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Part One The Origin of Western
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European culture is mainly made up of two elements which are
enduring over the centuries: the Greco-Roman® element and the
Judeo-Christian® element. |

However, when talking about the origin of Western culture, we
should begin with the great river civilizations. It is understandable that
the complex and stable societies should have grown up first in river
valleys, as the land there was level and the soil rich and deep and
water was available, therefore the conditions for the development of

agriculture are ideal.

| . Mesopotamia®

@

Archaeologists® generally agree that the earliest of these
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An Introduction to Western Culture

civilizations began in the Tigris® and Euphrates? valleys of in what is
now Iraq. Apparently the first permanent settlers in the valleys were
called Subarians®, but they were conquered by the Sumerians®, who
had a well-established and flourishing society before the end of the
fourth millennium® B. C. They founded a number of cities. “Their

® irrigation systems, as well as

system of agriculture, with its intricate
their cities, in which trade flourished, required political organizations
and the development of legal systems. The latter are summarized in
the famous Code of Hammurabi®, which dates from about 1700 B. C.
but is a codification® of laws of earlier origin. We know much about
the early history of Mesopotamia because the inhabitants of the valleys
developed a form of writing on clay® tablets®, called cuneiform®.
Since the nineteenth century, thousands of these tablets have been
discovered and translated.

Much of the early history of Mesopotamia is a record of turmoil as

®

city-states™ strove with each other to dominate the rich land. But,

" with the passage of time, powerful leaders arose who created empires.

During the course of about two thousand years, four major empires

came to power and passed away. First was the Akkadian® Empire

under Sargon 1%, with its capital city at Assur® on the upper Tigris.

This was followed by the Babylonian empire@’, founded by Hammurabi
the lawgiver, its capital city being Babylon® on the Euphrates. After a
considerable lapse® of time, a third empire, the Assyrian®, arose

with its capital at Ninevah, also on the upper Tigris. The final empire-
B
founded by Cyrus the Great® around 550 B. C. This empire, which

was centered to the east of Mesopotamia in what is now Tran®, rapidly

one of the greatest in the history of the world-was the Persian

expanded until it covered most of the Near East, extending as far east
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Part One The Origin of Western Culture

12 and later under Xerxes 12 the Persians

as India. Under Darius
moved westward, crossing the Hellespont® and invading the Greek
city-states. There the stage was set for one of the crucial military
confrontations in history, whose outcome shaped the future course of

civilization in the Western world.

Il . Egyptians

The second important ancient river civilization arose along the
banks of the Nile, which has its source deep in Africa, to flow
northward into the southeast comer of the Mediterranean Sea®. The
Nile® overflowed its banks each year, enriching the soil, so the
farms, and farming communities, which developed on the banks of the
long river in the fourth millennium B. C and toward its end two
kingdoms, Uppt.ar and Lower Egypt, had come into existence.
According to tradition, about 3100 B. C. Menes®, a strong leader,
united the two kingdoms and inaugurated® the dynastic age, whose
pharaohs® were to rule Egypt for millennia.

As it was not very hard to make a living, the Egyptian found it
possible to turn his attention to other things. He was especially skillful
in architecture. The buildings were massive and durable. The best
example of this kind is the Great Pyramid®, which is still standing,
though built more than five thousand years ago.

In science, for a start the Egyptians did some wonderful things.
Since the water for the farmers fields came all at once, it was
necessary for them to store a part of it for future use, so the Egyptians
built reservoirs and canals and irrigated their land. The flood washed

away their boundary lines each year, hence they had need of
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,t;eornetryS and surveying in order to fix the line fences. The clear
climate, the level plains and the punctual over-flooding of the Nile
were favorable to a study of the heaven, hence they made advances in
astronomy. They made the calendar®, which with a few minor
corrections, we use today. They used the decimal system, invented a

system of weights and measures®

. In arithmetic, they used Arabic
figures as high as millions. Egyptians began to use written words,

hieroglyphics@ ( picture-writing) from the fourth millennium B. C. .

. Chaldeans®

The little tongue-shaped land between the Tigris and Euphrates
Rivers was occup;ied in very ancient times by another important
people,. the Chaldeans, or the Babylonians as they are sometimes
called. The civilization of Chaldea® was much like that of Egypt.
Agriculture was the main occupation and the land was made fertile by
irrigation from rivers. Since they did not have stone for buildings, the
Chaldeans used bricks almost entirely. Some of the bricks were dried
in the kilns, The most noted of their buildings were the “Hanging
Gardens”, built by a king for the pleasure of his queen who was from
mountainous areas.

In science, the Chaldeans were no less advanced. They divided
time into years, months, weeks, days, hours, minutes and seconds,
and measured time by the sundial in the day time and by the water-
clock or sand-clock at night which was later introduced into Europe
and gave birth to the saying of “the sands of one’s life” and “till the
sands run dry”. They used a crude kind of astronomy to do fortune-

telling by means of the stars.



