CHAPTER 2

THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST: PEOPLES AND EMPIRES 

__________________________________________________

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

After reading this chapter, students should be able to:
· Identify the significance of the Indo-European-speaking peoples.

· Discuss the extent to which the Israelites were able to establish a united state.
· Explain what made the Jewish faith unique in the ancient Near East and how it evolved over time.

· Describe the neighbors of the Israelites and their significance to the development of the Israelites.

· Outline the methods and institutions the Assyrians used to amass and maintain their empires.

· Compare and contrast the methods and institutions used by the Persians to amass and maintain their empires to those of the Assyrians.

CHAPTER OUTLINE
2-1 On the Fringes of Civilization
2-1aThe Impact of the Indo-Europeans

· The Hittite Empire

2-2 The Hebrews: “The Children of Israel”

2-2a Was there a United Kingdom of Israel?


2-2b The Kingdoms of Israel and Judah


2-2c The Spiritual Dimensions of Israel

· “I Am the Lord Your God”: Ruler of the World

· “You Only Have I Chosen”: Covenant and Law

· The Prophets and Rabbis

2-2d The Neighbors of the Israelites

2-3 The Assyrian Empire

2-3a Organization of the Empire

2-3b The Assyrian Military Machine


2-3c Assyrian Society

2-3d Assyrian Culture


2-4 The Persian Empire


2-4a Cyrus the Great (559–530 b.c.e.)


2-4b Expanding the Empire



2-4c Governing the Empire


2-4d The Great King



2-4e Persian Religion

FOCUS QUESTIONS
2-1 On the Fringes of Civilization

What is the significance of the Indo-European-speaking peoples?

2-2 The Hebrews: “The Children of Israel”

To what extent did the Israelites establish a united state, and what became of it? In what ways was the Jewish faith unique in the ancient Near East, and how did it evolve over time? Who were the neighbors of the Israelites, and what was their significance?

2-3 The Assyrian Empire

What methods and institutions did the Assyrians use to amass and maintain their empire?

2-4 The Persian Empire

What methods and institutions did the Persians use to amass and maintain their empire, and how did these methods and institutions differ from those of the Assyrians?
CHAPTER SUMMARY

A characteristic of early European societies was the construction of large stone structures, or megaliths, the most famous being England’s Stonehenge. Indo-European speakers migrated into Europe and the Middle East around 2000 b.c.e. One Indo-European group, the Hittites, established a kingdom in Asia Minor ca. 1700 b.c.e., and during its heyday the Hittite empire was one of the most formidable powers in western Asia, assimilating other cultures into its own. They, like the Egyptians, were attacked by the Sea Peoples and by aggressive tribespeople known as the Gasga, and by 1190 b.c.e., Hittite power had ended.

Because of its later influence on the West and its other monotheistic religions of Christianity and Islam, one of the most significant peoples was the Semitic-speaking Hebrews of ancient Canaan. Much of their early history, from their nomadic beginnings to their sojourn in Egypt and the Exodus from that land under Moses, is found in the Hebrew Bible, which was written down only after 1000 b.c.e. Historians and archaeologists disagree about the historical veracity of the early traditions, but by the end of the second millennium b.c.e. they had emerged as an identifiable people. If a united kingdom existed under Saul, David, and Solomon, it was not as powerful or as well organized as the Hebrew Bible indicates. Two smaller kingdoms–Judah and Israel—followed the rule of these biblical kings. The latter succumbed to the power of the Assyrian Empire in the late eighth century b.c.e. and the former to the Chaldeans, or the Neo-Babylonians, in 586 b.c.e., which resulted in the so-called Babylonian Captivity, which lasted for approximately fifty years. The remnants of the Kingdom of Judah make up the people commonly referred to today as “Jews.” The ten tribes conquered by the Assyrians have been so scattered that they are referred to in the Judeo-Christian tradition as the “lost” tribes of Israel. 

It was not in political, military, or economic power that explains the primary importance of the Hebrews (or Israelites), but their religion of ethical monotheism and the social paradigms that developed out of it. Like the Babylonians, the Hebrews had a written law code—the Torah. The Torah is comprised of the five books of Moses, sometimes called the Pentateuch, and are the first five books of the Old Testament. The single God of the Hebrews—Yahweh—was perceived as a universal and transcendent God who demanded morality and goodness from his worshipers. The Hebrews saw themselves as having a covenant, or a special relationship with Yahweh, and were expected to obey the laws of God. Just as the Hebrews centered religious worship on one god instead of many, they also centered worship on one sacred building, the temple, instead of numerous shrines. The temple was the center of Hebrew religious life. Prophets warned of retribution for failing to keep God’s commandments. At the same time, their messages developed a sense of universalism. Rabbis emerged during the Babylonian Captivity as Jews lost the ability to practice their faith as a community in the temple. Rabbis served as teachers and interpreters of the Torah. The theological and moral beliefs of the ancient Hebrews formed the basis for Christianity and thus have affected the Western world down to the present in politics, religion, social norms, moral standards, and philosophy.

A Middle Eastern kingdom that had much greater political and military power was the Assyrian Empire, which at its height stretched from the Tigris and the Euphrates to the Nile. During much of their earlier history, the Assyrians were vassals to the Akkadians and the Babylonians. The Assyrian kings, who were considered to be absolute rulers, assembled a mighty army of well over 100,000, the first large army to make use of iron weapons. According to their many victims, the Assyrians resorted to terrorism to defeat and control their enemies: they had a fearsome reputation. Also a Semitic-people, their chief god was Ashur, and the Assyrians had assimilated much of the earlier Mesopotamian culture and religion. The Assyrian Empire reached its apogee under Ashurbanipal (d. 627 b.c.e.), and had a code of laws similar to those of previous Mesopotamian civilizations, but by the end of the seventh century it was destroyed and succeeded by a new imperial power, the Chaldeans, or Neo-Babylonians, headed by Nebuchadnezzar (d. 562 b.c.e.), with his capital of Babylon becoming one of the ancient world’s great cities, which contained the famed Hanging Gardens—one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World.
However, the reign of the Chaldeans was brief and was followed by the Persians, an Indo-European speaking people related to the Medes and led by Cyrus the Great (d. 530 b.c.e.), from Persis in southern Iran. Under his leadership, the Persian Empire stretched from Asia Minor through the Middle East and Mesopotamia to western India. A politically astute or enlightened ruler, Cyrus appeased the Babylonians and allowed the Jews, at least those who wished to, to return to their homeland and rebuild their temple. His successors, Cambyses and Darius, expanded and consolidated their rule, expanding into Egypt and, briefly, to Greece. Under Darius, Persia was the world’s largest empire. An efficient bureaucracy and an integrated road system were established, along with a cosmopolitan army, and its capitals were located at Susa and later at Persepolis (the Greek name for the city, the Persian name has been lost to history, an example of the power of—or lack of—historical documents. We refer to the capital of one of the world’s greatest empires by the name given to it by those who conquered it). One of the most significant cultural contributions of the Persians was the religion of Zoroastrianism, a religion of the one god, Ahuramazda, who was opposed by an evil spirit, and which eventually resulted in a religion more dualistic than monotheistic in character.
SUGGESTED LECTURE/DISCUSSION TOPICS
1. The Moral and Spiritual Legacy of the Ancient Hebrews and Their Impact upon Western Civilization

2. The Concept of “Empire” in the Ancient Near East, Using Assyria and Persia as Examples 

3. The Religious Beliefs and Practices of the Peoples of the Early Middle East, Including a Comparison and Contrast between Hebrew Monotheism and the Region’s Polytheistic Faiths

4. The Influences and Interrelationship Between Judaism and Zoroastrianism Including the Impact of Both upon Christianity and Islam 

5. The Impact of Geography in the Context of Near Eastern Imperial Developments

6. Compare and Contrast the Assyrian Empire with the Later Persian Empire

7. The Fragility of “Civilization,” Using the History of the Near East as a Focus

MAP EXERCISES

1. The Israelites and Their Neighbors in the First Millennium b.c.e. MAP 2.1. Discuss the geographic vulnerability of the various Canaanite peoples during the first millennium. What impact did this have on the development of Israel’s culture and history? How does it explain the fall of the kingdoms of Israel and Judah? (p. 30, in section 2-2 The Hebrews: “The Children of Israel”)
2. Phoenician Colonies and Trade Routes, ca. 800 b.c.e. MAP 2.2. How does the map help explain the spread of the Phoenician alphabet? Would you consider the Phoenicians an empire? Why or why not? (p. 35, in section 2-2 The Hebrews: “The Children of Israel”)
3. The Assyrian and Neo-Babylonian Empires. MAP 2.3. Did either of the Assyrian and Neo-Babylonian empires extend their territories beyond earlier Mesopotamian empires? If so, where and why? Why was control of Babylonia crucial to both empires? How did geography guide conquest and expansion (i.e., How far are the borders of these empires from rivers, oceans, or other bodies of water)? (p. 36, in section 2-3 The Assyrian Empire)
4. The Persian Empire at the Time of Darius. MAP 2.4. What modern nations made up the ancient Persian Empire? What are the geographical elements, if any, that might explain why the Persian Empire became the largest in the world up to that time? (p. 41, in section 2-4 The Persian Empire)
THOUGHT/DISCUSSION QUESTIONS FOR THE PRIMARY SOURCES 

1. “The Covenant and the Law: The Book of Exodus”: What was the nature of the covenant between Yahweh and the Hebrews? What was its moral significance for the Hebrew people? Could the covenant be considered a “contract”? Why and/or why not? How does it differ from Hammurabi’s code, and how might you explain those differences? (p. 33, in section 2-2 The Hebrews: “The Children of Israel”)
2. “The Hebrew Prophets: Micah, Isaiah and Amos”: What did the Hebrew prophets focus on as the transgressions of the Hebrew people? What do these selections reveal about the nature of the Hebrews as a “chosen” people? Are there any differences in either substance or emphasis between the three prophets? If so, what are they? (p.34, in section 2-2 The Hebrews: “The Children of Israel”)
3. “Opposing Viewpoints: The Governing of Empires: Two Approaches”: Why were the military approaches to conquest so different between the Assyrians and the Persians? Why was the reputation of the Persian leader, Cyrus, one of less cruelty and more tolerance? How was that different than the reputation of the Assyrian rulers? (p. 38, in section 2-3 The Assyrian Empire)
4. “The Code of Assura”: Compare and contrast the Code of Assura with Hammurabi’s code and the Law of Moses. How do the Assyrians view relationships, property, and punishment? Which code seems the strictest and which the most lenient? Which one most closely resembles modern Western legal codes? (p. 39, in section 2-3 The Assyrian Empire)
STUDENT RESEARCH AND PROJECT TOPICS
1. Have students examine the natures and the roles of the god(s) and their relationship with humans in ancient Near East, including perhaps Mesopotamia, Egypt, Israel, and Persia.

2. Have students explore the nature and operation of the relationships that existed between the belief systems and the governmental and economic system developed by the societies of the ancient Middle East.

3. Have students examine the concept of “good empires and bad empires,” using two or three of the Middle Eastern empires as examples.
4. Compare and contrast the laws of Hammurabi’s Code with the laws provided in the Covenant. What are the focal points of each system?
5. What characteristics and influences of Middle Eastern civilizations can be clearly seen in Western society today?
6. Have students compare and contrast the religions of Judaism and Zoroastrianism. 

7. Nebuchadnezzar's Hanging Gardens of Babylon would be of interest to most students. Suggest that students do some online research on this wonder, as well as the other six ancient Wonders of the World. What makes them “wonders”? Is there any kind of pattern as to where, when, or why each civilization built them? 
8. Explain the pattern in the rise and fall of empires and use the civilizations of the ancient Middle East as examples of this cycle.
INTERNET RESOURCES 
1. Pergamon Museum, Berlin

http://www.smb.museum/en/museums-institutions/pergamonmuseum/home.html
Main site with photo gallery and videos of ancient Mesopotamian civilization, including the Ishtar Gate, the main entrance to Chaldean Babylon.
2. Emory University, M.C. Carlos Museum

http://www.carlos.emory.edu/
Fine permanent collections of ancient near-eastern art.

3. Internet Jewish History Source Book

http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/jewish/jewishsbook.html
Excellent site with online original documents and fine links to other relevant web resources and 

museums.

4. The Israel Museum, Jerusalem

https://www.imj.org.il/en 

Virtual tour of museum’s ancient masterworks with time lines of Jewish history and culture.

5. University of Michigan, Kelsey Museum of Archaeology

https://lsa.umich.edu/kelsey/exhibitions/online-exhibitions.html 

Fine museum of archaeology and ethnography with good Semitic collections.
6. Heritage: Civilization and the Jews

https://archive.org/details/heritagecivilizationandthejews1apeopleisborn 

Archive.org currently has this documentary about the contributions of the Jews to Western civilization.
7. The Metropolitan Museum, New York

http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/acha/hd_acha.htm
Virtual tour of the museum’s Persian Empire exhibit, including articles, images, and timelines.

8. Internet Ancient History Sourcebook: Persia
https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/ancient/asbook05.asp
The same website as the Jewish Sourcebook, but with links to primary and secondary resources on Persia.
RELEVANT VIDEOS 
1. Crash Course: The Persians and Greeks

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q-mkVSasZIM&list=PLBDA2E52FB1EF80C9&index=5
The clip goes a bit beyond the scope of the chapter, but it does cover early Persia, including Zoroastrianism.
2. Crash Course: Christianity from Judaism to Constantine

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TG55ErfdaeY&list=PLBDA2E52FB1EF80C9&index=11
Though the focus of the film is Christianity, the first third of the clip examines the Judaic tradition including the concept of monotheism and a “Covenant People.”

3. The Zoroastrian Journey

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K83F4URTS9I
A video explaining the history and theology of Zoroastrianism.

4. Zarathustrian Religion, Philosophy, and History

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3s1t0hrl4pE
A much longer and more detailed look at the tenets of Zoroastrianism via an interview with a retired professor of philosophy whose research interests included Zoroastrianism and Near East Religions.
5. Cengage Learning Western Civilization YouTube Channel

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC7z4PXzzi9c8Yng-xKmVziA/featured
GOOGLE ARTS & CULTURE
Merchants and Sailors: The Phoenicians in Malta
https://artsandculture.google.com/exhibit/_wLiGdnzJX9cKg
Explore an exhibit on the Phoenicians. Phoenicia was a civilization comprised of independent city-states in the Mediterranean. The Phoenicians were a great maritime people, known for their mighty ships adorned with horses’ heads in honor of their god of the sea, Yamm, the brother of Mot, the god of death. They were the middle men of the Mediterranean, trading goods from the Iberian Peninsula, through North Africa, and into the Levant. They were renowned for their glasswork and purple dye, which were highly coveted.
Assyria

https://artsandculture.google.com/entity/m0wmn
View artifacts from the Assyrians. The Assyrians were Semitic people living in the northern reaches of Mesopotamia. Much of Assyria’s history is closely tied to its southern neighbor, Babylonia. The two Mesopotamian empires spoke similar languages and worshipped most of the same gods. They were often rivals on the battlefield for influence in the ancient Middle East. The Assyrian Empire is considered the greatest of the Mesopotamian empires due to its expanse and the development of the bureaucracy and military strategies, which allowed it to grow and flourish.
Persepolis: Images of an Empire

https://artsandculture.google.com/exhibit/xwJSKSxv_NfpLQ
Explore an exhibit on Persepolis. Construction of the city began under Darius I, who made Persepolis the capital of Persia, replacing Pasargadae, the burial place of Cyrus II. Built in a remote and mountainous region, Persepolis was an inconvenient royal residence, visited mainly in the spring. Renowned as the gem of Achaemenid architecture, urban planning, construction technology, and art, the city of Persepolis ranks among the archaeological sites that have no equal and bear unique witness to an ancient civilization.
Parsi Zoroastrians: From Persia to Akbar’s Court

https://artsandculture.google.com/exhibit/gQXXqzxD
Explore an exhibit on Parsi Zoroastrians. Zoroaster was a Persian prophet who at the age of 30 believed he had seen visions of the god Ahura Mazda, the creator of all that is good and who alone is worthy of worship. This was a departure from previous Indo-Persian polytheism, and Zoroastrianism has been termed the first nonbiblical monotheistic religion. Although a fairly small religion today, numbering about 200,000 adherents, it shares many central concepts with the monotheistic religions of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.
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