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Achaemenid
(Persian)
Empire

The Achaemenids came to power in BCE 540 and inherited the 
cultural and legal traditions of the great Mesopotamian fertile 
crescent empires, capturing the capitals of Assyria and Babylonia.

The Persian Empire was the first large multi-cultural empire with 
a road system, a centralized postal system, and a standing army.  



Achaemenid (Persian) Empire
The empire would be most noted for its contacts with two 
cultures that would form the basis for western thinking in the 
next two millennia: the Greeks and the Hebrews.   

The Persians were responsible for the spread of the Zoroastrian 
religion throughout the Mediterranean basin.  This religion 
would have a profound effect on other religions, introducing 
concepts such as dualism (evil versus good), the concept of 
otherworldly gods (as opposed to those with the failings of 
humanity), and the concept of human free-will.

Zoroastrian concepts of religion were responsible for the 
development of Judaism into its modern form. 



Achaemenid (Persian) Empire

The Persians were in contact with the Greeks as trading partners 
and adversaries.  

BCE 492 the Persian invaded the Greek mainland, seeking to end 
Greek interference in Persian Ionia.  

Although Persia was significantly more powerful than Greece, 
the Greek city states where able to fight off Persian domination 
until BCE 450.



The Greeks
The Greeks from the literate Mycenae, a bronze age cultural 
period when written language (Linear A and Linear B script), 
monumental agriculture, and bronze technology allowed for a 
flourishing civilization. The Mycenae period dates from around 
BCE 1,900 to BCE 1,100 with exact dating impossible to place.  
The literature of the Mycenae period though would survive and 
result in a literate classical Greece.

The Mycenae civilization collapsed into a dark age (at a time 
when both the Hittite and Egyptian empires suffered destruction 
by a mysterious wave of barbarian invasions) that would last 350 
years.



The Greeks

During the period between the fall of the Mycenae (around BCE 
1,100) and the rise of the classical Greek city states (after BCE 510) 
Greece underwent significant changes that are largely unrecorded 
to history, but which made their culture unique.  One change 
seems to be the development of the Solonian Constitution that 
made wealth the basis for political power rather than birth, as 
was common in the rest of the Mediterranean basin.

The Solonian reforms reduced debt serfdom and seems to have 
resulting in a concept of free citizenry that lead Greece to 
conceive all male citizens to be theoretically equal in the practice 
of law.



Classical Greece
510 BCE to 323 BCE

From the overthrow of the greek tyrant 
to the death of Alexander the Great in 
323 BCE, classical greece would form 
the foundation of what is today western 
culture.  This is in part because of luck 
(Alexander carried greek culture around 
the “known world” and this culture was 
later adopted whole by the Romans who 
transmitted it to the Western 
Europeans) and in part because there 
was so much of the greek thinking 
committed to writing.   



The Greeks

The Greek classical era starts around BCE 510 with the 
foundation of Isonomic legal tradition in Athens.  Although 
significantly less open than modern Democracy, Isonomia as 
practiced by the Greeks was a unique form of government in that 
it required broad literacy among the citizen class rather than the 
formation of a small literate class that supported the aristocratic 
rulers of a nation (such as existed in every previous empire.)

Isonomia is likely related to both the reforms of Solon, and to the 
Greek religion, which was a religion of story telling based in part 
by recounts of historical events such as the Illiad.



The Greeks

Greek society taught all male citizens to read, write, understand 
and perform music, as well as requiring physical fitness of each 
citizen.  All male citizens where expected to participate in the 
Greek democracy and to serve in the free Greek military.  
Although there were significant differences in how it was carried 
out (for example, Spartan and Athenian democracy was 
significantly different in philosophy despite calling on all citizens 
to be literate active members of the polity) most Greek city states 
adopted some form of democratic government during the 
classical period.



Socrates
Greek education was universal for male 
citizens but normally stopped with 
grammar, basic math, and rhetoric.

Greek higher education would form 
around rhetorical teachers, who would 
lead groups of students in thought 
exercises.  One of the earliest of these 
instructor is Socrates (BCE 469 – BCE 
399).

Socrates was most important because of 
who he taught: Plato.



Plato

Plato formed one of the ancient 
world’s first schools of higher 
learning, the Academy.  

Many of Plato’s writings were 
completed while he was at the 
Academy, starting the tradition of 
the teacher scholar.

Aristotle would be the most famous 
graduate of the Academy.



Aristotle
Aristotle expanded the concept of school 
from one where political rhetoric was 
taught, to one where science was 
actively pursued.

Aristotle formed his own school, the 
Lyceum, in pursuit of this model.

The study of the works of Aristotle and 
his students would be important in the 
development of modern western society.

Aristotle would become the teacher of 
Alexander the Great.



Other Greek Thinkers

• Herodotus wrote “The 
Histories”, an account of 
the  Greco-Persian War.

• Aeschylus wrote greek 
tragic plays that take place 
in historical settings during 
the Greco-Persian war.  Best 
known for his play “The 
Persians”

• Democritus proposed that 
matter was indivisible at a 
point that could not be seen 
(atomic theory). 

• Theophrastus wrote the 
botanical texts “Enquiry 
into Plants” and “On the 
Causes of Plants”, both 
works were widely studied 
for more than 1,500 years.

• Hippocrates worked with and 
wrote on medicine and was 
important in development of 
what would become the 
Hippocratic Oath.



Alexander the 
Great

Born BCE 20 July, 356 in 
Macedon, a northern portion 
of Greece, Alexander was 
taught by Aristotle the 
traditions of Greek thought.  
Using these traditions, his 
own military genius, the 
wealth of Macedon, and the 
technological superiority of 
the Greeks, he was able to 
quickly take over the “known 
world.”  In the process he 
spread Greek culture and 
thinking.  His death in BCE 
323 assured his conquests 
would fragment.



The Hebrews
The Hebrews where a tribe of the southern Mediterranean.  Around 
1,000 BCE they formed a short-lived combined kingdom that lasted 
less than 70 years before splitting.  

The northern Kingdom of Samaria (Israel) was destroyed around BCE 
720 and its population dispersed by the Assyrian Empire.  

In BCE 589 the Babylonians under Nebuchadnezzar sack and 
destroyed the southern Kingdom of Judah, taking its population into 
slavery.

In BCE 539, with the fall of the Babylonians to the Persians, Cyrus the 
Great allowed the Hebrews to return and administer their own lands.



Hebraic Tradition

Just as the traditions of classical Greece 
forms an important part of western culture, 
so does the religious and spiritual thinking 
of the Hebrews.  The most important work of 
the Hebrew peoples was the Torah, compiled 
from Oral tradition between 500 and 600 
BCE.  The Hebrew people, returning from 
captivity in Persia, decided to codify their 
understandings of their history and laws in a 
set of works that would preserve these 
traditions.  This process, which Steve 
Jackson calls Canonical Preservation, work 
so well that the Torah would survive 
invasion by Macedon, rule by the Romans, and 
eventually, become part of many of the 
world’s religions. 



After the Exile
The exile to Babylon caused significant changes to the Hebrews, as did their 
relationship with the Persians.  

First it put heavy emphasis on the written form of their religion.  Many religious 
texts that were oral in nature likely were put to paper during this time (often in 
Aramaic rather than in the original Hebrew).  

Second, both a concept of an afterlife reward for ethical behavior, and an 
eschatological understanding of the world were inherited from the Zoroastrian 
religion.

Finally, Jewish populations where no longer geographically limited.  Like 
Zoroastrianism, the Jewish religion was able to spread with exiled populations, 
although unlike Zoroastrianism Judaism would never become a universal 
religion and would remain attached to the Hebrew people.



After the Exile

The BCE 589 - BCE 539 exile saw an extended need to religious 
education among Hebrews, as Jewish priests of the first temple 
where scattered.  The result was an increasingly formal religious 
training process that surrounded the establishment of 
synagogues, or places of communal study and prayer .  

The combination of a written codification of religious practices, a 
requirement for literacy to maintain worship practices, and later, 
the collision of Jewish religious practices with Greek social 
practices would make the Jewish religion one of the most literate 
and enduring of the classical world.



The End of the 
Persian Empire

By BCE 350 the long standing 
peace between the greeks and 
the Persians began to erode, 
leading to border skirmishes 
and disrupted trade.  In BCE 

333 Alexander the great 
defeated the Persians at Issus, 
leading to a string of victories 
and eventual domination of the 

entire Persian world by the 
Macedonian / Greek Hegemony.



Hebrews and the Greeks
The defeat of the Persians put Alexander in charge of the 
“known world” (a misnomer that is best translated as 
“civilized world”), but it was short lived.  Alexander died and 
his generals divided the conquered nations.  His general 
Seleucus would take over much of the Persian Empire.  At the 
same time Ptolemy, another general, would secure Egypt, 
fitting into the Egyptian culture by becoming simply a new 
Egyptian dynasty.

The Hebrew nation started as a possession of the Ptolemy, but 
changed hands around BCE 200.



Judas Maccabeus
Jewish religious practices had resisted much of the cultural 
domination by Greek ideals found in other areas, but unlike the 
Ptolemy who decided to rule as traditional Egyptian autocrats, 
the descendants of the Seleucids choose a process of rapid 
hellenization of their subject peoples.  The result was 
insurrection by the Jews in BCE 166.  Lead by Judas Maccabee 
(the Hammer) the Jews resorted to civil war, throwing the 
Seleucids out in BCE 165.

Jewish rule of the Judean homeland would last until BCE 63.



The Dead Sea Scrolls

The Dead Sea Scrolls are the earliest 
known Jewish religious writings, and date 
from around 300 BCE to 68 CE, 
corresponding with the Judeo-Roman war 
that represented the end of the Dead Sea 
Jewish religious community.  The writings 
where probably hidden to save them from 
being destroyed by the Roman military.  
While secular authors such as Josephus 
will provide significant understanding of 
the people of Judea, these scrolls 
represent the actual religious works of 
the Jewish community.





Rise of the Roman 
Empire

A small Italian tribe called the Romans rose to 
prominence during the period of Greek classicism, 
and by 146 BCE, with the defeat of Carthage 
during the Punic Wars and the razing of Corinth 
by Lucius Mummius, had become the most powerful 
nation in the Mediterranean basin.  Heavily 
influenced by The greeks, by the first century of 
the common era they were also being affected by 
the philosophy and religion of the middle east 
and Persia.

The Collision between the Religions 
of the Middle East and the thinking 
of the Greeks would define Western 

Society.  





The Roman Republic

Formed in BCE 450 after the overthrow of the previous 
dictatorship of Rome

After the death of Alexander, the Romans would slowly fill the 
void left.

By BCE 44 the Republic, almost 400 years old, would control the 
Mediterranean basin.

Julius Caesar’s appointment as perpetual dictator seen as the 
beginning of the end, despite his murder on 15 March, BCE 44.



Pont du Gard



The Roman Empire

Octavian, the adopted son of Julius Caesar, defeats his opponents 
at the battle of Actium in BCE 31, and is installed as emperor of 
Rome, taking the name Augustus Caesar, and starting the empire 
phase of Roman society.

By the reign of Trajan (CE 98 - CE 117) and Hadrian (117 CE - 138 
CE) The empire would expand to nearly 6 million square 
kilometers in size (Washington is 184,000 square kilometers, the 
U.S. is 9.8 million square kilometers).
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Roman Achievements

Acta Diurna, first published in 131 BCE, was tasked with 
“publicare et propagare” or making public information to the 
people of the Republic.

Roman architecture included improved roads, bridges, 
lighthouses, and arenas, all designed to improve communication 
in the Republic.  Romans perfected the use of the arch and dome 
in civic architecture, as well as sophisticated surveying 
techniques used in road building.

Roman housing and sanitation was also important.



Roman Education
Roman education went from an informal system of family 
education to a formal, graduated, “for pay” system, influenced 
by contact with the Greeks.

Roman education was limited in most cases to families that could 
pay.  Roman families who expected political careers of their 
children though would educate children in a series of schools 
designed to teach Greek classics, rhetoric, literacy, basic math, 
and law.

Roman higher education consisted of studying philosophy under 
the Greek masters.



Roman Engineering

• While traditional educational practices were mostly borrowed 
from the Greeks, engineering and architecture of roads, sewers, 
and buildings was tied to an apprenticeship system can could 
include service with the military or with private builders.

• The Roman road and bridge system was built originally by the 
army as military engineering.  



Jesus of Nazareth

The historical Jesus was a hebraic teacher active in the first half of 
the first century common era.  He was born between 4 BCE (the 
death of Herod the Great) and 6 CE (the Census of Quirinius) in 
Nazareth. 

He probably spoke Aramaic, was literate, and was trained as a 
carpenter.  

The difficulty is pinning down historical information about his 
early years comes from his place as a member of the lower orders 
of society.



Jesus of Nazareth

The historical Jesus would develop of group of Galilean 
fishermen and women.  On his death by crucifixion around 33 CE 
he was deified by this group.

Contacts with diaspora jewish communities, and later with 
gentiles who read the letters of Paul of Tarsus, would spread this 
“religion of the lower class” across the Roman Empire.

While the historical route this spread took is difficult to prove 
(lower classes are rarely written about) by 150 CE the religion 
would form a significant minority of the Roman Empire.



The “Fall” of the 
Roman Empire

The Roman Empire quickly rose to 
control the western world after 
the death of Alexander.  Rome 
would keep this dominant place 
in Europe for 700 years, and its 
eastern portion would continue 
until its final fall in the 15th 
Century CE.

When Rome declined, it lead to 
chaos in Europe, with the rise of 
petty dictatorships and the 
establishment of feudal 
despotism.  Rome was sacked in CE 
410.



Fall of the Roman Empire

Roman empire splits into two halves in 286 CE, capital of the 
west moves to Milan (Mediolanum) then Ravenna.

Constantine I (306 CE - 337 CE) converts empire to Christianity.

Julian (332 CE - 363 CE) is last “pagan” emperor, pagan religions 
start to suffer at hands of christian emperors.

407 CE, last Roman coin minted in Britain, legions slowly 
withdrawn leading to the “Arthurian” post-roman period.



Fall of the Roman Empire

Romulus Augustulus, last of the western roman emperors, 
deposed by Odoacer in 476 CE.  This is the traditional end of the 
western empire.

Except for a short resurgence under Justinian I (527 CE to 565 CE) 
the eastern empire would shrink until its destruction by the Turks 
in 1453 and the death of the last Roman emperor, Constantine XI 
Palaiologos, last seen fighting Turkish soldiers hand to hand at 
the walls of Constantinople.


