AP World History Summer Reading: Ancient Foundations
Your summer reading assignment is to read the text below which I have prepared for you.
AP World History: Modern begins around the year 1200, midway through history’s PostClassical Period. It is difficult to understand any story, however, in medias res. To prepare
you for the course, I have tailored this reading to give you the essential information from
Ancient history—technical terminology, the world’s religious traditions, and historical
geography—without going too far down the “rabbit hole” of names and dates. Though
Nebuchadnezzar II (605-562 B.C.E.), Ptolemy (I-XIII, 305-30 B.C.E.), and Di Xin of Shang
(1075–1046 B.C.E.) are all figures worthy of study, knowledge of their names and dates will
not assist you in understanding modern history. On the other hand, understanding the
differences between indirect and direct taxes, monarchies and democracies, and the
differing perspectives of Confucians and Daoists will be indispensable.
The following reading is packed with information. To help you navigate and digest it, I
have used bolded terms. When I have written something in bold, it is an important term
which I will expect you to be familiar with by the time we get started on Unit 1 of AP
World History. Please feel free to use whatever method best suits your learning style to
study these terms and commit them to memory. I promise that these terms will help you
understand AP World History; I value your time and do not believe in assigning “busy
work” or extraneous reading.
Around a week into the school year, we will have a multiple-choice assessment of your
knowledge of these terms. This assessment will be the first major grade of the year. The I
will not design the questions to trick you—as long as you know what the terms mean, you
will do just fine. I will not ask you to identify geographic features on a map. Reading this
document and preparing for the assessment if your only summer work.
Here is one example question:
Which of the following terms is best defined by the following definition:
“Systematic payments levied on inhabitants of an empire based on their income,
property, or per person.”
A. Indirect tax
B. Tribute
C. Direct tax
D. Trade duty
The answer, as you will learn in the reading below, is “C. Direct tax”.

-With good will, Mr. Garris.
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World Geography
In AP World History, we divide the world into the following regions: EUROPE, NORTH
AFRICA, WEST AFRICA, CENTRAL AFRICA, SOUTHERN AFRICA, EAST AFRICA, MIDDLE EAST,
SOUTH ASIA, SOUTHEAST ASIA, EAST ASIA, CENTRAL ASIA, NORTH AMERICA, LATIN AMERICA,
and OCEANIA. Each of these regions is geographically distinctive and you will need to be
aware of their basic characteristics in order to understand historical developments.
The following regions have notable sub-regions of which you should be aware: EUROPE is
further divided into Eastern and Western EUROPE; EAST ASIA is further divided into China,
the Korean peninsula, and the Japanese Archipelago; SOUTHEAST ASIA is divided into
Mainland SOUTHEAST ASIA and Maritime SOUTHEAST ASIA; and LATIN AMERICA is divided
into Central America, South America, and the Caribbean.

A map of the AP World History Regions, Eastern Hemisphere.
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A map of the AP World History Regions,
Western Hemisphere.

A map of specific landforms and locations. You will want to zoom in to better view it.
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A map of landforms mentioned in this
reading from the western hemisphere.
You will want to zoom in to view the
image.

EUROPE is characterized by a long, irregular coastline and numerous islands, encouraging
the development of ships for sea-faring. Navigable rivers (i.e. rivers which boats can
navigate) allow relatively easy access into the continent’s interior. Numerous tall
mountain ranges break up the interior into smaller areas, encouraging political disunity.
The soil in most of EUROPE is rich and makes for excellent farming, but its thickness and
the short growing season makes its farming difficult compared to warmer regions. The
continent, especially its northern region, receives heavy rainfall. It is bounded in the
north by the arctic, in the west by the Atlantic Ocean, in the south by the
Mediterranean Sea, and in the east by the vast grasslands known as the Steppes.
NORTH AFRICA is characterized by a long, relatively smooth coastline. The lands along the
coastline have easily farmable soil, albeit of limited fertility, but the interior is filled with
the Atlas Mountains and Sahara Desert, neither of which are agriculturally rich.
Despite being part of Africa, NORTH AFRICA is more integrated with EUROPE and the
MIDDLE EAST via the Mediterranean Sea than with the rest of the African continent.
WEST AFRICA, CENTRAL AFRICA, and EAST AFRICA all share similar characteristics. In all
three regions, the higher elevation of the interior and the lack of rivers navigable between
the sea and the central lands creates a significant barrier within the regions. Frequently,
the coastal regions were more connected to other world regions than to the interior of
Africa itself. The vast Sahara Desert separates all three regions from NORTH AFRICA and
the rest of Afro-Eurasia. Tropical in climate, thick jungle characterizes the interior of
these regions, giving way to semi-desert and desert towards the north. These regions all
have abundant raw materials, particularly gold, ivory, diamonds, palm oil, and rubber.
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They differ primarily in their relations to neighboring regions; WEST AFRICA borders the
Sahara Desert and connects (with some difficulty) to NORTH AFRICA; EAST AFRICA borders
the Indian Ocean, and thus has clear trade connections to SOUTH ASIA; and CENTRAL
AFRICA is the most isolated, heavily forested with thick jungle, its coastline looking solely
to the Atlantic Ocean, difficult until modern times to navigate.
SOUTHERN AFRICA contrasts with the rest of the continent due to its more temperate
climate. Bounded by the River Zambezi in the north, the region has historically been
isolated from the rest of the world and comparatively sparsely populated. It possesses,
however, rich mineral resources, particularly diamonds, and excellent pasture lands for
domesticated animals. Transit from SOUTHERN AFRICA is only easy to EAST AFRICA and, to a
lesser extent due to deserts, CENTRAL AFRICA.
The MIDDLE EAST links most of the regions of Afro-Eurasia due to its central location.
Most of the region is fairly arid, with the bulk of agriculture thus having to rely on its
river valleys in Egypt and Iraq. A large interior desert, the Arabian Desert, traditionally
restricted human civilization to a thin arc running from Egypt through the Levant
(eastern Mediterranean coastline) and Iraq. A prominent mountain range, the Zagros
Mountains, splits the region in two, with the eastern region of Iran (Persia) having less
productive land for agriculture. Though the region historically produced incense (burnt
for its good smell), coffee, and grain (in its river valleys), its primary economic
importance was its centrality to Afro-Eurasian exchange. Transit is easy between the
MIDDLE EAST, NORTH AFRICA, EAST AFRICA, EUROPE, CENTRAL ASIA, and SOUTH ASIA.
SOUTH ASIA is separated from the rest of Asia by the Himalayan Mountains and the
Hindu-Kush Mountains. It is divided into three sub-regions: the Indus River valley in
the northwest, an arid region separated from the rest of SOUTH ASIA by the Thar desert;
the Ganges River valley in the northeast, a jungle-filled, wet region highly fertile for
agriculture; and south India (the cape), separated by the Deccan Plateau. These
geographic divisions make the task of uniting SOUTH ASIA tremendously difficult. SOUTH
ASIA traditionally produces cotton (useful for cloth-making) and spices (used in cooking).
Though SOUTH ASIA’s long coastline serves to encourage sea-faring by inhabitants of its
cape, its internal plateau and mountains largely discourage the practice for inhabitants of
the north.
SOUTHEAST ASIA comprises two distinct sub-regions: Mainland SOUTHEAST ASIA and
Maritime SOUTHEAST ASIA. Mainland SOUTHEAST ASIA has a long, irregular coastline with
numerous navigable rivers, encouraging sea-faring by its inhabitants. Long mountain
ranges make crossing the region overland difficult, further incentivizing taking to the sea.
Maritime SOUTHEAST ASIA is comprised of islands, some small and some larger, which
largely channel sea transport through a few narrow straits, most notably the Straits of
Malacca, a primary “chokepoint” between the Pacific and Indian Oceans. SOUTHEAST ASIA
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produces some of the world’s most expensive and sought-after spices as well as rice, a
grain-crop grown in the region’s wet climate.
EAST ASIA comprises three distinct sub-regions, named after the countries which have
historically occupied them: China, the Korean Peninsula, and the Japanese Archipelago.
Transit is only easy between EAST ASIA and SOUTHEAST ASIA. The Gobi Desert, the
Steppes, and the Altai Mountains separate EAST ASIA from CENTRAL ASIA, crossable only
with difficulty. The Tibetan Plateau and the Himalayan Mountains make movement
between EAST ASIA and SOUTH ASIA incredibly difficult (frequently impossible). EAST ASIA
produces rice, tea (used for drinking), jade (a valuable gemstone), and silk (a fine fabric).
CENTRAL ASIA is an arid region lying between EUROPE, the MIDDLE EAST, and EAST ASIA. Its
southerly regions, between the Caspian Sea and the Himalayan Mountains, are desert,
with habitation only easy along rivers. Only through overland trade between EAST ASIA
and the MIDDLE EAST was this area usually able to maintain human cities. Its northerly
region, the Steppes, are a vast grassland not suitable to settled human societies. Human
societies engaged in a nomadic lifestyle thrived on the Steppes for thousands of years
after the rise of the first civilizations in the MIDDLE EAST. To outsiders, the Steppes were a
hard barrier to human travel; to its inhabitants, the grasslands were a great highway.
LATIN AMERICA is a group of three geographically distinct sub-regions united primarily by
human cultural developments (described later in this course). The three sub-regions are
Central America, South America, and the Caribbean Sea. Central America is arid in its
northern regions, but can sustain agriculture on its inner plateaus. Further south,
rainforests dominate the landscape. This variation in climate and terrain makes travel
north to south in the Americas difficult. South America is defined by two major features:
the Amazon Rainforest, which dominates the middle and eastern parts of the continent,
and the Andes Mountains, a high mountain range that provide a major barrier between
the west coast and the bulk of the continent. The massive Amazon River sprawls
through the rainforest, its heavy water flow making it difficult to navigate. Finally, the
Caribbean Sea is a chain of islands, the largest of which is Cuba. These islands experience
heavy rainfall, particularly from massive storms known as hurricanes. Notable trade
goods of LATIN AMERICA include gold, silver, copper, tropical wood, and maize (a.k.a.
corn), a cereal crop. Though not easily exportable until advent of modern refrigeration,
the region is today a huge source of tropical fruits.
NORTH AMERICA, as a region for AP World History, refers to a smaller region than the
continent of the same name. The southern border of the modern United States is the
dividing line between LATIN AMERICA and NORTH AMERICA. NORTH AMERICA is separated
into four general areas; a central, Steppe-like grasslands known as the Great Plains;
western deserts separated from the Great Plains by the Rocky Mountains; eastern
woodlands separated from the Great Plains by the mighty Mississippi River; and
northern tundra and arctic areas. Numerous fast-flowing, navigable rivers provide links to
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the interior, but require modern technology to feasibly travel upstream on with any
regularity. The region is largely temperate and ideally suited, in its woodland areas, to
agriculture. The Great Plains, with the advent of modern agriculture, also became a
productive agricultural area.
OCEANIA is a vast region which comprises all of the islands of the Pacific Ocean and the
continent of Australia. Until the past two centuries, these lands have largely been
unconnected to wider human developments, and the artificial nature of their collection
into a single region belies their incredible geographic diversity. We will discuss OCEANIA
further later in the course.

Important Terms
Altai Mountains

Amazon Rainforest

Amazon River
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Historical Periods used by AP World History on a timeline. Our class begins halfway
through the Post-Classical Period. This reading covers everything prior to that point.
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Pre-History (before c. 3000 B.C.E.)
The period of Pre-History began with the first human beings and lasted until the rise of
the first cities.
The earliest humans lived in small bands of hunter-gatherers, foraging for plant-based
food and hunting animals for meat. The development of spoken language allowed the
formation of larger, more complex groups, as well as the development of simple
hierarchies—one person might become leader of the entire group, for instance, making
important decisions about where to hunt and gather.
The first human beings emerged in EAST AFRICA, whence they spread to the other regions
of Afro-Eurasia following migrating animal herds. A cold climate during the last global Ice
Age allowed humans to easily migrate from Afro-Eurasia to NORTH AMERICA and LATIN
AMERICA. The end of the Ice Age separated human populations between the Western and
Eastern hemispheres as melting ice flooded the land bridge between Asia and the
Americas; the two populations have only become reunited in the past six hundred years.
Ancient History (c. 3000 B.C.E. – 600 B.C.E.)
The period of ancient history began with rise of the first cities and ended with the rise of
the first large scale, long-lasting empires.

The First Centers of Ancient Civilization, each centered on a river valley in the
Eastern Hemisphere.
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Historians traditionally define a civilization as a human society based in cities and
possessing specialists, skilled workers who can advance technology and develop complex
structures of governance and economic exchange. Civilization, in the sense defined
above, began independently in three regions: the MIDDLE EAST; EAST ASIA; and (much
later) LATIN AMERICA, in that order. Civilization spread to other regions through
diffusion, a process in which one society passes its cultural, technological, or social
traditions on to another neighboring culture through contact (violent or peaceful).
Humans transitioned to an urban way of life in the following manner. Thanks to
geographic luck, some hunter gatherers discovered wild grasses which they bred, over
centuries, into cereal, grain crops like wheat and barley. Growing these crops for food
proved more productive and reliable than hunting and gathering, and so humans
possessing them began to settle down in one place to grow them. The farming of crops off
the land is called agriculture. These early human settlements had a small number of
inhabitants with nearly all people tilling the soil to grow food to feed themselves. The first
cities emerged when advanced technologies allowed the production of enough surplus
food to support specialist workers, people who devoted their lives to purposes other than
securing food. To manage the complex interactions of humans around farming, specialists
developed systems for writing down human language.

A Sumerian cuneiform tablet, some of
the earliest writing, recording the sale of
a farm. c. 2600 B.C.E. The Louvre.

A modern photograph of the ruins of the
planned city of Mohenjo-daro in SOUTH
ASIA. Photograph by UNESCO.

Specialists devoted themselves to advancing their cities interests in multiple ways.
Specialists called priests devoted to religion, the worship of a superhuman power like
gods, advanced their cities’ interests by organizing rituals to secure divine favor, thereby
(they believed) ensuring good harvests and protection from natural disasters like floods.
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Worship your god every day. Sacrifice and pious utterance are the proper
accompaniment of incense. Have a freewill offering for your god, for this is proper
toward a god. Prayer, supplication, and prostration offer him daily, then your prayer
will be granted, and you will be in harmony with god.
-Advice of an Akkadian Father to his Son, c. 2200 B.C.E.
Nearly all early religions worshipped multiple gods, a practice called Polytheism. Priests
typically possessed the greatest skills in writing, which they used to keep records of both
divine and human happenings. Others called artisans (or craftspeople) turned raw
materials (like wood or metal) into finished goods (like farming tools, furniture, or
weapons) for use by other humans. As cities began to interact with one another,
specialists called merchants could engage in trade (or commerce), exchanging goods
produced in one city for goods produced in another. For example, a city near the hills
might produce clothing made from sheep’s wool and exchange the clothes for salt
produced by a city on the coast. The harvesting of raw materials, their conversion into
finished goods, and their exchange through commerce make up the economy. Not all
interactions were peaceful, however—weapons could be used by people from one city to
seize another city’s goods by force. Specialists called warriors (or soldiers) made it their
job to protect their city from potential enemies and to plunder goods from other cities
too weak to defend themselves. Matters pertaining to fighting and war constitute the
military.

The Standard of Ur mosaic, showing the various specialists of early MIDDLE EASTern society.
c. 2500 B.C.E. British Museum.
A large number of people living together require an institution to keep order known as a
government. A government’s work is called governance, in which they maintain order
in society so that their subjects can live safely and securely. The making of laws, rules
enforced by the state, was one important aspect of governance.
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[Our purpose is] to bring about the rule of righteousness in the land, so that the
strong should not harm the weak. . .
If any one is committing a robbery and is caught, then he shall be put to death.
If a man put out the eye of another man, his eye shall be put out.
If he break another man's bone, his bone shall be broken.
If a slave say to his master: "You are not my master," if they convict him his master
shall cut off his ear.
-Hammurabi’s Code of Laws, c. 1750 B.C.E.
Most early governments were led by a powerful individual assisted by influential
members of society. These rulers might emerge from among the priests, supported by
their claim to the gods’ blessing. They might also come from among the merchants,
supported by their possession of great wealth. In the vast majority of cases, these rulers
came from among the warriors, whose ability to use violence ideally suited them to
maintaining safety and security. Different societies could use many names for this type of
ruler, but historians conveniently use the catch-all label of king.
A multitude of rulers is not a good thing.
Let there be one ruler, one king.
-Homer, The Iliad c. 750 B.C.E.
As societies became more complex, differences emerged between groups of people.
Groups of people with a common job—like priests, merchants, or warriors—might
recognize their shared group interests and advocate together for the government’s
support. Some groups—like unskilled farmers—might also recognize common interests,
but lack the wealth and influence needed to exert control over the government. These
sub-groups within human societies are known as classes. While in some societies social
class remained defined by one’s job, in others it frequently became based on descent.
Thus, the son of a priest would be a member of the priestly class and the son of a warrior
would be a member of the warrior class. Some people might, through economic
misfortune or defeat in war, be forced to become slaves, denied their status as equal
human beings and instead treated as the property of free members of society.
As cities grew in size and their kings increased in power, they might begin to force
surrounding communities to recognize their rule through paying tribute (giving forced
gifts of economic material) and/or by recognizing the king’s authority to settle disputes
and keep order. Through this process, the first states emerged. Historians define the
state as an institution possessing the exclusive right of exercising violence within a
territory (a defined area of land). As “actors” on the stage of human history, states
perform the drama without a director; there is no universal authority to judge disputes
between states and prevent them from taking hostile action against one another.
Historians term this state of affairs the interstate anarchy, the absence of any world
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government to govern states. In the interstate anarchy, states traditionally must become
more powerful lest their neighbors conquer or subjugate them.
We can categorize states generally into three classes: small, medium, and large. Small
states tend to range from the scale of a city (a city-state) to a group of a few cities and
their hinterlands. Modern examples of a small state include Luxembourg, the United
Arab Emirates, and Nepal. Medium states tend to include a substantial amount of
territory within a region without clearly dominating it; that is to say, medium states share
a region with other states of comparable size. Some modern examples of medium states
include France, Japan, and Iran. Finally, large states tend to dominate their entire
regions and are often (but not always) empires; that is to say, large states have at most a
single rival of comparable size in their region (other times, they have no rival at all). Some
modern examples of large states include the United States of America and China. These
labels are not clear cut and exact—the United States is one of the largest states in the
world, but it shares North America with Canada, one of the world’s largest and wealthiest
countries.
As they interacted with one another, human beings discovered the diversity of
humankind. Characteristics like the language people spoke, the way people lived, the
gods they worshipped, and the way they dressed could separate one group of humans
from another. We call the “stuff” that makes a group of people unique their culture.
Historians refer to people bound together by a common culture or tradition people
groups. Some examples of people groups include the French, the Turks, the Japanese,
and the Vietnamese.
When one state conquered another state inhabited by members of a different people
group, the conquering state established what historians call an empire—a state ruling
over a large territory containing many people groups. The first empires in the MIDDLE
EAST were loosely organized, usually relying on a tributary system for administering
their realm in which conquered states retained substantial independence provided they
paid regular tribute to the empire. These ancient empires were medium-scale affairs that
did not unite their regions, unlike those which came later in the Classical period.
[Twelve cities] I occupied: their soldiers in numbers I slew; their spoil, their riches I
carried off; . . . I overthrew, destroyed, [and] burned [them] in fire . . . my yoke they
received and I imposed tribute [upon them].
-Annals of Ashurnasirhabal, c. 800 B.C.E.
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Akkadian Victory Stele, showing the use of
bronze weapons and archery in warfare. c.
2300 B.C.E.

King Jehu of Israel bows as
tributary before Shalmanesser III,
King of Assyria. Carving on the
Black Obelisk of Shalmanesser III.
c. 825 B.C.E. British Museum.
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Classical History (c. 600 B.C.E. – 600 C.E.)
The period of classical history began with the rise of the first large scale, long-lasting
empires and ended with the collapse of these vast states and the rise of the Dar al Islam in
the MIDDLE EAST.

The empires of the Classical Period at their height. These states reached their
heights during different centuries; this map thus shows a general outline of the
period rather than one chronological point in history. India, in particular, only
achieved the unification shown for around one century.
Large-scale empires emerged during the Classical period of history, relying on new
practices of governance and intellectual traditions. Similarly, new organized religions
emerged across Afro-Eurasia during the Classical Period. Their spread and adoption by
the major empires helped define the Classical Period of history.
Before discussing individual regions, we can make a few general observations about the
empires of the Classical period. Classical empires often selected a specific city as their
capital city, an urban center home to the offices of government. Though they continued
to use tributary systems to manage outlying lands, to administer their vast territories, the
Classical empires used a system of provinces, territorial divisions within the empire for
purposes of administration, each administered by a governor, an appointed official
answering to the monarch. From these provinces, Classical empires collected direct

15
taxes, systematic payments levied on inhabitants of the empire based on their income,
property, or per person. Indirect taxes, regular payments levied on people taking
particular actions, served to further bolster the empire’s funds, particularly a type of
indirect tax called a trade duty, paid by merchants whenever they brought foreign goods
into the empire. To facilitate trade and the paying of these taxes, empires issued coinage,
round disks made of specific amounts of precious metals (usually gold and silver) which
could be used to pay for goods and services. Taxation allowed Classical empires to
maintain standing armies, permanent forces of full-time warriors who could expand the
empire and maintain the frontiers.
We will consider each of the following regions in turn: the MIDDLE EAST, EUROPE, SOUTH
ASIA, and EAST ASIA.
Important Terms
Capital City

Coinage

Direct Tax

Governor

Indirect Tax

Provinces

Standing Army

Trade duty

The MIDDLE EAST
To the east of the earliest civilizations in Iraq, a group of people known as the Iranians
founded a state that would ultimately unite most of the MIDDLE EAST. Though the lands of
Iran included numerous peoples such as the Medes and the Parthians, to outsiders they
were all called “Persia”. The geography of Iran is defined by clear mountain boundaries in
the west, where the Zagros Mountains divide the MIDDLE EAST in two, separating Iran
from Iraq, and in the east, where the Hindu-Kush Mountains separate Iran from SOUTH
ASIA. Only in the north is Iran’s frontier relatively open onto the great grasslands of
CENTRAL ASIA called the Steppes, home to nomadic horse-riding warriors who
periodically plundered neighboring civilizations. Iran is very arid and requires the use of
clever hydraulic irrigation mechanisms to water crops through tapping ground-water.
Though it went through many iterations and was interrupted several times by foreign
invasion, the Persian Empire embraced most of the MIDDLE EAST during the Classical
Period, though losing the westernmost parts of the region to the EUROPE-based Roman
Empire towards the middle of the Classical Period. The Persian ruler called himself the
King of Kings in reflection of his rule over what had once been powerful independent
kingdoms. The Persian Empire was renowned for culturally tolerant laws and policies
which kept diverse people groups within the empire happy.

16
The ancient Persian religion, codified by Zoroaster, was known as Zoroastrianism after
him. Zoroastrianism was a dualistic1 religion honoring one god of light--Ahura Mazda-who stood opposed to Angra Manyu, the evil god of darkness. Zoroastrians believed that
the earth that Ahura Mazda had created was fundamentally good and thus worshipped
the elements, especially fire. Though initially the Zoroastrians always worshipped outside,
they later began to construct temples which preserved sacred, eternal flames. A group of
priests, called the Magi, led the Zoroastrians in their worship by discovering Ahura
Mazda’s will through the movements of the stars.

Left, Bas Relief of the Farvahar, holy symbol of Zoroastrianism, at Persepolis. Photograph
by Franco Pecchio. Right, Relief at Nashq-e Rustam of Ahura Mazda, God of Light,
presenting the crown to the Persian King of Kings.
In the western part of the MIDDLE EAST, on the eastern coast of the Mediterranean Sea
called the Levant, another organized religion emerged worshipping a single god. The
Israelites or Hebrews settled in the southern Levant, in the region called Israel after them.
The Israelites looked to the patriarch Abraham as their distant ancestor. Abraham had
made a covenant or “sacred deal” with God, agreeing to honor him with sacrifices in
exchange for blessing his descendants.
I am the Lord your God. You shall have no other gods before me.
-The Book of Exodus 20:3
Following the teachings of the Prophet Moses, the Israelites practiced the religion of
Judaism, the first monotheistic religion, meaning that they followed one god and one
god alone. Their holy text was the Torah, which recounted their history and the laws
which they had to follow as part of their covenant with God. Though they had religious
unity, centered on a central temple in the holy city of Jerusalem, they frequently lacked
political unity, dividing into multiple kingdoms. In the first century before the Common
1

Though the Zoroastrians recognized two gods, they only provided worship for one of them, the other
being seen as a force of evil. Scholars of religion thus often consider them “monotheist”—followers of one
god.
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Era, the Roman Empire conquered Israel, but the Jews remained rebellious against
Roman rule. In the following century, the Romans scattered the Jews around the
Mediterranean Sea, creating the Jewish diaspora, the spread of Jews across much of
Eurasia and NORTH AFRICA as substantial religious minorities. Without the central
institution of the temple in Jerusalem, teachers of the Torah known as rabbis became the
most significant religious leaders in Judaism.

Left, a reconstructed model of the Jewish Second Temple, center of ancient Judaism in
Jerusalem. Right, The Sack of Jerusalem and beginning of the Jewish Diaspora, depicted on
the Arch of Titus, Rome.

Important Terms
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EUROPE
In the Classical Period, the large Mediterranean Sea linked the undeveloped continent
of EUROPE to the wealthier MIDDLE EAST. Two civilizations emerging from EUROPE,
classical Greece and Rome, would have a major, long-term impact on World History.
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The geography of Greece is foundational to its history, its resource-poor and
agriculturally weak environment encouraging the Greeks to engage in trade on the
Mediterranean Sea. Greece, like most of the Mediterranean coast, is most suitable to the
cultivation of olive trees and grape vines, from which the Greeks produced olive oil and
wine, stable trade goods of classical Mediterranean civilization. The Greeks called all
foreign people barbarians after their non-Greek languages, which the Greeks believed
sounded like someone jabbering nonsense (“bar-bar”). The dichotomy of Greek and
Barbarian, and later Roman and Barbarian, defined the distinction between the civilized
and non-civilized people groups of EUROPE.
Greek life centered on the city-state, a government dominated by a single city, with
many Greeks employed in trade, sailing the Mediterranean to carry trade goods between
its shores. Though Greeks lived in separate city-states, they often came together for
polytheistic religious festivals such as the Classical Olympic Games, in which Greeks
from all cities attempted to show their athletic prowess. Greek writers were prolific, their
writing famously including the theatre, in which playwrights prepared extended
dialogues, meant to be performed aloud by actors. These dialogues often criticized Greek
society and its political structures.
The tradition of Philosophy is perhaps the greatest legacy of Greece to western
civilization. Philosophy, literally the “love of wisdom,” is the study of the fundamentals of
human existence, knowledge, and purpose. Plato was a philosopher who dealt primarily
in understanding the universe in abstract terms. Plato proposed that all reality was based
on ideal types, “things” which did not actually exist, but which thinkers could use to
explain the world around them. Aristotle was Plato’s student and dealt primarily in
categorizing and understanding the physical realities of the world. Aristotle’s systems for
understanding and categorizing knowledge through deductive reasoning would have
long-reaching effects on western thought. A prolific writer, Aristotle wrote on a multitude
of subjects from natural science to political philosophy to social morality.
I have gained this by philosophy: that I do without being commanded what others do
only from fear of the law.
-Aristotle c. 350 B.C.E.
Applying philosophy to governance, the Greeks created core concepts which we still use
to discuss governments today. The Greeks sorted various types of government into three
broad categories: monarchy (rule by one ruler); aristocracy (rule by a few people); and
democracy (rule by the many). In these ideal governments, the ruler(s) ruled for the
interest of the people they governed, not for their own self-interest. Each of these
governmental forms had an “evil-twin” in which the ruler(s) governed selfishly. Thus, a
selfish monarchy was a tyranny; a selfish aristocracy was an oligarchy; and a selfish
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democracy was “mob rule.”2 The Greeks recognized that these governments were ideal
types, not perfect reflections of reality. They thus frequently experimented with different
combinations of the systems in an attempt to find the ideal government.

The Parthenon, Temple of Athena, Athens. Built
c.447-432 B.C.E. Photograph by Steve Swayne.

A traditional Attic vase made c. 530
B.C.E. showing Persephone
overseeing Sisyphos in Tartarus,
condemned to forever push a boulder
up a hillside. Today in collection of
Staatliche Antikensammlungen,
Munich.

The Greeks never built a long-lasting empire centered on Greece.3 Instead, it was the
Romans who built an empire centered in EUROPE during the Classical period. The Romans
came from the central region of Italy, a peninsula in the western Mediterranean bounded
in the north by a great mountain range known as the Alps. Their society was divided into
three major classes: Patricians, an upper class based on descent from the oldest families
of Rome; Plebeians, inhabitants of Rome descended from less distinguished ancestors;
and slaves, a dependent class filling a variety of social roles from farm workers to
accountants. Their governmental form combined the Greek forms of monarchy,
aristocracy, and democracy into something which they called a Republic, an “ideal” form
of mixed government, combining the best of monarchy, aristocracy, and democracy. In
the Republic, the consuls were two elected officials who took turns every month acting as
monarch for the Roman Republic. In times of severe military danger, the consuls could
appoint a dictator, a powerful but temporary monarchical figure to rule Rome until the
2

Technically, the philosophers called rule by the many “polity,” using the word “democracy” to refer to its
evil twin, mob rule. Long-term, political thinkers mostly replaced the word “polity” with democracy, which
lost its negative association with mob rule.
3
Alexander the Great’s dazzling conquest of the entirety of the MIDDLE EAST, reaching to the borderlands of
India, failed to build a lasting empire.
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emergency had passed. The Senate was a group of important Romans who voted on the
motions to be reviewed by the assemblies, democratic gatherings of the citizens.
The three kinds of government, monarchy, aristocracy and democracy, were all
found united in the commonwealth of Rome. And so even was the balance between
them all, and so regular the administration that resulted from their union, that it
was no easy thing to determine with assurance, whether the entire state was to be
estimated an aristocracy, a democracy, or a monarchy. . . each of the three forms of
government [are] united in the Republic of Rome.
-Polybius, Histories c. 150 B.C.E.
The Romans fought many wars in order to conquer the entire coastline of the
Mediterranean Sea. They were able to do this in large part due to their superior standing
army, composed of the Roman Legions, well-disciplined and trained infantry who fought
with swords and shields. They paid for the Roman Legions through an extensive system of
direct taxation.
After several centuries of political and social conflict, the Roman Republic was
transformed into the Roman Empire. The victor in a series of civil wars (wars fought
between competing factions inside the same state), Augustus Caesar, attained sole
leadership of the Republic. Rather than dispense with the Senate and the Republic’s
institutions, Augustus chose to rule in alliance with the Republic’s institutions, relying on
the senators to help rule the provinces of the Empire. To define his monarchical role,
Augustus chose to use the title of commander, imperator in Latin, “emperor” in English.
In a western context, the title emperor came to refer to the highest possible rank a ruler
could hold, higher than any king.

Statue of Augustus Caesar. c.
50 C.E. Today in the Vatican.

The Flavian Amphitheatre, better known as the Colosseum
of Rome, built 72 C.E.
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Augustus’ successors, the emperors, ruled over the Roman Empire during the Pax
Romana or “Roman Peace,” several centuries of (relative) peace maintained by the Roman
Legions. The Roman Empire was vast and spanned across three continents. In the north,
the rivers Rhine and Danube separated the civilized, developed lands of the Roman
Empire from the poorer, less developed lands of the so-called barbarians. Through a
process of Romanization, the Roman language, Latin, spread throughout much of the
western empire, and the inhabitants of the empire, east and west, increasingly identified
as Romans. Thanks to Romanization, modern Spaniards, Portuguese, French, Italians,
and Romanians all speak languages related to one another.
The Romans carefully administered their empire through a system of governors and
provinces, allowing local populations to retain many of their local leaders and cultures.
However, some groups, particularly Jews and Christians, experienced intermittent
religious persecution, the use of discrimination or violence by a state against a religious
minority, for their nonconformity. The Romans brought technology and carried out vast
building projects, like aqueducts, which were vast stone structures that carried fresh
water from the mountains to the cities. A complex system of roads and bridges linked the
empire’s provinces together. Through the importation of huge quantities from grain from
Egypt and NORTH AFRICA, the Empire kept cities like Rome artificially large; Rome may
have possessed over a million people at its classical height.
The advent of Christianity, a monotheistic religion with its origins in Second Temple
Judaism, occurred under the Roman Empire. It was founded by Jesus of Nazareth, a
Jewish rabbi called the Messiah and Christ (or “God’s anointed one”) by his followers. A
Roman governor crucified Jesus of Nazareth in 33 C.E. According to his followers, he rose
from the dead the third day after and ascended into heaven, promising to return to judge
the souls of the living and the dead. His chief follower, Peter, initially wanted
Christianity to remain restricted to the Jews. Paul of Tarsus, an important convert to
Christianity, believed in spreading the religion to the gentiles (non-Jews) and embarked
on a long journey around the Roman Empire, spreading the Christian religion wherever
he went. Along with Peter, Paul was ultimately put to death in the city of Rome for his
beliefs.
There are two ways, one of life and one of death, but [there is] a great difference
between the two ways. The way of life, then, is this: First, you shall love God who
made you; second, love your neighbor as yourself, and do not do to another what you
would not want done to you. And of these sayings the teaching is this: Bless those
who curse you, and pray for your enemies.
-Anonymous, The Didache c. 100 C.E.
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For centuries, the Roman emperors persecuted Christians as religious nonconformists.
However, following a notable military victory, the emperor Constantine converted to
Christianity and patronized the Christian Church. Under his oversight, the Church
clarified the particulars of its beliefs in a great meeting of bishops called the Council of
Nicaea.
We believe in one God,
the Father, the Almighty,
maker of heaven and earth,
of all that is, seen and unseen.
We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ,
the only Son of God,
...
For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate;
he suffered death and was buried.
On the third day he rose again
in accordance with the Scriptures;
he ascended into heaven
and is seated at the right hand of the Father.
He will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead,
and his kingdom will have no end.
-The Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed, c. 381 C.E.
The Christian Church, or body of all the Christian faithful, was led by Bishops, the most
senior of the Christian priests whose job was to care for the Christians under their care
and maintain proper Christian doctrine and practice in their territories, called dioceses.
The most important of these bishops were known as Patriarchs, five in number, who
together administered the Christian church within the Roman Empire. The senior
Patriarch was the Pope in Rome, who claimed to be Peter’s successor as the head of the
Church.
The Roman Empire had many enemies, but only the Persian Empire could rival Rome for
control of the ancient western world. To address the threat of the Persian Empire, the
emperor Constantine established a new capital in the east called Constantinople on the
site of the old Greek city of Byzantium between the Mediterranean and Black Seas. To
better administer the empire, Constantine’s successors divided it into two parts: the
Western Roman Empire and the Eastern Roman Empire. Though alert and watchful, the
Roman Legions (mostly) maintained internal peace and prosperity for centuries, later
remembered by Europeans as a golden age. North, south, east, and west, all roads led to
Rome.
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Illuminated depiction of the execution of
Jesus of Nazareth by crucifixion. From the
Syriac Rabbula Gospels, 586 C.E.

The baptism of Jesus of Nazareth
with the Holy Spirit descending
as a dove, depicted in the ceiling
mosaic of Theodoric's Baptistery
in Ravenna. c. 500 C.E.
Photograph by Petar Milošević.
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SOUTH ASIA
SOUTH ASIA is separated from the rest of Asia by the Himalayan Mountains and the
Hindu-Kush Mountains. Though home today to several countries today, the entire
region is historically often called “India”. It is divided into three regions: the Indus River
valley in the northwest, an arid region separated from the rest of SOUTH ASIA by the Thar
desert; the Ganges River valley in the northeast, a jungle-filled, wet region; and south
India (the cape), separated by the Deccan plateau. These geographic divisions make the
task of uniting SOUTH ASIA tremendously difficult; no ruler would fully unite the region
until the British in the modern period. Geographers often term the region a
subcontinent due to its incredible scale and diversity, coupled with its geographic
separation,
We refer to the period of ancient history in India as the Vedic Age after the Vedas,
religious texts which are our only source of information about the period. The society of
Vedic India was structured by two systems: Varna (class) and Jati (caste). Varna came to
refer to a system of four classes: Brahmin (priests), Kshatriya (warriors), Vaishya
(traders and artisans), and Shudra (peasants and laborers). There existed also a fifth
“class,” the untouchables who performed jobs considered dirty and who were social
outcasts. One was born into a Varna. Similarly, one was born into a specific Jati, a narrow
caste within that class whose members performed a specific role. This system of class and
caste, theoretically rigid and fixed, together formed the Caste System.
Urged by the holy singer, sped by song, come, Indra, to the prayers,
Of the libation-pouring priest.
Approach, O Indra, hasting you, Lord of Bay Horses, to the prayers.
In our libation take delight.
-The Rig Veda, c. 1250 B.C.E.
Left, the earliest
depiction of the god
Krishna, eighth
avatar of Vishnu.
Photograph by
Classical
Numismatic Group.
Right, the Hindu
Shore Temple of
Mahabalipuram, c.
700 C.E.
Photograph by
Bernard Gagnon.
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Vedic cosmology stated that all living creatures possessed an Atman or soul/spirit. The
atman acquired Karma by performing well in its allotted role in life. Thus, a good Shudra
would work the fields whereas a good Brahmin would perform sacrifices in the temple.
When a creature died, its atman would be reincarnated based on its karma. If it had good
Karma, it would advance to a higher class. If it had bad karma, it would degrade to a
lower class. A good Shudra might become a Vaishya, for instance.
Dissatisfaction with the Vedic society led to the emergence of new traditions. These
dissatisfactions were expressed in the Upanishads, epics which feature analysis and
criticism of the Vedic world. The religion of Buddhism emerged as once answer to Vedic
society. Founded by Siddhartha Gautama, the Buddha, Buddhism teaches a way for an
atman to break out of the cycle of reincarnation and achieve Nirvana—enlightenment.
By accepting the Four Noble Truths and following the Eight-fold Path, one can achieve
Nirvana. The Four Noble Truths are: 1. Life is filled with suffering, 2. Suffering comes from
desire, 3. One must get rid of desire to end suffering, 4. The Eight-fold Path is the way to
get rid of suffering. The Eight-fold path encourages a lifestyle which lends itself to
meditation for the breeding of wisdom and attainment of enlightenment.
Meditation brings wisdom; lack of meditation leaves ignorance. Know well what
leads you forward and what holds you back.
-The Buddha
Buddhism was initially popular in India, but ultimately spread to Indochina, China,
Korea, and Japan, where it achieved most of its converts. Two distinct branches of
Buddhism would emerge. Theravada Buddhism or “elder-school” Buddhism
represented a conservative strain close to what Siddhartha Gautama taught, encouraging
individual meditation and introspection, and placing little emphasis on gods or
cosmology. Mahayana Buddhism or “greater-vehicle” Buddhism represented a
progressive strain which bonded with local religions, incorporating their gods and
practices into Buddhist worship, and encouraged reliance on Buddhist monks (priests)
whose devotion to Buddhist practices could help bolster the regular Buddhist’s journey.
The greatest of these leaders were the bodhisattvas, Buddhists who had attained Nirvana
but who chose to be reincarnated to help others on the path to Enlightenment. In both
traditions, Buddhists commonly venerated relics of bodhisattvas in stupas, Buddhist
shrines.
Hinduism emerged as a direct successor to the Vedic religion, inheriting its temples,
priesthoods, and gods. In Hinduism, the social system was reinforced and the role of
ritual reaffirmed. In Hinduism, three gods in particular rose to prominence. Vishnu, the
preserver and savior figure; Shiva, the destroyer who creates and destroys; and Shakti,
wife of Shiva and warrior goddess of death. Hinduism idealized Dharma which is
obedience to religious and moral laws. They also encouraged Artha, the pursuit of money
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and prosperity. Hindus saw Kama, social, physical, and sexual pleasure, as a positive
good. All of these things helped lead to Moksha, the salvation of the soul. In layman’s
terms, whereas Buddhists believe a soul must break out of the cycle of reincarnation,
Hindus believe that a soul must climb through the cycle and graduate it to achieve
salvation.

The stupa temple marking the
place where the Buddha
attained enlightenment
according to his followers. Built
during the reign of Asoka c. 232
B.C.E. Photograph taken c. 1884.

Buddha meditating, carving
at Tapa Shotor, c. 200 C.E.

Statue of the
Boddhisatva
Maitreya, c. 200
C.E. in Gandhara.

A South Asian king named Chandragupta Maurya embarked on wars on conquest in the
early Classical Period, uniting the Ganges River valley and the Indus River valley in one
empire. His grandson, Asoka Maurya, converted to Buddhism and was a great patron of
the Buddhist religion. Thanks to Asoka’s support, Buddhist missionaries spread the
religion outside of SOUTH ASIA, particularly to neighboring SOUTHEAST ASIA. A united
northern India did not last long, however. Despite use of governors and provinces,
centered on SOUTH ASIA’s numerous cities, keeping such a large empire united and
functional required strong military leadership, something not provided by Asoka’s weak
successors.
For centuries, SOUTH ASIA returned to rule by small and medium scale kingdoms, with
none emerging dominant over the others.
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EAST ASIA
Ancient China was centered on the Yellow River (Huang He), a yellow-colored river rich
in a silt called loess which, through its floods, makes fertile land for agriculture. However,
the Yellow River is also called China’s Sorrow due to its incredibly devastating floods,
which can wipe out entire villages when it changes its course to the sea. The country’s
exposure to the Steppes led its rulers to construct a series of fortifications known as the
Great Wall to protect against incursions by Steppe nomads. Chinese mythology provides
for the creation of mankind by divinities from loess and their organization under the
gods’ leadership. The Chinese, due to this early role of the gods as leaders of men,
practiced ancestor veneration in which deceased ancestors were seen as powerful divine
spirits who could help or hinder their descendants depending on if they were
appropriately honored or not. They deduced the will of the divine through oracle bones,
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bones inscribed with writing which they heated to the point of shattering, deducing the
will of the divine by how the bone cracked.

A ritual tripod cauldron,
symbol of royal authority in
ancient China, c. 1200 B.C.E.
Collection of the
Metropolitan Museum of Art.

Terracotta warrior from
the tomb of Qin
Shihuangdi, first emperor
of China. c. Photograph by
Carlos Adompol Galindo. c.
210 B.C.E.

A mural from the tomb of
Xinzhou, depicting a
Chinese palatial residence,
c. 550 C.E.

China was usually ruled by a dynasty, a powerful family which provided an emperor for
the country who could build canals and levees to control the flooding of the Yellow River.
The doctrine of the Mandate of Heaven stated that the gods (“heaven”) gave the right
(or “mandate”) to rule over all of China to one individual and their dynasty, but that the
gods might choose to revoke that mandate. The inhabitants of China could tell if the
ruling dynasty had lost the Mandate if natural disasters, like floods, or civil
unrest/warfare occurred. If a new dynasty could successfully establish rule over China,
then the Chinese would consider them to have received the Mandate of Heaven. The
changing of one Chinese dynasty for another through losing and gaining the Mandate of
Heaven is called the Dynastic Cycle.
During the period of Warring States, the weak rule an old dynasty had yielded to feuding
families, each struggling for control of the Mandate of Heaven. Court thinkers advising
these feuding families founded two major schools of thought on how to reform society:
Confucianism and Daoism (sometimes written Taoism).
Confucianism has its origins with the philosopher Confucius (Kong Fuzi). More of a
philosophy than a religion in its original form, it attached itself to traditional Chinese
religion as a kind of guiding force. Its central text is the Analects, a collection of
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Confucius’ teachings. Confucianism emphasizes the importance of familial relationships
and filial piety, in which due reverence is given to one’s parents and one’s ancestors.
Confucianism emphasized the importance of people in society working together in an
orderly system, championing the idea of meritocracy, in which the most qualified, “best”
men should rule.
The Master said, “Lead them by means of regulations and keep order among them
through punishments, and the people will evade them and will lack any sense of
shame. Lead them through moral force (de) and keep order among them through
rites (li), and they will have a sense of shame and will also correct themselves.”
-Anonymous Disciple of Confucius, The Analects c. 350 B.C.E.
The Confucian principle of meritocracy encouraged Chinese rulers to rely on
bureaucracy for administering their realms. A bureaucracy is made up on bureaucrats,
administrators appointed to their position rather than inheriting it or being elected to it.
The ideal bureaucrat is thus a skilled individual without connections which might
compromise their service to the state.
Daoism was founded by the (possibly legendary) Laotzu, who in the central text Daode
Jing wrote that all people should follow the Dao (the Way) to harmony. In Daoism, social
interactions should be kept to a minimum and society should be kept from becoming
complex. Instead, people should attempt to remain in harmony with the natural world
around them and live simple, tranquil lives. The concept of yin and yang, or two
opposed but balanced forces, became central to the Daoist world view. Daoism was not so
much a serious proposition for unifying China as it was a rejection of the need to forge an
empire in the first place.
What is softest in the world
Overcomes what is hardest in the world.
No‑thing penetrates where there is no space.
Thus I know that in doing nothing there is advantage.
The wordless teaching and the advantage of doing nothing ‑‑
there are few in the world who understand them.
-Lao Tzu, Daode Jing c. 350 B.C.E.
China was ultimately united and ruled under a Confucian regime, but Daoism remained
an important religious and philosophical tradition within the country. The ensuing Han
Dynasty of China formed China’s classical height, remembered by later generations as a
golden age of peace and prosperity.
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The Common Era
Midway through the Classical period, the calendar used by historians today swaps from
“negative” dates, counting down, labeled “B.C.E.” to “positive” dates, counting towards the
present, labeled “C.E.”. These abbreviations stand for “Before the Common Era” and
“Common Era” respectively. The division has its origins in Christianity, where the
traditional date of Jesus of Nazareth’s birth became year 1 “A.D.”—Anno Domini, “in the
Year of Our Lord.” Both C.E. and A.D. are still in use and you should be familiar with
them both. These course documents, and the AP World History course, will generally
prefer the C.E. designation.
Things Fall Apart
During the first five centuries of the Common Era, a series of catastrophes and systematic
failures brought down the Classical empires, weakening or dissolving them into weaker
successor states.
It is from their foes, not their friends, that cities learn the lesson of building high
walls.
-Aristophanes, The Birds 414 B.C.E.
In EAST ASIA, the Chinese emperors of the Han Dynasty became overly reliant on
bureaucrats and advisors at court, who frequently ruled in their own self-interest to the
detriment of the country. The powerful military leaders of the provinces ultimately
intervened, massacring the emperor’s advisors and taking him into custody. However,
these leaders soon themselves fell to infighting, and central authority in the empire
collapsed. Ultimately, the Han emperor abdicated, allowing three successor kingdoms to
battle to win the Mandate of Heaven. Over three centuries filled with civil wars would
pass before a new, stable dynasty would emerge to unite China.
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China, long divided, must unite; long united, must divide. Thus it has ever been.
-Luo Guanzhong, Romance of the Three Kingdoms c. 1350 C.E.
In SOUTH ASIA, later empires had attempted to unite the region but had failed to unite the
entire subcontinent. In the final centuries of the Classical Period, the most influential
rulers in India adopted Hinduism, entrenching that religion’s influence in South Asian
society and hardening the divisions within the caste system. After the Classical Period,
the different castes ceased to intermarry with one another. Faced with invaders from the
Steppes of CENTRAL ASIA known as Huns, the large scale states of South Asia again
crumbled, leaving the region disunited into numerous small and medium scale states.
In EUROPE, the Roman Empire struggled to raise the enormous taxes needed to defend
their borders. Though neither as organized nor as numerous as the Persian rivals of Rome
in the east, the Germanic Peoples beyond Rome’s northern frontier frequently
threatened the Empire. The Romans considered these Germanic peoples “barbarians,”
people living outside the reach of civilization. When the Empire was stable, it was
relatively easy to keep the Germanic peoples out of the Empire. However, the Romans
frequently began to incorporate Germanic peoples into their army to help mitigate the
difficulties of defending the frontiers. The invasion of the Huns, a nomadic group of
warriors on horseback from the Steppes, forced many Germanic peoples to abandon their
lands and migrate into the territory of the Roman Empire. These Germanic migrants
sometimes joined up with their friends in the Roman army to seize Roman territory by
force. The Romans attempted in some cases to admit the Germanic peoples as refugees,
but this typically led to violent confrontation.
The invasions of the Germanic peoples and the Huns badly devastated the Roman
provinces, decreasing the tax revenue for the Roman state. Without its usual tax revenue,
the Empire could not afford to pay to adequately defend its borders. Undefended borders
led to further incursions, and thus further devastated provinces, a situation which
spiraled out of control. Following the sack of Rome by Germanic peoples, the western
Empire sank into a cycle of decline. With the loss of their most valuable province, Africa,
to Germanic peoples, the Empire could not make ends meet. By the year 476, the Empire
had ceased to exist in the west, living on only in the east.
Who would believe that Rome, built up by the conquest of the whole world, had
collapsed, that the mother of nations had become also their tomb?
-Saint Jerome, Letter to Heraclian c. 410 C.E.
Though the Western Roman Empire fell, the Roman Empire lived on in its eastern
provinces for another thousand years. Historians refer to this “medieval Roman Empire”
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as the Byzantine Empire. The Byzantines were Greek-speaking Christians who ruled
over much of the eastern Mediterranean from their great capital of Constantinople.
Constantinople was a major center of trade, lying between EUROPE and Asia, as well as
between the Black Sea and the Mediterranean Sea. One of the Byzantine emperors,
Justinian, issued a Code of Laws which later became the basis of western European law.
During the 500s, the Byzantines maintained a classical-style civilization in an uneasy
standoff with their rival, the Persian Empire. Faced with invaders from the Steppes,
continued peace was in the best interests of both empires. In the early 600s, however,
tensions over borders plunged the Persians and Byzantines into a massive war which
pulled in most of their neighbors and lasted for over a decade. After a hard won Byzantine
victory, the Persian and Byzantine Empires were both exhausted in manpower and in
their economy. Weakened, the Persian Empire fell to a surprise invasion by camel-riding
invaders from the Arabian Desert and the Byzantine Empire lost two thirds of its territory
to the newcomers in a matter of decades. These invaders espoused a new religion,
infusing them with a sense of purpose and organization that would define the dawn of
the Post Classical period.
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Post-Classical History (c. 600 C.E. – 1450 C.E.)
The period of Post-Classical history begins with the rise of the Dar al Islam in the MIDDLE
EAST. Our study of history for AP World History begins properly midway through the
Post-Classical period.

Afro-Eurasia c. 800 C.E. During the Post-Classical period was a substantially more
divided place than it had been during the Classical period. Outside of the MIDDLE EAST,
small and medium scale states defined the political lay of the land. Titanic in scale, the
Abbasid Caliphate ruled over nearly the entire MIDDLE EAST and much of NORTH AFRICA.
Its unwieldy scale combined with forces of local autonomy and rebellious elites would
decentralize and later disintegrate it over the next centuries.
MIDDLE EAST
At the decisive six-day Battle of the River Yarmuk, camel-riding Arab invaders defeated
the badly weakened Byzantine forces. Their enemy defeated, the Arabs swept across the
MIDDLE EAST, conquering territory after territory from the Byzantine and Persian Empires,
who could not hold them back. How could desert-dwellers, many of them nomads, take
on two of the most powerful classical empires and triumph? That these empires had badly
weakened themselves fighting their decades’ long war certainly is part of the answer, but
to fully understand this development we have to examine the Arabs themselves and the
new religion which they espoused.
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The Prophet Muhammad founded the religion of Islam in the Arabian city of Mecca in
the early seventh century. Followers of Islam are known as Muslims. Islam is an
Abrahamic religion, meaning that it centers on the God who made a covenant with
Abraham in the previously described Judeo-Christian tradition. The primary holy text of
Islam is the Qur’an, a work believed by Muslims to be the divine word of God revealed to
the Prophet Muhammad. The secondary holy texts of Islam are the Hadith, a collection
of texts about the Prophet Muhammad’s life as recounted by his followers. The central
religious practices of Islam are codified in the Five Pillars of Islam: (1) That a Muslims
must confess that there is one God and Muhammad is his Prophet; (2) That a Muslims
must pray five times a day facing Mecca; (3) That a Muslim must give 2.5 % of his/her
income to charity; (4) That a Muslim must fast (abstain from food and drink) during the
day during the holy month of Ramadan; and (5) that a Muslim must, if able, make a
pilgrimage, known as a Hajj, once in their life to the holy city of Mecca.
O People, listen to me in earnest, worship ALLAH, say your five daily prayers, fast
during the month of Ramadhan, and give your wealth in Zakat [charity]. Perform
Hajj if you can afford to. You know that every Muslim is the brother of another
Muslim. You are all equal. Nobody has superiority over other except by piety and
good action. Remember, one day you will appear before ALLAH and answer for your
deeds. So beware, do not astray from the path of righteousness after I am gone.
-Muhammad’s “Final Sermon” 632 C.E.
Initially an Arabian religion intended primarily for Arabs, the Islamic community, known
as the Dar al Islam (House of Islam), expanded through military conquest to cover
Spain, NORTH AFRICA, Egypt, the Levant, Arabia, Iraq, and Iran. The Dar al Islam consisted
not just of the body of the Muslim faithful, known as the Umma, but also of the
Dhimmi, Jews and Christians living within the borders of the Dar al Islam considered
protected “peoples of the Book.” The Islamic community was initially led by a figure
known as a Caliph, a combination religious and political leader considered the lieutenant
of God and the successor to Muhammad. Under the leadership of the first four “rightly
guided” Caliphs, the Dar al Islam made its most significant conquests, ending the Persian
Empire and largely crippling the Byzantine Empire.
Following the assassination of the fourth “rightly guided” Caliph, Ali, Muhammad’s sonin-law, the Dar al Islam split into two branches, Sunni and Shia (followers of which are
Shi’ites). The division between Sunni and Shia was initially political, centering on a
dispute over whether the descendants of Muhammad’s daughter Fatima and her husband
Ali should succeed to the Caliphate or if any Muslim, regardless of descent, could become
Caliph. Over time, it widened to include religious differences as well. The primary
differences between Sunnis and Shi’ites are as follows: (1) the Sunni are the majority of
Muslims (90 %) and the Shi’ites are the minority (less than 10 %); (2) the Sunnis believe
that anyone can be Caliph while the Shi’ites believe that the Caliph must be descended
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from Ali; and (3) the Shi’ites have a looser interpretation of the practices proscribed in the
Five Pillars of Islam than the Sunnis. For instance, whereas Sunnis always must pray five
times a day, Shi’ites believe that the faithful may condense their prayers into three
provided that two are doubled in length.
The first major Caliphate was the Sunni Umayyad Caliphate (c. 661-750 C.E.). The
Umayyad Caliphate had its capital at Damascus (close to the Mediterranean Sea) and
relied on local Byzantine and Persian bureaucrats to aid in administering their new
empire. Furthermore, the Umayyads believed that Islam was an Arabic religion for Arabs.
Non-Arabs could not convert to Islam unless they adopted Arabic language and customs.
This exclusivity angered the populace, particularly members of the Dhimmi who desired
to convert to Islam in order to escape the jizya tax on non-Muslims.
We [the Christians of Syria] accept these conditions [i.e. jizya taxes] for ourselves
and for the people of our community, and in return we receive safe-conduct.
If we in any way violate these undertakings for which we ourselves stand surety, we
forfeit our covenant [dhimma], and we become liable to the penalties for contumacy
and sedition.
-Pact of Umar with the Christians of Syria.

A modern artistic depiction of what the capital of the Abbasid Caliphate, Baghdad, looked
like. Note the round style of its design.
Fueled by popular discontent and supposed “decadence” in the Umayyad Caliphate, the
Abbasid family overthrew the Umayyads, founding the Abbasid Caliphate (c. 750-1256
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C.E.) in its place. The Abbasids centered their empire on their great capital at Baghdad in
Iraq (far from the Mediterranean Sea), a large and wealthy city where the Abbasid caliphs
patronized classical learning and the arts at the House of Wisdom. Furthermore, the
Abbasids allowed non-Arabs to convert freely to Islam, recognizing the diverse nature of
their empire. In order to administer their vast realm, the Abbasids relied on
decentralization of power to emirs ruling emirates (a kind of governor and province).
Whereas a centralized state is mostly administered by one central government, a
decentralized state delegates day-to-day governance to individual territories, allowing the
central government to focus on more important issues. The more power given to, for
example, governors over their provinces, the more decentralized the state. Over time, the
Abbasid emirs became effectively independent as the caliph’s influence declined, a
common danger of decentralization gone too far. Though the Caliph lost nearly all
political power, they remained religiously influential for centuries more.
The Umayyad family did not cease to exist but fled to Spain, establishing a realm known
as Al-Andalus, a wealthy bastion of culture. Its capital was the large, prosperous city of
Córdoba. Al-Andalus was a religious pluralistic society, home to Jews, Christians, and
Muslims living together under Islamic rule in a (usually) peaceful convivencia.

The Umayyad Mosque at Córdoba, built c. 785. A manuscript page from the Qur’an,
Note the use of Roman columns to support
displaying Abbasid-era calligraphy, letter
Islamic arches. Photograph by Richard Mortel. forms designed to be beautiful.
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Latin Christendom
The center of Post-Classical Europe bore the name Latin Christendom after its elite
language (Latin) and its primary religious tradition (Christianity). Three characteristics
defined their civilization: a culture of warrior elites brought by Germanic peoples; the
institutions of the Christian Church; and the legacy of the Roman Empire and its
institutions.
Early Post-Classical EUROPE had fewer and smaller cities than it had under the Roman
Empire, with even elites focusing on the countryside rather than the crumbling ruins of
Roman centers. In the wake of the Roman Empire, the Christian Church provided
structure to the peoples of EUROPE. The Secular Clergy, including archbishops, bishops,
and priests, managed the daily affairs of the church and provided education through
preaching and charitable relief to the poor people of society. The Regular Clergy,
including monks and nuns, practiced Monasticism, in which they cloistered themselves
away in structures known as monasteries where they lived lives of prayer and
contemplation. Most monasteries followed a set of rules known as the Benedictine Rule,
written by Saint Benedict of Nursia, who required that monasteries be ruled by a head
monk called an abbot (abbess if female). In these monasteries, the monks preserved the
knowledge of antiquity through writing many books by hand, the most famous of which
were illuminated manuscripts, books decorated with fine pigments and golden letters.
During this period, Christianity expanded across EUROPE through the work of
missionaries. The Christian Church in the west was led by the Pope in Rome, whose office
and government became known as the Papacy. In exchange for the Church’s support in
providing kings with literate administrators and in blessing their rule, kings granted
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enormous tracts of land to bishops and abbots, making the Church the largest landowner
on the continent.

“Chi Rho” page showing the first two
letters of “Christ” illuminated in
Insular style. Lindisfarne Gospels,
illuminated c. 720. Collection of
British Museum.

Interior of Charlemagne's Palace
Chapel at Aachen with imitation of
classical Roman styles. Built c. 800.

After centuries of rule by weak Germanic kings, most of Latin Christendom (modern
France, Germany, and Italy) came under the rule of a people group known as the Franks,
ancestors of the modern French and the Germans of Franconia. The Pope attempted to
restore the Roman Empire by crowning the Frankish king, Charlemagne, as Roman
Emperor. The Papal Coronation bound the Church and the state (it seemed) inextricably
together in EUROPE.
After these things, on [Christmas Day in the year 800], when all the people were
assembled in the Church of the blessed St. Peter, the venerable and gracious Pope
with his own hands crowned [Charlemagne] with an exceedingly precious crown. . . .
While he, before the altar of the church, was calling upon many of the saints, it was
proclaimed three times, and by the common voice of all he was chosen to be emperor
of the Romans.
-“Life of Leo III”, Liber Pontificalis c. 890.
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The practice of partible inheritance, by which a ruler’s lands were divided amongst his
descendants on his death, led to the breakup of Charlemagne’s Frankish Empire. The
resulting Treaty of Verdun established separate kingdoms in (ultimately) modern
France, Germany, and Italy. While the German kings would later conquer Italy and
reclaim the title of emperor, establishing the Holy Roman Empire, EUROPE remained
divided with a new independent kingdom of France separate from the Empire.
Furthermore, new kingdoms in northern Spain and in England had never fallen under
Frankish rule. For the rest of its history, EUROPE has been home to a multitude of small
and medium scale states. Under the onslaught of invasions by hostile people groups like
the Vikings of Scandinavia, who raided the coastlines of EUROPE, and the Magyars from
the great Eurasian Steppes, who struck at its interior, Latin Christendom remained a
militarized, disunited, and violent civilization as the year 1000 approached.
Latin Christendom developed a society based on the Three Estates, also known as the
Three Orders: those who prayed (the clergy); those who fought (the nobles); and those
who worked (the peasants). The Three Estates were organized through the loose systems
of Manorialism and Feudalism. In Manorialism, the poor farmers, called peasants,
worked on small farms in order to produce food which they gave to the nobles who
owned the land. In exchange, these nobles provided the peasants with protection. Many
of these peasants were legally unfree in a condition known as serfdom, which forbade
them from leaving the land on which they were born. One originally became a noble by
serving as a warrior in service to the king, but over time nobility became defined by
descent. Nobles managed relationships between themselves through Feudalism4, a
system in which powerful nobles, known as lords, gave land known as a fief to less
powerful nobles, known as a vassals, in exchange for the vassal’s promise to fight in their
army.
I will to [my lord] be true and faithful, and love all which he loves and shun all
which he shuns, according to the laws of God and the order of the world.
-The Anglo-Saxon Oath of Fealty t.a.q. 1066 C.E.
A lord might be a vassal himself to a more powerful lord, forming a chain up to the most
powerful lords of all, the kings. The benefit of feudalism for a king was that it was a low
maintenance system which allowed easy administration of a vast realm. The downside,
however, was that powerful vassals might disregard the king’s wishes, decentralizing and
even disintegrating the realm. As the year 1000 approached, the king of France, for
4

Contemporary medieval historians debate whether the concept of “feudalism” is useful or too simple for
understanding medieval Europe or not. Fundamentally, the term is an ‘ideal type.’ Just like we do not expect
a democracy to literally have every person make a government’s every decision, we should not expect
feudalism to be neat, tidy, and orderly. For our purpose, the term will be used generally to refer to systems
of administration delegating land to individuals in exchange for their military service, which we can identify
around the world.
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example, had become powerless outside the immediate environs of his capital city of
Paris.

A visual depiction of the "three orders";
from left to right, the Clergy, the
Nobility, and the Peasantry. Gautier de
Metz, "L'Ymage dou Monde." c. 1250 C.E.

Depiction of medieval combat with knights
wearing chainmail armor. The Bayeux
Tapestry, c. 1070 C.E. Collection of Bayeux
Cathedral.
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SOUTH ASIA
Following the end of the Classical period, SOUTH ASIA broke apart into small and medium
scale kingdoms. The struggle between the subcontinent’s three sub-regions, the arrival of
Islam, and the decline of Buddhism defined the early Post-Classical period in SOUTH ASIA.
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In the absence of a central ruler, states based in the Deccan plateau, on the lower Ganges
River and along the Thar Desert feuded for control over SOUTH ASIA. None of these
kingdoms could replicate the success of the Classical rulers. These kingdoms tended to
organize on a feudal principle, with the central ruler granting substantial autonomy to
vassal rulers in exchange for their military support. Over time, they thus tended to
decentralize and fall victim to outside conquest.
The Arab armies of the Sunni caliphs conquered the Indus river valley during the early
Post-Classical period, replacing the local rulers. However, the powerful kingdoms beyond
the Thar Desert put up a strong resistance, thus remaining outside the Dar al Islam. Only
midway through the Post-Classical period did Islamic conquests penetrate into the rest of
the subcontinent with the arrival of Turks from CENTRAL ASIA, new converts to Sunni
Islam. The invasions of these Turks had a destructive effect on the settled societies of
SOUTH ASIA, particularly harming Buddhist stupas and other holy sites.
Fire and sword, havoc and destruction, marked his course everywhere. Gandhar
which was styled the Garden of the North was left at his death a weird and desolate
waste. Its rich fields and fruitful gardens, together with the canal which watered
them (the course of which is still partially traceable in the western part of the plain),
had all disappeared. Its numerous stone built cities, monasteries, and topes with
their valuable and revered monuments and sculptures, were sacked, fired, razed to
the ground, and utterly destroyed as habitations.
-Al Biruni, History, t.a.q. 1050 C.E.
Beginning with tentative raids and escalating into full-blown wars of conquest, these
Turks established a polity known as the Sultanate of Delhi, which united parts of all
three sub-regions of SOUTH ASIA and lasted nearly to the end of the Post-Classical period.
Under Islamic rule, Hindus and Buddhists faced pressures to convert to the new religious
creed. In part due to the link between Hinduism and the caste system, SOUTH ASIAN
Hindus rarely converted to Islam. Contrastingly, Buddhists seem have to converted much
more readily to the new religion. By the end of the Post-Classical period, Buddhists had
become a tiny minority in SOUTH ASIA, the majority of the religion’s adherents now living
in SOUTHEAST ASIA and EAST ASIA. The religious landscape of most of SOUTH ASIA thus
became one of an Islamic minority ruling over a Hindu majority.

Important Terms
Sultanate of Delhi
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EAST ASIA
Following the end of the Han dynasty, China went through a four century long dark age
in which no one ruler consistently claimed the Mandate of Heaven as emperor of China.
During this time, nomadic peoples from the Steppes overran northern China and settled
south of the Great Wall. Over the centuries, these nomadic people groups underwent
Sinicization or the process of “becoming Chinese,” adopting Chinese language and many
Chinese customs while also imparting some of their own traditions, like the iron stirrup
for horseback riding, to the Chinese. The combination of the iron-stirrup-based cavalry
with traditional dagger-axe infantry and the use of archers wielding the Cho-ko-nu, a
technologically advanced “repeating/automatic crossbow,” characterized the Chinese
armies during this period.
The Chinese dark ages ended with the rise of the Sui Dynasty, which united China,
successfully claimed the Mandate of Heaven, and established centralized rule over the
heartland between the Yellow River and the Yangzi, which they connected with a Grand
Canal. Through the Three Departments and Six Ministries system, the Sui
successfully administered China through a centralized bureaucracy. However, strong,
central rule under the Sui proved unpopular and, following unsuccessful wars against
China’s neighbors in Korea, the Sui dynasty lost the Mandate of Heaven and was replaced
by the Tang dynasty.

Luoyang Pavilion by Li Zhaodao. c. 800. Now in the National Palace Museum.
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Yan Liben, “Thirteen Emperors
Scroll”. Tang artwork depicting
Emperor Wen of the Sui Dynasty
with his advisors. c. 650 C.E.
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.

Yan Liben, Emperor Taizong of the Tang Dynasty receives
ambassadors from his tributaries in Tibet. Copy of an
original from 641 C.E. Notice the elevated position of the
Tang emperor relative to the ambassadors, and the rich
yellow color of the canvas, both distinctive features of Post
Classical Chinese art.

The Tang Dynasty inaugurated a golden age in Chinese history and built on the
achievements of their Sui predecessors, tempering the Sui centralization with
decentralization of control to local elites, including Buddhist monks. The Tang dynasty
broke with traditional Confucian practice and instead embraced Mahayana Buddhism.
Buddhism in China was syncretic, meaning that it combined local Daoist and/or
Confucian traditions with Mahayana Buddhism. The emperors frequently claimed the
special status of bodhisattva in order to legitimize their rule. The state patronage of
monks, who were exempt from taxation, and the monasteries in which they lived resulted
in Buddhist monasteries becoming very rich and powerful.
The Tang emperors oversaw a diverse society, a society in which numerous religious and
cultural traditions coexisted together. These traditions included Nestorian (Persian)
Christianity, which first established the Christian Church in Chinese lands. The diverse
nature of Tang China was most evident in its great capital at the newly-rebuilt Chang’an.
The Tang oversaw a golden age of cultural achievement, exemplified by the writings of
the poets Du Fu, who represented Confucian ideals in his poetry, and Li Bai, who used
Daoist imagery in his poetry.
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The stream swirls. The wind moans in
The pines. Gray rats scurry over
Broken tiles. What prince, long ago,
Built this palace, standing in
Ruins beside the cliffs? There are
Green ghost fires in the black rooms.
The shattered pavements are all
Washed away. Ten thousand organ
Pipes whistle and roar. The storm
Scatters the red autumn leaves.
His dancing girls are yellow dust.
Their painted cheeks have crumbled
Away. His gold chariots
And courtiers are gone. Only
A stone horse is left of his
Glory. I sit on the grass and
Start a poem, but the pathos of
It overcomes me. The future
Slips imperceptibly away.
Who can say what the years will bring?
-Du Fu, “The Jade Flower Palace” t.a.q. 770
China exerted hegemony, far-reaching influence or loose control, over all of EAST ASIA
during the Tang dynasty. Rather than attempting to conquer and forcefully subjugate the
neighboring peoples in Vietnam, Korea, and Japan, the Tang dynasty instead
established a tributary system, a symbiotic relationship in which the rulers of the
smaller countries would acknowledge the superiority of the Tang, paying them annual
tribute, in exchange for gifts of fine Chinese goods and protection. The tributary system
would outlast the Tang dynasty and remained an important part of Chinese history even
into the modern period.
Due to the tributary relationships established by Tang China, East Asian societies have
several things in common: the use of rice as a staple crop; literate Confucian-style
education; and Buddhism. Korea, a nation on the heavily forested Korean peninsula, was
distinctive for its maritime trade, nobility based on descent (called “bone-ranks”), and its
contributions to Buddhism through Wonhyo’s Korean Commentary. Vietnam was
based around the jungles surrounding the Red River and the Mekong River and displayed
influence from India. Women enjoyed greater freedoms in Vietnam than in China. A
Japanese empire ruled most of the Japanese archipelago, a mountainous and rugged chain
of islands. Following contacts with Tang China, Japan adopted the Taika Reforms,
modeling their government after China’s. Japan practiced their own variety of feudalism,
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similar to European feudalism but developed entirely independently. In Japanese
Feudalism, a largely ceremonial emperor awarded lands to lords known as daimyo. These
daimyo, in turn, sponsored elite warriors known as samurai in exchange for their service
in war. The daimyo frequently fought for control of the Shogunate, an office (the
“Shogun”) which exercised real political power on behalf of the emperor. While the
emperor ruled from the ceremonial capital at Kyoto, the shogun ruled from the city of
Edo, modern Tokyo.
The fall of the Tang dynasty was long and protracted as the dynasty experienced a
centuries-long decline before finally losing control over China. The complex system of
tributary relationships and the extension of direct control over the far western regions of
modern China, beyond the Great Wall, led to heavy taxes and an overextended military.
Beginning in the mid-eighth century, the Tang emperors faced rebellions by disgruntled
subjects such as the An Lushan Rebellion by a prominent general. These rebellions,
coupled with widespread hostility to the tax-exempt Buddhist monks, led to the Tang
emperors’ rapid decline in power. Finally, the Chinese state dissolved the Buddhist
monasteries and began a religious persecution of Buddhist and other religious groups in
China as part of a Confucian reaction against the syncretism which had prevailed in
China under the Tang dynasty. The centuries succeeding the Tang would thus prove less
diverse. China, long united, divided again.
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The World A Thousand Years Ago
Halfway through the Post-Classical period, the world had become a less politically united
place than it had been during the Classical period. At some points in the Classical period,
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a person could have walked from the Atlantic Ocean to the Pacific Ocean without passing
through more than four, huge empires. By the middle of the period, a dozen Christian,
feudal kingdoms ruled in EUROPE; dozens of Islamic emirates ruled over NORTH AFRICA
and the MIDDLE EAST, paying little more than lip service to a powerless caliph in Baghdad;
multiple Hindu rulers faced off against a rising Islamic empire in SOUTH ASIA; and even in
EAST ASIA, China was again divided between rival dynasties.
And yet, politics and governance are not everything. Religiously and economically, the
Eastern hemisphere had become more interconnected than ever before. Nearly all of the
rulers in EUROPE espoused Christianity; nearly all of the states in NORTH AFRICA and the
MIDDLE EAST followed Islam; and Buddhism had deep influence across SOUTHEAST ASIA
and EAST ASIA. Trade routes, exchanging trade goods from one region to another, linked
Afro-Eurasia together. A feudal lord flavored his food with pepper from SOUTHEAST ASIA; a
caliph adorned his court with fine silks from EAST ASIA; and a Chinese bureaucrat
collected taxes in European silver. A thousand years ago, only the distant Americas yet
remained separate from this expanding world network of exchange.

