shall bank
the dikes and repair the boundary walls [of the fields]; prune
the mulberry trees, skin the palm trees, plant melons to make
gourd [utensils], select eggplant [seeds for planting], and
transplant onion sets; burn plant remains to generate the
fields, pile up refuse and break up lumps [in the soil]. At mid-
day he shall dry out things in the sun. At cockcrow he shall
rise and pound grain in the mortar, exercise and curry the
horses, the donkeys, and likewise the mules... [The list of
tasks continues for two-and-a-half pages.]

He shall be industrious and quick-working, and he may
not idle and loaf. When the slave is old and his strength
spent, he shall plant marsh grass and weave mats. When his
work is over and he wishes to rest he should pound a picul
[of grain]. Late at night when there is no work he shall wash
clothes really white. If he has private savings they shall be
the master's gift, or from guests. The slave may not have evil
secrets; affairs should be open and reported. If the slave does
not heed instructions, he shall be whipped a hundred strokes.

The reading of the text of the contract came to an end.

—p—

The slave was speechless and his lips were tied. Wildly he beat
his head on the ground, and beat himself with his hands;
from his eyes the tears streamed down, and the drivel from
his nose hung a foot long.

He said: “If it is to be exactly as master Wang says, | would
rather return soon along the yellow-soil road, with the grave
worms boring through my head. Had | known before | would
have bought the wine for master Wang. | would not have
dared to do that wrong." (Wang Bao, first century B.C.E.)

his story shows that Chinese slaves could be forced to

work hard and engaged in many of the same menial tasks
as their Roman counterparts. However, it is hard to imagine
a Roman slave daring to refuse a request and arguing pub-
licly with a nobleman, for fear of severe punishment. It also
appears that slaves in China had legal protections provided
by contracts specifying and limiting what could be de-
manded of them.

QUESTIONS FOR ANALYSIS

1. Why might slavery have been less important in Han
China than in the Roman Empire? Why would the treat-
ment of slaves have been less harsh in China than in
Rome?

2. In what ways were slaves treated like other forms of
property, such as animals and tools? In what ways was
a slave's "humanity” taken into account?

3. What are some of the passive-resistance tactics that

slaves resorted to, and what did they achieve by these
actions?

Source: First selection from Thomas Wiedemann, Greek and Roman Slavery, (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press (1981), 183-184. Reprinted with the permission of
Thomas Publishing Services. Second selection reprinted with permission of Scribner, an
imprint of Simon and Schuster Adult Publishing Group, from Slavery in China During
the Former Han Dynasty, 206 B.c.-A.D. 25 by Clarence Martin Wilbur (New York: Russell
& Russell, 1967).
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When they moved to Rome and other cities, they found
no work there either, and they lived in dire poverty. The
growing urban masses, idle and prone to riot, would
play a major role in the political struggles of the late
Republic.

One consequence of the decline of peasant farmers
in Italy was a shortage of men who owned the minimum
amount of property required for military service. During
a war in North Africa at the end of the second century
B.C.E., Gaius Marius—a “new man,” as the Romans called
politically active individuals who did not belong to the
traditional ruling class—achieved political prominence
by accepting into the Roman legions poor, propertyless
men to whom he promised farms upon retirement from
military service. These troops became devoted to Marius
and helped him get elected to an unprecedented (and il-
legal) six consulships.

Between 88 and 31 B.C.E., a series of ambitious
individuals—Sulla, Pompey, Julius Caesar, Mark Antony,
and Octavian—commanded armies that were more loyal
to them than to the state. Their use of Roman troops
to increase their personal power and influence led to
bloody civil wars between military factions. The city of
Rome itself was taken by force on several occasions, and
victorious commanders executed political opponents
and exercised dictatorial control of the state.

Julius Caesar’s grandnephew
and heir, Octavian (63 B.C.E.—
14 c.r.), eliminated all rivals by
31 B.C.E. and painstakingly set
about refashioning the Roman
system of government. He was careful to maintain the
forms of the Republic—the offices, honors, and social
prerogatives of the senatorial class—but he fundamen-
tally altered the realities of power. A military dictator in
fact, he never called himself king or emperor, claiming
merely to be princeps, “first among equals,” in a restored
Republic. For this reason, the period following the Ro-
man Republic is called the Roman Principate.

Augustus, one of the many honorific titles that the
Roman Senate gave Octavian, connotes prosperity and
piety, and it became the name by which he is best known
to posterity. Augustus’s ruthlessness, patience, and intu-
itive grasp of psychology enabled him to manipulate all
the groups that made up Roman society. When he died
in 14 c.k., after forty-five years of rule, almost no one
could remember the Republic. During his reign Egypt
and parts of the Middle East and Central Europe were
added to the empire, leaving only the southern half of
Britain and modern Romania to be added later.

The Roman
Principate,
31B.C.E.—330 C.E.

Augustus had allied himself with the equites®, the
class of well-to-do Italian merchants and landowners
second in wealth and social status only to the senatorial
class. This body of competent and self-assured individu-
als became the core of a new civil service that helped run
the Roman Empire. At last Rome had an administrative
bureaucracy up to the task of managing a large empire
with considerable honesty, consistency, and efficiency.

So popular was Augustus when he died that four
members of his family succeeded to the position of “em-
peror” (as we call it) despite their serious personal and
political shortcomings. However, due to Augustus’s cal-
culated ambiguity about his role, the position of em-
peror was never automatically regarded as hereditary,
and after the mid-first century c.E. other families ob-
tained the post. In theory the early emperors were af-
firmed by the Senate; in reality they were chosen by the
armies. By the second century C.E. a series of very capa-
ble emperors instituted a new mechanism of succession:
each adopted a mature man of proven ability as his son,
designated him as his successor, and shared offices and
privileges with him.

While Augustus had felt it important to appeal to
Republican traditions and conceal the source and extent
of his power, this became less necessary over time, and
later emperors exercised their authority more overtly.
In imitation of Alexander the Great and the Hellenistic
kings, many Roman emperors were officially deified (re-
garded as gods) after death. A cult of worship of the liv-
ing emperor developed as a useful way to increase the
loyalty of subjects.

The terse Law of the Twelve Tables, ca. 450 B.C.E., was
supplemented by decrees of the Senate, bills passed in
the Assembly, and the annual proclamations of the prae-
tors®, elected public officials responsible for hearing
cases and administering the law. In the later Republic a
small group of legal experts began to emerge who ana-
lyzed laws and legal procedures to determine the under-
lying principles, then applied these principles to the
creation of new laws required by a changing society.
These experts were less lawyers in the modern sense
than teachers, though they were sometimes consulted
by magistrates or the parties to legal actions.

During the Principate the emperor became a major
source of new laws. In this period the law was studied
and codified with a new intensity by the class of legal ex-
perts, and their opinions and interpretations often were
given the force of law.

equites (EH-kwee-tays) praetor (PRAY-tuhr)
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The Roman Empire of the first
three centuries C.E. was an “ur-
ban” empire. This does not
mean that most people were living in cities and towns.
Perhaps 80 percent of the 50 to 60 million people living
within the borders of the empire engaged in agriculture
and lived in villages or on isolated farms in the country-
side. The empire, however, was administered through a
network of towns and cities, and the urban populace
benefited most.

Numerous towns had several thousand inhabitants.
A handful of major cities—Alexandria in Egypt, Antioch
in Syria, and Carthage—had populations of several hun-
dred thousand. Rome itself had approximately a mil-
lion residents. The largest cities strained the limited
technological capabilities of the ancients; providing ade-
quate food and water and removing sewage were always
problems.

In Rome the upper classes lived in elegant town-
houses on one or another of the seven hills. Such a house
was centered around an atrium, a rectangular courtyard
with a skylight that let in light and rainwater for drinking
and washing. Surrounding the atrium were a dining
room for dinner and drinking parties, an interior garden,
a kitchen, and possibly a private bath. Bedrooms were
on the upper level. The floors were decorated with peb-

An Urban Empire
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ble mosaics, and the walls and ceilings were covered
with frescoes (paintings done directly on wet plaster) of
mythological scenes or outdoor vistas, giving a sense of
openness in the absence of windows.

The poor lived in crowded slums in the low-lying
parts of the city. Damp, dark, and smelly, with few fur-
nishings, their wooden tenements were susceptible to
frequent fires.

The cities, towns, and even the ramshackle settle-
ments that sprang up on the edge of frontier forts were
miniature replicas of the capital city in political organi-
zation, physical layout, and appearance. A town council
and two annually elected officials drawn from prosper-
ous members of the community maintained law and or-
der and collected both urban and rural taxes. In their
desire to imitate the manners and values of Roman sen-
ators, this “municipal aristocracy” endowed cities and
towns, which had very little revenue of their own, with
attractive elements of Roman urban life—a forum (an
open plaza that served as a civic center), government
buildings, temples, gardens, baths, theaters, amphithe-
aters, and games and public entertainments of all sorts.

The concentration of ownership of the land in ever
fewer hands was temporarily reversed during the civil
wars that brought an end to the Roman Republic, but it
resumed in the era of the emperors. However, after the
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era of conquest ended in the early second century C.E.,
slaves were no longer plentiful or inexpensive, and land-
owners needed a new source of labor. Over time, the
independent farmers were replaced by “tenant farm-
ers” who were allowed to live on and cultivate plots of
land in return for a portion of their crops. The land-
owners still lived in the cities and hired foremen to man-
age their estates. Thus wealth was concentrated in the
cities but was based on the productivity of rural agricul-
tural laborers.

Some urban dwellers got rich from manufacture and
trade. Commerce was greatly enhanced by the pax ro-
mana (“Roman peace”), the safety and stability guaran-
teed by Roman might. Grain, meat, vegetables, and other
bulk foodstuffs usually could be exchanged only locally
because transportation was expensive and many prod-
ucts spoiled quickly. However, the city of Rome depended
on the import of massive quantities of grain from Sicily
and Egypt.

Glass, metalwork, delicate pottery, and other fine
manufactured products were exported throughout the
empire. Roman armies stationed on the frontiers were a
large market, and their presence promoted the prosper-
ity of border provinces. Other merchants traded in lux-
ury items from far beyond the boundaries of the empire,
especially silk from China and spices from India and
Arabia.

Romanization—the spread of the Latin language
and Roman way of life—was one of the most enduring
consequences of empire, primarily in the western prov-
inces. Greek language and culture, a legacy of the Hel-
lenistic kingdoms, continued to dominate the eastern
Mediterranean (see Chapter 4). As towns sprang up and
acquired the features of Roman urban life, they served as
magnets for ambitious members of the indigenous pop-
ulations. The empire gradually and reluctantly granted
Roman citizenship, with its attendant privileges, legal
protections, and exemptions from some types of taxa-
tion, to people living outside Italy. Men who completed a
twenty-six-year term of service in the native military
units that backed up the Roman legions were granted
citizenship and could pass this status on to their descen-
dants. Emperors made grants of citizenship to individu-
als or entire communities as rewards for good service. In
212 c.k. the emperor Caracalla granted citizenship to all
free, adult, male inhabitants of the empire.

The gradual extension of citizenship mirrored the
empire’s transformation from an Italian dominion over
Mediterranean lands into a commonwealth of peoples.
As early as the first century c.E. some of the leading liter-
ary and intellectual figures came from the provinces. By
the second century even the emperors hailed from
Spain, Gaul, and North Africa.

The Jewish homeland of Judaea
(see Chapter 3), roughly equiv-
alent to present-day Israel, was
put under direct Roman rule in
6 c.E. Over the next half-century Roman governors in-
sensitive to the Jewish belief in one god managed to
increase tensions, and opposition to Roman rule sprang
up. Many waited for the arrival of the Messiah, the
“Anointed One,” presumed to be a military leader who
would liberate the Jewish people and drive the Romans
out of the land.

It is in this context that we must see the career of
Jesus, a young carpenter from the Galilee region in
northern Israel. While scholars largely agree that the por-
trait of Jesus found in the New Testament reflects the
viewpoint of followers a half-century after his death, it is
difficult to determine the motives and teachings of the
historical Jesus. Some experts believe that he was essen-
tially a rabbi, or teacher, and that, offended by what he
perceived as Jewish religious and political leaders’ exces-
sive concern with money and power and by the perfunc-
tory nature of mainstream Jewish religious practice in
his time, he prescribed a return to the personal faith and
spirituality of an earlier age. Others stress his connec-
tions to the apocalyptic fervor found in certain circles of
Judaism, such as John the Baptist and the community
that authored the Dead Sea Scrolls. They view Jesus as a
fiery prophet who urged people to prepare themselves
for the imminent end of the world and God’s ushering in
of a blessed new age. Still others see him as a political
revolutionary, upset by the downtrodden condition of
the peasants in the countryside and the poor in the
cities, who was determined to drive out the Roman oc-
cupiers and their collaborators among the Jewish elite.
Whatever his real motivations, the charismatic Jesus
eventually attracted the attention of the Jewish authori-
ties in Jerusalem, who regarded popular reformers as po-
tential troublemakers. They turned him over to the
Roman governor, Pontius Pilate. Jesus was imprisoned,
condemned, and executed by crucifixion, a punishment
usually reserved for common criminals. His followers,
the Apostles, carried on after his death and sought to
spread his teachings and their belief that he was the
Messiah and had been resurrected (returned from death
to life) among their fellow Jews.

Paul, a Jew from the city of Tarsus in southeast
Anatolia, converted to the new creed. Between 45 and
58 c.E. he threw his enormous energy into spreading
the word. Traveling throughout Syria-Palestine, Anatolia,
and Greece, he became increasingly frustrated with the
refusal of most Jews to accept his claim that Jesus was
the Messiah and had ushered in a new age. Many Jews,
on the other hand, were appalled by the failure of the fol-

The Rise of
Christianity
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lowers of Jesus to maintain traditional Jewish practices.
Discovering a spiritual hunger among many non-Jews
(sometimes called “gentiles”), Paul redirected his efforts
toward them and set up a string of Christian (from the
Greek name christos, meaning “anointed one,” given to
Jesus by his followers) communities in the eastern
Mediterranean. Speaking both Greek and Aramaic, he
moved comfortably between the Greco-Roman and Jew-
ish worlds.

In 66 c.E. long-building tensions in Roman Judaea
erupted into a full-scale revolt that lasted until 73. One of
the casualties of the Roman reconquest of Judaea was
the Jerusalem-based Christian community, which fo-
cused on converting the Jews. This left the field clear for
Paul’s non-Jewish converts, and Christianity began to di-
verge more and more from its Jewish roots.

For more than two centuries, the sect grew slowly
but steadily. Many of the first converts were from dis-
enfranchised groups—women, slaves, the urban poor.
However, as the religious movement grew and prospered,
it developed a hierarchy of priests and bishops and be-
came subject to bitter disputes over theological doctrine
(see Chapter 9).

As monotheists forbidden to worship other gods,
early Christians were persecuted by Roman officials who
regarded their refusal to worship the emperor as a sign
of disloyalty. Despite occasional government-sponsored
attempts at suppression and spontaneous mob attacks,
or perhaps because of them, the young Christian move-
ment continued to gain strength and attract converts. By
the late third century c.k. its adherents were a sizable mi-
nority within the Roman Empire and included many ed-
ucated and prosperous people with posts in the local
and imperial governments.

The expansion of Christianity should be seen as part
of a broader religious tendency. By the Greek Classical
period a number of “mystery” cults had gained popular-
ity by claiming to provide secret information about the
nature of life and death and promising a blessed after-
life to their adherents. In the Hellenistic and Roman pe-
riods, a number of cults making similar promises arose
in the eastern Mediterranean and spread throughout the
Greco-Roman lands, presumably in response to a grow-
ing spiritual and intellectual hunger not satisfied by tra-
ditional pagan practices. As we shall see, the ultimate
victory of Christianity over these rivals had as much to do
with historical circumstances as with its spiritual appeal.

The relative ease and safety of
travel brought about by Roman
arms and engineering enabled
merchants to sell their wares

Technology and
Transformation
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and helped the early Christians spread their faith. Sur-
viving remnants of roads, fortification walls, aqueducts,
and buildings testify to the engineering expertise of the
ancient Romans. Some of the best engineers served with
the army, building bridges, siege works, and ballistic
weapons that hurled stones and shafts. In peacetime sol-
diers were often put to work on construction projects.
Aqueducts—long elevated or underground conduits—
carried water from a source to an urban center, using
only the force of gravity (see Environment and Technol-
ogy: Water Engineering in Rome and China). The Ro-
mans were pioneers in the use of arches, which allow the
even distribution of great weights without thick support-
ing walls. The invention of concrete—a mixture of lime
powder, sand, and water that could be poured into
molds—allowed the Romans to create vast vaulted and
domed interior spaces.

Defending borders that stretched for thousands of
miles was a great challenge. In a document released
after his death, Augustus advised against expanding
the empire because the costs of administering and de-
fending subsequent acquisitions would be greater than
the revenues. The Roman army was reorganized and
redeployed to reflect the shift from an offensive to a
defensive strategy. At most points the empire was pro-
tected by mountains, deserts, and seas. But the lengthy
Rhine and Danube river frontiers in Germany and Cen-
tral Europe were vulnerable. They were guarded by a
string of forts with relatively small garrisons, adequate
for dealing with raiders. On particularly desolate fron-
tiers, such as in Britain and North Africa, the Romans
built long walls to keep out the peoples who lived
beyond.

The Roman state prospered for two-and-a-half cen-
turies after Augustus stabilized the internal political situ-
ation and addressed the needs of the empire with an
ambitious program of reforms. In the third century C.E.
cracks in the edifice became visible. Historians use the
expression “third-century crisis” to refer to the period
from 235 to 284 c.E., when political, military, and eco-
nomic problems beset and nearly destroyed the Roman
Empire. The most visible symptom of the crisis was the
frequent change of rulers. Twenty or more men claimed
the office of emperor during this period. Most reigned
for only a few months or years before being overthrown
by rivals or killed by their own troops. Germanic tribes-
men on the Rhine/Danube frontier took advantage of
the frequent civil wars and periods of anarchy to raid
deep into the empire. For the first time in centuries, Ro-
man cities began to erect walls for protection.

The political and military emergencies had a devas-
tating impact on the empire’s economy. Buying the loy-
alty of the army and paying to defend the increasingly
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permeable frontiers drained the treasury. The unending
demands of the central government for more tax rev-
enues from the provinces, as well as the interruption of
commerce by fighting, eroded the towns’' prosperity.
Shortsighted emperors, desperate for cash, reduced the
amount of precious metal in Roman coins. As the de-
valued coinage became less and less acceptable in the
marketplace, parts of the empire reverted to a barter
economy;, a far less efficient system that further curtailed
large-scale and long-distance commerce.

The municipal aristocracy, once the most vital and
public-spirited class in the empire, was slowly crushed
out of existence. As town councilors, its members were
personally liable for shortfalls in taxes owed to the state.
The decline in trade eroded their wealth, which often
was based on manufacture and commerce, and many
began to evade their civic duties and even went into hid-

ing. Population shifted out of the cities and into the
countryside. Many people sought employment and pro-
tection from both raiders and government officials on
the estates of wealthy and powerful country landowners.

Just when things looked bleakest, one man pulled
the empire back from the brink of self-destruction. A
commoner by birth, Diocletian had risen through the
ranks of the army and gained power in 284. His success is
indicated by the fact that he ruled for more than twenty
years and died in bed.

Diocletian implemented radical reforms that saved
the Roman state by transforming it. To halt inflation (the
process by which prices rise as money becomes worth
less), Diocletian issued an edict that specified the maxi-
mum prices that could be charged for various com-
modities and services. To ensure an adequate supply of
workers in vital services, he froze many people into their
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Water Engineering in Rome and China

People needed water to drink; it was vital for agriculture;
and it provided a rapid and economical means for trans-
porting people and goods. Some of the most impressive
technological achievements of ancient Rome and China in-
volved hydraulic (water) engineering.

Roman cities, with their large populations, required abun-
dant and reliable sources of water. One way to obtain it was
to build aqueducts—stone channels to bring water from dis-
tant lakes and streams to the cities. The water flowing in
these conduits was moved only by the force of gravity. Sur-
veyors measured the land's elevation and plotted a course
that very gradually moved downbhill.

Some conduits were elevated atop walls or bridges, which
made it difficult for unauthorized parties to tap the water
line for their own use. Portions of some aqueducts were built
underground. Still-standing aboveground segments indicate
that the Roman aqueducts were well-built structures made
of large cut stones closely fitted and held together by a
cement-like mortar. Construction of the aqueducts was
labor-intensive, and often both design and construction
were carried out by military personnel. This was one of the
ways in which the Roman government could keep large
numbers of soldiers busy in peacetime.

Sections of aqueduct that crossed rivers presented the
same construction challenges as bridges. Roman engineers
lowered prefabricated wooden cofferdams—large, hollow
cylinders—into the riverbed and pumped out the water so
workers could descend and construct cement piers to support
the arched segments of the bridge and the water channel it-
self. This technique is still used for construction in water.

When an aqueduct reached the outskirts of a city, the wa-
ter flowed into a reservoir, where it was stored. Pipes con-
nected the reservoir to different parts of the city. Even
within the city, gravity provided the motive force until the
water reached the public fountains used by the poor and the
private storage tanks of individuals wealthy enough to have
plumbing in their houses.

In ancient China, rivers running generally in an east-west
direction were the main thoroughfares. The earliest develop-
ment of complex societies centered on the Yellow River Val-
ley, but by the beginning of the Qin Empire the Yangzi River
Valley and regions farther south were becoming increasingly
important to China's political and economic vitality. In this
era the Chinese began to build canals connecting the north-
ern and southern zones, at first for military purposes but

eventually for transporting commercial goods as well. In later
periods, with the acquisition of more advanced engineering
skills, an extensive network of canals was built, including the
1,100-mile-long (1,771-kilometer-long) Grand Canal.

One of the earliest efforts was the construction of the
Magic Canal. A Chinese historian tells us that the Qin em-
peror Shi Huangdi ordered his engineers to join two rivers by
a 20-mile-long (32.2-kilometer-long) canal so that he could
more easily supply his armies of conquest in the south. Con-
struction of the canal posed a difficult engineering chal-
lenge, because the rivers Hsiang and Li, though coming
within 3 miles (4.8 kilometers) of one another, flowed in op-
posite directions and with a strong current.

The engineers took advantage of a low point in the chain
of hills between the rivers to maintain a relatively level
grade. The final element of the solution was to build a snout-
shaped mound to divide the waters of the Hsiang, funneling
part of that river into an artificial channel. Several spillways
further reduced the volume of water flowing into the canal,
which was 15 feet wide and 3 feet deep (about 4.5 meters
wide and 1 meter deep). The joining of the two rivers com-
pleted a network of waterways that permitted continuous
inland water transport of goods between the latitudes of
Beijing and Guangzhou (Canton), a distance of 1,250 miles
(2,012 kilometers). Modifications were made in later cen-
turies, but the Magic Canal is still in use.
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professions and required them to train their sons to suc-
ceed them. This unprecedented government regulation
of prices and vocations had unforeseen consequences.
A “black market” arose among buyers and sellers who
chose to ignore the government’s price controls and es-
tablish their own prices for goods and services. Many in-
habitants of the empire began to see the government as
an oppressive entity that no longer deserved their loyalty.

When Diocletian resigned in 305, the old divisiveness
reemerged as various claimants battled for the throne.
The eventual winner was Constantine (r. 306-337), who
reunited the entire empire under his sole rule by 324.

In 312 Constantine won a key battle at the Milvian
Bridge over the Tiber River near Rome. He later claimed
that he had seen a cross (the sign of the Christian God)
superimposed on the sun before this battle. Believing
that the Christian God had helped him achieve the
victory, in the following year Constantine issued the so-
called Edict of Milan, ending the persecution of Chris-
tianity and guaranteeing freedom of worship to Christians
and all others. Throughout his reign he supported the
Christian church, although he tolerated other beliefs as
well. Historians disagree about whether Constantine
was spiritually motivated or was pragmatically seeking
to unify the peoples of the empire under a single reli-
gion. In either case his embrace of Christianity was of
tremendous historical significance. Large numbers of
people began to convert when they saw that Christians
seeking political office or favors from the government
had clear advantages over non-Christians.

In 324 Constantine transferred the imperial capital
from Rome to Byzantium, an ancient Greek city on the
Bosporus® strait leading from the Mediterranean into
the Black Sea. The city was renamed Constantinople”’,
“City of Constantine.” This move both reflected and ac-
celerated changes already taking place. Constantinople
was closer than Rome to the most-threatened borders in
eastern Europe (see Map 5.1). The urban centers and
prosperous middle class in the eastern half of the empire
had better withstood the third-century crisis than had
those in the western half. In addition, more educated
people and more Christians were living in the eastern
provinces.

Though conversion to the
Christian faith affected all parts
of the empire, a deep gulf

Byzantines and
Germans

Bosporus (BAHS-puhr-uhs)
Constantinople (cahn-stan-tih-NO-pul)

opened between the eastern, Greek-speaking lands and
the lands in the west that came under the influence of
Germanic rulers. The term Byzantine Empire, derived
from Constantinople’s original name, came into use for
the eastern realm. Constantine (and his pious mother
Helena) studded the city with churches, controlled the
appointment of the newly created Christian patriarch of
Constantinople, and involved himself in doctrinal dis-
putes over which beliefs constituted heresy.

In 325 he called hundreds of bishops to a council
at the city of Nicaea® (modern Iznik in northwestern
Turkey) to resolve disputes over religious doctrine. The
bishops rejected the views of a priest from Alexandria
named Arius, who maintained that Jesus was of lesser
importance than God the Father. However, the Arian
doctrine enjoyed great, though temporary, popularity
among the Germanic peoples then migrating along the
Danube frontier and into the western Roman lands.

The next several centuries were crowded with dis-
putes over theology and quarrels among the patriarchs,
or paramount church officials, of Constantinople, Alex-
andria, Antioch, Jerusalem, and Rome. The patriarchs
appointed bishops, and each bishop consecrated priests
within his area of jurisdiction, called a diocese. Church
rules set by the patriarch or by councils of bishops
guided priests in serving ordinary believers.

Christianity progressed most rapidly in urban cen-
ters. Though the country folk (Latin pagani, whence the
word pagan used as a negative label for polytheists) long
retained customs deriving from worship of the old gods,
the emperor Julian (r. 361-363) tried in vain to restore
the old polytheism as the state cult. In 392 the emperor
Theodosius banned all pagan ceremonies.

The heavy involvement with religion of the emper-
ors in Constantinople did not prevent them from playing
the traditional roles of conqueror and lawmaker. The
emperor Justinian (r. 527-565) sent armies to regain con-
trol of Roman North Africa, which had been conquered
by Germans invading from Spain, and of parts of Italy.
His historians celebrated these deeds, but his collection
of Roman laws proved more enduring. At his command a
team of seventeen legal scholars made a systematic
compilation, in Latin, of a thousand years of Roman le-
gal tradition. The Corpus Juris Civilis (Body of Civil Law),
as it came to be called, began to be studied in western
Europe under the influence of a legal scholar named
Irnerius (ca. 1055-ca. 1130), whose establishment of le-
gal studies at the University of Bologna® in Italy laid the
foundation for most modern European legal systems.

Nicaea (nye-SEE-uh) Bologna (boe-LOAN-yuh)
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Continuing imperial vitality in the eastern empire
contrasted with deepening decline in the western em-
pire, which formally became a separate entity after 395.
Byzantine armies and diplomats warded off most as-
saults on the comparatively short Danube River frontier,
thereby persuading migrating German warrior bands to
keep moving westward. Crossing the Rhine, they over-
whelmed the Roman legions in the west. Gaul, Britain,
Spain, and North Africa fell to various Germanic peoples
in the early fifth century. Visigoths sacked Rome itself in
410, and the last Roman emperor was deposed in 476.

By 530, with the old Roman economy and urban
centers in shambles, the Western Roman Empire had
fragmented into a handful of kingdoms under Germanic
rulers. The city of Rome had lost its political importance
but retained prominence as the seat of the most influen-
tial Western churchman, the patriarch of Rome. Local
noble families competed for control of this position,
which over several centuries acquired the title Pope
along with supreme power in the Latin-speaking church.

The educated few, increasingly only Christian priests
and monks, still spoke and wrote a somewhat simplified
form of Latin. But the Latin of the uneducated masses
who had lived under Roman rule rapidly evolved into the
Romance dialects that eventually became modern Por-
tuguese, Spanish, French, Italian, and Romanian. In the
north and east of the Rhine River, where Roman culture
had scarcely penetrated, people spoke Germanic and re-
lated Scandinavian languages. East of the Elbe River,
speakers of Slavic languages formed a third major group.

From a Roman point of view, the rise of the Ger-
manic kingdoms represented the triumph of the barbar-
ians. Yet the society that developed on the ruins of Rome
in the west was to prove more dynamic and creative than
the Byzantine realm that preserved intact much more of
the Roman tradition.

THE ORIGINS OF IMPERIAL CHINA,
221 B.C.E.—220 C.E.

he early history of China (see Chapter 2) was charac-

terized by the fragmentation that geography seemed
to dictate. The Shang (ca. 1750-1027 B.c.E.) and Zhou
(1027-221 B.C.E.) dynasties ruled over a relatively com-
pact zone in northeastern China. The last few centuries
of nominal Zhou rule—the Warring States Period—saw
rivalry and belligerence among a group of small states
with somewhat different languages and cultures. As in
the contemporary Greek city-states (see Chapter 4), com-
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petition and conflict gave rise to many distinctive ele-
ments of a national culture.

In the second half of the third century B.C.E. one of
the warring states—the Qin® state of the Wei® Valley—
rapidly conquered its rivals and created China’s first
empire (221-206 B.C.E.). Built at a great cost in human
lives and labor, the Qin Empire barely survived the death
of its founder, Shi Huangdi’. Power soon passed to a
new dynasty, the Han, which ruled China from 206
B.C.E.to 220 C.E. (see Map 5.2). Thus began the long his-
tory of imperial China—a tradition of political and cul-
tural unity and continuity that lasted into the early
twentieth century.

Agriculture  produced the
wealth and taxes that sup-
ported the institutions of im-
perial China. The main tax, a
percentage of the annual harvest, funded government
activities ranging from the luxurious lifestyle of the royal
court to the daily tasks of officials and military units
throughout the country and on the frontiers. Large pop-
ulations in China’s capital cities, first Chang’an® and
later Luoyang®, had to be fed. As intensive agriculture
spread in the Yangzi River Valley, the need to transport
southern crops to the north spurred the construction of
canals to connect the Yangzi with the Yellow River (see
Environment and Technology: Water Engineering in
Rome and China). During prosperous times, the govern-
ment also collected and stored surplus grain that could
be sold at reasonable prices in times of shortage.

The government periodically conducted a census of
inhabitants, and the results for 2 c.E. and 140 c.E. are
available today. The earlier survey counted approxi-
mately 12 million households and 60 million people; the
later, not quite 10 million households and 49 million
people. The average household contained 5 persons.
Then, as now, the vast majority of the people lived in the
eastern portion of the country, the river-valley regions
where intensive agriculture could support a dense popu-
lation. At first the largest concentration was in the Yellow
River Valley and North China Plain, but by early Han
times the demographic center had begun to shift to the
Yangzi River Valley.

In the intervals between seasonal agricultural tasks,
every able-bodied man donated one month of labor a
year to public works projects—building palaces, temples,

Resources and
Population

Qin (chin) Wei (way)
Chang’an (chahng-ahn)

Shi Huangdi (shee wahng-dee)
Luoyang (LWOE-yahng)
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fortifications, and roads; transporting goods; excavating
and maintaining canal channels; laboring on imperial
estates; or working in the mines. The state also required
two years of military service. On the frontiers, young
conscripts built walls and forts, kept an eye on barbar-
ian neighbors, fought when necessary, and grew crops
to support themselves. Annually updated registers of
land and households enabled imperial officials to keep
track of money and services due. Like the Romans, the
Chinese government depended on a large population of
free peasants to contribute taxes and services to the
state.

The Han Chinese gradually but persistently expanded
at the expense of other ethnic groups. Population growth

in the core regions and a shortage of good, arable land
spurred pioneers to push into new areas. Sometimes
the government organized new settlements, at militarily
strategic sites and on the frontiers, for example. Neigh-
boring kingdoms also invited Chinese settlers so as to
exploit their skills and learn their technologies.

Han people preferred regions suitable for the kind of
agriculture they had practiced in the eastern river val-
leys. They took over land on the northern frontier, push-
ing back nomadic populations. They also expanded into
the tropical forests of southern China and settled in the
western oases. In places not suitable for their preferred
kind of agriculture, particularly the steppe and the desert,
Han Chinese did not displace other groups.
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As the Han Chinese expanded

Hi)ergfchy, into new regions, they took
Obe 1ence, along their social organization,
and Belief

values, language, and other
cultural practices. The basic
unit of Chinese society was the family, which included
not only the living generations but also all the previous
generations—the ancestors. The Chinese believed that
their ancestors maintained an ongoing interest in the
fortunes of living family members, so they consulted,
appeased, and venerated them in order to maintain their
favor. The family was viewed as a living, self-renewing
organism, and each generation was required to have
sons to perpetuate the family and maintain the ancestor
cult that provided a kind of immortality to the deceased.

The doctrine of Confucius (Kongzi), which had its
origins in the sixth century B.C.E. (see Chapter 2), became
very influential in the imperial period. Confucianism re-
garded hierarchy as a natural aspect of human society
and laid down rules of appropriate conduct. People saw
themselves as part of an interdependent unit rather than
as individual agents. Each person had a place and re-
sponsibilities within the family hierarchy, based on his
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or her gender, age, and relationship to other family mem-
bers. Absolute authority rested with the father, who was
an intermediary between the living members and the
ancestors, presiding over the rituals of ancestor worship.
The same concepts operated in society as a whole.
Peasants, soldiers, administrators, and rulers all made
distinctive and necessary contributions to the welfare of
society. Confucianism optimistically maintained that peo-
ple could be guided to the right path through education,
imitation of proper role models, and self-improvement.
The family inculcated the basic values of Chinese soci-
ety: loyalty, obedience to authority, respect for elders
and ancestors, and concern for honor and appropriate
conduct. Because the hierarchy in the state mirrored the
hierarchy in the family, these same attitudes carried over
into the relationship between individuals and the state.
The experiences of women in ancient Chinese soci-
ety are hard to pinpoint because, as elsewhere, contem-
porary written sources tell us little. Confucian ethics
stressed the impropriety of women participating in pub-
lic life. Traditional wisdom about conduct appropriate
for women is preserved in an account of the life of the
mother of the Confucian philosopher Mencius (Mengzi):
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A woman’s duties are to cook the five grains, heat the
wine, look after her parents-in-law, make clothes, and
thatis all! . . . [She] has no ambition to manage affairs
outside the house. . . . She must follow the “three sub-
missions.” When she is young, she must submit to her
parents. After her marriage, she must submit to her
husband. When she is widowed, she must submit to
her son.!

That is an ideal perpetuated by males of the upper
classes, the social stratum that is the source of most of
the written texts. Upper-class females probably were
under considerable pressure to conform to those expec-
tations. Women of the lower classes, less affected by
Confucian ways of thinking, may have been less con-
strained than their more “privileged” counterparts.

After her parents arranged her marriage, a young
bride went to live with her husband’s family, where she
was a stranger who had to prove herself. Ability and force
of personality—as well as the capacity to produce sons—
could make a difference. Dissension between the wife
and her mother-in-law and sisters-in-law grew out of
competition for influence with husbands, sons, and
brothers and for a larger share of the family’s economic
resources.

Like the early Romans, the ancient Chinese believed
that divinity resided within nature rather than outside
and above it, and they worshiped and tried to appease
the forces of nature. The state erected and maintained
shrines to the lords of rain and winds as well as to certain
great rivers and high mountains. Gathering at mounds
or altars where the local spirit of the soil was thought to
reside, people sacrificed sheep and pigs and beat drums
loudly to promote the fertility of the earth. Strange or
disastrous natural phenomena, such as eclipses or heavy
rains, called for symbolic restraint of the deity by tying a
red cord around the sacred spot. Because it was believed
that supernatural forces flowed through the landscape,
bringing good and evil fortune, experts in feng shui,
meaning “earth divination,” were consulted to deter-
mine the most favorable location and orientation for
buildings and graves. The faithful learned to adapt their
lives to the complex rhythms they perceived in nature.

For centuries eastern China
was divided among rival states
whose frequent hostilities gave
rise to the label “Warring States
Period” (480-221 B.C.E.). In the
second half of the third century B.C.E. the state of the Qin
suddenly burst forth and took over the other states one
by one. By 221 B.C.E., the first emperor had united the
northern plain and the Yangzi River Valley under one

The First
Chinese Empire,
221-207 B.C.E.

rule, marking the creation of China and the inauguration
of the imperial age. Many scholars maintain that the
name “China,” by which this land has been known in the
Western world, is derived from “Qin.”

Several factors account for the meteoric rise of the
Qin. The Qin ruler, who took the title Shi Huangdi (“First
Emperor”), and his adviser and prime minister Li Si* were
able and ruthless men who exploited the exhaustion
resulting from the long centuries of interstate rivalry. The
Qin homeland in the valley of the Wei, a tributary of the
Yellow River, was less urbanized and commercialized
than the kingdoms farther east, with a large pool of sturdy
peasants to serve in the army. Moreover, long experience
in mobilizing manpower for the construction of irrigation
and flood-control works had strengthened the authority
of the Qin king at the expense of the nobles and endowed
his government with superior organizational skills.

Shi Huangdi and Li Si created a totalitarian structure
that subordinated the individual to the needs of the
state. By publicly burning large numbers of books, they
symbolically expressed a radical break with the past.
They cracked down on Confucianism, regarding its de-
mands for benevolent and nonviolent conduct from
rulers to be a check on the absolute power they sought.
They instead drew from a stream of political thought
known as Legalism (see Chapter 2). Developing earlier
Legalist thinking, Li Si insisted that the will of the ruler
was supreme, and that it was necessary to impose disci-
pline and obedience on the subjects through the rigid
application of rewards and punishments.

The new regime was determined to eliminate rival
centers of authority. Its first target was the landowning
aristocracy of the conquered rival states and the system
on which aristocratic wealth and power had been based.
Because primogeniture—the right of the eldest son to in-
herit all the landed property—allowed a small number of
individuals to accumulate vast tracts of land, the Qin
government abolished it, instead requiring estates to be
broken up and passed on to several heirs.

The large estates of the aristocracy had been worked
by slaves (see Diversity and Dominance: The Treatment
of Slaves in Rome and China) and peasant serfs, who
gave their landlords a substantial portion of their har-
vest. The Qin abolished slavery and took steps to create a
free peasantry who paid taxes and provided labor, as well
as military service, to the state.

The Qin government’s commitment to standardiza-
tion helped create a unified Chinese civilization. During
the Warring States Period, small states had found many
ways to emphasize their independence. For example,
states had had their own forms of music, with different

Li Si (luh suh)
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scales, systems of notation, and instruments. The Qin
imposed standard weights, measures, and coinage; a
uniform law code; a common system of writing; and
even regulations governing the axle length of carts so as
to leave just one set of ruts on the roads.

The Qin built thousands of miles of roads—compa-
rable in scale to the roads of the Roman Empire—to con-
nect the parts of the empire and to move Qin armies
quickly. They also built canals connecting the river sys-
tems of northern and southern China (see Environment
and Technology: Water Engineering in Rome and China).
The frontier walls of the old states began to be linked
into a continuous barricade, the precursor of the Great
Wall), to protect cultivated lands from raids by northern
nomads. Large numbers of people were forced to donate
their labor and often their lives to build the walls and
roads. So oppressive were the financial exploitation and
demands for forced labor that a series of rebellions broke
out when Shi Huangdi died in 210 B.C.E., bringing down
the Qin dynasty.

When the dust cleared, Liu
Bang®, who may have been born
a peasant, had outlasted his ri-
vals and established a new dy-
nasty, the Han (206 B.C.E.—220
c.E.). The new emperor promised to reject the excesses
and mistakes of the Qin and to restore the institutions of
a venerable past. To sustain and protect a large empire,
however, the Han administration maintained much of
the Qin’s structure and Legalist ideology, though with
less fanatical zeal. The Han tempered Legalist govern-
ment with a Confucianism revised to serve a large, cen-
tralized political entity. This Confucianism emphasized
the government’s benevolence and the appropriateness
of particular rituals and behaviors in a manifestly hierar-
chical society. The Han system of administration be-
came the standard for later ages, and the Chinese people
today refer to themselves ethnically as “Han.”

After eighty years of imperial consolidation, Em-
peror Wu (r. 140-87 B.C.E.) launched a period of military
expansion, south into Fujian, Guangdong, and present-
day north Vietnam, and north into Manchuria and pres-
ent-day North Korea. Han armies also went west to inner
Mongolia and Xinjiang® to secure the lucrative Silk Road
(see Chapter 7). Controlling the newly acquired territo-
ries was expensive, however, so Wu’s successors cur-
tailed further expansion.

The Han Empire endured, with a brief interruption
between 9 and 23 c.E., for more than four hundred years.

The Long Reign
of the Han,
206 B.C.E.—220 C.E.

Lui Bang (le-oo bahng) Xinjiang (SHIN-jyahng)
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From 202 B.C.E. to 8 c..—the period of the Early, or West-
ern, Han—the capital was at Chang’an, in the Wei Valley,
an ancient seat of power from which the Zhou and Qin
dynasties had emerged. From 23 to 220 c.E. the Later, or
Eastern, Han established its base farther east, in the
more centrally located Luoyang.

Protected by a ring of hills but with ready access to
the fertile plain, Chang’an was surrounded by a wall of
pounded earth and brick 15 miles (24 kilometers) in cir-
cumference. Contemporaries described it as a bustling
place, filled with courtiers, officials, soldiers, merchants,
craftsmen, and foreign visitors. In 2 C.E. its population
was 246,000. Part of the city was carefully planned. Broad
thoroughfares running north and south intersected with
others running east and west. High walls protected the
palaces, administrative offices, barracks, and storehouses
of the imperial compound, and access was restricted.
Temples and marketplaces were scattered about the
civic center. Chang’an became a model of urban plan-
ning, and its main features were imitated in the cities
and towns that sprang up throughout the Han Empire.

Moralizing writers who criticized the elite provide
glimpses of their private lives. Living in multistory
houses, wearing fine silks, and traveling about Chang’an
in ornate horse-drawn carriages, well-to-do officials and
merchants devoted their leisure time to art and litera-
ture, occult religious practices, elegant banquets, and
various entertainments—music and dance, juggling and
acrobatics, dog and horse races, cock and tiger fights. In
stark contrast, the common people inhabited a sprawl-
ing warren of alleys, living in dwellings packed “as
closely as the teeth of a comb,” as one poet put it.

As in the Zhou monarchy (see Chapter 2), the em-
peror was the “Son of Heaven,” chosen to rule in accor-
dance with the Mandate of Heaven. He stood at the
center of government and society. As the father held au-
thority in the family and was a link between the living
generations and the ancestors, so was the emperor
supreme in the state. He brought the support of powerful
imperial ancestors and guaranteed the harmonious in-
teraction of heaven and earth. To a much greater degree
than his Roman counterpart, he was regarded as a divin-
ity and his word was law.

Living in seclusion within the walled palace com-
pound, surrounded by his many wives, children, ser-
vants, courtiers, and officials, the emperor presided over
unceasing pomp and ritual emphasizing the worship of
Heaven and imperial ancestors as well as the practical
business of government. The royal compound was also a
hive of intrigue, no more so than when the emperor died
and his chief widow chose his heir from among the male
members of the ruling clan.

The central government was run by a prime minister,
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a civil service director, and nine ministers with military,
economic, legal, and religious responsibilities. Like the
imperial Romans, the Han depended on local officials
for day-to-day administration of their far-flung territo-
ries. Local people collected taxes and dispatched rev-
enues to the central government, regulated conscription
for the army and for labor projects, provided protection,
and settled disputes. The remote central government
rarely impinged on the lives of most citizens.

As part of their strategy to weaken the rural aristo-
crats and exclude them from political posts, the Qin and
Han emperors allied themselves with the gentry—the
class next in wealth below the aristocrats. To serve as lo-
cal officials the central government chose members of
this class of moderately prosperous landowners, usually
men with education and valued expertise who resem-
bled the Roman equites favored by Augustus and his
successors. These officials were a privileged and re-
spected group within Chinese society, and they made
the government more efficient and responsive than it
had been in the past.

The guiding philosophy of the new gentry class was
a modified Confucianism that provided a system for
training officials to be intellectually capable and morally
worthy of their role and set forth a code of conduct for
measuring their performance. According to Chinese tra-

dition, an imperial university with as many as thirty
thousand students was located outside Chang’an, and
provincial centers of learning were established. (Some
scholars doubt that such a complex institution existed
this early.) Students from these centers were chosen to
enter various levels of government service.

In theory, young men from any class could rise in the
state hierarchy. In practice, sons of the gentry had an ad-
vantage because they were most likely to receive the nec-
essary training in the Confucian classics. As civil servants
advanced in the bureaucracy, they received distinctive
emblems and privileges of rank, including preferential
treatment in the legal system and exemption from mili-
tary service. Over time, the gentry became a new aristoc-
racy of sorts, banding together in cliques and family
alliances that had considerable clout and worked to ad-
vance the careers of group members.

Daoism, which also had its origins in the Warring
States Period (see Chapter 2), took deeper root, becom-
ing popular with the common people. Daoism empha-
sized the search for the Dao, or “path,” of nature and the
value of harmonizing with the cycles and patterns of the
natural world. Enlightenment was achieved not so much
by education as by solitary contemplation and physical
and mental discipline. Daoism was skeptical, question-
ing age-old beliefs and values and rejecting the hierar-
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chy, rules, and rituals of the Confucianism of the elite
classes. It urged passive acceptance of the disorder of the
world, denial of ambition, contentment with simple
pleasures, and trusting one’s own instincts.

Chinese tradition recognized
the importance of technology
for the success and spread of
Chinese civilization, crediting
legendary rulers of the distant past with the introduction
of major technologies.

The advent of bronze tools around 1500 B.C.E. helped
clear the forests and open land for agriculture on the
North China Plain. Almost a thousand years later iron
arrived. Chinese metallurgists employed more advanced
techniques than did their counterparts elsewhere in
the hemisphere. Whereas Roman blacksmiths produced
wrought-iron tools and weapons by hammering heated
iron, the Chinese hammered ores with a higher carbon
content to produce steel, and they mastered the tech-
nique of liquefying iron and pouring it into molds. The
resulting steel and cast-iron tools and weapons were
considerably stronger.

In the succeeding centuries, the crossbow and the
use of cavalry helped the Chinese military repel nomads
from the steppe regions. The watermill, which harnessed
the power of running water to turn a grindstone, was
used in China long before it appeared in Europe. The de-
velopment of a horse collar that did not constrict the an-
imal’s breathing allowed Chinese horses to pull much
heavier loads than European horses could. The Chinese
also were the first to make paper, perhaps as early as the
second century B.C.E. They pounded soaked plant fibers
and bark with a mallet, then poured the mixture through
a porous mat. Once the residue left on the mat surface
dried out, it provided a relatively smooth, lightweight
medium for writing.

The Qin began and the Han rulers continued an ex-
tensive program of road building. Roads enabled rapid
movement of military forces and supplies. The network
of couriers that carried messages to and from the central
administration used horses, boats, and even footpaths,
and they found food and shelter at relay stations. The
network of navigable rivers was improved and con-
nected by canals (see Environment and Technology: Wa-
ter Engineering in Rome and China).

Population growth and increasing trade gave rise to
local market centers. These thriving towns grew to be-
come county seats from which imperial officials oper-
ated. Between 10 and 30 percent of the population lived
in Han towns and cities.

China’s most important export commodity was silk.

Technology
and Trade
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For a long time the fact that silk cocoons are secreted
onto the leaves of mulberry trees by silkworms was a
closely guarded secret that gave the Chinese a monopoly
on the manufacture of silk. As silk was carried on a per-
ilous journey westward through the Central Asian oases
to the Middle East, India, and the Mediterranean, it
passed through the hands of middlemen who raised the
price to make a profit. The value of a beautiful textile
may have increased a hundredfold by the time it reached
its destination. The Chinese government sought to con-
trol the Silk Road by launching periodic campaigns into
Central Asia. Garrisons were installed, and colonies of
Chinese settlers were sent out to occupy the oases.

For the Han government, as for
the Romans, maintaining the
security of the frontiers—par-
ticularly the north and north-
west frontiers—was a primary concern. In general, the
Han Empire successfully controlled lands occupied by
farming peoples, but met resistance from nomadic
groups whose livelihood depended on their horses and
herds. The different ways of life of farmers and herders
gave rise to insulting stereotypes on both sides. The set-
tled Chinese thought of nomads as “barbarians”—rough,
uncivilized peoples—much as the inhabitants of the Ro-
man Empire looked down on the Germanic tribes living
beyond their frontier.

Along the boundary, the closeness of the herders
and farmers often led to significant commercial activity.
The nomadic herders sought the food and crafted goods
produced by the farmers and townsfolk, and the settled
farmers depended on the nomads for horses and other
herd animals and products. Sometimes, however, no-
mads raided the settled lands and took what they needed
or wanted. Tough and warlike because of the demands of
their way of life, mounted nomads could strike swiftly
and just as swiftly disappear.

Although nomadic groups tended to be relatively
small and often fought with one another, from time to
time circumstances and a charismatic leader could cre-
ate a large coalition. In response, the Chinese developed
cavalry forces that could match the mobility of the no-
mads, and made access to good stocks of horses and
pasture lands a state priority. Other strategies included
maintaining colonies of soldier-farmers and garrisons
on the frontier; settling compliant nomadic groups inside
the borders to serve as a buffer against warlike groups;
paying bribes to promote dissension among the nomad
leadership; and paying protection money. One frequently
successful approach was a “tributary system” in which
nomad rulers nominally accepted Chinese supremacy

Decline of the
Han Empire

o



14820 05 123-149 r3ws.gxd 4/2/04 3:24 PM Page 146

—p—

146 CHAPTER5 An Age of Empires: Rome and Han China, 753 B.c.E.—600 C.E.

and paid tribute, for which they were rewarded with
marriages to Chinese princesses, dazzling receptions at
court, and gifts from the Han emperor that exceeded the
value of the tribute.

In the end, continuous military vigilance along the
frontier burdened Han finances and worsened the eco-
nomic troubles of later Han times. Despite the earnest
efforts of Qin and Early Han emperors to reduce the
power and wealth of the aristocracy and to turn land
over to a free peasantry, by the end of the first century
B.C.E. nobles and successful merchants again controlled
huge tracts of land, and many peasants sought their pro-
tection against the demands of the imperial government.
Over the next two centuries strongmen who were largely
independent of imperial control emerged, and the cen-
tral government was deprived of tax revenues and man-
power. The system of military conscription broke down,
forcing the government to hire more and more foreign
soldiers and officers. These men were willing to serve for
pay, but they were not very loyal to the Han state.

Several factors contributed to the fall of the Han dy-
nasty in 220 c.e.: factional intrigues within the ruling
clan, official corruption and inefficiency, uprisings of
desperate and hungry peasants, the spread of banditry,
attacks by nomadic groups on the northwest frontier,
and the ambitions of rural warlords. China entered a pe-
riod of political fragmentation and economic and cul-
tural regression that lasted until the rise of the Sui® and
Tang® dynasties in the late sixth and early seventh cen-
turies C.E.

IMPERIAL PARALLELS

he similarities between the Roman and Han Em-

pires begin at the level of the family. In both cultures
the family was headed by an all-powerful patriarch.
Strong loyalties and obligations bound family members.
Values first learned in the family—obedience, respect for
superiors, piety, and a strong sense of duty and honor—
created a pervasive social cohesion.

Agriculture was the fundamental economic activity
and source of wealth in both civilizations. Government
revenues were primarily derived from a percentage of
the annual harvest. Both empires depended on a free
peasantry—sturdy farmers who could be pressed into
military service or other forms of compulsory labor.
Conflicts over who owned the land and how it was to be
used were at the heart of the political and social turmoil

Sui (sway) Tang (tahng)

in both places. The autocratic rulers of the Roman and
Chinese states secured their positions by breaking the
power of the old aristocratic families, seizing their excess
land, and giving land to small farmers (as well as keeping
extensive tracts for themselves). They veiled the revolu-
tionary nature of these changes by claiming to restore
the institutions of a venerable past. The later reversal of
this process, when wealthy noblemen once again gained
control of vast tracts of land and reduced the peasants to
dependent tenant farmers, signaled the erosion of the
authority of the state.

Both empires spread out from an ethnically homo-
geneous core to encompass widespread territories con-
taining diverse ecosystems, populations, and ways of
life. Both brought those regions a cultural unity that has
persisted, at least in part, to the present day. This devel-
opment involved far more than military conquest and
political domination. The skill of Roman and Chinese
farmers and the high yields that they produced led to a
dynamic expansion of population. As the population of
the core areas outstripped the available resources, Italian
and Han settlers moved into new regions, bringing their
languages, beliefs, customs, and technologies with them.
Many people in the conquered lands were attracted to
the culture of the ruler nation and chose to adopt these
practices and attach themselves to a “winning cause.”

Both empires found similar solutions to the prob-
lems of administering far-flung territories and large pop-
ulations in an age when men on horseback or on foot
carried messages. The central government had to dele-
gate considerable autonomy to local officials. These lo-
cal elites identified their own interests with the central
government they loyally served. In both empires a kind
of civil service developed, staffed by educated and capa-
ble members of a prosperous middle class.

Technologies that facilitated imperial control also
fostered cultural unification and improvements in the
general standard of living. Roads built to expedite the
movement of troops became the highways of commerce
and the thoroughfares by which imperial culture spread.
A network of cities and towns served as the nerve center
of each empire, providing local administrative bases,
further promoting commerce, and radiating imperial
culture out into the surrounding countryside.

Cities and towns modeled themselves on the capital
cities of Rome and Chang’an. Travelers could find the
same types and styles of buildings and public spaces, as
well as other attractive features of urban life, in outlying
regions that they had seen in the capital. The majority of
the population still resided in the countryside, but most
of the advantages of empire were enjoyed by people liv-
ing in urban centers.
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The empires of Rome and Han China faced simi-
lar problems of defense: long borders located far from
the administrative center and aggressive neighbors who
coveted the prosperity of the empire. Both empires had
to build walls and maintain a chain of forts and garrisons
to protect against incursions. The cost of frontier de-
fense was staggering and eventually eroded the eco-
nomic prosperity of the two empires. As the imperial
governments became ever more beholden to the mili-
tary and demanded more taxes and services from the
hard-pressed civilian population, they lost the loyalty of
their own people, many of whom sought protection on
the estates of powerful rural landowners. Eventually, both
empires were so weakened that their borders were over-
run and their central governments collapsed.

In referring to the eventual failure of these two em-
pires, we are brought up against different long-term con-
sequences. In China the imperial model was revived in
subsequent eras, but the lands of the Roman Empire
never again achieved the same level of unification. Sev-
eral interrelated factors help account for the different
outcomes.

First, these cultures had different attitudes about the
relationship of individuals to the state. In China the indi-
vidual was deeply embedded in the larger social group.
The Chinese family, with its emphasis on a precisely de-
fined hierarchy, unquestioning obedience, and solemn
rituals of deference to elders and ancestors, served as the
model for society and the state. Respect for authority
was (and remains) deeply seated. Confucianism, which
sanctified hierarchy and provided a code of conduct for
professionals and public officials, had arisen long before
the imperial system and could be revived and tailored to
fit subsequent political circumstances. Although the Ro-
man family had its own hierarchy and traditions of obe-
dience, the cult of ancestors was not as strong as among
the Chinese, and the family was not the organizational
model for Roman society and the Roman state. Also,
there was no Roman equivalent of Confucianism—no
ideology of political organization and social conduct
that could survive the dissolution of the Roman state.

It is probably also fair to say that economic and so-
cial mobility, which allows some people to rise dramati-
cally in wealth and status, enhances a society’s sense of
the significance of the individual. Opportunities for indi-
viduals to improve their economic status were more lim-
ited in ancient China than in the Roman Empire, and the
merchant class in China was frequently disparaged and
constrained by the government. The greater importance
of commerce in the Roman Empire and the absence of
government interference resulted in greater economic
mobility. Roman law gave great weight to the sanctity of
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property and the rights of the individual. To a much
greater extent than the Chinese emperor, the Roman
emperor had to resort to persuasion, threats, and prom-
ises in order to forge a consensus for his initiatives.

Although Roman emperors tried to create an ideol-
ogy to bolster their position, they were hampered by the
persistence of Republican traditions and the ambiguities
about the position of emperor deliberately cultivated by
Augustus. As a result, Roman rulers were likely to be cho-
sen by the army or by the Senate; the dynastic principle
never took deep root; and the cult of the emperor had lit-
tle spiritual content. This stands in sharp contrast to the
clear-cut Chinese belief that the emperor was the divine
Son of Heaven with privileged access to the beneficent
power of the royal ancestors.

Finally, Christianity, with its insistence on monothe-
ism and one doctrine of truth, negated the Roman emper-
ors’ pretensions to divinity and was essentially unwilling
to come to terms with pagan beliefs. The spread of Chris-
tianity through the provinces during the Late Roman
Empire, and the decline of the western half of the empire
in the fifth century c.E., constituted an irreversible break
with the past. On the other hand, Buddhism, which came
to China in the early centuries c.E. and flourished in the
post-Han era (see Chapter 10), was more easily recon-
ciled with traditional Chinese values and beliefs.

CONCLUSION

B oth the Roman Empire and the first Chinese empire
arose from relatively small states that, because of
their discipline and military toughness, were initially able
to subdue small and quarreling neighbors. Ultimately
they unified widespread territories under strong central
governments.

In China the Qin Empire emerged rapidly, in the
reign of a single ruler, because many of the elements for
unification were already in place. The “First Emperor”
looked back to the precedents of the Shang and Zhou
states, which had controlled large core areas in the North
China Plain. He drew upon the preexisting concept of
the Mandate of Heaven, a claim to divine backing for the
ruler, who was himself the Son of Heaven; and the Legal-
ist political philosophy justified authoritarian measures.
The harshness of the new order generated discontent
and resistance that soon brought down the Qin dynasty,
but Han successors were able to moderate and build on
Qin structures to create a durable imperial regime.

The early Roman state had no such precedents to
draw upon. The creation of the Roman Empire was a
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much slower process in which solutions were discovered
by trial and error. The Republican form of government,
developed to meet the needs of an Italian city-state,
proved inadequate to the demands of empire, and Rome’s
military success led to social and economic disruption
and an acute political struggle. Out of this crisis emerged
the Principate, which persevered for several centuries.
Even so, the Roman emperors were never able to develop
an effective ideology of rule.

In the end, both empires succumbed to a combina-
tion of external pressures and internal divisions. In China
the imperial tradition and the class structure and value
system that maintained it were eventually revived (see
Chapters 10 and 13), and they survived with remarkable
continuity into the twentieth century c.t. In Europe,
North Africa, and the Middle East, in contrast, there was
no restoration of the Roman Empire, and the later his-
tory of those lands was marked by great political changes
and cultural diversity.

B Key Terms

Roman Republic aqueduct

Roman Senate third-century crisis
patron/client relationship Constantine
Roman Principate Byzantine Empire
Augustus Qin

equites Shi Huangdi
paxromana Han
Romanization Chang’an

Jesus gentry

Paul

B Suggested Reading

Tim Cornell and John Matthews, Atlas of the Roman World
(1982), offers a general introduction, pictures, and maps to illus-
trate many aspects of Roman civilization. Michael Grant and
Rachel Kitzinger, eds., Civilization of the Ancient Mediterranean,
3 vols. (1988), is an invaluable collection of essays with bibli-
ographies by specialists on every major facet of life in the Greek
and Roman worlds. Among the many good surveys of Roman
history are Michael Grant, History of Rome (1978), and M. Cary
and H. H. Scullard, A History of Rome Down to the Reign of
Constantine (1975). Naphtali Lewis and Meyer Reinhold, eds.,
Roman Civilization, 2 vols. (1951), contains extensive ancient
sources in translation.

For Roman political and legal institutions, attitudes, and values
see J. A. Crook, Law and Life of Rome: 90 B.C.—A.D. 212 (1967).
Michael Crawford, The Roman Republic, 2d ed. (1993), and
Chester G. Starr, The Roman Empire, 27 B.C.—A.D. 476: A Study in
Survival (1982), assess the evolution of the Roman state during
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the Republic and Principate. Fergus Millar, The Emperor in the
Roman World (31 B.c.—A.D. 337) (1977), is a comprehensive study
of the position of the princeps. Barbara Levick, The Government
of the Roman Empire: A Sourcebook (2000), presents original
texts in translation.

For Roman military expansion and defense of the frontiers see
W. V. Harris, War and Imperialism in Republican Rome (1979),
and Stephen L. Dyson, The Creation of the Roman Frontier
(1985). For military technology see M. C. Bishop, Roman Mili-
tary Equipment: From the Punic Wars to the Fall of Rome (1993).
David Macaulay, City: A Story of Roman Planning and Construc-
tion (1974), uses copious illustrations to reveal the wonders of
Roman engineering; more depth and detail are found in K. D.
White, Greek and Roman Technology (1984). The characteristics
of Roman urban centers are highlighted in John E. Stambaugh,
The Ancient Roman City (1988).

Kevin Greene, The Archaeology of the Roman Economy (1986),
showcases new approaches to social and economic history.
Suzanne Dickson, The Roman Family (1992) explores this most
basic social group. Lionel Casson, Everyday Life in Ancient
Rome (1998), and U. E. Paoli, Rome: Its People, Life and Customs
(1983), look at the features that typified daily life. Jo-Ann Shel-
ton, ed., As the Romans Did: A Sourcebook in Roman Social His-
tory (1998), offers a selection of translated ancient sources.
Elaine Fantham, Helene Peet Foley, Natalie Boymel Kampen,
Sarah B. Pomeroy, and H. Alan Shapiro, Women in the Classical
World: Image and Text (1994), provide an up-to-date discussion
of women in the Roman world. Many of the ancient sources on
Roman women can be found in Mary R. Lefkowitz and Mau-
reen B. Fant, eds., Women'’s Life in Greece and Rome: A Source
Book in Translation (1982). Thomas Wiedemann, ed., Greek and
Roman Slavery (1981), contains the ancient sources in transla-
tion. Donald G. Kyle, Spectacles of Death in Ancient Rome
(1998), explores the nature and significance of blood sports in
the arena.

Anumber of the chapters in John Boardman, Jasper Griffin, and
Oswyn Murray, eds., The Roman World (1988), survey the intel-
lectual and literary achievements of the Romans. Ronald Mel-
lor, ed., The Historians of Ancient Rome (1998), provides context
for reading the historical sources. Michael von Albrecht, History
of Roman Literature: From Livius Andronicus to Boethius: With
Special Regard to Its Influence on World Literature (1997),
Michael Grant, Art in the Roman Empire (1995), and Nancy H.
Ramage and Andrew Ramage, The Cambridge Illustrated His-
tory of Roman Art (1991) are surveys of Roman creative arts.
Robert Turcan, The Gods of Ancient Rome: Religion in Everyday
Life from Archaic to Imperial Times (2000), and R. M. Ogilvie,
The Romans and Their Gods in the Age of Augustus (1969), are
accessible introductions to Roman religion in its public and
private manifestations. Michael Grant, The Jews in the Roman
World (1973), and Erich S. Gruen, Diaspora: Jews Amidst Greeks
and Romans (2002), explore the complicated situation of Jews
in the Roman Empire. Joseph E Kelly, The World of the Early
Christians (1997), W. H. C. Frend, The Rise of Christianity (1984),
and R. A. Markus, Christianity in the Roman World (1974), in-
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vestigate the rise of Christianity. Everett Ferguson, ed., Encyclo-
pedia of Early Christianity (2d ed., 1998), contains articles and
bibliographies on a wide range of topics.

For the geography and demography of China see the well-
illustrated Cultural Atlas of China (1983) by Caroline Blunden
and Mark Elvin. Valerie Hansen, The Open Empire: A History of
China to 1600 (2000), emphasizes social history and China’s in-
teractions with other societies. Other basic surveys of Chinese
history include Jacques Gernet, A History of Chinese Civiliza-
tion (1982), and John K. Fairbank, China: A New History (1992).
In greater depth for the ancient period are Edward L. Shaugh-
nessy and Michael Loewe, eds., The Cambridge History of An-
cient China (1998); Denis Twitchett and Michael Loewe, eds.,
The Cambridge History of China, vol. 1, The Ch'in and Han Em-
pires, 221 B.c.—A.D. 220 (1986); and Michele Pirazzoli-t'Serstevens,
The Han Dynasty (1982). Nicola Di Cosmo, Ancient China and
Its Enemies: The Rise of Nomadic Power in East Asian History
(2002), explores the interactions of Chinese and nomads on
the northern frontier. Kwang-chih Chang, The Archaeology of
Ancient China, 4th ed. (1986), emphasizes the archaeological
record. Patricia Buckley Ebrey, Chinese Civilization: A Source-
book (2d ed., 1993), and W. de Bary, W. Chan, and B. Watson,
eds., Sources of Chinese Tradition (1960), are collections of
sources in translation. Sima Qian, Historical Records (1994),
translated by Raymond Dawson, provides a very readable se-
lection of varied material pertaining to the Qin dynasty com-
piled by the premier historian of the Han period.

Document-Based Question
Economic Development in the
Roman and Han Empires

Using the following documents, compare and
contrast the geographic factors that affected
economic development in the Roman and Han
empires.

DOCUMENT 1
Map 5.1 The Roman Empire (p. 126)

DocuMENT 2
The Treatment of Slaves in Rome and China (Diversity
and Dominance, pp. 130-131)

DocumenTt 3
Roman Aqueduct Near Tarragona, Spain (photo, p. 136)
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For social history see Michael Loewe, Everyday Life in Early Im-
perial China During the Han Period, 202 B.c.—A.D. 220 (1988),
and Anne Behnke Kinney, “Women in Ancient China,” in Bella
Vivante, ed., Women'’s Roles in Ancient Civilizations: A Reference
Guide (1999). For economic history and foreign relations see
Xinru Liu, Ancient India and Ancient China: Trade and Religious
Exchanges, A.p. 1-600 (1994), and Ying-shih Yu, Trade and Ex-
pansion in Han China (1967). For scientific and technological
achievements see Robert Temple, The Genius of China: 3,000
Years of Science, Discovery, and Invention (1986).

Benjamin I. Schwartz addresses intellectual history in The
World of Thought in Ancient China (1985). Spiritual matters are
taken up by Laurence G. Thompson, Chinese Religion: An Intro-
duction, 3d ed. (1979). For art see Michael Sullivan, A Short His-
tory of Chinese Art, rev. ed. (1970), and Jessica Rawson, Ancient
China: Art and Archaeology (1980).

For a stimulating comparison of the Roman and Han Empires
that emphasizes the differences, see the first chapter of S. A. M.
Adshead, China in World History, 2d ed. (1995).

B Notes

1. Patricia Buckley Ebrey, ed., Chinese Civilization and Soci-
ety: A Sourcebook (New York: Free Press, 1981), 33-34.

DoCuMENT 4
The Magic Canal (Environment and Technology, p. 137)

DocuMENT 5
Map 5.2 Han China (p. 140)

DoCuMENT 6
Rubbing of Salt Mining (photo, p. 141)

How did geography affect the economic value of
slaves in the Roman and Han empires? What
additional types of documents would help you
understand the geographic factors affecting
economic development in the two empires?
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n the Bhagavad-Gita’, the most renowned of all In-

dian sacred texts, Arjuna’, the greatest warrior of
Indian legend, rides out in his chariot to the open
space between two armies preparing for battle. Torn
between his social duty to fight for his family’s claim
to the throne and his conscience, which balks at the
prospect of killing the relatives, friends, and former
teachers who are in the enemy camp, Arjuna slumps
down in his chariot and refuses to fight. But his char-
iot driver, the god Krishna’ in disguise, persuades him,
in a carefully structured dialogue, both of the necessity
to fulfill his duty as a warrior and of the proper frame
of mind for performing these acts. In the climactic
moment of the dialogue Krishna endows Arjuna with
a “divine eye” and permits him to see the true appear-
ance of god:

It was a multiform, wondrous vision,
with countless mouths and eyes

and celestial ornaments,
Everywhere was boundless divinity
containing all astonishing things,
wearing divine garlands and garments,
anointed with divine perfume.

If the light of a thousand suns

were to rise in the sky at once,

it would be like the light

of that great spirit.

Arjuna saw all the universe

in its many ways and parts,

standing as one in the body

of the god of gods.!

In all of world literature, this is one of the most
compelling attempts to depict the nature of deity.
Graphic images emphasize the vastness, diversity, and
multiplicity of the god, but in the end we learn that
Krishna is the organizing principle behind all creation,
that behind diversity and multiplicity lies a higher
unity.

Bhagavad-Gita (BUH-guh-vahd GEE-tuh)
Arjuna (AHR-joo-nuh) Krishna (KRISH-nuh)
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This is an apt metaphor for Indian civilization. If
one word can characterize India in both ancient and
modern times, it is diversity. The enormous variety of
the Indian landscape is mirrored in the patchwork of
ethnic and linguistic groups that occupy it, the politi-
cal fragmentation that has marked most of Indian his-
tory, the elaborate hierarchy of social groups into
which the Indian population is divided, and the thou-
sands of deities who are worshiped at the innumer-
able holy places that dot the subcontinent. Yet, in the
end, one can speak of an Indian civilization that is
united by a set of shared views and values.

In this chapter we survey the history of South and
Southeast Asia from approximately 1500 B.C.E. to 600
C.E., focusing on the evolution of defining features of
Indian civilization. Considerable attention is given to
Indian religious conceptions. This coverage is due, in
part, to religion’s profound role in shaping Indian soci-
ety. Itis also a consequence of the sources of informa-
tion available to historians. Lengthy epic poems, such
as the Mahabharata® and Ramayana’, preserve use-
ful information about early Indian society, but most
of the earliest texts are religious documents—such as
the Vedas®, Upanishads’, and Buddhist dialogues and
stories—that were preserved and transmitted orally
long before they were written down. In addition, In-
dian civilization held a conception of vast expanses
of time during which creatures were repeatedly rein-
carnated and lived many lives. This belief may be why
ancient Indians did not develop a historical conscious-
ness like that of their Israelite and Greek contempo-
raries and took little interest in recording specific
historical events: such events seemed relatively in-
significant when set against the long cycles of time
and lives.

As you read this chapter, ask yourself the follow-
ing questions:

e What historical forces led to the development of
complex social groupings in ancient India?

Mahabharata (muh-huh-BAH-ruh-tuh)
Ramayana (ruh-muh-YAH-nuh) Vedas (VAY-duhs)
Upanishads (0o-PAHN-ih-shahds)
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e Why did Indian civilization develop religious tradi-
tions with such distinctive conceptions of space,
time, gods, and the life cycle, and how did these
beliefs shape nearly every aspect of South Asian
culture?

e How, in the face of powerful forces that tended to
keep India fragmented, did two great empires—the
Mauryan’ Empire of the fourth to second centuries
B.C.E. and the Gupta® Empire of the fourth to sixth
centuries c.e.—succeed in unifying much of India?

FOUNDATIONS OF INDIAN
CiviLIZATION, 1500 B.C.E.—300 C.E.

India is called a subcontinent because it is a large—
roughly 2,000 miles (3,200 kilometers) in both length
and breadth—and physically isolated landmass within
the continent of Asia. It is set off from the rest of Asia
by the Himalayas®, the highest mountains on the planet,
to the north, and by the Indian Ocean on its eastern,
southern, and western sides (see Map 6.1). The most
permeable frontier, and the one used by a long series of
invaders and migrating peoples, lies to the northwest.
But people using this corridor must cross over the moun-
tain barrier of the Hindu Kush® (via the Khyber® Pass)
and the Thar® Desert east of the Indus River.

The subcontinent—which en-
compasses the modern nations
of Pakistan, Nepal, Bhutan,
Bangladesh, India, and the ad-
jacentisland of Sri Lanka—can be divided into three top-
ographical zones. The mountainous northern zone takes
in the heavily forested foothills and high meadows on the
edge of the Hindu Kush and Himalaya ranges. Next come
the great basins of the Indus and Ganges® Rivers. Origi-
nating in the ice of the Tibetan mountains to the north,
these rivers have repeatedly overflowed their banks and
deposited layer upon layer of silt, creating large alluvial
plains. Northern India is divided from the third zone, the
peninsula proper, by the Vindhya range and the Dec-
can’, an arid, rocky plateau that brings to mind parts of
the American southwest. The tropical coastal strip of

The Indian
Subcontinent

Mauryan (MORE-yuhn) Gupta (GOOP-tuh)

Himalayas (him-uh-LAY-uhs) Hindu Kush (HIHN-doo KOOSH)
Khyber (KIE-ber) Thar (tahr) Ganges (GAHN-jeez)

Deccan (de-KAN)

India and Southeast Asia, 1500 B.C.E.—600 C.E.
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Kerala (Malabar) in the west, the Coromandel Coast in
the east with its web of rivers descending from the cen-
tral plateau, the flatlands of Tamil Nadu on the southern
tip of the peninsula, and the island of Sri Lanka often
have followed paths of political and cultural develop-
ment separate from those of northern India.

The rim of mountains looming above India’s north-
ern frontier shelters the subcontinent from cold Arctic
winds and gives it a subtropical climate. The most dra-
matic source of moisture is the monsoon (seasonal
wind). The Indian Ocean is slow to warm or cool, and the
vast landmass of Asia swings rapidly between seasonal
extremes of heat and cold. The temperature difference
between the water and the land acts like a bellows, pro-
ducing a great wind in this and adjoining parts of the
globe. The southwest monsoon begins in June. It picks
up huge amounts of moisture from the Indian Ocean
and drops it over a swath of India that encompasses the
rain-forest belt on the western coast and the Ganges
Basin. Three harvests a year are possible in some places.
Rice is grown in the moist, flat Ganges Delta (the modern
region of Bengal). Elsewhere the staples are wheat, bar-
ley, and millet. The Indus Valley, in contrast, gets little
precipitation (see Chapter 1). In this arid region agricul-
ture depends on extensive irrigation. Moreover, the vol-
ume of water in the Indus is irregular, and the river has
changed course from time to time.

Although invasions and migrations usually came by
land through the northwest corridor, the ocean sur-
rounding the peninsula has not been a barrier to travel
and trade. Indian Ocean mariners learned to ride the
monsoon winds across open waters from northeast to
southwest in January and to make the return voyage in
July. Ships made their way west across the Arabian Sea to
the Persian Gulf, the southern coast of Arabia, and East
Africa, and east across the Bay of Bengal to Indochina
and Indonesia (see Chapter 7).

It is tempting to trace many of the characteristic fea-
tures of later Indian civilization back to the Indus Valley
civilization of the third and early second millennia B.C.E.,
but proof is hard to come by because the writing from
that period has not yet been deciphered. That society,
which responded to the challenge of an arid terrain by
developing high levels of social organization and tech-
nology, seems to have succumbed around 1900 B.C.E. to
some kind of environmental crisis (see Chapter 1).

Historians call the period from
1500 to 500 B.C.E. the “Vedic
Age,” after the Vedas, religious
texts that are our main source of information about the
period. The foundations for Indian civilization were laid

The Vedic Age
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India

2000 B.C.E.

1500 B.C.E. ca. 1500 B.c.E.

into northwest India

1000 B.C.E. ca. 1000 B.c.E.

Ganges Plain

Migration of Indo-European peoples
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Southeast Asia

ca. 2000 B.c.e. Swidden agriculture

ca. 1600 B.c.e. Beginning of migrations from
mainland Southeast Asia to islands in Pacific and
Indian Oceans

Indo-European groups move into the

ca. 50-560 c.e. Funan dominates southern
Indochina and the Isthmus of Kra

500 B.C.E. ca. 500 B.c.e. Siddhartha Gautama founds
Buddhism; Mahavira founds Jainism
324 B.c.e. Chandragupta Maurya becomes king of
Magadha and lays foundation for Mauryan Empire
184 B.c.e. Fall of Mauryan Empire
1 c.E.
320 c.e. Chandra Gupta establishes Gupta Empire
500 c.E.

550 c.e. Collapse of Gupta Empire

606-647 c.e. Reign of Harsha Vardhana

in the Vedic Age. Most historians believe that new groups
of people—nomadic warriors speaking Indo-European
languages—migrated into northwest India around 1500
B.C.E. Some argue for a much earlier Indo-European
presence in this region in conjunction with the spread of
agriculture. In any case, in the mid-second millennium
B.C.E. northern India entered a new historical period as-
sociated with the dominance of Indo-European groups.
After the collapse of the Indus Valley civilization
there was no central authority to direct irrigation efforts.
The region became home to kinship groups that de-
pended mostly on their herds of cattle for sustenance
and perhaps supplemented their diet by doing some
gardening. These societies, like those of other Indo-
European peoples—Greeks, Iranians, Romans—were
patriarchal. The father dominated the family as the king
ruled the tribe. Members of the warrior class boasted of

ca. 500 c.E.
Malacca

Trade route develops through Strait of

their martial skill and courage, relished combat, cele-
brated with lavish feasts and heavy drinking, and filled
their leisure time with chariot racing and gambling.

After 1000 B.c.E. some of these groups pushed east
into the Ganges Plain. New technologies made this ad-
vance possible. Iron tools—harder than bronze and able
to hold a sharper edge—allowed settlers to fell trees and
work the newly cleared land with plows pulled by oxen.
The soil of the Ganges Plain was fertile, well watered by
the annual monsoon, and able to sustain two or three
crops a year. As in Greece at roughly the same time (see
Chapter 4), the use of iron tools to open new land for
agriculture must have led to a significant increase in
population.

Stories about this era, written down much later but
preserved by memorization and oral recitation, speak of
bitter rivalry and warfare between two groups of people:
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the Aryas, relatively light-skinned speakers of Indo-
European languages, and the Dasas, dark-skinned speak-
ers of Dravidian languages. Some scholars contend that
some Dasas were absorbed into Arya populations and
elites from both groups merged. For the most part, how-
ever, the Aryas pushed the Dasas south into central and
southern India, where their descendants still live. Indo-
European languages are primarily spoken in northern
India today. Dravidian speech prevails in the south.

Skin color has been a persistent concern of Indian
society and is one of the bases for its historically sharp
internal divisions. Over time there evolved a system of
varna—literally “color,” though the word came to indi-
cate something akin to “class.” Individuals were born

India and Southeast Asia, 1500 B.C.E.—600 C.E.
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into one of four classes: Brahmin, the group comprising
priests and scholars; Kshatriya®, warriors and officials;
Vaishya’, merchants, artisans, and landowners; or Shu-
dra’, peasants and laborers. The designation Shudra
originally may have been reserved for Dasas, who were
given the menial jobs in society. Indeed, the very term
dasa came to mean “slave.” Eventually a fifth group was
marked off: the Untouchables. They were excluded from
the class system, and members of the other groups liter-
ally avoided them because of the demeaning or pollut-

Kshatriya (kshuh-TREE-yuh)
Shudra (SHOOD-ra)

Vaishya (VIESH-yuh)

o
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ing work to which they were relegated—such as leather
tanning, which involved touching dead animals, and
sweeping away ashes after cremations.

People at the top of the social pyramid in ancient In-
dia could explain why this hierarchy existed. According
to one creation myth, a primordial creature named Pu-
rusha allowed itself to be sacrificed. From its mouth
sprang the class of Brahmin priests, the embodiment of
intellect and knowledge. From its arms came the Ksha-
triya warrior class, from its thighs the Vaishya landown-
ers and merchants, and from its feet the Shudra workers.

The varna system was just one of the mechanisms
that Indian society developed to regulate relations be-
tween different groups. Within the broad class divisions,
the population was further subdivided into numerous
jati, or birth groups (sometimes called castes, from a Por-
tuguese term meaning “breed”). Each jati had its proper
occupation, duties, and rituals. Individuals who belonged
to a given jati lived with members of their group, mar-
ried within the group, and ate only with members of the
group. Elaborate rules governed their interactions with
members of other groups. Members of higher-status
groups feared pollution from contact with lower-caste
individuals and had to undergo elaborate rituals of pu-
rification to remove any taint.

The class and caste systems came to be connected to
a widespread belief in reincarnation. The Brahmin
priests taught that every living creature had an immortal
essence: the atman, or “breath.” Separated from the
body at death, the atman was later reborn in another
body. Whether the new body was that of an insect, an an-
imal, or a human depended on the karma, or deeds, of
the atman in its previous incarnations. People who lived
exemplary lives would be reborn into the higher classes.
Those who misbehaved would be punished in the next
life by being relegated to a lower class or even a lower life
form. The underlying message was: You are where you
deserve to be, and the only way to improve your lot in the
next cycle of existence is to accept your current station
and its attendant duties.

The dominant deities in Vedic religion were male
and were associated with the heavens. To release the
dawn, Indra, god of war and master of the thunderbolt,
daily slew the demon encasing the universe. Varuna, lord
of the sky, maintained universal order and dispensed
justice. Agni, the force of fire, consumed the sacrifice
and bridged the spheres of gods and humans.

Sacrifice—the dedication to a god of a valued pos-
session, often a living creature—was the essential ritual.
The purpose of these offerings was to invigorate the gods
and thereby sustain their creative powers and promote
stability in the world.

—p—
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