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The roots of modern western culture can be found in Ancient Greece, including
government, philosophy, science and literature. And, the Olympics, which started as an
athletic competition between Greek city-states, is still held every four years.
Greece is a country in southeastern Europe with Africa to the south and Asia to the
west, thus is in the crossroads of three continents.

Agriculture was carried there from people who migrated from the Near East. The first
Greek tribes arose around five thousand years ago. An early civilization thrived on the
island of Crete, remembered today in the myth of King Minos and the Minotaur monster
who lived in a labyrinth (maze). Afterwards, the Mycenaean civilization arose, as seen in
the stories (Iliad and Odyssey) later attributed to the blind Greek poet Homer, talking
about a war between the Greeks and Trojans.

After a population and cultural decline, a “dark age,” the main periods of ancient Greek
history began. The Archaic Period (800 BCE - 480 BCE) was the “old” period when Greek
city-states (government formed around cities) formed, particularly Athens and
Sparta. Also, philosophy and theatre started to develop.

The Classical Period (480 BCE - 323 BCE) was the height of Greek civilization as well as a
major period of military conflict. After fighting the Persians (Iran), the Greeks started
to fight among themselves, leading to the Peloponnesian War between Athens and
Sparta. The Athenian statesman and general, Pericles, was involved in this conflict. The
period ended with the great exploits of Alexander the Great, from the northern Greek
region of Macedonian, whose death brought the Hellenistic Period (323 BCE - 31
BCE). This ended with the Roman conquest.

Greek myths are basically symbolic explanations of creation, human exploits as well as
just exciting stories to entertain. This was seen as a matter of divine actions. So, a
story was told that explained the natural growth cycle and different gods represented
things such as war and love. The Greeks practiced polytheism, believing in many gods, led
by Zeus and residing on Mount Olympus.
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Philosophy means the love of wisdom. In time, the Greeks tried to use reason to explain
the nature of the world and human conduct. This led to the growth of not only what we
would think of philosophy, but science (“natural philosophy”) as well, including Pythagoras
with his still used mathematical theorem. Hippocrates studied medicine and doctors still
use his “Hippocratic oath” to do no harm.

Three philosophers who stand out began with Socrates, known for his questioning nature,
his “Socratic method.” His student Plato wrote such works as The Republic while Plato’s
student Aristotle is known for his scientific writings. Such philosophers examined such
things as how best to govern, modern day democracy (rule by the people) itself arising in
places like Athens. We still study their work.

Culture
Greeks developed an alphabet, a set of letters to form words that was a more complex 
form of writing than use of pictures or wedges on stones. Their language influences our 
own, many English words having Greek roots. Greeks also enjoyed theater, both serious 
plays with a moral (tragedy) and comedies, which often made fun of Greek celebrities and 
politicians. Many plays also included music.

Art was also an important part of Greek culture as seen in surviving statues such as the
Venus de Milo. Greek architecture (buildings), including different types of columns, also
influence our own buildings. They also had painting, including on vases. But, not only good
things influenced our history -- the Greeks also had slavery, philosophers like Aristotle
formulating “rational” reasons to justify the practice.

Over time, the Roman Empire defeated the Greeks, Cleopatra of Egypt being the final
independent Greek leader. Their influence continued to live on.



India is a large Asian country that is south of China. India takes its name from a large 
Asian river, the Indus, which might mean “large body of water.” India is a subcontinent, a 
large land mass that is smaller than a continent.

Indus Valley
There are signs of civilization as far back as about 5000 BCE in fertile land around the
Indus River in the northwest portion (Punjab region) of modern-day India.

As farming thrived, larger communities grew, and cities began to form. The high point of
the Indus Valley Civilization was 2500 to 2000 BCE, with many major cities, and trade
with Mesopotamia. It is believed a catastrophic event, such as a flood or drying up of a
major source for farming helped the culture to decline. The Indus Valley civilization
ended around 1500 BCE.

Aryans
Over time, a large group of nomadic cattle-herders, the Aryans, migrated into India from
central Asia. They took up agriculture and developed a caste system. A caste system is a
division of people into different classes, who each have different roles. The four basic
castes that developed included rulers, priests (Brahmin), farmers/merchants and
laborers. In time, an “untouchable” class developed that handled jobs seen as impure and
not fit for others.

This also was the beginning of the Vedic Period, named after The Vedas (“knowledge”), a
large body of religious texts. It is written in the Sanskrit language. The religion is now
known as Hinduism, which got its name from an ancient name of the Indus River, where
worshipers gathered. Other areas, including the Ganges River, also were important
worship locations. It believes there is an order and purpose to the universe; happiness is
obtained by accepting this and living by its dictates. This is the concept of “dharma,”
rightful living.
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In the sixth century BCE, new religions developed, Buddhism and Jainism, which shared
some beliefs. The goal in both is nirvana, a freedom from suffering. Also, one’s actions
have consequences, the idea of karma. Jainism focused on non-violence
(ahimsa). Buddhism grew out of the teaching of Buddha and the basic beliefs are the
“four noble truths.” It includes the belief of reincarnation, the belief that the spirit
starts a new life in a new body after death.

Later History

Religious developments were a part of wider social and cultural change,
including formation of city-states and the rise of powerful kingdoms. This also left
them open to foreign attack, the Persian Empire invading in 530 BCE. Later, Alexander
the Great invaded and Greek cultural influences were added to the Persian ones.

Chandragupta Maurya then started the Mauryan Empire (322-185 BCE), which eventually
extended throughout most of the Indian subcontinent. Asoka the Great reigned at the
dynasty's height and his conversion to Buddhism helped the spread of that religion
throughout the land. The dynasty declined after his death and the country split up into
various kingdoms.

The next great empire, seen as the golden age of Ancient India, was the Gupta Empire
(320-550 CE). A time of peace and posterity, many major advancements of science and
arts took place. In time, this too declined, and India was open to invasion from such
forces as the Huns and in time the growing power of Muslims.
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