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Geography of Europe

The map on the following pages features the continent of Europe and parts of
North Africa and the Middle East. Like most maps, it contains a selected com-
bination of physical and political information. The physical part pertains to the
natural world—the shapes of landmasses, mountains, and bodies of water—and
serves as a kind of background or screen onto which the political information is
projected. Categories of political information commonly featured on historical
maps include the location and names of important cities and states, the changing
borders of countries and empires, and the routes people traveled as they explored,
migrated, traded, and fought with one another.

Europe is one of seven continents; the others are Africa, Asia, North America,
South America, Australia, and Antarctica. Europe is bounded in the north by the
Arctic Sea, in the west by the Atlantic Ocean, in the south by the Mediterranean
Sea, and in the southeast by the Black Sea and the Caspian Sea. Off the mainland
but traditionally considered a part of Europe are thousands of islands, from those
of the United Kingdom, Ireland, and Iceland in the northwest, to Crete, Sicily, and
Sardinia in the southeast.

Europe is quite distinctive in shape. The first thing to notice is that there is
no natural border between Europe and Asia. The traditional eastern boundary is
the Ural River, but looked at from a purely geographic standpoint, Europe might
simply be called western Asia. The second thing to notice is how much of Europe
is made up of peninsulas. In fact, Europe itself is one gigantic peninsula, with a
coastline equal in distance to one and a half times around the equator (37,877
miles).

North Americans are often surprised to discover the small size of the European
continent. The geographic area of France, for example, is less than that of Texas;
Britain is similar in size to Alabama. The distance from London to Paris is about
the same as from New York to Boston, while the distance from Berlin to Moscow
is comparable to that of Chicago to Denver.

MaJOR PENINSULAS AND ISLANDS There are six major European peninsulas: the
Iberian (comprising Portugal and Spain); the Apennine (Italy); the Balkan (Slo-
venia, Croatia, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Serbia and Montenegro, Albania, Greece,
Bulgaria, and Macedonia); the Anatolian (Turkey); the Scandinavian (Norway,
Sweden, and Finland); and the Jutland or Danish peninsula. The islands of Iceland,
Ireland, and the United Kingdom lie to the Atlantic west, while to the east lie some
of the major islands of the Mediterranean, such as Corsica, Sardinia, Sicily, Crete,
and Cyprus.

SEAS, LAKES, AND RIVERS  Europe’s irregular coastline encloses large areas of water
into bays, gulfs, and seas. Moving from west to east in the Mediterranean, we have
the Tyrrhenian Sea (between Italy and the islands of Sicily, Sardinia, and Corsica),
the Adriatic (between Italy and the nations of the western Balkan peninsula), the
Ionian (between Italy and Greece), and the Aegean (between Greece and Turkey).
The Baltic Sea is bordered on the east (moving clockwise from the north) by Fin-
land, Russia, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Germany, and Sweden. It is con-
nected by narrow channels to the North Sea, which lies (moving clockwise from
the north) between Norway, Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands, and Belgium in
the east and south, to the United Kingdom in the north and west. The English Chan-
nel separates England and France; the Bay of Biscay lies between southwestern
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France and northern Spain. The Black Sea, on the southern border of Russia and
Ukraine, is connected by two straits—the Bosphorous and the Dardanelles—to the
Aegean Sea. The Caspian Sea, bordered in the north by Russia and Kazakhstan, is
the world’s largest saltwater lake and, at 92 feet below sea level, the lowest point
in Europe.

Several of Europe’s major rivers flow across the Russian plain. At 2,194 miles,
the Volga is the longest river in Europe. Linked by canals and other river sys-
tems to the Arctic Ocean in the north and the Baltic Sea in the south, the Volga
originates west of Moscow and empties into the Caspian Sea after flowing some
2,194 miles. At 1,777 miles, the Danube is Europe’s second longest river and the
principal waterway in the central part of the continent. It originates in south-
ern Germany and flows through Austria, Slovakia, Hungary, Croatia, Serbia and
Montenegro, Bulgaria, Moldova, Ukraine, and Romania, before reaching the
Black Sea. The Rhine river comes next, at 766 miles, winding its way from the
Swiss Alps to the Netherlands and the North Sea. Other prominent riverways
in Europe include the Elbe (678 miles), which originates in the Czech Republic
and passes through Germany before it, too, empties into the North Sea, and the
Rhone (505 miles), which runs from Switzerland, through France, and into the
Mediterranean Sea. The proximity of most areas of the European landmass to
the coastline and to major river systems greatly affected the Continent’s history.

LAND REGIONS  Despite its relatively small size, the European continent presents a
wide range of landforms, from rugged mountains to sweeping plains. These can be
separated into four major regions: the Northwest Mountains, the Great European
Plain, the Central Uplands, and the Alpine Mountain System. The mountains of
the Northwest Region cover most of the region, running through northwestern
France, Ireland, northern Great Britain, Norway, Sweden, northern Finland, and
the northwest corner of Russia. The Great European Plain covers almost all of the
European part of the former Soviet Union, extending from the Arctic Ocean to
the Caucasus Mountains. This belt stretches westward across Poland, Germany,
Belgium, the western portion of France, and southeastern England. The Central
Uplands is a belt of high plateaus, hills, and low mountains. It reaches from the
central plateau of Portugal, across Spain, the central highlands of France, to the
hills and mountains of southern Germany, the Czech Republic, and Slovakia.
The Alpine Mountain System is made up of several mountain ranges, including
the Pyrenees between Spain and France, the Alps in southeastern France, northern
Italy, Switzerland, and western Austria, and the Apennine range in Italy. Also
included are the mountain ranges of the Balkan Peninsula, the Carpathian Moun-
tains in Slovakia and Romania, and the Caucasus Mountains between the Black
and Caspian Seas.

When studying the map of Europe, it is important to notice the proximity of
Central Asia, the Middle East, and North Africa. Interaction with the peoples and
cultures of these regions has had a profound impact on the course of European
history.
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Preface

Western civilization is a grand but tragic drama. The West
has forged the instruments of reason that make possible a
rational comprehension of physical nature and human cul-
ture, conceived the idea of political liberty, and recognized
the intrinsic worth of the individual. But the modern West,
though it has unraveled nature’s mysteries, has been less
successful at finding rational solutions to social ills and
conflicts between nations. Science, a great achievement of
the Western intellect, while improving conditions of life,
has also produced weapons of mass destruction. Though
the West has pioneered in the protection of human rights,
it has also produced totalitarian regimes that have tram-
pled on individual freedom and human dignity. Although
the West has demonstrated a commitment to human equal-
ity, it has also practiced brutal racism.

Despite the value that Westerners have given to reason
and freedom, they have shown a frightening capacity for
irrational behavior and a fascination with violence and ir-
rational ideologies. And they have willingly sacrificed lib-
erty for security or national grandeur. The world wars and
the totalitarian movements of the twentieth century have
demonstrated that Western Civilization, despite its extraor-
dinary achievements, is fragile and perishable. Yet the West
has also shown a capacity to reassert its best values and
traditions.

Western Civilization: A Brief History, Eleventh Edition,
is an abridged version of Western Civilization: Ideas, Poli-
tics, and Society, Eleventh Edition. Like the longer text, this
volume examines those unique patterns of thought and sys-
tems of values that constitute the Western heritage. While
focusing on key ideas and broad themes, the text also pro-
vides economic, political, and social history for students in
Western Civilization courses.

The text is written with the conviction that history is not
a meaningless tale. Without knowledge of history, men and
women cannot fully know themselves, for all human beings
have been shaped by institutions and values inherited from
the past. Without an awareness of the historical evolution
of reason and freedom, the dominant ideals of Western civi-
lization, commitment to these ideals will diminish. Without
knowledge of history, the West cannot fully comprehend or
adequately cope with the problems that burden its civiliza-
tion and the world.

In attempting to make sense out of the past, the author
has been careful to avoid superficial generalizations that
oversimplify historical events and forces and arrange history
into too neat a structure. But the text does strive to interpret
and synthesize in order to provide students with a frame of

reference with which to comprehend the principal events
and eras in Western history.

CHANGES IN THE ELEVENTH
EDITION

For the eleventh edition, most chapters have been re-
worked to some extent. The numerous, carefully selected
modifications and additions significantly enhance the
text. Some changes deepen the book’s conceptual charac-
ter; others provide useful and illustrative historical details.
In several chapters the concluding essays, which strive for
meaning and significance, have been enlarged and im-
proved. We have been particularly careful to strengthen
the material dealing with intellectual history, a distin-
guishing feature of the book. The most significant change
in recent editions was the insertion in every chapter of a
primary source that illuminates the narrative. We retain
these primary sources with questions for analysis in the
eleventh edition. In several chapters, there is a new pri-
mary source.

In Chapter 1, “The Ancient Near East: The First Civi-
lizations,” brief inserts strengthen the treatment of prehis-
tory, Sumerian education, Mesopotamian medicine, and
the administration of the Persian Empire. Several judicious
inserts improve the narrative in Chapter 2, “The Hebrews:
A New View of God and the Individual.” In Chapter 3,
“The Greeks: From Myth to Reason,” a discussion of the
significance of Greek politics for the Founding Fathers
of the United States enriches the section, “The Dilemma
of Greek Politics.” The coverage of Alexander the Great
has also been deepened and, as in past editions, the end
piece, “The Greek Achievement: Reason, Freedom, and
Humanism,” has been strengthened. Significant changes
in Chapter 4, “Rome: From City State to World Empire,”
are the expanded treatment of slavery and the crisis of
the Late Roman Empire, and the enhancement of the end
piece, “The Roman Legacy.” Among the improvements in
Chapter 5, “Christianity: A World Religion,” are a fuller
discussion of the Dead Sea Scrolls and Christianity’s appeal
in the Roman world, particularly among women.

Most of the changes in Chapter 6, “The Rise of Europe:
Fusion of Classical, Christian, and Germanic Traditions,”
concern the Koran, Islamic interpretations of jihad, and
Muslim science. The treatment of economic expansion in
medieval Europe now includes a discussion of financial

X1
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practices that stimulated the growth of capitalism. In Chap-
ter 7, “The Flowering and Dissolution of Medieval Civili-
zation,” the discussion of the medieval university has been
deepened and a new Primary Source, an excerpt from the
writings of Adelard of Bath urging investigating nature, has
been inserted; also inserted, in the section on literature, is a
brief discussion of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales. Consistent
with the text’s approach, the end piece, “The Middle Ages
and the Modern World: Continuity and Discontinuity,” has
been enriched.

Improvements in Chapter 8, “Transition to the Modern
Age: Renaissance and Reformation,” are the enrichment
of the treatment of Renaissance humanism, the new dis-
cussion of Renaissance women, and the expansion of the
material dealing with the Peasants’ Revolt. In Chapter 9,
“Political and Economic Transformation: National States,
Overseas Expansion, Commercial Revolution,” several
inserts elucidate Spain’s policy toward Jews and the mis-
treatment of Native Americans by Spanish colonizers of the
New World. Also deepened is the discussion of the acquisi-
tion and trading of African slaves. The end piece, “Toward
a Global Economy,” has been somewhat expanded.

The most significant addition to Chapter 11, “The
Era of the French Revolution: Affirmation of Liberty
and Equality,” is a discussion of the phenomenon of de-
Christianization. An illustration of Napoleon’s attitude
toward women tells us something about the man and his
times. And the conceptual character of the end piece, “The
Meaning of the French Revolution,” has been somewhat
improved. A fuller discussion of the ever intriguing ques-
tion of why the Industrial Revolution began in Britain is
the most significant change in Chapter 12, “The Industrial
Revolution: The Transformation of Society.” In Chapter 13,
“Thought and Culture in the Early Nineteenth Century,”
the treatment of conservatism has been somewhat ex-
panded and a new Primary Source, excerpts from a work
of Benjamin Constant illustrating emerging liberalism, has
been inserted.

Chapter 14, “Surge of Liberalism and Nationalism:
Revolution, Counterrevolution, and Unification,” has a
new Primary Source—Carl Schurz’s description of the
revolutionary excitement in Berlin in 1848. Inserted into
the narrative is Alexis de Tocqueville’s astute analysis of
the June Days in Paris and an expanded treatment of the
liberal gains of the Revolutions of 1848 in the conclud-
ing section assessing the revolutionary failures and gains.
A new section, “Religion in a Secular Age,” has been
added to Chapter 15, “Thought and Culture in the Mid-
Nineteenth Century: Realism, Positivism, Darwinism,
and Social Criticism.” In Chapter 16, “Europe in the Late
Nineteenth Century: Modernization, Nationalism, Impe-
rialism,” several topics have been expanded: the condi-
tion of the working class, the fight for women’s suffrage,
and the clash of ideologies in France. Now included is
an account of the extermination of the Hereros by racist
German colonial administrators in German Southwest

Africa. In Chapter 17, “Modern Consciousness: New
Views of Nature, Human Nature, and the Arts,” slight
changes have been made in the sections dealing with so-
cial thought and the modernist movement.

The principal changes in Chapter 18, “World
War I: The West in Despair,” are telling examples of the
enthusiasm German theologians and intellectuals dis-
played when war broke out and a strengthening of the
treatment of the war itself. The concluding section, “The
War and European Consciousness,” provides a deeper
analysis of the impact of the war on European thought
and attitudes. Also added to the section is a discussion of
how the war impacted on women. In Chapter 19, “An Era
of Totalitarianism,” the opening section, “The Nature of
Totalitarianism,” has been strengthened. Also strength-
ened is the discussion of Stalin’s war on the kulaks and
his drive for unchallenged personal power. The treatment
of the ordeal faced by German Jews in the new Nazi re-
gime has been expanded. An eyewitness report illustrates
the frenzied adoration shown by the German people for
their fithrer. Two significant additions have been made in
Chapter 20, “World War II: Western Civilization in the
Balance”: new material on the war in Russia and a dis-
cussion of war criminals in the concluding section, “The
Legacy of World War I1.”

Numerous adjustments have been made in Chapter 21,
“Europe After World War II: Recovery and Realignment,
1945-1989.” The major changes are improved treatment
of the Korean War, the Vietnam War, Stalin’s last years, the
Soviet Union after Stalin, and the disintegration of the So-
viet empire. Much of Chapter 22, “The Troubled Present,”
has been updated, including the treatment of terrorism,
the strife in Afghanistan and Iraq, and the Arab Spring. A
new section, “Our Global Age: Promise and Problems,” has
been added. It treats the themes of globalization, human
rights (including the growing persecution of Christians in
Muslim lands), the problem of transferring Western democ-
racy to the developing world, the specter of wars, and the
march of science and technology. The epilogue, “Reaffirm-
ing the Core Ideals of the Western Tradition,” is now the
chapter’s concluding section. Finally, some changes have
been made in the art essays.

DISTINCTIVE FEATURES

This brief edition was prepared for Western Civilization
courses that run for one term only; for instructors who
like to supplement the main text with primary source read-
ers, novels, or monographs; and for humanities courses in
which additional works on literature and art will be as-
signed. In abbreviating the longer text by about a third,
the number of chapters has been reduced from thirty-three
to twenty-two. The emphasis on the history of ideas and
culture has been retained, but the amount of detail has of
necessity been reduced.
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The text contains several pedagogical features. Chapter
introductions and Focus Questions provide comprehensive
overviews of key themes and give a sense of direction and
coherence to the flow of history. Chronologies at the be-
ginning of most chapters show the sequence of important
events discussed in the chapter. Many chapters contain con-
cluding essays that treat the larger meaning of the material.
Facts have been carefully selected to illustrate key relation-
ships and concepts and to avoid overwhelming students
with unrelated and disconnected data. An annotated bibli-
ography for each chapter can be found online.

This text is published in both single-volume and two-
volume editions. Volume I covers the period from the first
civilizations in the Near East through the age of Enlighten-
ment in the eighteenth century (Chapters 1-10). Volume II
covers the period from the Renaissance and the Refor-
mation to the contemporary age (Chapters 8-22), and
incorporates the last three chapters in Volume I: “Transi-
tion to the Modern Age: Renaissance and Reformation,”
“Political and Economic Transformation: National States,
Overseas Expansion, Commercial Revolution,” and “Intel-
lectual Transformation: The Scientific Revolution and the
Age of Enlightenment.” Volume II also contains a compre-
hensive introduction that surveys the ancient world and
the Middle Ages; the introduction is designed particu-
larly for students who have not taken the first half of the
course.

ANCILLARIES

We are pleased to introduce an expanded ancillary pack-
age that will help students in learning and instructors in
teaching.

Instructor Resources

CourseMate. Cengage Learning’s History CourseMate
brings course concepts to life with interactive learning,
study tools, and exam preparation tools that support the
printed textbook. Use Engagement Tracker to monitor stu-
dent engagement in the course and watch student compre-
hension soar as your class works with the printed textbook
and the textbook-specific website. An interactive eBook al-
lows students to take notes, highlight, search, and interact
with embedded media (such as quizzes, zoomable maps,
flashcards, and videos). Learn more at www.cengage.com
/coursemate.

Instructor Companion Website. This website is an
all-in-one resource for class preparation, presentation,
and testing for instructors. Accessible through Cengage
.com/login with your faculty account, you will find an
Instructor’s Manual, PowerPoint presentations (descrip-
tions follow), and test bank files (please see Cognero
description).
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Instructor’s Manual. Prepared by Jan Jenkins of
Arkansas Tech University, this manual contains the
following for each chapter: summary of the chapter, learn-
ing objectives, lecture suggestions, discussion topics, group
projects, and film resources.

PowerPoint® Lecture Tools. Prepared by Jan Jenkins
of Arkansas Tech University, these presentations are ready-
to-use visual outlines of each chapter. They are easily cus-
tomized for your lectures. There are presentations of only
lecture or only images, as well as combined lecture and
image presentations. Also available is a per chapter JPEG
library of images and maps.

Cengage Learning Testing, powered by Cognero®.
Prepared by Stephen Gibson of Allegany College of Mary-
land and accessible through Cengage.com/login with your
faculty account, this test bank contains multiple-choice and
essay questions for each chapter. Cognero® is a flexible,
online system that allows you to author, edit, and manage
test bank content for Western Civilization: A Brief His-
tory, 11e. Create multiple test versions instantly and deliver
through your LMS from your classroom, or wherever you
may be, with no special installs or downloads required.

The following format types are available for down-
load from Instructor Companion Site: Blackboard, Angel,
Moodle, Canvas, Desire2Learn. You can import these files
directly into your LMS to edit, manage questions, and cre-
ate tests. The test bank is also available in PDF format
from the Instructor Companion Website.

MindTap Reader. MindTap Reader is an eBook spe-
cifically designed to address the ways students assimilate
content and media assets. MindTap Reader combines
thoughtful navigation ergonomics, advanced student
annotation, note-taking, and search tools, and embed-
ded media assets such as video and MP3 chapter sum-
maries, primary source documents with critical thinking
questions, and interactive (zoomable) maps. Students can
use the eBook as their primary text or as a multimedia
companion to their printed book. The MindTap Reader
eBook is available within the CourseMate found at www
.cengagebrain.com.

CourseReader: Western Civilization. CourseReader
is an online collection of primary and secondary sources
that lets you create a customized electronic reader in
minutes. With an easy-to-use interface and assessment
tool, you can choose exactly what your students will be
assigned—simply search or browse Cengage Learning’s
extensive document database to preview and select your
customized collection of readings. In addition to print
sources of all types (letters, diary entries, speeches, news-
paper accounts, etc.), their collection includes a growing
number of images and video and audio clips. Each primary
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source document includes a descriptive headnote that
puts the reading into context and is further supported by
both critical thinking and multiple-choice questions de-
signed to reinforce key points. For more information visit
www.cengage.com/coursereader.

Reader Program. Cengage Learning publishes
a number of readers, some containing exclusively
primary sources, others a combination of primary
and secondary sources, and some designed to guide stu-
dents through the process of historical inquiry. Visit
Cengage.com/history for a complete list of readers.

Cengagebrain.com. Save your students time and money.
Direct them to www.cengagebrain.com for choice in for-
mats and savings and a better chance to succeed in your
class. Cengagebrain.com, Cengage Learning’s online store,
is a single destination for more than 10,000 new textbooks,
eTextbooks, eChapters, study tools, and audio supple-
ments. Students have the freedom to purchase a la carte ex-
actly what they need when they need it. Students can save
50 percent on the electronic textbook, and can pay as little
as $1.99 for an individual eChapter.

Custom Options. Nobody knows your students like you,
so why not give them a text that is tailor-fit to their needs?
Cengage Learning offers custom solutions for your course—
whether it’s making a small modification to Western Civiliza-
tion: A Brief History to match your syllabus or combining
multiple sources to create something truly unique. You can
pick and choose chapters, include your own material, and
add additional map exercises along with the Rand McNally
Atlas to create a text that fits the way you teach. Ensure that
your students get the most out of their textbook dollar by
giving them exactly what they need. Contact your Cengage
Learning representative to explore custom solutions for your
course.

Student Resources

CourseMate. The more you study, the better the results.
Make the most of your study time by accessing everything
you need to succeed in one place. Read your textbook, take
notes, review flashcards and focus questions, watch videos,
and take practice quizzes online with CourseMate.

Companion Website. This website features an assort-
ment of resources to help students master the subject mat-
ter. It includes a glossary, flashcards, focus questions, and
learning objectives.

MindTap Reader. MindTap Reader is an eBook spe-
cifically designed to address the ways students assimilate
content and media assets. MindTap Reader combines

thoughtful navigation ergonomics, advanced student an-
notation, note-taking, and search tools, and embedded
media assets such as video and MP3 chapter summaries,
primary source documents with critical thinking ques-
tions, and interactive (zoomable) maps. Students can
use the eBook as their primary text or as a multimedia
companion to their printed book. The MindTap Reader
eBook is available within the CourseMate found at www
.cengagebrain.com.

Cengagebrain.com. Save time and money! Go to www
.cengagebrain.com for choice in formats and savings and a
better chance to succeed in your class. Cengagebrain.com,
Cengage Learning’s online store, is a single destination for
more than 10,000 new textbooks, eTextbooks, eChapters,
study tools, and audio supplements. Students have the free-
dom to purchase a la carte exactly what they need when
they need it. Students can save 50 percent on the electronic
textbook, and can pay as little as $1.99 for an individual
eChapter.

Rand McNally Historical Atlas of Western Civilization,
2e. This valuable resource features over forty-five maps,
including maps that highlight classical Greece and Rome;
maps documenting European civilization during the
Renaissance; maps that follow events in Germany, Rus-
sia, and Italy as they led up to World Wars I and II; maps
that show the dissolution of Communism in 1989; maps
documenting language and religion in the Western world;
and maps describing the unification and industrialization
of Europe.

Writing for College History, 1e. Prepared by Robert M.
Frakes, Clarion University, this brief handbook guides stu-
dents through the various types of writing assignments they
encounter in a history class. Providing examples of student
writing and candid assessments of student work, this text
focuses on the rules and conventions of writing for the
college history course.

The History Handbook, 1e. Prepared by Carol Berkin
of Baruch College, City University of New York, and Betty
Anderson of Boston University, this book teaches students
both basic and history-specific study skills such as how to
read primary sources, research historical topics, and cor-
rectly cite sources. Substantially less expensive than com-
parable skill-building texts, The History Handbook also
offers tips for Internet research and evaluating online
sources.

Doing History: Research and Writing in the Digital
Age, 1le. This text was prepared by Michael J. Galgano,
J. Chris Arndt, and Raymond M. Hyser of James Madison
University. Whether you’re starting down the path as
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a history major or simply looking for a systematic guide
to writing a successful paper, you’ll find this text to be
an indispensable handbook to historical research. This
text’s approach to researching and writing about history
addresses every step of the process, from locating sources
and gathering information to writing clearly and citing cor-
rectly to avoid plagiarism. You’ll also learn how to make
the most of every tool available to you—especially the
technology that helps you conduct the process efficiently
and effectively.
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The Modern Researcher, Ge. Prepared by Jacques Barzun
and Henry F. Graff of Columbia University, this classic
introduction to the techniques of research and the art of
expression is not only used widely in history courses but is
also appropriate for writing and research methods in other
departments. Every aspect of research is covered, from the
selection of a topic through the gathering, analysis, writing,
revision, and publication of findings, presenting the process
not as a set of rules but through actual cases that put the
subtleties of research in a useful context.
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Part One

The Ancient
World:
Foundation
of the West

to A.D. 500

Robert Harding World Imagery.

The Acropolis of Athens.
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3000
B.C.

2000
B.C.

1000
B.C.

500
B.C.

100
B.C.

A.D.
200

Politics and Society

Rise of civilization in Sumer (c. 3200)
Union of Upper and Lower Egypt

(c. 2900)
Rise of Minoan civilization (c. 2600)

Rise of Mycenaean civilization
(c. 2000)

Hammurabi of Babylon builds an
empire (1792-1750)

Creation of a unified Hebrew monarchy
under David (1000-961)
Dark Age in Greece (c. 1100-800)

Hellenic Age (c. 800-323)

Persian conquest of Near East
(550-525)

Formation of Roman Republic (509)

Persian Wars (499-479)

Peloponnesian War (431-404)

Conquest of Greek city-states by Philip
of Macedonia (338)

Congquests of Alexander the Great
(336-323)

Hellenistic Age (323-30)

Roman conquest of Carthage and
Hellenistic kingdoms (264-146)

Political violence and civil wars in
Rome (88-31)

Assassination of Julius Caesar (44)

Octavian takes the title Augustus and
becomes first Roman emperor (27)

Pax Romana: height of Roman Empire
(27 B.c.-A.D. 180)

Military anarchy in Rome (235-285)
Goths defeat Romans at Adrianople (378)
End of Roman Empire in the West (476)

Thought and Culture

Cuneiform writing in Sumer;
hieroglyphics in Egypt

Epic of Gilgamesh (c. 1900)

Code of Hammurabi (c. 1790)
Amenhotep IV and a movement toward
monotheism in Egypt (1369-1353)

Moses and the Exodus (1200s)

Origins of Phoenician alphabet (1000s)
Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey (700s)

Age of classical prophecy: flowering of
Hebrew ethical thought (750-430)

Law of the Twelve Tables (450)

Rise of Greek philosophy: Ionians,
Pythagoreans, Parmenides (500s
and 400s)

Greek dramatists: Aeschylus, Sophocles,
Euripides, Aristophanes (400s)

Greek philosophers: Socrates, Plato,
Aristotle (400s and 300s)

Rise of Hellenistic philosophies:
Epicureanism and Stoicism (300s
and 200s)

Roman philosophers during the Republic:
Lucretius, Cicero (1st cent.)

Rise and spread of Christianity: Jesus
(d. A.p. 29); Paul’s missionary activity
(c. 34-64)

Gospel of Mark (c. 66-70)

Roman historians, poets, and
philosophers during the Pax Romana:
Livy, Tacitus, Virgil, Horace, Ovid,
Juvenal, Seneca, Marcus Aurelius

Church fathers: Jerome, Ambrose,
Augustine (300s and 400s)
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Chapter 1

The Ancient Near East:
The First Civilizations

B Prehistory

B The Rise to Civilization

B Mesopotamian Civilization
B Egyptian Civilization

® Empire Builders

B The Religious Orientation of the Ancient Near East

Focus Questions

1. What is meant by the term civilization? Under what conditions did it emerge?
2. Why was the discovery of agriculture a revolutionary development?

3. What did Mesopotamian and Egyptian civilizations have in common? How did they
differ?

4. How did political and cultural universalism characterize the Persian Empire?

5. In what ways did mythopoeic thought characterize Near Eastern civilization? How does
this type of thinking differ from that of science?

6. What elements of Near Eastern civilization were passed on to Western civilization?

Civilization was not inevitable; it was an act of human cre-
ativity. The first civilizations emerged some five thousand years
ago in the river valleys of Mesopotamia and Egypt. There, human
beings established cities and states, invented writing, developed

organized religion, and constructed large-scale buildings
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and monuments—all characteristics of civilized
life. Humanity’s rise to civilization was long and
arduous. Some 99 percent of human history took
place before the creation of civilization, in the
vast ages of prehistory. <

PREHISTORY

The period called the Paleolithic Age, or Old
Stone Age, began with the earliest primitive,
toolmaking human beings who inhabited East
Africa some 2.5 million years ago. It ended about
ten thousand years ago in parts of the Near
East when people discovered how to farm. Our
Paleolithic ancestors lived as hunters and food
gatherers. Because they had not learned how
to farm, they never established permanent vil-
lages. When their food supplies ran short, they
abandoned their caves or tentlike structures of
branches and searched for new dwelling places.
Human social development was shaped by this
2.5 million year experience of hunting and food gath-
ering. Based on fossil evidence found in Ethiopia,
it appears that homo sapiens, our species, first
appeared some 190,000 years ago; it also seems
certain that the common ancestor of modern hu-
mans originated in Africa and that some 40,000
years ago modern humans began to migrate into
Europe and Asia. For survival, groups of families
formed bands consisting of around thirty people;
members learned how to plan, organize, cooper-
ate, trust, and share. Hunters assisted one another
in tracking and killing game, finding cooperative
efforts more successful than individual forays. By
sharing their kill and bringing some back to their
camp for the rest of the group, they reinforced the
social bond. So, too, did women, who gathered
nuts, seeds, and fruit for the group. Bands that did
not cooperate in the hunt, in food gathering, or in
food distribution were unlikely to survive.
Although human progress was very slow dur-
ing the long centuries of the Paleolithic Age, de-
velopments occurred that influenced the future
enormously. Paleolithic people developed spo-
ken language and learned how to make and use
tools of bone, wood, and stone. With these simple
tools, they dug up roots; peeled the bark off trees;
trapped, killed, and skinned animals; made cloth-
ing; and fashioned fishnets. They also discovered
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how to control fire, which allowed them to cook
their meat and provided warmth and protection.

Like toolmaking and the control of fire, lan-
guage was a great human achievement. Language
enabled individuals to acquire and share with one
another knowledge, experiences, and feelings.
Thus, language was the decisive factor in the de-
velopment of culture and its transmission from
one generation to the next.

Most likely, our Paleolithic ancestors devel-
oped mythic-religious beliefs to explain the mys-
teries of nature, birth, sickness, and death. They
felt that living powers operated within and be-
yond the world they experienced, and they sought
to establish friendly relations with these powers.
To Paleolithic people, the elements—sun, rain,
wind, thunder, and lightning—were alive. The
natural elements were spirits; they could feel and
act with a purpose. To appease them, Paleolithic
people made offerings. Gradually, there emerged
shamans, medicine men, and witch doctors, who,
through rituals, trances, and chants, seemed able
to communicate with these spirits. Paleolithic
people also began the practice of burying their
dead, sometimes with offerings, which suggests a
belief in life after death.

Between thirty thousand and twelve thousand
years ago, Paleolithic people sought out the dark
and silent interior of caves, which they probably
viewed as sanctuaries, and, with only torches for
light, they painted remarkably skillful and percep-
tive pictures of animals on the cave walls. Even
prior to civilization, human beings demonstrated
artistic talent and an esthetic sense. When these
prehistoric artists drew an animal with a spear in
its side, they probably believed that this act would
make them successful in hunting; when they drew
a herd of animals, they probably hoped that this
would cause game to be plentiful.

Some ten thousand years ago, the New Stone
Age, or Neolithic Age, began in the Near East.
During the Neolithic Age, human beings discov-
ered farming, domesticated animals, established
villages, polished stone tools, made pottery, and
wove cloth. So important were these achieve-
ments that they are referred to as the Neolithic
Revolution.

Agriculture and the domestication of animals
revolutionized life. Whereas Paleolithic hunt-
ers and food gatherers had been forced to use
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Old Kingdom: essential forms of Egyptian civilization take shape

Hammurabi of Babylon brings Akkad and Sumer under his control and

Egyptians drive out Hyksos and embark on empire building

Reign of Amenhotep IV: a movement toward monotheism

Chronology 1.1 + The Near East

3200 B.C.* Rise of civilization in Sumer
2900 Union of Upper and Lower Egypt
2686-2181
2180 Downfall of Akkadian empire
1792-1750

fashions a code of laws
1570
1369-1353
1200 Fall of Hittite empire
612 Fall of Assyrian empire
604-562 Reign of Nebuchadnezzar: height of Chaldean empire
550-525 B.C. Persian conquests form a world empire
*Most dates are approximations.

whatever nature made available to them, Neolithic
farmers altered their environment to satisfy hu-
man needs. Instead of spending their time search-
ing for grains, roots, and berries, women and
children grew crops near their homes; instead of
tracking animals over great distances, men could
slaughter domesticated goats or sheep nearby.
Farming made possible a new kind of commu-
nity. Since farmers had to live near their fields and
could store food for the future, farming led to the
rise of permanent settlements.

Villages changed the patterns of life. A food
surplus freed some people to devote part of their
time to sharpening their skills as basket weavers
or toolmakers. The demand for raw materials and
the creations of skilled artisans fostered trade,
sometimes across long distances, and spurred
the formation of trading settlements. An aware-
ness of private property emerged. Hunters had
accumulated few possessions, since belongings
presented a burden when moving from place to
place. Villagers, however, acquired property and
were determined to protect it from one another
and from outsiders, such as nomadic horsemen,
who might raid the village. Hunting bands were
egalitarian; generally, no one member had more
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possessions or more power than another. In farm-
ing villages, a ruling elite emerged that possessed
wealth and wielded power. Scholars ponder the
psychological dimensions of this shift from the
hunter’s way of life to sedentary farming.

Neolithic people made great strides in technol-
ogy. By shaping and baking clay, they made pot-
tery containers for cooking and for storing food
and water. The invention of the potter’s wheel
enabled them to form bowls and plates more
quickly and precisely. Stone tools were sharpened
by grinding them on rock. The discovery of the
wheel and the sail improved transportation and
promoted trade, and the development of the plow
and the ox yoke made tilling the soil easier for
farmers.

The Neolithic period also marked the begin-
ning of the use of metals. The first to be used was
copper, which was easily fashioned into tools and
weapons. Copper implements lasted longer than
those of stone and flint, and they could be recast
and reshaped if broken. In time, artisans discov-
ered how to make bronze by combining copper
and tin in the proper ratio. Bronze was harder
than copper, which made a sharper cutting edge
possible.
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During the Neolithic Age, the food supply
became more reliable, village life expanded, and the
population increased. Families that acquired wealth
gained a higher social status and became village
leaders. Religion grew more formal and struc-
tured; nature spirits evolved into deities, each with
specific powers over nature or human life. Altars
were erected in their honor, and ceremonies were
conducted by priests, whose power and wealth
increased as people gave offerings to the gods.
Neolithic society was growing more organized and
complex; it was on the threshold of civilization.

THE RISE TO CIVILIZATION

What we call civilization arose some five thou-
sand years ago in the Near East (in Mesopotamia
and Egypt) and then later in East Asia (in India
and China). The first civilizations began in cities
that were larger, more populated, and more com-
plex in their political, economic, and social struc-
ture than Neolithic villages. Because the cities
depended on the inhabitants of adjacent villages
for their food, farming techniques must have been
sufficiently developed to produce food surpluses.
Increased production provided food for urban
inhabitants, who engaged in nonagricultural
occupations; they became merchants, craftsmen,
bureaucrats, and priests.

The invention of writing enabled the first civili-
zations to preserve, organize, and expand knowl-
edge and to pass it on to future generations. It also
allowed government officials and priests to con-
duct their affairs more efficiently. Moreover, civi-
lized societies possessed organized governments,
which issued laws and defined the boundary
lines of their states. On a scale much larger than
Neolithic communities, the inhabitants erected
buildings and monuments, engaged in trade and
manufacturing, and used specialized labor for
different projects. Religious life grew more orga-
nized and complex, and a powerful and wealthy
priesthood emerged. These developments—cities,
specialization of labor, writing, organized govern-
ment, monumental architecture, and a complex
religious structure—differentiate the first civiliza-
tions from prehistoric cultures.

Religion was the central force in these primary
civilizations. It provided satisfying explanations
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for the workings of nature, helped ease the fear of
death, and justified traditional rules of morality.
Law was considered sacred, a commandment of
the gods. Religion united people in the common
enterprises needed for survival—for example, the
construction and maintenance of irrigation works
and the storage of food. In addition, the power
of rulers, who were regarded either as gods or as
agents of the gods, derived from religion.

The emergence of civilization was a great cre-
ative act and not merely the inevitable develop-
ment of agricultural societies. Many communities
had learned how to farm, but only a handful
made the leap to civilization. How was it possible
for Sumerians and Egyptians, the creators of the
earliest civilizations, to make this breakthrough?
Most scholars stress the relationship between civi-
lizations and river valleys. Rivers deposited fertile
silt on adjoining fields, provided water for crops,
and served as avenues for trade. But environmen-
tal factors alone do not adequately explain the
emergence of civilization. What cannot be omitted
is the human contribution: capacity for thought
and cooperative activity. Before these rivers could
be of any value in producing crops, swamps
around them had to be drained; jungles had to
be cleared; and dikes, reservoirs, and canals had
to be built. To construct and maintain irrigation
works required the cooperation of large numbers
of people, a necessary condition for civilization.

In the process of constructing and maintaining
irrigation networks, people learned to formulate
and obey rules and developed administrative, en-
gineering, and mathematical skills. The need to
keep records stimulated the invention of writing.
These creative responses to the challenges posed
by nature spurred the early inhabitants of Sumer
and Egypt to make the breakthrough to civiliza-
tion, thereby altering the course of human destiny.

Civilization also had its dark side. Epidemic
disease thrived in urban centers, where people
lived close together in unsanitary conditions,
drinking contaminated water and surrounded by
rotting garbage. Slavery was an essential and ac-
cepted feature of early civilization. The author-
ity wielded by rulers and their officials and the
habits of discipline acquired by the community’s
members made possible the construction of ir-
rigation works, but these social structures were
also harnessed for destructive conflicts between
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Map 1.1 Mesopotamian and Egyptian Civilizations The first civilizations
emerged in river valleys: Mesopotamia in the valleys of the Tigris and Euphrates

rivers, Egypt in the Nile valley.

states. Such warfare, which involved managing
large numbers of combatants, was far more lethal
than the sporadic and generally disorganized acts
of violence that had occurred in Neolithic times.
A hostile and aggressive attitude toward members
of alien groups has plagued human beings since
the rise of civilization. Warfare fascinated the peo-
ple who created the first civilizations. Scribes re-
counted battle after battle, warrior-kings boasted
of their military conquests, and military heroes
were held in the highest esteem.

MESOPOTAMIAN CIVILIZATION

Mesopotamia is the Greek word for “land be-
tween the rivers.” It was here, in the valleys of
the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, that the first

civilization began. The first people to develop
an urban civilization in Mesopotamia (modern-
day Iraq) were the Sumerians, who colonized
the marshlands of the lower Euphrates, which,
along with the Tigris, flows into the Persian
Gulf.

Through constant toil and imagination, the Su-
merians transformed the swamps into fields of bar-
ley and groves of date palms. Around 3000 B.c.,
their hut settlements gradually evolved into twelve
independent city-states, each consisting of a city
and its surrounding countryside. Among the im-
pressive achievements of the Sumerians were a
system of symbol writing (Cuneiform)* in which
pictures for objects and marks for numbers were

*Cuneiform is the Latin term for “nail-shaped,” which the
marks inscribed in clay appeared to represent.
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engraved on clay tablets with a reed stylus to rep-
resent ideas; elaborate brick houses, palaces, and
temples; bronze tools and weapons; irrigation
works; trade with other peoples; an early form
of money; religious and political institutions;
schools; religious and secular literature; varied art
forms; codes of law; medicinal drugs; and a lunar
calendar.

The history of Mesopotamia is marked by a
succession of conquests. To the north of Sumer
lay a Semitic* city called Akkad. About 2350 B.C.,
the people of Akkad, led by Sargon the Great,
a warrior-king, conquered the Sumerian cit-
ies. Sargon built the world’s first empire, which
extended from the Persian Gulf to the Mediter-
ranean Sea. Establishing a pattern that future
despotic rulers would emulate, Sargon stationed
garrisons in conquered lands and appointed gov-
ernors and officials to administer the territories,
as well as additional bureaucrats to register and
parcel out the precious metals, horses, grain,
and other commodities exacted from conquered
peoples. He also retained a large standing army
to quell revolts and to launch new imperialis-
tic ventures. The Akkadians adopted Sumerian
cultural forms, including cuneiform, and spread
them beyond the boundaries of Mesopota-
mia with their conquests. Mesopotamian reli-
gion became a blend of Sumerian and Akkadian
elements.

[llustrating the confluence of Akkadian
and Sumerian culture was Saragon’s daughter,
Enheduanna, the world’s first known poet. Serv-
ing as high priestess in the Sumerian city of Ur,
Enheduanna wrote numerous poems and hymns
to temple deities. In one of her hymns to the
Sumerian goddess lanna, she depicts Ianna as a
fierce warrior; in a second, lanna emerges as an
overseer of home and children; and in the third
surviving hymn, the poetess appeals to Ianna to
help her regain her position as temple priestess af-
ter it was taken from her by a male enemy.

In succeeding centuries, the Sumerian cities
were incorporated into various kingdoms and
empires. The Sumerian language, replaced by
a Semitic tongue, became an obscure language

*Semites included Akkadians, Hebrews, Babylonians,
Phoenicians, Canaanites, Assyrians, and Aramaeans.
Hebrew and Arabic are Semitic languages.
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*

CoOUPLE FROM NIPPUR, 2500 B.c. Large eyes and
geometrical beard and hair characterize Sumerian
figures. Note the intimacy and informality of the
pose.

known only to priests, and the Sumerians gradu-
ally disappeared as a distinct people. But their
cultural achievements endured. Akkadians,
Babylonians, Elamites, and others adopted
Sumerian religious, legal, literary, and artistic
forms. The Sumerian legacy served as the basis for
a Mesopotamian civilization, which maintained a
distinct style for three thousand years.

Religion: The Basis of Mesopotamian
Civilization

Religion lay at the center of Mesopotamian
life. Every human activity—political, military,
social, legal, literary, or artistic—was generally
subordinated to an overriding religious purpose.
Religion was the Mesopotamians’ frame of ref-
erence for understanding nature, society, and
themselves; it dominated and inspired all other
cultural expressions and human activities. Wars
between cities, for instance, were interpreted

Courtesy of the Oriental Institute, University of Chicago
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as conflicts between the gods of those cities,
and victory ultimately depended on divine fa-
vor, not on human effort. Myths—narratives
about the activities of the gods—explained the
origins of the human species. According to the
earliest Sumerian myths, the first human beings
issued forth from the earth like plant life, or
were shaped from clay by divine craftsmen and
granted a heart by the goddess Nammu, or were
formed from the blood of two gods sacrificed
for that purpose.

The Mesopotamians believed that people were
given life so that they could execute on earth the
will of the gods in heaven. No important deci-
sions were made by kings or priests without first
consulting the gods. To discover the wishes of the
gods, priests sacrificed animals and then exam-
ined their entrails, or the priests might find their
answers in the stars or in dreams.

The cities of Mesopotamia were sacred com-
munities dedicated to serving divine masters,
and people hoped that appeasing the gods would
bring security and prosperity to their cities. Each
city belonged to a particular god, who was the
real owner of the land and the real ruler of the
city; often a vast complex of temples was built for
the god and the god’s family.

Supervised by priests, the temple was the heart
of the city’s life. The temple probably owned most
of the land in its city; temple priests collected
rents, operated businesses, and received contribu-
tions for festivals. Women priestesses also served
the temple. Most inhabitants of the city worked
for the temple priests as tenant farmers, agricul-
tural laborers, or servants. Anxious to curry fa-
vor with the gods and goddesses who watched
over the fields, peasants surrendered part of their
crops to the temples. Priests coordinated the city’s
economic activity, supervising the distribution of
land, overseeing the irrigation works, and storing
food for emergencies. Temple scribes kept records
of expenditures and receipts.

The Mesopotamians believed that the gods
controlled the entire universe and everything in it.
The moon, the sun, and the storm, the city, the
irrigation works, and the fields—each was di-
rected by a god. The Mesopotamians saw gods
and demons everywhere in nature. There was a
god in the fire and another in the river; evil de-
mons stirred up sandstorms, caused disease, and
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endangered women in childbirth. To protect
themselves from hostile powers, Mesopotamians
wore charms and begged their gods for help.
When misfortune befell them, they attributed it to
the gods. Even success was not due to their own
efforts, but to the intervention of a god who had
taken a special interest in them. Compared with
the gods, an individual was an insignificant and
lowly creature.

Uncertainty and danger filled life in
Mesopotamia. Sometimes, the unpredictable waters
of the rivers broke through the dikes, flood-
ing fields, ruining crops, and damaging cities. At
other times, an insufficient overflow deprived the
land of water, causing crops to fail. Mesopotamia
had no natural barriers to invasion. Feeling
themselves surrounded by incomprehensible
and often hostile forces, Mesopotamians lived in
an atmosphere of anxiety that permeated their
civilization.

Contributing to this sense of insecurity was the
belief that the gods behaved capriciously, malevo-
lently, and vindictively. What do the gods demand
of me? Is it ever possible to please them? To these
questions Mesopotamians had no reassuring an-
swers, for the gods’ behavior was a mystery to
mere human beings.

A mood of uncertainty and anxiety, an
awareness of the cosmos as unfathomable and
mysterious, a feeling of dread about the fragility
of human existence and the impermanence of
human achievement—these attitudes are as old
as the first civilization. The Epic of Gilgamesh,
the finest work of Mesopotamian literature,
masterfully depicts this mood of pessimism
and despair. The Gilgamesh deals with a pro-
found theme: the human protest against death.
Confronted with the reality of his own death,
Gilgamesh yearns for eternal life. But he learns
that when the gods created human beings, they
made death part of their lot. “Where is the man
who can clamber to heaven? Only the gods live
forever . . . but as for us men, our days are num-
bered, our occupations are a breath of wind.”!
The Mesopotamians had little to look forward
to after death. They believed that they would ei-
ther be confined to a dreary underworld whose
rulers would inflict pain on them or be trans-
formed into spirits, flying about and tormenting
the living.
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Government, Law, and Economy

Kingship, bestowed on a man by the gods, was
the central institution in Mesopotamian society.
Unlike Egyptian pharaohs, Mesopotamian kings
did not see themselves as gods, but rather as great
men selected by the gods to represent them on
earth. Gods governed through the kings, who re-
ported to the gods about conditions in their land
(which was the gods’ property) and petitioned the
gods for advice. To honor the gods, kings built
magnificent temples and adorned sacred statues
with lavish dress and fine jewelry.

The king administered the laws, which came
from the gods. The principal collection of laws
in ancient Mesopotamia was the famous code of
Hammurabi (c. 1792—c. 1750 B.C.), the Babylonian
ruler. Unearthed by French archaeologists in
1901-1902, the code has provided invaluable
insights into Mesopotamian society. In typical
Mesopotamian fashion, Hammurabi claimed that
his code rested on the authority of the gods; to vio-
late it was to contravene the divine order.

The code reveals social status and mores in that
area and time. Women were subservient to men,
although efforts were made to protect women
and children from abuse. By making death the
penalty for adultery, the code probably sought to
preserve family life. Punishments were generally
severe—“an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.”
The code prescribed death for housebreaking,
kidnapping, aiding the escape of slaves, receiv-
ing stolen goods, and bearing false witness, but
being forgiven by the wronged party could miti-
gate the penalty. For example, a wife who com-
mitted adultery could be spared execution if she
was pardoned by her husband. Class distinctions
were expressed in the code. For example, a per-
son received more severe punishment for harming
a noble than for harming a commoner. Gov-
ernment officials who engaged in extortion
or bribery were harshly punished. The code’s
many provisions relating to business trans-
actions underscore the importance of trade to
Mesopotamian life.

The economy of Mesopotamian cities de-
pended heavily on foreign and domestic trade. To
safeguard it, governments instituted regulations
to prevent fraud, and business transactions had to
be recorded in writing. Enterprising businessmen
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set up trading outposts in distant lands, mak-
ing the Mesopotamians pioneers in international
trade.

Writing, Mathematics, Astronomy,
and Medicine

The Sumerians established schools, which trained
the sons of the upper class in the art of cuneiform
writing. Hundreds of tablets on which Sumerian
students practiced their lessons have been dis-
covered, testifying to the years of disciplines and
demanding work required to master the scribal
art. Students who completed the course of study
successfully were employed as archivists, secretar-
ies, or accountants by the temple palace, the law
courts, or merchants.

The Mesopotamians made some impressive
advances in mathematics. They devised mul-
tiplication and division tables, including even
cubes and cube roots. They determined the area
of right-angle triangles and rectangles, divided a
circle into 360 degrees, and had some understand-
ing of the principles that centuries later would be
developed into the Pythagorean theorem and qua-
dratic equations. But the Babylonians, who made
the chief contribution in mathematics, barely
advanced to the level of devising theories: they
did not formulate general principles or furnish
proofs for their mathematical operations.

By carefully observing and accurately record-
ing the positions of planets and constellations
of stars, Babylonian sky watchers took the first
steps in developing the science of astronomy, and
they devised a calendar based on the cycles of the
moon. As in mathematics, however, they did not
form theories to coordinate and illuminate their
data. Believing that the position of the stars and
planets revealed the will of the gods, astronomers
did not examine the heavens to find what we call
cause-and-effect connections between the phe-
nomena. Rather, they sought to discover what the
gods wanted. With this knowledge, people could
organize their political, social, and moral lives
in accordance with divine commands, and they
could escape the terrible consequences that they
believed resulted from ignoring the gods’ wishes.

Consistent with their religious worldview, the
Mesopotamians believed that gods or demons

Copyright 2016 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s).
Editorial review has deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.



12«

caused disease. To cure a patient, priest-physicians
resorted to magic; through prayers and sacrifices,
they attempted to appease the gods and eject
the demons from the sick body. Nevertheless, in
identifying illnesses and prescribing appropriate
remedies, Mesopotamians demonstrated some ac-
curate knowledge of pharmacology and medicine.
Physicians most likely utilized splints to set bro-
ken bones, lancets to pierce abscesses, and ban-
dages to protect wounds.

EGYPTIAN CIVILIZATION

During the early period of Mesopotamian civi-
lization, the Egyptians developed their civiliza-
tion in the fertile valley of the Nile. Without this
mighty river, which flows more than four thou-
sand miles from central Africa northward to the
Mediterranean, virtually all Egypt would be a
desert. When the Nile overflowed its banks, as
it did reliably and predictably, the floodwaters
deposited a layer of fertile black earth, which,
when cultivated, provided abundant food to sup-
port Egyptian civilization. The Egyptians learned
how to control the river—a feat that required
cooperative effort and ingenuity, as well as en-
gineering and administrative skills. In addition
to water and fertile land, the Nile provided an
excellent transportation link between Upper
(southern) and Lower (northern) Egypt. Natural
barriers—mountains, deserts, cataracts (rapids)
in the Nile, and the Mediterranean—protected
Egypt from attack, allowing the inhabitants to
enjoy long periods of peace and prosperity. Thus,
unlike Mesopotamians, Egyptians derived a
sense of security from their environment.

From the Old Kingdom
to the Middle Kingdom

About 2900 B.cC., a ruler of Upper Egypt known
as Narmer, or Menes, conquered the Nile Delta
and Lower Egypt. By 2686 B.C., centralized rule
had been firmly established, and great pyramids,
tombs for the pharaohs, were being constructed.
The pyramids required rigorous central planning
to coordinate the tens of thousands of Egyptian
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laborers drafted to build these immense monu-
ments. During this Pyramid Age, or Old Kingdom
(2686-2181 B.C.), royal power reached its height,
and the essential forms of Egyptian civilization
crystallized.

The Egyptians believed the pharaoh to be
both a man and a god, the earthly embodiment
of the deity Horus. He was an absolute ruler
who kept the irrigation works in order, main-
tained justice in the land, and expressed the will
of heaven. In time, the nobles who served as dis-
trict governors gained in status and wealth and
gradually came to undermine the divine king’s
authority. The nobles’ growing power and the
enormous expenditure of Egypt’s human and
material resources on building pyramids led to
the decline of the Old Kingdom. From 2181 to
2040 B.C., a span of time called the First Inter-
mediate Period, rival families competed for the
throne, destroying the unity of the kingdom. The
civil wars and collapse of the central authority
required to maintain the irrigation system cast a
pall over the land.

During what is called the Middle Kingdom
(2040-1786 B.C.), strong kings reasserted phara-
onic rule and reunited the state. The restoration
of political stability reinvigorated cultural life,
and economic activity revived. Pharaohs extended
Egyptian control south over the land of Nubia
(modern Sudan), which became a principal source
of gold. A profitable trade was carried on with
Palestine, Syria, and Crete.

Around 1800 B.c., central authority again
weakened. In the era known as the Second Inter-
mediate Period (1786-1570 B.c.), the nobles re-
gained some of their power, the Nubians broke
away from Egyptian control, and the Hyksos
(a mixture of Semites and Indo-Europeans) in-
vaded Egypt. The Hyksos dominated Egypt for
about a hundred years, until the Egyptians drove
them out in 1570 B.c. The period of empire build-
ing known as the New Kingdom (1570-1085 B.c.)
then began.

The basic features of Egyptian civilization
had been forged during the Old and Middle
Kingdoms. Egyptians looked to the past, con-
vinced that the ways of their ancestors were best.
For almost three thousand years, Egyptian civili-
zation sought to retain a harmony with the order
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of nature instituted at creation. Believing in a
changeless universe, the Egyptians did not value
change or development—what we call progress—
but venerated the institutions, traditions, and
authority that embodied permanence.

Religion: The Basis of Egyptian
Civilization

Religion was omnipresent in Egyptian life and
accounted for the outstanding achievements of
Egyptian civilization. Religious beliefs were the
basis of Egyptian art, medicine, astronomy, litera-
ture, and government. The great pyramids, which
took decades to finish, were tombs for the pha-
raohs, man-gods. Magical utterances pervaded
medical practices, for disease was attributed to the
gods. Astronomy evolved to determine the correct
time for performing religious rites and sacrifices.
The earliest examples of literature dealt wholly
with religious themes. A sacrosanct monarch, the
pharaoh served as an intermediary between the
gods and human beings. The Egyptians developed
an ethical code, which they believed the gods had
approved.

Egyptian polytheism took many forms, in-
cluding the worship of animals, for the people
believed that gods manifested themselves in both
human and animal shapes. The Egyptians also
believed the great powers in nature—sky, sun,
earth, the Nile—to be gods or the abodes of gods.
In the heavens alive with gods, the Egyptians
found answers to the great problems of human
existence. In their temples, Egyptians prayed and
dedicated offerings to their gods. During tem-
ple rituals, women chanted and played musical
instruments.

A crucial feature of Egyptian religion was the
afterlife. Through pyramid-tombs, mummifica-
tion to preserve the dead, and funerary art, the
Egyptians showed their yearning for eternity and
their desire to overcome death. Mortuary priests
recited incantations to ensure the preservation of
the dead body and the continuity of existence.
Inscribed on the pyramids’ interior walls were
“pyramid texts,” written in hieroglyphics—a
form of picture writing in which figures, such as
crocodiles, sails, eyes, and so forth, represented

STROLL IN THE GARDEN, EIGHTEENTH DYNASTY,
c. 1350 B.c. This relief portrays members of the
Egyptian royal family.

words or sounds that would be combined to
form words. The texts contained fragments from
myths, historical annals, and magical lore and
provided spells to assist the king in ascending to
heaven.

At first, the Egyptians believed that only the
pharaoh and the royal family were immortal. In
time, the nobility and then commoners claimed
that they too could share in the blessings of the
“other world.” Prayers hitherto reserved for
the pharaoh were, for a fee, recited by priests
at the burial of commoners. Believing that their
deceased relative would intercede with the gods
in their behalf, Egyptians wrote letters to these
spirits, petitioning them for help with such prob-
lems as infertility, inheritance of property, and
family quarrels. To the Egyptians, the other world
offered the same pleasures as those enjoyed on

The Bridgeman Art Library International.
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earth: friends, servants, fishing, hunting, pad-
dling a canoe, picnicking with family members,
entertainment by musicians and dancers, and
good food. But since earthly existence was not
fundamentally unhappy, Egyptians did not long
for death.

Divine Kingship

Divine kingship was the basic institution of
Egyptian civilization. The Egyptians saw rule by
a god-king as the only acceptable political ar-
rangement: it was in harmony with the order of
the universe, and it brought justice and security
to the nation.

The pharaoh’s power extended to all sectors
of society. Peasants were drafted to serve in labor
corps as miners or construction workers. Foreign
trade was a state monopoly, conducted according
to the kingdom’s needs. As the supreme overlord,
the pharaoh oversaw an army of government of-
ficials who collected taxes, supervised construction
projects, checked the irrigation works, surveyed
the land, kept records, conducted foreign trade,
and supervised government warehouses, where
grain was stored as insurance against a bad har-
vest. All Egyptians, including the priesthood and
standing army, were subservient to the pharaoh,
whose word was regarded as a divine ordinance.
Most pharaohs took their responsibilities seriously
and tried to govern as benevolent protectors of the
people.

The pharaoh was seen as ruling in accordance
with Ma’at, which means “justice, law, right,
and truth.” To oppose the pharaoh was to vio-
late the universal and divinely ordained order of
Ma’at and to bring disorder to society. Because
the Egyptians regarded Ma’at, which was estab-
lished with the creation of the universe, as the
right order of nature, they believed that its pres-
ervation must be the object of human activity—
the guiding norm of the state and the standard
by which individuals conducted their lives.
Those who did Ma’at and spoke Ma’at would
be justly rewarded. Could anything be more re-
assuring than this belief that divine truth was
represented in the person of the pharaoh, who
guaranteed and defended the sacred order of the
universe?
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Science, Mathematics, and Literature

Like the Mesopotamians, the Egyptians made
practical advances in the sciences. They dem-
onstrated superb engineering skills in building
pyramids and fashioned an effective system of
mathematics, including geometry for measure-
ments, which enabled them to solve relatively
simple problems. The Egyptians’ solar calendar,
which allowed them to predict when the Nile
would overflow, was more accurate than the
Babylonians’ lunar calendar.

In the area of medicine, Egyptian doctors were
more capable than their Mesopotamian coun-
terparts. They could identify illnesses and recog-
nized that uncleanliness encouraged contagion.
They also had some knowledge of anatomy and
performed operations: circumcision and perhaps
the draining of abscessed teeth. But their knowl-
edge of medicine, like that of the Mesopotamians,
was handicapped by their belief that supernatural
forces caused illnesses. Thus sick people were in-
structed to recite an incantation designed to free
the body from the demon’s hold and to perform
a ritual act such as being burned with hot irons.

Generally only a small percentage of the
population—the elite—was literate. Egyptian lit-
erature took a wide variety of forms: hymns and
other religious texts; love poems; tales of adventure,
romance, and fantasy; and collections of maxims
prepared by elderly sages for the benefit of young
rulers. Containing hymns, litanies, and other reli-
gious texts, the Book of the Dead was written to
guide a deceased person safely between this world
and the afterlife. In the “Judgment Hall,” before
Osiris and other gods who assisted him, deceased in-
dividuals proclaimed, among other things, that they
had not robbed, murdered, or uttered evil words.

The New Kingdom and the Decline
of Egyptian Civilization

The New Kingdom began in 1570 B.c. with the
war of liberation against the Hyksos. This war
gave rise to an intense militancy, which found ex-
pression in empire building. Aggressive pharaohs
conquered territory that extended as far east as
the Euphrates River. From its subject states, Egypt
acquired tribute and slaves. Conquests led to the
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expansion of the bureaucracy, the development of
a professional army, and the increased power of
priests, whose temples—which grew larger and
more lavish—shared in the spoils. Foreign slaves
acquired from imperial conquests provided much
of the labor for the construction of new shrines
and temples. The formation of the empire ended
Egyptian isolation and accelerated commercial
and cultural intercourse with other peoples. Dur-
ing this period, Egyptian art, for example, showed
the influence of foreign forms.

A growing cosmopolitanism was paralleled by
a movement toward monotheism during the reign
of Pharaoh Amenhotep IV (c. 1369-1353 B.C.).
Amenhotep sought to replace traditional poly-
theism with the worship of Aton, a single god of
all people, who was represented as the sun disk.
Amenhotep took the name Akhenaten (“It is well
with Aton”) and moved the capital from Thebes
to a newly constructed holy city called Akhataten
(near modern Tell el Amarna). The city had pal-
aces, administrative centers, and a temple com-
plex honoring Aton. Akhenaten and his wife,
Nefertiti, who played a prominent role in his
court, dedicated themselves to Aton—the creator
of the world, the sustainer of life, and the god of
love, justice, and peace. Akhenaten also ordered
his officials to chisel out the names of Egypt’s tra-
ditional gods from inscriptions on temples and
monuments. With awe, Akhenaten glorified Aton:

How manifold are thy works!

They are hidden from man’s sight.

O sole god, like whom there is no other.

Thou hast made the earth according to thy
desire.?

Akhenaten’s “monotheism” had little impact
on the masses of Egyptians, who retained their
ancient beliefs, and was resisted by priests, who
resented his changes. After Akhenaten’s death,
a new pharaoh had the monuments to Aton de-
stroyed, along with records and inscriptions bear-
ing Akhenaten’s name. The great visionary was
now vilified as “the Blasphemer.”

The most significant historical questions about
Akhenaten are these two: was his religion genuine
monotheism, which pushed religious thought in a
new direction? And if so, did it influence Moses,
who led the Israelites out of Egypt about a century

2
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later? These questions have aroused controversy
among historians. The principal limitation on the
monotheistic character of Atonism is that there
were really two gods in Akhenaten’s religion:
Aton and the pharaoh himself, who was still wor-
shiped as a deity. Nor is there any evidence that
Akhenaten influenced the monotheism of Moses.
Moreover, the Hebrews never identified their God
with the sun or any other object in nature.

Late in the thirteenth century B.C., Libyans,
probably seeking to settle in the more fertile land
of Egypt, attacked from the west, and the Peoples
of the Sea, as unsettled raiders from the Aegean Sea
area and Asia Minor were called, launched a series
of strikes at Egypt. A weakened Egypt abandoned

AKHENATEN. A bas relief found in Tell el-Amarna
shows Akhenaten and his family sacrificing to Aton,
the sun god.

Erich Lessing/Art Resource, N.Y.
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its empire. In the succeeding centuries, Egypt came
under the rule of Libyans, Nubians, Assyrians,
Persians, and finally Greeks, to whom Egypt lost
its independence in the fourth century B.C.

Egyptian civilization had flourished for nearly
two thousand years before it experienced an almost
one-thousand-year descent into stagnation, decline,
and collapse. During its long history, the Egyptians
tried to preserve the ancient forms of their civiliza-
tion, revealed to them by their ancestors and rep-
resenting for all time those unchanging values that
they believed were the way of happiness.

EMPIRE BUILDERS

The rise of an Egyptian empire during the New
Kingdom was part of a wider development in
Near Eastern history after 1500 B.c.—the emer-
gence of international empires. Empire building
led to the intermingling of peoples and cultural
traditions and to the extension of civilization well
beyond the river valleys.

One reason for the growth of empires was the
migration of peoples known as Indo-Europeans.
Originally from a wide area ranging from south-
eastern Europe to the region beyond the Caspian
Sea, Indo-Europeans embarked, around 2000 B.c.,
on a series of migrations that eventually brought
them into Italy, Greece, Asia Minor, Mesopotamia,
Persia, and India. From a core Indo-European
tongue emerged the Greek, Latin, Germanic,
Slavic, Persian, and Sanskrit languages.

Hittites

Several peoples established strong states in the
Near East around 1500 B.c.—the Hurrians in
northern Mesopotamia, the Kassites in southern
Mesopotamia, and the Hittites in Asia Minor.
The Hittites wanted to control the trade routes
that ran along the Euphrates River into Syria. In
the 1300s, the Hittite empire reached its peak.
Its leaders ruled Asia Minor and northern Syria,
raided Babylon, and challenged Egypt for control
of Syria and Palestine.

The Hittites borrowed several features of
Mesopotamian civilization, including cuneiform,
legal principles, and literary and art forms. Hittite
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religion blended the beliefs and practices of Indo-
Europeans, native inhabitants of Asia Minor, and
Mesopotamians. The Hittites were probably the
first people to develop a substantial iron indus-
try. Initially, they apparently used iron only for
ceremonial and ritual objects and not for tools
and weapons. However, because iron ore was
more readily available than copper or tin (needed
for bronze), after 1200 B.cC. iron weapons and
tools spread throughout the Near East, although
bronze implements were still used. Around 1200
B.C., the Hittite empire fell, most likely to Indo-
European invaders from the north.

Small Nations

During the twelfth century B.c., there was a
temporary lull in empire building, and this per-
mitted a number of small nations in Syria and
Palestine to assert their sovereignty. Three of
these peoples—the Phoenicians, the Aramaeans,
and the Hebrews*—were originally Semitic des-
ert nomads. The Phoenicians were descendants of
the Canaanites, a Semitic people who had settled
Palestine around 3000 B.c. The Canaanites
who had migrated northwest into what is now
Lebanon were called Phoenicians.

Settling in the coastal Mediterranean cities
of Tyre, Byblos, Berytus (Beirut), and Sidon, the
Phoenicians were naturally drawn to the sea.
These daring explorers established towns along
the coast of North Africa, on the islands of the
western Mediterranean, and in Spain; they be-
came the greatest sea traders of the ancient world.
The Phoenicians (or their Canaanite forebears)
devised the first alphabet, which was a monu-
mental contribution to writing. Since all words
could be represented by combinations of letters,
it saved memorizing thousands of diagrams and
aided the Phoenicians in transmitting the cultural
achievements of the Near East to the western
Mediterranean. Adopted by the Greeks, who
added vowels, the phonetic alphabet became a
crucial component of European languages.

The Aramaeans, who settled in Syria, Palestine,
and northern Mesopotamia, performed a role sim-
ilar to that of the Phoenicians. As great caravan

*The Hebrews are discussed in Chapter 2.
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traders, they carried both goods and cultural
patterns to various parts of the Near East. The
Hebrews and the Persians, for example, acquired
the Phoenician alphabet from the Aramaeans.

Assyria

In the ninth century B.C., empire building resumed
with the Assyrians, a Semitic people from the re-
gion around the upper Tigris River. Although they
had made forays of expansion in 1200 and 1100
B.C., the Assyrians began their march to “world”
empire three centuries later. In the eighth and sev-
enth centuries, they became a ruthless fighting
machine that stormed through Mesopotamia—
including Armenia and Babylonia—as well as
Syria, Palestine, and Egypt.

The Assyrian king, who was the representative
and high priest of the god Ashur, governed abso-
lutely. Nobles appointed by the king kept order in
the provinces and collected tribute. The Assyrians
improved roads, established messenger services,
and engaged in large-scale irrigation projects to fa-
cilitate effective administration of their conquered
lands and to promote prosperity. They exacted
obedience by resorting to terror and by deporting
troublemakers from their home territories.

Despite an almost all-consuming concern
for war, the Assyrians preserved and spread the
culture of the past. They copied and edited the
literary works of Babylonia, adopted the old Su-
merian gods, and used Mesopotamian art forms.
The Assyrian king Ashurbanipal (669-626 B.c.)
maintained a great library that housed thousands
of clay tablets. After a period of wars and re-
volts by oppressed subjects weakened Assyria, a
coalition of Medes from Iran and Chaldeans, or
Neo-Babylonians, sacked the Assyrian capital of
Nineveh in 612 B.C., destroying Assyrian power.

Persia: Unifier of the Near East

The destruction of the Assyrian empire made pos-
sible the rise of a Chaldean empire that included
Babylonia, Assyria, Syria, and Palestine. Under Ne-
buchadnezzar, who ruled from 604 to 562 B.c., the
Chaldean, or Neo-Babylonian, empire reached its
height. After Nebuchadnezzar’s death, the empire
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was torn by civil war and threatened by a new
power: the Persians, an Indo-European people who
had settled in southern Iran. (Iranians today are
descendants of the ancient Persians.) Under Cyrus
the Great and his son and successor, Cambyses, the
Persians conquered all lands between the Nile in
Egypt and the Indus River in India. This conquest
took twenty-five years, from 550 to 525 B.c.

The Near Eastern conception of absolute mon-
archy justified by religion reached its culminating
expression in the person of the Persian king, who,
with divine approval, ruled a vast empire, “the four
quarters of the earth.” Persian kings developed an
effective system of administration—based in part
on an Assyrian model—that gave stability and a
degree of unity to their extensive territories. The
Persian empire was divided into twenty provinces
(satrapies), each one administered by a governor
(satrap) responsible to the emperor. To guard against
subversion, the king employed special agents—*“the
eyes and ears of the emperor”—who supervised
the activities of the governors. Persian kings allowed
the provincials a large measure of self-rule. They also
respected local traditions, particularly in matters of
religion, as long as subjects paid their taxes, served
in the royal army, and refrained from rebellion.

The empire was bound together by a uniform
language, Aramaic (the language of the Aramaeans
of Syria), used by government officials and mer-
chants. Aramaic was written in letters based on the
Phoenician alphabet. By making Aramaic a univer-
sal language, the Persians facilitated written and
oral communication within the empire. The empire
was further unified by an elaborate network of
roads, an efficient postal system, a common sys-
tem of weights and measures, and an empirewide
coinage based on an invention of the Lydians from
western Asia Minor. The Persian military was a
multinational force recruited and conscripted from
numerous lands and the royal bureaucracy was
also staffed by a wide range of peoples.

Besides providing impressive political and ad-
ministrative unity, the Persians fused and perpetu-
ated the various cultural traditions of the Near
East. Persian palaces, for example, boasted the
terraces of Babylon, the colonnades of Egypt, the
winged bulls that decorated Assyrian palace gates,
and the craftsmanship of Median goldsmiths.
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Map 1.2 The Assyrian and Persian Empires In the last part of the sixth
century B.C., the Persians established the greatest empire of the ancient Near East,
conquering all the lands between the Nile in Egypt and the Indus River in India.

The political and cultural universalism of
the Persian empire had its counterpart in the
emergence of an ethically oriented religion,
Zoroastrianism, which contained both monothe-
istic and dualistic elements and emphasized the
individual’s capacity to choose between good and
evil. Named for its founder, the Persian prophet
Zoroaster, who probably lived in the sixth cen-
tury B.C. (although some scholars place him
much earlier), this religion taught belief in Ahura
Mazda—the Wise Lord—the eternal god of light,
the creator of the universe, the embodiment of
justice, wisdom, and goodness. In addition to
Ahura Mazda, however, there existed Ahriman,
the spirit of darkness, who was evil and destruc-
tive; Ahriman was in conflict with the ultimately
triumphant Ahura Mazda. People were free to
choose whom they would follow. To serve Ahura
Mazda, one had to speak the truth and be good to
others; the reward for such behavior was eternal
life in paradise, the realm of light and goodness.
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Followers of the evil spirit could be cast into
a realm of darkness and torment. In contrast
to the traditional religions of the Near East,
Zoroastrianism rejected magic, polytheism, and
blood sacrifices. Instead, it stressed ethics.

Persia unified the nations of the Near East into
a world-state, headed by a divinely appointed
king. It also synthesized the region’s cultural tra-
ditions. Soon it would confront the city-states of
Greece, whose political system and cultural orien-
tation differed from those of the Near East.

THE RELIGIOUS ORIENTATION
OF THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST

Religion dominated, suffused, and inspired all
features of Near Eastern society: law, king-
ship, art, and science. In the first civilizations,
the deepest thoughts of human beings were



© Géorge Holton/Photo Researchers, Inc.

Perseroris, IRAaN, ¢. 500 B.c. The Persian ruler Darius (522-486 B.C.)
constructed a thirty-acre earthen terrace almost fifty feet above the plain and
built there a complex of palaces, reception halls, a treasury, and barracks for his
royal guards. Persepolis became the ceremonial center of the vast Persian empire
until it was destroyed by Alexander the Great’s soldiers.

expressed in the form of religious myths. Priest-
kings or god-kings, their power sanctioned by di-
vine forces, furnished the necessary authority to
organize large numbers of people in cooperative
ventures. Religion also encouraged and justified
wars—including enslavements and massacres—
which were seen as conflicts between the gods.
Religious beliefs and values served as a power-
ful social force uniting people into a cohesive
community.

A Mythmaking Worldview

A religious, or mythopoeic (mythmaking), view of
the world gave Near Eastern civilization its dis-
tinctive form and allows us to see it as an organic
whole. Mesopotamians and Egyptians inherited
from their prehistoric ancestors a great variety of
communally produced imagery, rituals, and tales
accounting for the origin of the world and human
life. With unrestrained imagination, they altered
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the old myths and elaborated new ones to resolve
questions that today we try to answer with sci-
ence. Mythmaking was humanity’s first way of
thinking; it was the earliest attempt to explain the
beginnings of the universe and human history, to
make nature’s mysteries and life’s uncertainties
comprehensible.

Originating in sacred rites, ritual dances, feasts,
and ceremonies, myths depicted the deeds of gods,
who, in some remote past, had brought forth the
world and human beings. Holding that human
destiny was determined by the gods, Near Eastern
people interpreted their experiences through
myths. Mesopotamian myths, for example, at-
tributed personal misfortune and the catastrophes
that afflicted a city to supernatural forces dis-
pleased with people’s behavior. These myths gave
Near Eastern people a framework with which to
pattern their experiences into a meaningful order,
justify their rules of conduct, make nature intelli-
gible, and help them to overcome the uncertainty
of existence.

The civilizations of the ancient Near East
were based on a way of thinking fundamen-
tally different from the modern scientific out-
look. The scientific mind views physical nature
as an it—inanimate, impersonal, and governed
by universal law. The mythmaking mind of the
Near East saw every object in nature as a thou—
personified, alive, with an individual will. It saw
gods or demons manipulating things. The world
was enchanted, imbued with mysterious spirits.
The sun and stars, the rivers and mountains, the
wind and lightning were either gods or the dwell-
ing places of gods. Live agents were the forces be-
hind natural events. If a river flooded the region,
destroying crops, it was because it wanted to; the
river or the gods desired to punish the people. The
Babylonians attributed drought to the hot breath
of the Bull of Heaven. The drought ended when
the gigantic bird Imdugud devoured the bull and
covered the sky with the storm clouds in its wings.

The Egyptians believed that Nut, the sky god-
dess, gave birth to the sun, a deity who sailed west
across the celestial sea before descending into his
mother’s womb to be reborn again in the morn-
ing. For the Egyptians, the rising and setting of
the sun were not natural occurrences—a celestial
body obeying an impersonal law—but a religious
drama.

1 The Ancient Near East: The First Civilizations

The scientific mind holds that natural objects
obey universal rules; hence, the location of plan-
ets, the speed of objects, and the onset of a hur-
ricane can be predicted. The mythmaking mind of
the ancient Near East attributed all occurrences
in nature to the actions of gods, whose behavior
was often erratic and unpredictable. Shamans
employed magic to protect people from evil su-
pernatural forces that surrounded them. Mythi-
cal explanations of nature and human experience
made life seem less overwhelming and death less
frightening.

Of course, Near Eastern people did engage
in rational forms of thought and behavior. They
certainly employed reason in building irrigation
works, in preparing a calendar, in calculating the
rise of the Nile, and in performing mathematical
operations. Moreover, in their daily life, men and
women were often driven by purely pragmatic
concerns. Fields had to be planted, goods sold,
and household chores attended to. In dealing with
these concerns, people did what had to be done in
commonsense ways. They planned and prepared;
they weighed actions as either beneficial or harm-
ful and behaved accordingly. However, because
rational, or logical, thought remained subordinate
to a mythic-religious orientation, they did not ar-
rive at a consistently and self-consciously ratio-
nal method of inquiring into physical nature and
human culture.

Thus, Near Eastern civilization reached the
first level in the development of science: observing
nature, recording data, and improving technol-
ogy in mining, metallurgy, and architecture. But
it did not advance to the level of self-conscious
philosophical and scientific thought—that is,
logically deduced abstractions, hypotheses, and
generalizations. Mesopotamians and Egyptians
did not fashion a body of philosophical and sci-
entific ideas that were logically structured, dis-
cussed, and debated. They had no awareness of
general laws that govern particular events. These
later developments were the singular achievement
of Greek philosophy. It gave a “rational interpre-
tation to natural occurrences which had previ-
ously been explained by ancient mythologies. . . .
With the study of nature set free from the con-
trol of mythological fancy, the way was opened
for the development of science as an intellectual
system.”3
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Primary Source

Mythical Thinking

Mesopotamians and Egyptians believed that
their destinies were determined by the gods.
Drought, hurricanes, sickness, and foreign inva-
sion were all attributed to divine intervention.
In the “Lament for Ur” the assembly of gods de-
cides to punish the Sumerian city-state of Ur.
The execution of the assembly’s command is left
to Enlil.

To the evil storm Enlil gave (his) order;
The people groan.
To the storm that annihilates the land he called;
The people groan.
To all the evil winds he called.
The people groan.
Enlil brings Gibil to his aid;
To the great storm of heaven he called.
The people groan.
The great storm howls above;
The people groan.
The land-annihilating storm roars below.
The people groan.
The evil wind like the rushing torrent cannot
be restrained;
The boats of the city it attacks (and)
devours. . . .
In front of the storm it made fire burn;
The people groan. . . .
The destructive storm makes the land tremble
and quake;
Like the storm of the flood it destroys the cities.

The land-annihilating storm set up (its) decrees
in the city;

The all-destroying storm came doing evil. . . .

The evil, afflicting storm, the command of
Enlil, the storm unceasingly undermining
the land

Covered Ur like a garment, enveloped it like
linen. . ..

On its walls they lay prostrate.
The people groan.

In its lofty gates where they were won't to
promenade dead bodies were lying about;

In its boulevards where the feasts were
celebrated they were viciously attacked.

In all its streets where they were wont to
promenade dead bodies were lying about;

In its places where the festivities of the land
took place the people were ruthlessly laid low.

Questions for Analysis

1. How does mythical thinking differ from sci-
entific thinking?

2. It has been said that humans are myth-mak-
ing animals and that all human societies sus-
tain themselves by creating myths. Discuss.

Samuel N. Kramer, “Lamentation Over the Destruction

of Ur,” Assyriological Studies, The Oriental Institute of
the University of Chicago (University of Chicago Press,
1940), vol 12, pp. 35-41.

Near Eastern Achievements

The Sumerians and the Egyptians demonstrated
enormous creativity and intelligence. They built
irrigation works and cities, organized govern-
ments, charted the course of heavenly bodies,
performed mathematical operations, constructed
large-scale monuments, engaged in international
trade, established bureaucracies and schools, and

considerably advanced the level of technology
and engineering skills. Without the Sumerian in-
vention of writing—one of the great creative acts
in history—what we mean by civilization could
not have emerged.

Many elements of ancient Near Eastern civi-
lization were passed on to the West. The wheeled
vehicle, the plow, and the phonetic alphabet—all im-
portant to the development of civilization—derive
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from the Near East. In the realm of medicine, the
Egyptians knew the value of certain drugs, such
as castor oil; they also knew how to use splints
and bandages. The innovative divisions that gave
360 degrees to a circle and 60 minutes to an hour
originated in Mesopotamia. Egyptian geometry
and Babylonian astronomy were utilized by the
Greeks and became a part of Western knowledge.
In Christian art, too, one finds connections to
Mesopotamian art forms—for example, the Assyr-
ians depicted winged angel-like beings.

Both the Hebrews and the Greeks borrowed
Mesopotamian literary themes. For instance,
some biblical stories—the Flood, the quarrel

NOTES

1. Epic of Gilgamesh, with an introduction by
N. K. Sandars (Baltimore: Penguin Books,
1960), 69, 104.

2. Quoted in John A. Wilson, The Culture of An-
cient Egypt (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, Phoenix Books, 1951), 227.
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between Cain and Abel, and the Tower of Babel—
stem from Mesopotamian antecedents. A simi-
lar link exists between the Greek and the earlier
Mesopotamian mythologies.

Thus, many achievements of the Egyptians
and the Mesopotamians were inherited and
assimilated by both the Greeks and the Hebrews,
the principal founders of Western civilization.
Even more important for an understanding of
the essential meaning of Western civilization are
the ways in which the Greeks and the Hebrews
rejected or transformed elements of the older
Near Eastern traditions to create new points of
departure for the human mind.

3. Samuel Sambursky, The Physical World of
the Greeks (New York: Collier Books, 1962),
18-19.
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B God: One, Sovereign, Transcendent, Good
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B The Covenant and the Law

B The Hebrew Idea of History

B The Prophets

B The Legacy of the Ancient Jews

Focus Questions

1. In what ways did the Hebrew view of God mark a revolutionary break with Near
Eastern thought?

How did Hebrew religious thought promote the ideas of moral autonomy?
What were the distinguishing features of Hebrew law?
What were the unique achievements of the Hebrew prophets?

Ul

Why are the Hebrews regarded as a principal source of the Western tradition?

A ncient Mesopotamia and Egypt, the birthplaces of the first
civilizations, are not the spiritual ancestors of the West; for the
origins of the Western tradition we must turn to the Hebrews
(Jews) and the Greeks. Both Greeks and Hebrews, of course, ab-
sorbed elements of the civilizations of Mesopotamia and Egypt,
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but what is more significant is how they trans-
formed this inheritance and shaped worldviews
that differed markedly from the outlooks of these
first civilizations. As Egyptologist John A. Wilson
writes,

The Children of Israel built a nation and a
religion on the rejection of things Egyptian.
Not only did they see God as one, but they
ascribed to him consistency of concern for
man and consistency of justice to man. . . .
Like the Greeks, the Hebrews took forms
from their great neighbors; like the Greeks,
they used those forms for very different
purposes.!

In this chapter, we examine one source of
the Western tradition, the Hebrews, whose con-
ception of God broke with the outlook of the
Near East and whose ethical teachings helped
to fashion the Western idea of the dignity of the
individual. <

EARLY HEBREW HISTORY

The Hebrews (Israelites or Jews) originated in
Mesopotamia and migrated to Canaan, a portion
of which was later called Palestine.* The Hebrew
patriarchs—Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, so promi-
nently depicted in the Old Testament—were chief-
tains of seminomadic clans that roamed Palestine
and occasionally journeyed to Mesopotamia and
Egypt. The early Hebrews absorbed some fea-
tures of Mesopotamian civilization. For example,
there are parallels between biblical law and the
Mesopotamian legal tradition. Several biblical
stories, including those of the Garden of Eden and
the Flood, derive from Mesopotamian sources.
The wise sayings of Egyptian teachers have paral-
lels in Hebrew wisdom literature.

According to Hebrew Scriptures, some
Hebrews journeyed from Canaan to Egypt to
be herdsmen and farmers, but they eventually

*Since there is a paucity of references to the early Hebrews
in nonbiblical sources, scholars have to rely almost entirely
on the Hebrew Bible for reconstructing much of the his-
tory of the ancient Israelites. The divergence of scholarly
opinion regarding the Bible’s accuracy and reliability cre-
ates additional uncertainty for the historian.

2 The Hebrews: A New View of God and the Individual

became forced laborers for the Egyptians. Fearful
of turning into permanent slaves of the pharaoh,
the Hebrews yearned for an opportunity to
escape. In the thirteenth century B.C., an extraor-
dinary leader called Moses rose among them and
was accepted as a messenger of God. Leading
the Hebrews in their flight from Egypt, Moses
transformed them during their wanderings in
the wilderness of Sinai into a nation, united and
uplifted by a belief in Yahweh, the one God. The
inspiring biblical narrative of God’s liberation of
the Hebrews from slavery is the fulcrum of Jewish
history.

Some scholars dismiss the Exodus as fiction,
arguing that there is no extrabibical evidence for
the Exodus or even for the presence of Hebrews
in Egypt; while there are abundant Egyptian
hieroglyphics detailing events at the time, none
of them refer specifically to Israelites in Egypt.
Certainly, say these scholars, the flight of thou-
sands of foreigners would have attracted notice.
Moreover, it is highly unlikely that an escape
by a large group of slaves could have succeeded
when Egypt was at the peak of its power. The
biblical account says that Israelites wandered in
the Sinai Desert for forty years, but archeolo-
gists, who have excavated numerous sites in the
Sinai mentioned in the Book of Exodus, have
uncovered no traces of Israelite campsites. These
scholars, known as biblical minimalists, deny
there ever was an Exodus from Egypt. Other
scholars reject this position, holding that there is
evidence of Asiatic slaves toiling in Egypt, some
of whom might have been Hebrews. Moreover,
assert these scholars, ancient Hebrew scribes
would not have concocted and faithfully pre-
served such an inglorious history of enslavement
unless the biblical account contained a core his-
torical truth along with legend, folklore, and
mythic imagery.

The wandering Hebrews returned to Canaan
to rejoin other Hebrew tribes that had not mi-
grated to Egypt. The conquest and colonization
of Canaan was a gradual process that took many
generations. Threatened by the Philistines (origi-
nally from the islands of the Aegean Sea and the
coast of Asia Minor), the twelve Hebrew tribes
united under the leadership of Saul, a charismatic
hero, whom they acclaimed as their first king.
Under Saul’s successor, David, a gifted warrior
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Chronology 2.1 + The Hebrews

1250 B.C. Hebrew exodus from Egypt

1024-1000 Reign of Saul, Israel’s first king

1000-961 Creation of a united monarchy under David

961-922 Reign of Solomon; construction of the first temple

750-430 Age of classical prophecy

722 Kingdom of Israel falls to Assyrians

586 Kingdom of Judah falls to Chaldeans; the temple is destroyed
586-539 Babylonian exile

538 Cyrus of Persia allows exiles to return to Judah

515 B.C. Second temple is dedicated

and poet, the Hebrews (or Israelites) broke the
back of Philistine power and subdued neighbor-
ing peoples.

David’s son Solomon built a royal palace in
Jerusalem and beside it a magnificent temple hon-
oring God. Under Solomon, ancient Israel was at
the height of its political power and prosperity,
but opposition to Solomon’s tax policies and his
favored treatment of the region of Judah in the
south led to the division of the kingdom after his
death in 922 B.c. The tribes loyal to Solomon’s
son belonged to the Kingdom of Judah, whereas
the other tribes organized the northern Kingdom
of Israel.

In 722 B.C., Israel fell to the Assyrians, who
deported many Hebrews to other parts of the
Assyrian empire. These transplanted Hebrews
merged with neighboring peoples and lost their
identity as the people who had made a covenant
with God. By 586 B.c., the Chaldeans had con-
quered Judah, destroyed Solomon’s temple, dev-
astated the land, and deported several thousand
Hebrews to Babylon. This was the darkest
moment in the history of the Hebrews. Their state
was gone, and neighboring peoples had overrun
their land; their holy temple, built during the
reign of King Solomon, was in ruins; thousands
had died in battle, had been executed or had fled
to Egypt and other lands; and thousands more
were in exile in Babylon. This exile is known as
the Babylonian Captivity.

Still, the Hebrews, now commonly called Jews,
survived as a people—a fact that is a marvel of
history. Although many of the exiles in Babylon
assimilated Babylonian ways, some remained
faithful to their God, Yahweh, and to the Law of
Moses, and they longed to return to their home-
land. Thus, their faith enabled them to endure
conquest and exile. When the Persians conquered
Babylon, King Cyrus, in 538 B.C., permitted the
exiles to return to Judah, now a Persian province,
and to rebuild the temple.

The Jews regained their independence in the
second century B.C.; however, in the next cen-
tury their land fell within the Roman orbit. After
failed revolutions in the first and second centuries
A.D., they became a dispersed people. But they
never relinquished their commitment to God and
his Law as recorded in the Hebrew Scriptures.
Called Tanak by Jews (and the Old Testament by
Christians), these Scriptures consist of thirty-nine
books by several authors who lived in different
centuries. Jews call the first five books—Genesis,
Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy—
the Torah (which originally meant “teaching”
or “instruction”). Often the Torah is referred to
as the Pentateuch, a Greek word meaning “five
books.”

The Hebrew Scriptures represent Jewish writ-
ten and oral tradition dating from about 1250 to
150 B.c. The record of more than a thousand years
of ancient Jewish life, they include Jewish laws,
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A DEAD SEA SCcrOLL, JUDEA, SECOND CENTURY B.C. God’s law, as recorded in
the Holy Scriptures, still remains a unifying force among Jews. Many ancient
Hebrew scrolls were found in caves near the west bank of the Dead Sea beginning
in the late 1940s. The scroll depicted here contains the earliest existing copy of
a complete Hebrew text of the book of the prophet Isaiah. It barely differs from

more modern manuscripts.

wisdom, hopes, legends, and literary expressions.
In describing an ancient people’s efforts to com-
prehend the ways of God, the Scriptures empha-
size and value the human experience; their heroes
are not demigods but human beings. The Scrip-
tures depict human strength as well as weakness.
Some passages exhibit cruelty and unseemly re-
venge against the enemies of Israel and apostates,
but others express the highest ethical values.
Compiled by religious devotees, not research
historians, the Hebrew Scriptures understand-
ably contain factual errors, imprecisions, and
discrepancies. However, they also offer passages
of reliable history, and historians find these Scrip-
tures an indispensable source for studying the
ancient Near East. Students of literature explore
the Old Testament for its poetry, legends, and

themes, all of which are an integral part of the
Western literary tradition. But it is as a work of
religious inspiration that the Hebrew Bible attains
its profoundest importance. As set forth there,
the Hebrew idea of God and his relationship to
human beings is one of the foundations of the
Western tradition.

GobD: ONE, SOVEREIGN,
TRANSCENDENT, GOOD
Monotheism, the belief in one God, became

the central force in the life of the Hebrews and
marked a profound break with Near Eastern
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religious thought. Near Eastern gods were not
truly free; their power was not without limits. Un-
like Yahweh, Near Eastern gods were not eternal
but were born or created; they issued from some
prior realm. They were also subject to biologi-
cal conditions, requiring food, drink, sleep, and
sexual gratification. Sometimes they became ill or
grew old or died. When they behaved wickedly,
they had to answer to fate, which demanded pun-
ishment as retribution; even the gods were subject
to fate’s power.

The Hebrews regarded God as fully sover-
eign. He ruled all and was subject to nothing. The
Hebrews believed that nothing preceded God in
time or surpassed him in power. They saw God as
eternal and omnipotent, as the source of all in the
universe, and as having a supreme will.

Whereas Near Eastern divinities dwelt within
nature, the Hebrew God was transcendent, above
nature and not a part of it. Yahweh was not iden-
tified with any natural force and did not dwell
in a particular place in heaven or on earth. Since
God was the creator and ruler of nature, there
was no place for a sun god, a moon god, a god
in the river, or a demon in the storm. Nature was
God’s creation, but was not itself divine. The
stars and planets were creations of Yahweh, not
divinities or the abodes of divinities. The He-
brews neither regarded them with awe nor wor-
shiped them.

The removal of the gods from nature—the
demythicizing of nature—is a necessary prerequi-
site for scientific thought. But concerned as they
were with religion and morality, the Hebrews did
not create theoretical science. As testimony to
God’s greatness, nature inspired them to sing the
praises of the Lord; it invoked worship of God,
not scientific curiosity. When they gazed at the
heavens, they did not seek to discover mathemat-
ical relationships but admired God’s magnificent
handiwork. They did not view nature as a sys-
tem governed by self-operating physical prin-
ciples or natural law. Rather, they saw the rising
sun, spring rain, summer heat, and winter cold
as God intervening in an orderly manner in his
creation. The Hebrews, unlike the Greeks, were
not philosophical or scientific thinkers. They
were concerned with God’s will, not the human
intellect; with the feelings of the heart, not the
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power of the mind; with righteous behavior, not
abstract thought.

Unlike the Greeks, the Hebrews did not
speculate about the origins of all things and the
operations of nature; they knew that God had
created everything. For the Hebrews, God’s ex-
istence was based on religious conviction, not
on rational inquiry; on revelation, not reason.
It was the Greeks, not the Hebrews, who origi-
nated self-conscious, systematic, rational thought.
But Christianity, born of Judaism, retained the
Hebrew view of a transcendent God and the
orderliness of his creation concepts that could
accommodate Greek science.

The Hebrews also did not speculate about
God’s nature. They knew only that he was good
and that he made ethical demands on his peo-
ple, who were obligated to imitate God’s holi-
ness. Unlike Near Eastern gods, Yahweh was
not driven by lust or motivated by evil but was
“merciful and gracious, long-suffering, and abun-
dant in goodness and truth . . . forgiving inequity
and transgression and sin” (Psalm 145:8).2 In
contrast to pagan gods, who were indifferent to
human beings, Yahweh was attentive to human
needs. By asserting that God was one, sovereign,
transcendent, and good, the Hebrews effected a
religious revolution that separated them entirely
from the worldview held by the other peoples of
the ancient Near East.

THE INDIVIDUAL AND MORAL
AUTONOMY

This new conception of God made possible a
new awareness of the individual, who was seen
as the culmination and centerpiece of God’s
creation. Created in the image of God, the hu-
man being is unique, qualitatively different from
the rest of animate nature. Only the human
being has the power of volition, the power to
make choices. The Hebrews believed that God,
who possessed total freedom himself, had be-
stowed on his people moral freedom—the ca-
pacity to take responsibility for one’s conduct
and to choose between good and evil. Thus, in
confronting God, the Hebrews developed an
awareness of self, or I: the individual became
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conscious of his or her own person, moral
autonomy, and personal worth.

Fundamental to Hebrew belief was the in-
sistence that God did not create people to be
his slaves. The Hebrews regarded God with awe
and humility, with respect and fear, but they did
not believe that God wanted people to grovel
before him; rather, he wanted them to ful-
fill their moral potential by freely making the
choice to follow or not to follow God’s Law.
Thus, in creating men and women in his own
image, God made them autonomous and sover-
eign. In God’s plan for the universe, human be-
ings were the highest creation, subordinate only
to God. Of all his creations, only they had been
given the freedom to choose between righteous-
ness and wickedness, between “life and good,
and death and evil” (Deuteronomy 30:15).3
But having the power to choose freely, men and
women must bear the responsibility for their
choice.

God demanded that the Hebrews have no
other gods and that they make no images
“nor any manner of likeness, of any thing that
is in heaven above, or that is in the earth be-
neath, . . . thou shalt not bow down unto them
nor serve them” (Exodus 20:4-5). The Hebrews
believed that the worship of idols deprived peo-
ple of their freedom and dignity; people cannot
be fully human if they surrender themselves to
a lifeless idol. Hence, the Hebrews rejected im-
ages and all other forms of idolatry. A crucial
element of Near Eastern religion was the use of
images—art forms that depicted divinities—but
the Hebrews believed that God, the Supreme
Being, could not be represented by pictures
or sculpture fashioned by human hands. The
Hebrews rejected entirely the belief that an
image possessed divine powers, which could be
manipulated for human advantage. Ethical con-
siderations, not myth or magic, were central to
Hebrew religious life.

By making God the center of life, Hebrews
could become free moral agents; no person,
no human institution, and no human tradition
could claim their souls. Because God alone was
the supreme value in the universe, only he was
worthy of worship. Thus, to give ultimate loy-
alty to a king or a general violated God’s stern
warning against the worship of false gods. The
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first concern of the Hebrews was righteousness,
not power, fame, or riches, which were only idols
and would impoverish a person spiritually and
morally.

There was, however, a condition to freedom.
For the Hebrews, people were not free to create
their own moral precepts, their own standards
of right and wrong. Freedom meant voluntary
obedience to commands that originated with
God. Evil and suffering were not caused by blind
fate, malevolent demons, or arbitrary gods; they
resulted from people’s disregard of God’s com-
mandments. The dilemma is that in possessing
freedom of choice, human beings are also free to
disobey God, to commit sin, which leads to suf-
fering and death. Thus, in the Genesis story, Adam
and Eve were punished for disobeying God in the
Garden of Eden.

For the Hebrews, to know God was not to
comprehend him intellectually, to define him,
or to prove his existence; to know God was
to be righteous and loving, merciful and just.
When men and women loved God, the Hebrews
believed, they were uplifted and improved.
Gradually, they learned to overcome the worst
elements of human nature and to treat people
with respect and compassion. The Jews came
to interpret the belief that human beings were
created in God’s image to mean that each indi-
vidual has a divine spark in him or her, giving
every person a unique dignity that cannot be
taken away.

Through their devotion to God, the Hebrews
asserted the value and autonomy of human be-
ings. Thus, the Hebrews conceived the idea of
moral freedom: that each individual is respon-
sible for his or her own actions. These concepts
of human dignity and moral autonomy, which
Christianity inherited, are at the core of the Western
tradition.

THE COVENANT AND THE LAW

Central to Hebrew religious thought and deci-
sive in Hebrew history was the covenant, God’s
special agreement with the Hebrew people: if
they obeyed his commands, they would “be unto
Me a kingdom of priests, and a holy nation”
(Exodus 19:6). By this act, the Israelites as a
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nation accepted God’s lordship. Justice was
the central theme of Old Testament ethics.
The Israelites, liberated from slavery by a righ-
teous and compassionate God, had a moral re-
sponsibility to overcome injustice and to care for
the poor, the weak, and the oppressed.

The Hebrews came to see themselves as a
unique nation, a “chosen people,” for God had
given them a special honor, a profound opportu-
nity, and (as they could never forget) an awesome
responsibility. The Hebrews did not claim that God
had selected them because they were better than
other peoples or because they had done anything
special to deserve God’s election. They believed
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that God had selected them to receive the Law,
including the Ten Commandments, so that their
nation would set an example of righteous behav-
ior and ultimately make God and his moral com-
mands known to the other nations. This divinely
assigned responsibility to be the moral teachers of
humanity weighed heavily on the Hebrews.
Israelite law incorporated many elements from
Near Eastern legal codes and oral traditions. But
by making people more important than property,
by expressing mercy toward the oppressed, and
by rejecting the idea that law should treat the
poor and the rich differently, Israelite law dem-
onstrated a greater ethical awareness and a more

Art Resource, N.Y.

WALL PAINTING FROM THE SYNAGOGUE OF DURA-EUROPOS, ROMAN SYRIA,
Earty TaRD CENTURY A.D. Although a strict prohibition of the use of images
inhibited representational art among the Hebrews, in Hellenistic times scenes
from Hebrew history appeared on the walls and floors of Jewish synagogues.
Here the prophet Samuel is depicted anointing David as king of Israel.
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humane spirit than other legal codes of the Near
East as the following passage illustrates:

Ye shall not steal; neither shall ye deal falsely,
nor lie to one another. . . . Thou shalt not
oppress thy neighbour nor rob him. . . .

Ye shall do no unrighteousness in judgment;
thou shalt not respect [be partial to] the
person of the poor, nor favour the person of
the mighty; but in righteousness shalt thou
judge thy neighbor. . . . And if a stranger
sojourn with thee in your land, ye shall not
do him wrong. The stranger that sojourneth
with you shall be unto you as the home
born among you, and thou shalt love him as
thyself. (Leviticus 19:11, 13, 15, 33, 34)

While biblical law valued human life and was
concerned with human welfare, it also contained
provisions that shock us as cruel, for example,
ordering the slaughter of the enemy in war, the
stoning to death of one’s family members who
chose to serve other gods, and the execution of
homosexuals. It is not known to what extent
these commands were actually carried out. Over
the centuries, however, there arose an oral and in-
terpretive tradition that made the written law less
rigid and led the Hebrews to adapt to changing
cultural traditions.

Like other Near Eastern societies, the Jews
placed women in a subordinate position. The hus-
band was considered his wife’s master, and she
often addressed him as a servant or subject would
speak to a superior. A husband could divorce his
wife, but she could not divorce him. Only when
there was no male heir could a wife inherit prop-
erty from her husband or a daughter from her
father. Outside the home, women were not re-
garded as competent witnesses in court and played
a lesser role than men in organized worship.

On the other hand, the Jews also showed re-
spect for women. Wise women and prophetesses
like Judith and Deborah were esteemed by the
community and consulted by its leaders. Prophets
compared God’s love for the Hebrews with a hus-
band’s love for his wife. Jewish law regarded the
woman as a person, not as property who could
be bartered. And women were never barred from
worshipping God. Even female captives taken in
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war were not to be abused or humiliated. The
law required a husband to respect and support
his wife and never to strike her. One of the Ten
Commandments called for honoring both father
and mother.

THE HEBREW IDEA OF HISTORY

Their idea of God made the Hebrews aware of the
crucial importance of historical time. Holidays
commemorating such specific historical events as
the Exodus from Egypt, the receiving of the Ten
Commandments on Mount Sinai, and the de-
struction of Solomon’s temple kept the past alive
and vital. Egyptians and Mesopotamians did not
have a similar awareness of the uniqueness of a
given event; to them, today’s events were repeti-
tions of events experienced by their ancestors. To
the Jews, the Exodus and the covenant at Mount
Sinai were singular, nonrepetitive occurrences,
decisive in shaping their national history. This
historical uniqueness and importance of events
derived from the idea of a universal God who is
profoundly involved in human affairs—a God
who cares, teaches, and punishes.

The Jews valued the future as well as the past.
Regarding human history as a process leading
to a goal, they envisioned a great day when God
would establish on earth a glorious age of peace,
prosperity, happiness, and human brotherhood.
This utopian notion has become deeply embedded
in Western thought.

The Hebrews saw history as the work of God;
it was a divine drama filled with sacred meaning
and moral significance. Historical events revealed
the clash of human wills with God’s commands.
Through history’s specific events, God’s pres-
ence was disclosed and his purpose made known.
When the Hebrews suffered conquest and exile,
they interpreted these events as divine retribu-
tion for violating God’s Law and as punishment
for their stubbornness, sinfulness, and rebellious-
ness. For the Hebrews, history also revealed God’s
compassion and concern. Thus, the Lord liber-
ated Moses and the Israelites at the Red Sea and
appointed prophets to plead for the poor and
the oppressed. Because historical events revealed
God’s attitude toward human beings, these events
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possessed spiritual meaning and therefore were
worth recording, evaluating, and remembering.

THE PROPHETS

Jewish history was marked by the emergence
of spiritually inspired persons called propbhets,
who felt compelled to act as God’s messengers.
The prophets believed that God had commanded
them to speak and had legitimated their words.
The flowering of the prophetic movement—the
age of classical, or literary, prophecy—began in
the eighth century B.c. Among the prophets were
Amos, a shepherd from Judea in the south; his
younger contemporary, Hosea, from Israel in
the north; Isaiah of Jerusalem; and Jeremiah,
who witnessed the siege of Jerusalem by the
Chaldeans in the early sixth century B.c. The
prophets cared nothing for money or posses-
sions, feared no one, not even the powerful, and
preached without invitation. Often emerging in
times of social distress and moral confusion, they
exhorted the entire nation to make God’s moral
commands central to its existence and taught
that when people forgot God and made them-
selves the center of all things, they would bring
disaster on themselves and their community. The
prophets saw national misfortune as an opportu-
nity for penitence and reform.

In attacking oppression, cruelty, greed, and
exploitation, the classical prophets added a new
dimension to Israel’s religious development.
These prophets were responding to problems
emanating from Israel’s changed social structure.
A tribal society generally lacks class distinctions,
but this situation had been altered by the rise of
Hebrew kings, the expansion of commerce, and
the growth of cities. By the eighth century, there
was a significant disparity between the wealthy
and the poor. Small farmers in debt to moneylend-
ers faced the loss of their land or even bondage;
the poor were often dispossessed by the greedy
wealthy. To the prophets, these social evils were
religious sins that would bring ruin to Israel, for
God, who intervenes in human affairs, punished
the unjust community. In the name of God, they
denounced the greed and pomp of the heartless
rich and the hypocrisy of pious Jews who wor-
shiped in the prescribed manner but neglected
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their social obligations to their neighbor. The pur-
pose of worship and ritual was to instill in human
beings a passion for justice. God is compassion-
ate, the prophets insisted. He cares for all, espe-
cially the poor, the unfortunate, the suffering, and
the defenseless.

Prophets also denounced people whose princi-
pal concern was the accumulation of possessions
and wealth. These objects are only transient, said
Isaiah, “but the word of God will stand forever”
(Isaiah 40:8).

Prophets stressed the direct spiritual-ethical
encounter between the individual and God. The
inner person concerned them more than the outer
forms of religious activity. Holding that the es-
sence of the covenant was righteousness, the
prophets criticized priests whose commitment to
rites and rituals was not supported by a deeper
spiritual insight or a zeal for morality in daily
life. To the prophets, an ethical sin was far worse
than a ritual omission. To live unjustly, to mistreat
one’s neighbors, to act without compassion—
these actions violated God’s Law and endangered
the entire social order.

The prophets thus helped shape a social con-
science that has become part of the Western tra-
dition. They held out the hope that life on earth
could be improved, that poverty and injustice
need not be accepted as part of an unalterable
natural order, and that the individual was capable
of elevating himself or herself morally and could
respect the dignity of others.

Two tendencies were present in Hebrew
thought: parochialism and universalism.
Parochial-mindedness stressed the special nature,
destiny, and needs of the chosen people, a nation
set apart from others. This narrow, tribal outlook
was offset by universalism: a concern for all hu-
manity, which found expression in those prophets
who envisioned the unity of all people under God.
All people were equally precious to God.

The prophets were not pacifists, particularly
if a war was being waged against the enemies of
Yahweh. But some prophets denounced war as
obscene and looked forward to its elimination.
They maintained that when people glorify force,
they dehumanize their opponents, brutalize them-
selves, and dishonor God. When violence rules,
there can be no love of God and no regard for the
individual.
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2 The Hebrews: A New View of God and the Individual

Primary Source

Isaiah and Social Justice

The prophets’ insistence that rituals were not the
essence of the Law and their passion for righ-
teousness are voiced in the Scriptures by Isaiah of
Jerusalem, who lived in the mid-eighth century B.c.
Scholars agree that Isaiah of Jerusalem did not
write all sixty-six chapters that make up the book
of Isaiah. Some material appears to have been
written by his disciples and interpreters, and
Chapters 40 to 55, which were composed two cen-
turies later, are attributed to a person given the
name Second Isaiah. The following verses come
from Isaiah of Jerusalem.

“What to me is the multitude of your
sacrifices?
says the Lorb;
I have had enough of burnt offerings of rams
and the fat of the fed beasts;
I do not delight in the blood of bulls, or of
lambs, or of he-goats . . .
13Bring no more vain offerings;
incense is an abomination to me.
New moon and sabbath and the calling of
assemblies—
I cannot endure iniquity and solemn
assembly.
Your new moons and your appointed feasts
my soul hates;
they have become a burden to me;
I am weary of bearing them.
5When you spread forth your hands,
I will hide my eyes from you;
even though you make many prayers,
I will not listen;
your hands are full of blood.

16Wash yourselves; make yourselves clean;
remove the evil of your doings from before
my eyes;

cease to do evil,
"earn to do good;

seek justice,

defend the fatherless,
plead for the widow.
(Isaiah 1)

Isaiah denounces the rich and the powerful for
exploiting the poor.

13The Lorp has taken his place to contend, he
stands to judge his people.

“The Lorp enters into judgement with the
elders and princes of his people:

“It is you who have devoured the vineyard, the
spoil of the poor is in your houses.

5What do you mean by crushing my people, by
grinding the face of the poor?”

says the Lorp Gobp of hosts.

(Isaiah 3)

Question for Analysis

1. Discuss the following statement: for Isaiah,
ethical conduct was preferable to ritual acts
as a way to worship God.

Scripture quotations are from the Revised Standard
Version of the Bible, copyright © 1946, 1952, and
1971, National Council of the Churches of Christ in
the USA.

The prophets’ universalism was accompa-
nied by an equally profound awareness of the
individual and his or her intrinsic worth. Before
the prophets, virtually all religious tradition had
been produced communally and anonymously.
The prophets, however, spoke as fearless indi-
viduals who, by affixing their signatures to their

thoughts, fully bore the responsibility for their
religious inspiration and conviction.

In coming to regard God’s Law as a command
to conscience, an appeal to the inner person, the
prophets heightened the awareness of the human
personality. They indicated that the individual
could not know God by merely following edicts
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and performing rituals; the individual must ex-
perience God. Precisely this I-Thou relationship
could make the individual fully conscious of self
and could deepen and enrich his or her own per-
sonality. During the Exodus, the Hebrews were
a tribal people who obeyed the Law largely out
of awe and group compulsion. By the prophets’
time, the Jews appeared to be autonomous indi-
viduals who heeded the Law because of a deliber-
ate, conscious inner commitment.

The ideals proclaimed by the prophets helped
sustain the Jews throughout their long and often
painful historical odyssey, and they remain a vital
force for Jews today. Incorporated into the teach-
ings of Jesus, these ideals, as part of Christianity,
are embedded in the Western tradition.

THE LEGACY OF THE
ANCIENT JEWS

For the Jews, monotheism had initiated a process
of self-discovery and self-realization unmatched
by other peoples of the Near East. The great value
that Westerners place on the individual and on
human dignity derives in part from the ancient
Hebrews, who held that men and women were
created in God’s image and possessed free will
and a conscience answerable to God. Inherited
by Christianity, the prophets’ teachings constitute
the core principles of Western morality, and their
command to the power structure not to abuse its
authority but to pursue justice continues to in-
spire reformers.

Throughout the centuries the Jewish Bible,
with its view of God, human nature, divine
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NOTES

1. John A. Wilson, “Egypt—the Kingdom of the
“Two Lands,” in At the Dawn of Civilization,
ed. E. A. Speiser (New Brunswick, N.].: Rutgers
University Press, 1964), 267-268. Vol. I in The
World History of the Jewish People.
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Notes

punishment, the pursuit of righteousness, and
social justice, has played a pivotal and profound
role in Jewish life. Moreover, its significance has
transcended the Jewish experience; it is also a cor-
nerstone of Western civilization. Christianity, the
essential religion of Western civilization, emerged
from ancient Judaism, and the links between the
two, including monotheism, moral autonomy,
prophetic values, and the Hebrew Scriptures as
the Word of God, are numerous and strong. The
historical Jesus cannot be understood without ex-
amining his Jewish background, and his follow-
ers appealed to the Hebrew Scriptures in order to
demonstrate the validity of their beliefs. For these
reasons, we talk of a Judeo-Christian tradition as
an essential component of Western civilization.

The Hebrew vision of a future messianic age,
a golden age of peace and social justice, is at
the root of the Western idea of progress—that
people can build a more just society, that there
is a reason to be hopeful about the future. This
way of perceiving the world has greatly influ-
enced modern reform movements. People longing
to escape from oppression—African Americans
in particular—have found inspiration in the
Hebrews’ deliverance from bondage in Egypt, the
theme of Exodus.

In seeking to comprehend their relationship to
God, the writers of the Hebrew Scriptures pro-
duced a treasury of themes, stories, and models of
literary style and craftsmanship that have been a
source of inspiration for Western religious think-
ers, novelists, poets, and artists to the present day.
Historians and archaeologists find the Hebrew
Scriptures a valuable source in their efforts to
reconstruct Near Eastern history.
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2. From The Holy Scriptures (Philadelphia: The
Jewish Publication Society of America, 1917).

3. From The Holy Scriptures (Philadelphia: The
Jewish Publication Society of America, 1917).
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