WESTERN CIVILIZATION TO 1300

ALTHOUGH EARLY CIVILIZATIONS emerged in dif-
ferent parts of the world, the foundations of Western civili-
zation were laid by the Mesopotamians and the Egyptians.
They developed cities and struggled with the problems of
organized states. They developed writing to keep records
and created literature. They constructed monumental archi-
tecture to please their gods, sym-
bolize their power, and preserve
their culture. They developed
political, military, social, and reli-
gious structures to deal with the
basic problems of human exis-
tenceand organization. These first
literate civilizations left detailed
records that allow us to view how
they grappled with three of the fundamental problems that
humans have pondered: the nature of human relationships,
the nature of the universe, and the role of divine forces in
that cosmos. Although later peoples in Western civiliza-
tion would provide different answers from those of the
Mesopotamians and Egyptians, it was they who first posed
the questions, gave answers, and wrote them down. Human
memory begins with these two civilizations.

By 1500 B.C.E.,, much of the creative impulse of the
Mesopotamian and Egyptian civilizations was beginning to
wane. The entry of new peoples known as Indo-Europeans
who moved into Asia Minor and Anatolia (modern Turkey)
led to the creation of a Hittite kingdom that entered into
conflict with the Egyptians. The invasion of the Sea Peoples
around 1200 B.C.E., however, destroyed the Hittites, severely
weakened the Egyptians, and created a power vacuum that
allowed a patchwork of petty kingdoms and city-states to
emerge, especially in the area of Syria and Palestine. All
of them were eventually overshadowed by the rise of the
great empires of the Assyrians, Chaldeans, and Persians.
The Assyrian Empire was the first to unite almost all of the
ancient Near East. Far larger was the empire of the Great
Kings of Persia. Although it owed much to the administra-
tive organization developed by the Assyrians, the Persian
Empire had its own peculiar strengths. Persian rule was tol-
erant as well as efficient. Conquered peoples were allowed
to keep their own religions, customs, and methods of doing
business. The many years of peace that the Persian Empire
brought to the Near East facilitated trade and the gen-
eral well-being of its peoples. Many Near Eastern peoples
expressed gratitude for being subjects of the Great Kings of
Persia.

The Israelites were one of these peoples. Never numer-
ous, they created no empire and were dominated by the
Assyrians, Chaldeans, and Persians. Nevertheless, they left

a spiritual legacy that influenced much of the later devel-
opment of Western civilization. The evolution of Hebrew
monotheism (belief in a single
god) created in Judaism one
of the world’s great religions;
it influenced the development
of both Christianity and Islam.
When we speak of the Judeo-
Christian heritage of Western
civilization, we refer not only to
the concept of monotheism but also to ideas of law, moral-
ity, and social justice that have become important parts of
Western culture.

On the western fringes of the Persian Empire, another rela-
tively small group of people, the Greeks, were creating cultural
and political ideals that would also have an important impact
on Western civilization. The first Greek civilization, known
as the Mycenaean, took shape around 1600 B.C.E. and fell to
new Greek-speaking invaders five hundred years later. By the
eighth century B.C.E., the polis or city-state had become the
chief focus of Greek life. Loyalty to the polis created a close-
lknit community but also divided Greece into a host of inde-
pendent states. Two of them, Sparta and Athens, became the
most important. They were very different, however. Sparta
created a closed, highly disciplined society, while Athens
moved toward an open, democratic civilization.

The Classical Age in Greece (c. 500—338 B.C.E.) began with
a mighty confrontation between the Greeks and the Persian
Empire. After their victory over the Persians, the Greeks
began to divide into two large alliances, one headed by Sparta
and the other by Athens. Athens created a naval empire and
flourished during the age of Pericles, but fear of Athens led
to the Great Peloponnesian War between Sparta and Athens
and their allies. For all of their brilliant accomplishments, the
Greeks were unable to rise above the divisions and rivalries
that caused them to fight each other and undermine their
own civilization.

The accomplishments of the Greeks formed the foun-
tainhead of Western culture. Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle
established the foundations of
Western philosophy. Our liter-
ary forms are largely derived
from Greek poetry and drama.
Greek notions of harmony,
proportion, and beauty have
remained the touchstones for
all subsequent Western art. A
rational method of inquiry, so important to modern sci-
ence, was conceived in ancient Greece. Many of our politi-
cal terms are Greek in origin, and so are our concepts of
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the rights and duties of citizenship, especially as they were
conceived in Athens, the first great democracy. Especially
during their Classical period, the Greeks raised and debated
fundamental questions about the purpose of human exis-
tence, the structure of human society, and the nature of the
universe that have concerned Western thinkers ever since.

While the Greek city-states were pursuing their squabbles,
to their north a new and powerful kingdom—Macedonia—
emerged. Under King Philip II, the Macedonians defeated a
Greek allied army in 338 B.C.E. and then consolidated their
control over the Greek peninsula. Although the independent
Greek city-states lost their freedom when they were con-
quered by the Macedonians, Greek culture did not die. Under
the leadership of Alexander the Great, son of Philip II, both
Macedonians and Greeks invaded and conquered the Persian
Empire. In the conquered lands, Greeks and non-Greeks
established a series of kingdoms (known as the Hellenistic
kingdoms) and inaugurated the Hellenistic era.

The Hellenistic period was, in its own way, a vibrant one.
New cities arose and flourished. New philosophical ideas cap-
tured the minds of many. Significant achievements occurred
in art, literature, and science. Greek culture spread through-
out the Near East and made an impact wherever it was car-
ried. In some areas of the Hellenistic world, queens played
an active role in political life, and many upper-class women
found new avenues for expressing themselves. Although the
Hellenistic era achieved a degree of political stability, by the
late third century B.C.E., signs of decline were beginning to
multiply, and the growing power of Rome would eventually
endanger the Hellenistic world.

Sometime in the eighth century B.C.E., a group of Latin-
speaking people built a small community called Rome on
the Tiber River in Ttaly. Between 509 and 264 B.C.E., this city
expanded and united almost all of Italy under its control.
Even more dramatically, between 264 and 133 B.C.E., Rome
expanded to the west and east and became master of the
Mediterranean Sea.

After 133 B.C.E., however, Rome’s republican institu-
tions proved inadequate for the task of ruling an empire.
In the breakdown that ensued, ambitious individuals saw
opportunities for power unpar-
alleled in Roman history and
succumbed to the temptations.
After a series of bloody civil
wars, peace was finally achieved
when Octavian defeated Antony
and Cleopatra. Octavian, who
came to be known by the title of
Augustus, created a new system
of government that seemed to
preserve the Republic while establishing the basis for a new
system that would rule the empire in an orderly fashion.

After a century of internal upheaval, Augustus estab-
lished a new order that began the Roman Empire, which
experienced peace and prosperity between 14 and 180.
During this era, trade flourished and the provinces were
governed efficiently. In the course of the third century,
however, the Roman Empire came near to collapse due to
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invasions, civil wars, and economic decline. Although the
emperors Diocletian and Constantine brought new life to
the so-called Late Empire at the beginning of the fourth
century, their efforts shored up the empire only temporar-
ily. In the course of the fifth century, the empire divided
into western and eastern parts.

The Roman Empire was the largest empire in antiquity.
Using their practical skills, the Romans produced achieve-
ments in language, law, engineering, and government
that were bequeathed to the future. The Romance lan-
guages of today (French, Italian, Spanish, Portuguese, and
Romanian) are based on Latin. Western practices of impar-
tial justice and trial by jury owe much to Roman law. As
great builders, the Romans left monuments to their skills
throughout Europe, some of which, such as aqueducts and
roads, are still in use today. Aspects of Roman administra-
tive practices survived in the Western world for centuries.
The Romans also preserved the intellectual heritage of the
ancient world.

Duringitslast two hundred years, the Roman world under-
went a slow transformation with the spread of Christianity.
The rise of Christianity marked an important break with the
dominant values of the Roman world. Christianity began as a
small Jewish sect, but under the guidance of Paul of Tarsus it
became a world religion that appealed to both Jews and non-
Jews. Despite persecution by Roman authorities, Christianity
grew and became widely accepted by the fourth century. At
the end of that century, it was made the official state religion
of the Roman Empire,

The period of late antiquity that saw the disintegration
of the western part of the Roman Empire also witnessed
the emergence of a new European civilization in the Early
Middle Ages. This early medieval civilization was formed by
the coalescence of three major elements: the Germanic peo-
pleswho moved into the western part
of the empire and established new
kingdoms, the continuing attraction
of the Greco-Roman cultural legacy,
and the Christian church. Politically,
a new series of Germanic kingdoms
emerged in western Europe. Each
fused Roman and Germanic elements
to create a new society. The Christian church (or Roman
Catholic Church, as it came to be called in the west) played
a crucial role in the growth of the new European civiliza-
tion. The church developed an organized government under
the leadership of the pope. [t also assimilated the classical
tradition and through its clergy brought Christianized civi-
lization to the Germanic tribes. Especially important were
the monks and nuns who led the way in converting the
Germanic peoples in Europe to Christianity.

At the end of the eighth century, a new kingdom—the
Carolingian Empire—came to control much of western and
central Europe, especially during the reign of Charlemagne.
In the long run, the creation of a western empire fostered
the idea of a distinct European identity and marked a
shift of power from the south to the north. Italy and the
Mediterranean had been the center of the Roman Empire.




The lands north of the Alps now became the political center
of Europe, and increasingly, Europe emerged as the focus
and center of Western civilization.

Building on a fusion of Germanic, classical, and
Christian elements, the Carolingian Empire was well
governed but was held together primarily by personal
loyalty to the strong king. The economy of the eighth
and ninth centuries was based
almost entirely on farming, which
proved inadequate to maintain
a large monarchical system. As a
result, a new political and military
order—known as fief-holding—
subsequently evolved to become an
integral part of the political world
of the Middle Ages. Fief-holding was
characterized by a decentralization

of political power, in which lords
exercised legal, administrative, and military power. This
transferred public power into many private hands and
seemed to provide security that the weak central govern-
ment could not provide.

The new European civilization that had emerged in the
ninth and tenth centuries began to come into its own in the
cleventh and twelfth centuries, and Europeans established
new patterns that reached their high point in the thirteenth
century. The High Middle Ages (1000-1300) was a period
of recovery and growth for Western civilization, character-
ized by a greater sense of security and a burst of energy and
enthusiasm. Climatic improvements that produced better
growing conditions, an expansion of cultivated land, and
technological changes combined to enable Europe’s food
supply to increase significantly after 1000. This increase in
agricultural production helped sustain a dramatic rise in
population that was physically apparent in the expansion of
towns and cities.

The development of trade and the rise of cities added
a dynamic new element to the civilization of the High
Middle Ages. Trading activities flourished first in north-
ern Italy and Flanders and then spread outward from
these centers. In the late tenth
and eleventh centuries, this
renewal of commercial life led
to a revival of cities. Old Roman
sites came back to life, and new
towns arose at major cross-
roads or natural harbors favor-
able to trading activities. By
the twelfth and thirteenth cen-
turies, both the urban centers and the urban population
of Europe were experiencing a dramatic expansion. The
revival of trade, the expansion of towns and cities, and
the development of a money economy did not mean the

end of a predominantly rural European society, but they
did open the door to new ways to make a living and new
opportunities for people to expand and enrich their lives.
Eventually, they created the foundations for the develop-
ment of a predominantly urban industrial society.

During the High Middle Ages, European society was
dominated by a landed aristocracy whose primary func-
tion was to fight. These nobles built innumerable castles
that gave a distinctive look to the countryside. Although
lords and vassals seemed forever mired in endless petty
conflicts, over time medieval kings began to exert a cen-
tralizing authority and inaugurated the process of devel-
oping new kinds of monarchical
states. By the thirteenth century,
European monarchs were solidi-
fying their governmental institu-
tions in pursuit of greater power.
The nobles, who rationalized their
warlike attitudes by calling them-
selves the defenders of Christian
society, continued to dominate
the medieval world politically,
economically, and socially. But quietly and surely, within
this world of castles and private power, kings gradu-
ally began to extend their public powers and developed
the machinery of government that would enable them
to become the centers of political authority in Europe.
The actions of these medieval monarchs laid the foun-
dation for the European kingdoms that in one form or
another have dominated the European political scene
ever since.

During the High Middle Ages, the power of both
nobles and kings was often overshadowed by the author-
ity of the Catholic Church, perhaps the dominant institu-
tion of the High Middle Ages. In the Early Middle Ages,
the Catholic Church had shared in the challenge of new
growth by reforming itself and striking out on a path
toward greater papal power, both within the church and
over European society. The High Middle Ages witnessed
a spiritual renewal that led to numerous and even diver-
gent paths: revived papal leadership, the development
of centralized administrative machinery that buttressed
papal authority, and new dimensions to the religious life
of the clergy and laity. A wave of religious enthusiasm in
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries led to the formation
of new religious orders that worked to provide for the
needs of the people, especially their concern for achiev-
ing salvation.

The economic, political, and religious growth of the
High Middle Ages also gave European society a new con-
fidence that enabled it to look beyond its borders to the
lands and empires of the east. Only a confident Europe
could have undertaken the Crusades, a concerted military
offort to recover the Holy Land of the Near East from the
Muslims.

Western assurance and energy, S0 crucial to the Crusades,
were also evident in a burst of intellectual and artistic
activity. New educational institutions known as universi-
ties came into being in the twelfth century. New literature,
written in the vernacular language, appealed to the growing
number of people in cities or at courts who could read. The
study of theology, “queen of the sciences,” reached a high
point in the work of Thomas Aquinas. At the same time,
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a religious building spree—
especially evident in the great
Romanesque and Gothic cathe-
drals of the age—left the land-
scape bedecked with churches
that were the visible symbols of
Christian Europe’s vitality.
Growth and optimism seemed
to characterize the High Middle Ages, but underneath
the calm exterior lay seeds of discontent and change.
Dissent from church teaching and practices grew in
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the thirteenth century, leading to a climate of fear and
intolerance as the church responded with inquisitorial
instruments to enforce conformity to its teachings. The
breakdown of the old agricultural system and the creation
of new relationships between lords and peasants led to
local peasant uprisings in the late thirteenth century. The
Crusades ended ignominiously with the fall of the last
crusading foothold in the east in 1291. By that time, more
and more signs of ominous troubles were appearing. The
fourteenth century would prove to be a time of crisis for
European civilization.




