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Max Duncker's "The History of Antiquity" (Vol. 1-6) is a seminal work that meticulously charts the evolution of ancient civilizations, delving into the rich tapestry of cultural, social, and political developments from their emergence to their decline. Through an erudite literary style characterized by a blend of narrative and analysis, Duncker not only chronicled events but offered insightful interpretations that reflect the prevailing historical methodologies of the 19th century. Enriched with exhaustive research, the six volumes present a comprehensive examination of the interconnectedness of societies, which marks its significance in historical scholarship during an era increasingly influenced by the emergence of modern historiography. Max Duncker, a German historian born in 1811, was deeply influenced by the intellectual climate of his time, where the study of history was gaining traction as an academic discipline. His thorough education and exposure to classical literature and philosophy shaped his analytical perspective. Understanding the significance of antiquity in shaping modern thought motivated Duncker to produce a work that bridged past and present, reflecting his commitment to academic rigor and narrative clarity. This monumental work is highly recommended for those with an interest in classical studies, historiography, or the foundations of Western civilization. Duncker's ability to synthesize vast swathes of information with clarity and depth makes "The History of Antiquity" an essential read for historians, students, and anyone captivated by the complexities of human history.
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Excellent Women, a seminal work in the canon of 20th-century British literature, artfully intertwines elements of social commentary and character study within its narrative. Set in the post-World War II era, the novel delves into the lives of women navigating a patriarchal society, exploring themes of independence, societal expectation, and personal identity. Written in a sharp, observational style characteristic of its literary context, the book juxtaposes the mundane with the profound, often using wit and irony to critique the status quo. The protagonist, Millicent, embodies the tensions of 'excellent women''Äîthose who excel in their roles yet grapple with their own desires for fulfillment beyond domestic spheres. Authored by Barbara Pym, a notable figure in English literature, Excellent Women reflects her own experiences and observations as a single woman in a male-dominated literary world. Pym'Äôs keen insights were shaped by her extensive academic background, particularly her studies in anthropology, which equipped her with a profound understanding of human relationships. Throughout her life, Pym drew inspiration from her encounters with various social circles, infusing her narrative with authenticity and depth. This novel is highly recommended for those seeking to explore the complexities of gender roles and societal standards in mid-20th century Britain. Pym'Äôs deft characterizations and subtle humor invite readers to reflect on the nuances of everyday life, making Excellent Women a compelling read for scholars and casual readers alike.
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In 'The Man in the Queue,' Josephine Tey introduces readers to a compelling mystery imbued with rich characterization and an exploration of societal norms in early 20th-century England. The narrative unfolds when a man is murdered in a queue outside a theater, thrusting Inspector Alan Grant into a labyrinthine investigation where the public's perceptions and prejudices become critical to solving the crime. Tey's skilled use of dialogue and vivid descriptions paints a lively backdrop, while her innovative plotting invites readers to grapple with themes of justice and morality, establishing this work as a trailblazer in the detective fiction genre. Josephine Tey, a prominent figure in the crime literature sphere, was known for her keen psychological insight and ability to weave historical context into her narratives. Her background as an accomplished playwright undoubtedly contributed to her narrative flair, while her personal experiences with social dynamics would have sharpened her understanding of human behavior. 'The Man in the Queue' showcases her ability to comment on the intricate web of social interactions, revealing the interplay between individual motives and collective assumptions. This novel is recommended for readers who appreciate intricate plots laced with social commentary and character depth. Tey's debut not only engages with suspenseful storytelling but also provides a fascinating lens through which to examine societal constructs of her era. A must-read for mystery aficionados and scholars of literature alike.
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In "A Writer's Diary," Virginia Woolf presents a rich tapestry of her reflections on the writing process, weaving together personal insights and literary musings that illuminate the struggles and joys of the creative endeavor. Written with her characteristic stream-of-consciousness style, this collection showcases Woolf's profound understanding of the artistic psyche and the intricacies of literary craftsmanship. Set against the backdrop of early 20th-century modernism, the diary entries reveal Woolf's engagement with contemporary thought, as she grapples with themes of identity, gender, and the complexities of narrative form. Virginia Woolf, a central figure in modernist literature, was not only an accomplished novelist but also a keen observer of her own creative journey. The diary entries span a period of significant literary evolution, offering readers a glimpse into the mind of a writer who sought to challenge societal norms and elevate the voice of women in literature. Her own struggles with mental health and the constraints of her time shaped her perspectives, providing depth to her reflections on both the art of writing and its implications for personal and societal truth. "A Writer's Diary" is an essential read for anyone interested in the mechanics of writing and the inner workings of a literary genius. Woolf's poignant observations resonate with both aspiring writers and seasoned professionals, making this work a timeless exploration of creativity that encourages readers to ponder their own artistic journeys. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A succinct Introduction situates the work's timeless appeal and themes. - The Synopsis outlines the central plot, highlighting key developments without spoiling critical twists. - A detailed Historical Context immerses you in the era's events and influences that shaped the writing. - An Author Biography reveals milestones in the author's life, illuminating the personal insights behind the text. - A thorough Analysis dissects symbols, motifs, and character arcs to unearth underlying meanings. - Reflection questions prompt you to engage personally with the work's messages, connecting them to modern life. - Hand‐picked Memorable Quotes shine a spotlight on moments of literary brilliance. - Interactive footnotes clarify unusual references, historical allusions, and archaic phrases for an effortless, more informed read.
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The "BEATRIX POTTER Ultimate Collection" is a comprehensive anthology that presents twenty-two enchanting children's stories, each illustrated with Potter's intricate, original artwork. This collection showcases her whimsical narratives, filled with a blend of anthropomorphic animal characters and pastoral settings, reflecting the early 20th-century British countryside. Potter's literary style combines a simple yet engaging prose, making her tales accessible while also rich in moral lessons and life reflections. The stories, deeply rooted in natural history and ecological awareness, provide both entertainment and education, making them timeless classics in children's literature. Beatrix Potter, an esteemed author and illustrator, was born in 1866 into a well-to-do family in Victorian England. Her upbringing in the Lake District inspired her love for nature, which profoundly influenced her storytelling. A naturalist and an early advocate for conservation, Potter's experiences with animals and her keen observations of their behaviors are beautifully woven into her narratives. Her unique background and artistic inclinations allowed her to craft stories that resonate with both the innocent curiosity of childhood and broader environmental themes. This collection is highly recommended for readers of all ages who wish to immerse themselves in a world of imagination and nature. The exquisite illustrations and delightful tales serve as both a nostalgic reminder of childhood and an invaluable resource for parents seeking to cultivate a love of reading in their children. Potter's stories are not merely entertainments; they are an invitation to experience the beauty of the natural world, making this ultimate collection a must-have addition to any library. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A comprehensive Introduction outlines these selected works' unifying features, themes, or stylistic evolutions. - The Author Biography highlights personal milestones and literary influences that shape the entire body of writing. - A Historical Context section situates the works in their broader era—social currents, cultural trends, and key events that underpin their creation. - A concise Synopsis (Selection) offers an accessible overview of the included texts, helping readers navigate plotlines and main ideas without revealing critical twists. - A unified Analysis examines recurring motifs and stylistic hallmarks across the collection, tying the stories together while spotlighting the different work's strengths. - Reflection questions inspire deeper contemplation of the author's overarching message, inviting readers to draw connections among different texts and relate them to modern contexts. - Lastly, our hand‐picked Memorable Quotes distill pivotal lines and turning points, serving as touchstones for the collection's central themes.
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    At its core, Sketches from Eastern History explores how rigorous language-based inquiry can clarify the tangled pasts of the lands once called the Orient. Written by Theodor Nlldeke, a leading figure in nineteenth-century Semitic studies, the book gathers concise historical studies that guide readers through pivotal episodes and cultural currents across the ancient and early medieval Middle East. Rather than dramatize events, Nlldeke focuses on how texts and careful comparison reveal patterns of continuity and change. The result is an inviting entry point into scholarly history that balances accessibility with exacting analysis, encouraging readers to attend to evidence and context. Its measured tone and cumulative method make the unfamiliar intelligible without sacrificing nuance.

First appearing in German in the late nineteenth century, and available in English around the turn of the twentieth century, Sketches from Eastern History belongs to the tradition of historical essays rather than a single continuous monograph. Its subject is the Near and Middle Eastern world across long stretches of time, approached through philology and critical historiography. Nlldekes training in Arabic, Syriac, and related languages shapes the scope and sources of the work, but the prose aims at an educated general readership as well as specialists. As a result, the book sits at the intersection of scholarly research and public-facing synthesis, mindful of accuracy while remaining readable.

The volume is organized as a series of self-contained studies that can be read independently or as a mosaic. Each piece begins from a clear historical problemdating, authorship, transmission, or the relationship between language and powerand then reconstructs the most plausible picture from surviving evidence. The voice is precise and restrained, avoiding dramatic flourish in favor of cumulative argument. Readers can expect a calm, analytic mood, close attention to sources, and a pace that rewards patient engagement. Because these are sketches, not exhaustive treatises, they emphasize salient lines and structures rather than encyclopedic detail, building understanding step by step.

Recurring themes include contact and exchange across linguistic and religious communities, the shaping of memory by texts, and the ways empires and local polities leave traces in language. Nlldeke is attentive to transmissionhow poems, chronicles, and names travel, change, and anchor historical claims. He returns to problems of chronology, etymology, and source-dependence, showing how small philological decisions can alter large historical pictures. The book consistently invites readers to consider how knowledge of the past is built: not from single decisive discoveries, but from converging lines of evidence tested against one another, with conclusions calibrated to what the materials will bear.

Methodologically, the work exemplifies nineteenth-century critical philology: establishing texts, weighing variant reports, comparing cognate terms, and situating accounts within known historical frameworks. Nlldekes command of Semitic languages and related literatures underpins this approach, enabling him to read primary materials in the original and to probe their reliability. That rigor produces arguments that are cautious, source-based, and attentive to limitsqualities that remain instructive even as the field has expanded and revised many conclusions with new data and perspectives. For readers, the value lies as much in watching the historian at work as in the specific outcomes of any single essay, a lesson in method as well as content.

Contemporary readers will also notice the imprint of the era in which the book was composed: terms, categories, and assumptions shaped by late nineteenth-century European scholarship. Approaching the volume with that awareness does not diminish its interest; it sharpens it, inviting reflection on how scholarly frameworks influence what we see. The essays prompt enduring questions about evidence, translation, cultural encounter, and how histories of the Middle East are told. They can help readers cultivate a critical habit of reading across languages and borders, and they offer a durable reminder that interpretive humility is a scholarly strength, especially when dealing with complex, multilingual pasts.

Taken together, these studies offer a steady, illuminating companion for anyone curious about the textures of Middle Eastern pasts and the craft of reconstructing them. They ask for attentive reading and reward it with clear lines of argument and carefully bounded claims. Whether read sequentially or selectively, the volume offers a thoughtful introduction to a foundational mode of historical inquiry that still informs present debates. Enter expecting measured arguments, meticulous use of sources, and a historically situated perspective, and you will find a work that opens doors to further exploration without presuming to have the final word.
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    Theodor Nöldeke's Sketches from Eastern History is a collection of historical essays that survey major phases of the Near Eastern past, with particular attention to the origins and early centuries of Islam. Written by a leading nineteenth-century orientalist, the volume combines philological expertise with careful source criticism. Rather than offering a continuous narrative, it presents discrete studies that, taken together, move from pre-Islamic Arabia through the formative caliphates to later medieval developments. Nöldeke outlines political, religious, and linguistic themes, weighing Arabic, Syriac, and Persian testimonies. The book aims to clarify chronology, sift legend from history, and provide reliable points of orientation for readers.

An initial group of sketches considers Arabia before Islam. Nöldeke surveys the peninsula's geography and ecology, distinguishing nomadic and settled zones, and discusses how tribal organization shaped politics and warfare. He treats caravan routes and the economic role of towns such as Mecca, while noting South-Arabian cultures known from inscriptions. Poetry and later Muslim reports are examined as historical sources, with attention to what each preserves or embellishes. The religious landscape appears varied, including local cults and communities connected with Judaism and Christianity. These chapters establish the social and intellectual setting in which later events would unfold.

Subsequent essays outline the career of Muhammad and the emergence of the Muslim community. The sketches describe the proclamation at Mecca, opposition from kin groups, and the migration to Medina, where a new political and religious order was formed. Nöldeke notes patterns of alliance, treaty, and conflict that contributed to the unification of tribes. He evaluates early biographies and reports, stressing the need to compare versions and identify later additions. Without attempting a full life, the chapters mark stages by which revelation, leadership, and law coalesced, setting the foundations for the polity that would expand beyond Arabia.

Another section treats the first caliphs and the rapid conquests that carried Muslim rule into Syria, Iraq, Iran, and Egypt. Nöldeke summarizes the sequence of campaigns, the establishment of garrison cities, and arrangements for taxation and administration that drew on Byzantine and Sasanian precedents. He highlights debates over chronology and motives, weighing explanations that emphasize religious zeal, tribal opportunity, and imperial weakness. The sketches also note early disputes over leadership and law that foreshadowed later divisions. Throughout, attention is given to the reliability of chronicle traditions and to points where external sources illuminate events.

The Umayyad period is presented as a time of consolidation, experiment, and contention. From Damascus, rulers extended control while contending with rival claimants and regional revolts. The essays discuss administrative reforms, the increasing use of Arabic in government and coinage, and efforts to regulate taxation across diverse populations. Poetry and official inscriptions are used to characterize court ideology and opposition voices. Movements such as Kharijite and Shi'i currents receive concise treatment as factors shaping political legitimacy. The narrative follows the sequence of civil wars and accommodations that culminated in the transition to Abbasid leadership in the mid-eighth century.

A subsequent group of sketches describes the early Abbasid age, beginning with the revolution and the reorganization of power. Baghdad's foundation anchors chapters on court culture, the scribal and fiscal apparatus, and the translation of Greek and Persian learning. Nöldeke outlines theological debates and legal schools without entering confessional polemics, noting how doctrines intersected with politics. Provincial autonomy and shifting military patronage are traced as forces that gradually limited caliphal authority. The treatment remains concise, identifying turning points, key figures, and institutional changes that framed intellectual and administrative life from the eighth to the tenth centuries.

In addition to Arab and Islamic themes, the volume includes studies of neighboring peoples and languages. Essays on Sasanian Iran outline governmental structures and Zoroastrian religious institutions that influenced later administrations. Syriac-speaking Christian communities are surveyed for their literary production and role as intermediaries of learning. Nöldeke highlights how Aramaic, Arabic, and Persian interacted in vocabulary and script, using epigraphic and manuscript evidence. Such chapters place Islamic developments within a broader Late Antique and early medieval continuum, showing how institutions and ideas crossed linguistic and confessional boundaries across the Near East.

Later chapters trace the fragmentation of centralized rule and the emergence of new military and dynastic actors. The growing prominence of Turkish soldiers and commanders, the rise of regional principalities, and the shifting balance between caliphs and sultans are sketched in outline. Nöldeke also addresses the formation of historical memory: the consolidation of chronicle traditions, the spread of edifying legends, and the use of genealogy to claim authority. Throughout, he emphasizes corroboration across languages and genres to evaluate contested episodes. The result is a succinct map of transitions that carried the medieval Near East into multiple regional histories.

Taken together, the sketches convey a clear purpose: to assemble dependable, compact accounts of pivotal subjects in Eastern history and to ground them in critically assessed sources. The volume's arrangement from Arabia's background through the early caliphates and their aftermath illustrates long-term connections between politics, religion, language, and literature. Nöldeke's conclusions underline the value of philology and comparative evidence for reconstructing events and institutions. Without polemic or exhaustive detail, the book offers signposts that help readers navigate complex materials. Its overall message is that the Near East's histories are intertwined and best understood through rigorous, contextual analysis.
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    Sketches from Eastern History ranges across the eastern Mediterranean and West Asia in late antiquity and the early medieval period, the centuries in which Arabia, Syria, Mesopotamia, and Iran were transformed by imperial struggle and the emergence of Islam. Its settings stretch from the oasis towns of the Hijaz (Mecca and Medina) to Damascus and Baghdad, and from the Lakhmid seat at al-Hirah to the Sasanian capital at Ctesiphon. The chronological arc spans roughly the third to the tenth centuries, encompassing the last Roman–Sasanian confrontations, the rise of Muhammad (c. 570–632), the Arab conquests (630s–640s), and the Umayyad (661–750) and Abbasid (750–1258) caliphates, including heterodox movements on the empire’s fringes.

The rise of Islam and the first decades of expansion supply the book’s central historical canvas. Between c. 610 and 632, Muhammad’s preaching in Mecca and state-building in Medina reorganized Arabian tribal politics around monotheism, law, and communal allegiance (ummah). After his death, the Rashidun caliphs—Abu Bakr (632–634), Umar (634–644), Uthman (644–656), and Ali (656–661)—consolidated the community through the Ridda wars (632–633) and launched campaigns beyond Arabia. In 636, Byzantine forces were decisively defeated at Yarmuk, opening Syria; the same year, Persian armies were routed at al-Qadisiyyah, paving the way to the capture of Ctesiphon (637) and, after Nahavand (642), the effective collapse of Sasanian resistance. Jerusalem surrendered in 637, and Egypt fell by 642–646. These events reoriented taxation, administration, and settlement patterns across the Near East, as Arab garrisons were established at Fustat, Kufa, and Basra. Nöldeke’s essays, grounded in Arabic chronicles (such as al-Tabari) and Syriac and Greek testimonies, parse the chronology and causation of these conquests with philological care. He highlights how tribal federations, religious ideology, and strategic opportunism combined to create a new imperial formation, while also weighing contested reports (for example, on the terms of Jerusalem’s capitulation) against parallel sources. The book treats this foundational period not merely as military history but as a social transformation—addressing the integration of non-Arab converts (mawali), evolving fiscal regimes (jizya and kharaj), and the early fissures that would culminate in the first civil wars (fitan).

The Roman–Sasanian war of 602–628 and the subsequent Sasanian crisis form an essential prelude in the volume. Khosrow II (r. 590–628) overran Syria, captured Jerusalem in 614 (removing the True Cross), and reached Egypt by 619. Emperor Heraclius (r. 610–641) reversed these losses with campaigns from 622, culminating at Nineveh (627) and the deposition of Khosrow. The empire’s civil strife after 628 produced rapid successions, ending with Yazdegerd III (r. 632–651). Nöldeke shows how this exhaustion—logistical, fiscal, and political—left both Byzantium’s eastern provinces and the Sasanian realm vulnerable to Arab armies. His treatment integrates Persian, Syriac, and Greek evidence to reconstruct the war’s destabilizing effects.

The Umayyad period (661–750) appears as a phase of imperial consolidation and policy innovation. After the First and Second Fitnas (656–661; 680–692), rulers like Abd al-Malik (r. 685–705) introduced reforms: Arabic replaced Greek and Persian in state registers (c. 700), coinage was standardized with epigraphic types (696–697), and the Dome of the Rock was completed (691/692) in Jerusalem. Al-Hajjaj ibn Yusuf enforced fiscal discipline and founded garrison cities in Iraq. Nöldeke links these measures to the integration of diverse populations and the political aftermath of Karbala (680). He emphasizes how administrative arabization, monetary policy, and sacred architecture articulated a new imperial identity while provoking social tension among mawali and tribal factions.

The Abbasid revolution (747–750), orchestrated from Khurasan under Abu Muslim al-Khurasani, toppled Marwan II at the Great Zab (750) and shifted the caliphate’s center eastward. Al-Mansur founded Baghdad in 762, inaugurating a cosmopolitan court that drew on Persian administrative traditions. Under al-Ma’mun (r. 813–833), the translation movement and the Bayt al-Hikma institutionalized Greek-to-Arabic scholarship; the mihna (833–848) imposed a contested doctrinal test on jurists. Nöldeke threads these events through debates on social hierarchy (including Shu‘ubiyya arguments over Arab and non-Arab precedence), the role of dhimmi communities, and the patronage of Harranian “Sabians” and other scholars. His analysis shows how imperial ideology, law, and science intertwined with factional politics and regional elites.

The Qarmatian movement, an Isma‘ili-leaning revolution centered in Bahrain and al-Ahsa, is treated as a profound challenge to caliphal authority. Emerging from missionary networks associated with Hamdan Qarmat in the late ninth century, Abu Sa‘id al-Jannabi established a communal polity around 899. The Qarmatians raided pilgrimage caravans and, in 930, sacked Mecca, killing pilgrims and carrying off the Black Stone to al-Ahsa, where it remained until the 950s. Their egalitarian economic practices and anti-Abbasid rhetoric exposed deep social discontent on the empire’s margins. Nöldeke reads these events through Arabic chronicles to illustrate the ideological diversity and centrifugal forces within the Islamic world.

Late antique Arab client kingdoms—the Ghassanids for Byzantium and the Lakhmids for the Sasanians—figure as frontier buffers whose fates prefigured seventh-century upheaval. The Ghassanids, based near al-Jabiya in the Golan, supported Byzantine strategy and Monophysite Christianity under kings like al-Harith (Arethas) in the sixth century. The Lakhmids, ruling from al-Hirah, managed desert routes until Khosrow II dissolved their kingdom (602) after the fall of al-Nu‘man III, weakening Persia’s western screen. The battle of Dhi Qar (early seventh century) symbolized shifting Arab-Persian power. Nöldeke reconstructs these polities from Arabic poetry and Syriac sources, linking their decline—and comparable southern Arabian turbulences—to the geopolitical vacuum Islam would fill.

By juxtaposing imperial reforms, sectarian contests, and frontier revolutions, the book offers a sober critique of power and its social costs. It foregrounds how administrative centralization, war finance, and confessional policing produced class tensions among tribal elites, mawali, and provincial taxpayers. Accounts of events like Karbala, the mihna, and Qarmatian egalitarianism expose the era’s struggles over legitimacy, dissent, and redistribution. Nöldeke’s method—testing partisan narratives across languages—implicitly challenges triumphalist historiographies, highlighting the vulnerability of empires to internal inequities and peripheral grievances. The work thereby interrogates how states instrumentalize faith and ethnicity, and how communities negotiate accommodation, resistance, and survival under shifting regimes.
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SOME CHARACTERISTICS OF THE SEMITIC RACE.[1]
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One of the most difficult tasks of the historian is to depict the moral physiognomy of a nation in such a way that no trait shall be lost, and none exaggerated at the cost of the others. The difficulty of the task may be best appreciated by considering how complicated a thing, full of apparent contradictions, individual character is, and that the historian who seeks to define the character of a nation, or perhaps of a race embracing many nations, has to deal with a still more complex phenomenon, made up of widely varying individuals. This difficulty, indeed, is not equally great with all nations. The common characters of the Semitic nations are in many respects so definite and strongly marked, that on the whole they are more easily portrayed than those of the small Greek people, which, although at bottom a unity, embraced a great variety of distinct local types,—Athenians as well as Bœotians, Corinthians as well as Spartans, Arcadians and Ætolians as well as Milesians and Sybarites. And yet it is no very easy matter to form an estimate of the psychical characteristics of the Semites,—witness the contradictory judgments passed on them by such distinguished scholars as Renan and Steinthal. I have no mind to attempt a new portrait of the Semitic type of humanity. All that I intend is to offer a few contributions to the subject, connecting my remarks, whether by way of  agreement or, occasionally, by way of dissent, with a well-written and ingenious essay of the learned orientalist Chwolson, which is mainly directed against Renan.[2] In this the author is successful in refuting some of Renan’s unfavourable criticisms on the Semitic character. But his own judgments are not always strictly impartial; he is himself of Jewish extraction, and in some particulars offers too favourable a picture of the Semitic race, to which he is proud to belong.

Chwolson rightly lays emphasis upon the enormous importance of inborn qualities for nations as well as for individuals; but he is not free from exaggeration in his attempts to minimise the influence of religion and laws on the one hand, of geographical position and of climate on the other. The inhabitants of Paraguay were savage Indians like their neighbours in Brazil and in the Argentine countries; but under the despotic discipline of the Jesuits and their secular successors, they grew into a nation which thirty years ago fought to the death against overwhelming odds for its country and its chief. Islam, Christianity, and Buddhism have exercised a powerful influence for good or for evil even on the character of nations already civilised. In like manner, climate and geographical position are very important factors in the formation of national character. Could we observe the first beginnings of nations, they would perhaps be found to be the decisive factors. Peoples that are, so to speak, adult, and possessed of a developed civilisation, are naturally much less susceptible to such influences than the savage child of nature. But they are not wholly independent of them: isolated countries in particular, with strongly marked geographical peculiarities, such as elevated mountain regions, lonely islands, and above all, desert lands—not to speak of polar regions—exercise this influence in a  high degree. Ethnologically the Persians and the Hindoos are very closely related, yet their characters differ enormously; and this must be mainly ascribed to the geographical contrast between their seats. The Persians dwell on a lofty plateau, exposed to violent vicissitudes of cold and heat, and in great part unfit for cultivation; the Hindoos in a region of tropical luxuriance. Chwolson points to the enormous difference between the ancient and the modern Egyptians as a convincing proof that race character is little dependent upon local environment; but really we see in Egypt how a country with such marked peculiarities forces its inhabitants into conformity with itself. Munziger, in his day unquestionably the best authority upon North-Eastern Africa, brings out in a few masterly touches the essential likeness of modern to ancient Egypt. I will quote only one of his remarks: “The ancient Egyptians,” he says, “were not so far ahead of the modern as we are sometimes ready to imagine; then, as now, hovels adjoined palaces, esoteric science coexisted with crass ignorance,” and so forth.[3] In the history of ancient Egypt, extending as it does through millenniums, there naturally occur alternate periods of prosperity and of decay; we may not venture to compare the time of the Mameluke sultans and the Turkish rule with that of the pyramid-builders; but it seems to me a very fair question whether the civilisation of Egypt during the best period of the Fatimids did not stand quite as high as the highest attained under the Pharaohs. The main difference is that the Egyptians in remote antiquity had no neighbours who stood on any sort of equality with them, and thus they received no considerable influences from without; but this was also the reason why their civilisation so soon became stationary.

Chwolson might have made more of the point that peoples  are not rigid bodies incapable of modification, but organisms that can develop and assimilate,—organisms offering a varying resistance to external influences, but in the long course of centuries capable of such transformation that their early character can only be recognised in some minor features. Many a touch in the Magyar still reminds us of his Asiatic origin; yet, on the whole, he has more resemblance to any one of the civilised peoples of Europe than to his nearest relations on the Ural.

Similarly, in drawing the character of the Semites, the historian must guard against taking the Jews of Europe as pure representatives of the race. These have maintained many features of their primitive type with remarkable tenacity, but they have become Europeans all the same; and, moreover, many peculiarities by which they are marked are not so much of old Semitic origin as a result of the special history of the Jews, and in particular of continued oppression, and of that long isolation from other peoples, which was partly their own choice and partly imposed upon them.

Our delineation of the Semites must begin with the Arabs, Hebrews, and Syrians (Aramæans), the last named of whom, however, have never constituted a closely-welded nationality, politically or otherwise. Of the inner life of the Phœnicians and some minor Semitic nations of antiquity, we know very little. The whole character of the Babylonians and Assyrians, which in many respects differs widely from that of the other Semites, is steadily coming more and more to light through the arduous labours of cuneiform scholars, but we are still far from knowing it nearly so intimately as we know that of the three first-mentioned peoples. Moreover, it still remains undetermined how far non-Semitic people may have had a share in the commencement of the high and extremely ancient civilisation of  Babylon. To make the picture complete it would be necessary, of course, to bring in also the black Semites of Abyssinia and the adjoining regions; but these to all appearance owe their origin to an intermingling of Arab Semites with Africans; indeed, they are for the most part only Semitised “Hamites,” and have accordingly retained much pristine African savagery, especially as they were always strongly exposed to the influence of non-Semitic nations dwelling around and among them. Besides, there is much to be said for neglecting undeveloped or atrophied members when delineating the character of a group of peoples.

The religion of the Semites is the first thing that demands our attention, and that not solely on account of the influence it has exerted on us in Europe. Renan is right in neglecting the beginnings of Semitic religion, and taking the results of their religious development and their tendency to monotheism as the really important thing. The complete victory of monotheism, it is true, was first achieved within historical times among the Israelites; but strong tendencies in the same direction appear also among the other Semitic peoples. Renan is also right in reckoning Christianity as only in part a Semitic religion, for even its origin presupposed a world fructified by Greek ideas, and it was mainly through non-Semitic influences that it became a world-religion; nay, we may almost say that the changes which have taken place in Christianity from the Reformation onwards consist in a more and more complete elimination of its Semitic elements. Islam, on the other hand, in its pure Arabic form, the doctrine of Mohammed and of his disciples, which for a century past has again been preached in its purity by the Wahhabites[4] in the country of its birth, is the logical perfection of Semitic religion, with the importation of only one  fundamental idea, though that is indeed a very important one, namely, the conception of a resurrection and of a life in heaven which had already been adopted by Judaism and Christianity.[5] Islam is infinitely hard and one-sided, but in its crude simplicity strictly logical. Mohammed cannot in strictness be called a great man, and yet the appearance of the religion which found in him such clear and energetic expression—a religion which in one rapid march of conquest first subdued the Semitic world already ripe for the change, and then brought under its sway numerous other peoples both civilised and savage—was the most important manifestation the Semitic genius ever made. In the religious portions of the Old Testament we find that more inward warmth of feeling and that richer fancy which distinguished the ancient Hebrew from the Arab. When we read the Psalms and the Prophets, even without the customary idealising spectacles, we shall place them—and not from the merely æsthetic point of view only—far above the Koran. But the result of the religious development of the Old Testament—the religion of Ezra, of the Pharisees, and of the Rabbins—can hardly be said to stand higher than Islam.

The energy and simplicity of Semitic ideas in religion are not favourable to a complicated mythology.[1q] Where anything of the sort is met with among them, it is either of purely foreign provenance, or has arisen through admixture with foreign elements. This holds good perhaps even of the Babylonian mythology (which, for the rest, is somewhat formless), certainly of all the variety of Gnostic sects, and in a large measure also of the official Christianity as it is found among Semites. Mystical doctrines with them easily degenerate into crudeness; compare, for example, the religion  of the purely Semitic Druses with analogous phenomena of Persian and Indian origin.

Even in the field of religion the nations of Indo-European civilisation display a richer genius than the Semites; but they lack that tremendous energy which produced the belief in the unity of God, not as a result of scientific reflection, but as a moral demand, tolerating no contradiction. This strength of faith, which has subdued the world, is necessarily associated with much violence and exclusiveness. Nowhere is the uncompromising spirit of the Old Testament more impressive than in its half-mythical and yet thoroughly historical portrait of Elijah, that magnificent ideal of prophecy in its zeal for the Lord. I cannot understand how Chwolson will scarcely admit the existence of religious ecstasy among the Semites, when the Old Testament is full of evidences of high imaginative exaltation in its prophets as well as in those of Baal; nay, in Hebrew the very word “to behave as a prophet” (hithnabbê) also means simply “to behave madly, to rave.” Ecstasy, the condition in which the religiously-inspired man believes himself to hold immediate converse with God, was to the prophets themselves the subjective attestation of their vocation. Not less deeply rooted in their religion is that Semitic fanaticism which Chwolson would also fain deny. “Take heed to thyself lest thou make a covenant with the inhabitants of the land whither thou goest, lest it be for a snare in the midst of thee; but ye shall break down their altars, and dash in pieces their images, and ye shall cut down their groves” (Ex. xxxiv. 12, 13)—in such or similar terms run those strict commands, which were indeed justifiable at the time, but none the less bear witness to frightful exclusiveness and rigid fanaticism. In the same spirit the followers of Baal destroy the altars of Jehovah and slay His prophets (1 Kings xix. 10). The captives and property taken by the Israelites from their  enemies were often devoted to destruction in honour of Jehovah (herem). By the inscription of king Mesha we now know that the Moabites practised the same thing on a large scale, in honour of their god Chemosh. The Greek translation of herem is anathema, properly “a dedicatory gift;” the cry, “Anathema sit,” so often heard in Christendom, is an inheritance from the Semites. I grant that religious fanaticism has been powerful elsewhere, and particularly where there has been a strong priestly class, as in India; but for the Semitic religions, fanaticism is characteristic. Among the Persian priests of the Sásánian period it first became powerful under Semitic influence and in conflict with Semitic religion. The same trait is conspicuous in Islam. There, indeed, it is more deeply rooted, and of stricter inward necessity, than in Christianity, though it has seldom risen to such heights of atrocity as it has sometimes reached in the latter. When all has been said, Moslems are bound to regard all peace with unbelievers as a truce merely—an obligation at this day much more vividly present to the minds of the vast majority of Mohammedans than Europeans usually suspect.

Another side of their religious narrowness is shown in the wide diffusion which human sacrifice continued to have amongst highly civilised Semites. Amongst the ancient Hebrews, indeed, only isolated traces of it continue to be met with (as also among the Greeks); but as king Mesha sacrificed his son in his need (2 Kings iii. 27), so also did Carthaginian generals centuries afterwards. In fact, extensive human sacrifices were offered to a god in Carthage every year, and as late as the fourth century B.C., the distress into which Agathocles brought the city (in 310) was attributed to the wrath of the deity because the rich had begun to cause purchased children to be offered instead of their own; on this account the horrible custom was again re-established in  all its simplicity (Diodor. xx. 14). Among the Arabs also we meet with human sacrifice; only a century before Mohammed, the Arab prince of Híra, a town that contained a large Christian population, sacrificed four hundred nuns whom he had taken in war to his goddess Ozza (the planet Venus). In the Semitic religions occasional traces of primitive rudeness in ideas and manners are continually cropping up. In Mecca reverence is still paid to the black stone, a relic of the once widely-diffused worship of stone-fetishes, of which traces are found even in the Old Testament. To the same category belongs the retention, both in Judaism and in Mohammedanism, of the old custom of circumcision. As the unchaste worship of female goddesses was specially in vogue among the ancient Semites, so even now it happens in Arab countries, that amongst people who pass for thoroughly holy and world-weaned (often simply insane) the grossest excesses are regarded as holy deeds; this, to be sure, is only popular belief, and has never been sanctioned by orthodox theologians. It is a high prerogative of the Old Testament that, surrounded by unchaste religious services, it sternly banishes all such immorality from its worship of Jehovah.

In denying to the Semites in general any tendency to asceticism and monkery, Chwolson is not entirely wrong, but neither is he perfectly right. In the first place, it is fair to say that such a tendency is hardly in any instance characteristic of a nation as a whole. And then, again, the Old Testament does look upon the Nazirate (and also the rule of the Rechabites, who, amongst other things, abstained from wine) as something meritorious; the Jewish Essenes were neither more nor less than a monastic order; and the Old Testament and the Koran alike contain some precepts either wholly or partially ascetic in their character. It must, however, be conceded that the precepts are not exorbitant, and that some of them (such as the prohibition of wine) are  very suitable for Asiatic and African countries. Yet it must always be remembered that in all Christendom, Egypt apart, it will be difficult to find such an insane and soul-destroying asceticism as was practised by the purely Semitic Syrians from about the fourth to the seventh century.[6]

The Old Testament almost everywhere breathes a purely ethical spirit, and seeks to conceive of the Godhead as morally perfect; but this view is not wholly strange to other nations. The Roman “Jupiter optimus maximus” is surely intended to express moral perfection as well as the highest power; and amongst the Greeks there arose, at a tolerably early date, a view which freed the gods of the objectionable features attributed to them by the ancient myths. But if the Israelite (like other Semitic peoples) regards his God as the merciful and gracious One, it by no means follows that he is disposed to allow this mercy and grace to extend to other men. The ethical prescriptions of the Old Testament are often unduly idealised. The command to love one’s neighbour has reference, in the Old Testament, only to people of one’s own nation. Cosmopolitan ideas appear occasionally in some of the prophets, but only in germ, and always in such a way that Israel and Israel’s sanctuary remain exalted above all peoples. The cosmopolitanism without which Christianity would be inconceivable, could not gain any strength until after Hellenic and Oriental ideas had begun to combine. Whether the precepts in Deuteronomy, which enjoin humanity in war and otherwise, give as favourable a testimony to the mild disposition of the ancient Israelites as is sometimes supposed, is very doubtful. Perhaps they indicate the very contrary. Chwolson himself points out that among the lying Persians the duty of truthfulness has from of old been specially insisted on; and I believe it would be possible to prove that the hot-blooded ancient  Semites had a strong vein of ferocity. The great humanity and benevolence of the Jews of to-day, a result of their peculiar history, can certainly not be adduced as evidence to the contrary.

In political life the Semites have done more than is commonly supposed. It is true that we find among them, on the one hand, a lawless and highly-divided state of society, in which even the rudiments of political authority are hardly known (as among the ancient and modern Bedouins), and, on the other, unlimited despotism. In the first century of Islam the former of these conditions was almost immediately replaced by the latter. Chwolson ought not to deny the despotic character of the Omayyad caliphate, which was purely Semitic, and not half-Persian, like that of the Abbásids in Bagdad. The Arabs of that age, in fact, could hardly think of a ruler at all as without absolute authority. Even the individual governor or general, as long as he is in office, has full and unlimited power. Even those radical fanatics, the Kharijites, who recognised only a perfect Moslem as ruler, whether great or small,[7] gave absolute authority to their leader, if only he did not apostatise from the faith. If, indeed, he did this—and the decision on this point of fact each reserved for himself—they deposed him, and at that period the actual rulers and chiefs had to reckon very strictly with the views and wishes of their fighting subjects; but in theory they were unrestricted in their actions, and a strong and capable prince in some degree actually was so. It was otherwise, however, in ancient Israel. We can still discern that in both kingdoms the sovereigns were in many points limited by survivals of the old aristocratic constitution. To get rid of Naboth, queen Jezebel required the sentence of a public assembly, which she secured by false witnesses (1 Kings xxi.). The narrator  therefore gives us to understand that the heads of the commune retained the power of life and death in their own hands, although the monarchy was even then an old institution. The kings of Edom appear in very early times to have been elective princes. And the Phœnicians (including the Carthaginians) present a very large variety of political constitution, which reminds one of Greece. Amongst the Phœnicians we find also, at least in times of the direst need, a self-sacrificing patriotism, as is witnessed by the wars against Rome, in which Carthage perished, and the mortal struggle of Tyre against Alexander (although in the latter religious motives seem to have played a part). But, in general, individualism preponderates among the Semites so greatly that they adapt themselves to a firmly settled state only at the call of great religious impulses, or under the pressure of despotic authority; and, even when it is established, they have no real attachment to it. The still untamed Arab is much more strongly attached to the family, the clan, the tribe; so also among the Israelites of the older time, clanship seems to have been a bond of very great strength. But it is an error to try to see in this absence of formed national feeling, as contrasted with the patriotism of the Greeks, any approach to the freer modern conception of the State.
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