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Introduction [image: ] What You Don’t Know about the Rise of the West



This is a remarkably unfashionable book.


Forty years ago the most important and popular freshman course at the best American colleges and universities was “Western Civilization.” It not only covered the general history of the West but also included historical surveys of art, music, literature, philosophy, and science. But this course has long since disappeared from most college catalogues on grounds that Western civilization is but one of many civilizations and it is ethnocentric and arrogant for us to study ours.1


It is widely claimed that to offer a course in “Western Civilization” is to become an apologist “for Western hegemony and oppression” (as the classicist Bruce Thornton aptly put it).2 Thus, Stanford dropped its widely admired “Western Civilization” course just months after the Reverend Jesse Jackson came on campus and led members of the Black Student Union in chants of “Hey-hey, ho-ho, Western Civ has got to go.”3 More recently, faculty at the University of Texas condemned “Western Civilization” courses as inherently right wing, and Yale even returned a $20 million contribution rather than reinstate the course.


To the extent that this policy prevails, Americans will become increasingly ignorant of how the modern world came to be. Worse yet, they are in danger of being badly misled by a flood of absurd, politically correct fabrications, all of them popular on college campuses: That the Greeks copied their whole culture from black Egyptians.4 That European science originated in Islam.5 That Western affluence was stolen from non-Western societies.6 That Western modernity was really produced in China, and not so very long ago.7 The truth is that, although the West wisely adopted bits and pieces of technology from Asia, modernity is entirely the product of Western civilization.


I use the term modernity to identify that fundamental store of scientific knowledge and procedures, powerful technologies, artistic achievements, political freedoms, economic arrangements, moral sensibilities, and improved standards of living that characterize Western nations and are now revolutionizing life in the rest of the world. For there is another truth: to the extent that other cultures have failed to adopt at least major aspects of Western ways, they remain backward and impoverished.




Ideas Matter


This book is not, however, simply a summary of the standard lessons of the old “Western Civilization” classes. Despite their value, these courses usually were far too enamored of philosophy and art, far too reluctant to acknowledge the positive effects of Christianity, and amazingly oblivious to advances in technology, especially those transforming mundane activities such as farming and banking.


In addition, while writing this volume I frequently found it necessary to challenge the received wisdom about Western history. To mention only a few examples:




	Rather than a great tragedy, the fall of Rome was the single most beneficial event in the rise of Western civilization. The many stultifying centuries of Roman rule saw only two significant instances of progress: the invention of concrete and the rise of Christianity, the latter taking place despite Roman attempts to prevent it.


	The “Dark Ages” never happened—that was an era of remarkable progress and innovation that included the invention of capitalism.


	The crusaders did not march east in pursuit of land and loot. They went deeply into debt to finance their participation in what they regarded as a religious mission. Most thought it unlikely that they would live to return (and most didn’t).


	
Although still ignored by most historians, dramatic changes in climate played a major role in the rise of the West—a period of unusually warm weather (from about 800 to about 1250) was followed by centuries of extreme cold, now known as the Little Ice Age (from about 1300 to about 1850).


	There was no “Scientific Revolution” during the seventeenth century—these brilliant achievements were the culmination of normal scientific progress stretching back to the founding of universities in the twelfth century by Scholastic natural philosophers.


	The Reformations did not result in religious freedom but merely replaced repressive Catholic monopoly churches with equally repressive Protestant monopoly churches (it became a serious criminal offense to celebrate the Mass in most of Protestant Europe).


	Europe did not grow rich by draining wealth from its worldwide colonies; in fact, the colonies drained wealth from Europe—and meanwhile gained the benefits of modernity.





Also, both the textbooks and the instructors involved in the old “Western Civ” courses were content merely to describe the rise of Western civilization. They usually avoided any comparisons with Islam or Asia and ignored the issue of why modernity happened only in the West. That is the neglected story I aim to tell.


To explore that question is not ethnocentric; it is the only way to develop an informed understanding of how and why the modern world emerged as it did.


In early times China was far ahead of Europe in terms of many vital technologies. But when Portuguese voyagers reached China in 1517, they found a backward society in which the privileged classes were far more concerned with crippling young girls by binding their feet than with developing more productive agriculture—despite frequent famines. Why?


Or why did the powerful Ottoman Empire depend on Western foreigners to provide it with fleets and arms?8


Or how was it possible for a relative handful of British officials, aided by a few regular army officers and noncommissioned officers, to rule the enormous Indian subcontinent?


Or, to change the focus, why did science and democracy originate in the West, along with representational art, chimneys, soap, pipe organs, and a system of musical notation? Why was it that for several hundred years beginning in the thirteenth century only Europeans had eyeglasses and mechanical clocks? And what about telescopes, microscopes, and periscopes?


There have been many attempts to answer these questions. Several recent authors attribute it all to favorable geography—that Europe benefited from a benign climate, more fertile fields, and abundant natural resources, especially iron and coal.9 But, as Victor Davis Hanson pointed out in his book Carnage and Culture, “China, India, and Africa are especially blessed in natural ores, and enjoy growing seasons superior to those of northern Europe.”10 Moreover, much of Europe was covered with dense hardwood forests that could not readily be cleared to permit farming or grazing until iron tools became available. Little wonder that Europe was long occupied by cultures far behind those of the Middle East and Asia.


Other scholars have attributed the success of the West to guns and steel, to sailing ships, or to superior agriculture.11 The problem here is that these “causes” are part of what needs to be explained: why did Europeans excel at metallurgy, shipbuilding, and farming? The same objection arises to the claim that science holds the secret to “Western domination,”12 as well as to the Marxist thesis that it was all due to capitalism.13 Why did science and capitalism develop only in Europe?


In attempting to explain this remarkable cultural singularity, I will, of course, pay attention to material factors—obviously history would have been quite different had Europe lacked iron and coal or been landlocked. Even so, my explanations will not rest primarily on material conditions and forces. Instead I give primacy to ideas, even though this is quite unfashionable in contemporary scholarly circles. I do so because I fully agree with the distinguished economist and historian Deirdre McCloskey that “material, economic forces… were not the original and sustaining causes of the modern rise.” Or, as she put it in the subtitle of her fine book: “Why economics can’t explain the modern world.” Quietly mocking Karl Marx, McCloskey asserted that Europe achieved modernity because of “ideology.”14


If Marx was sincere when he dismissed the possibility of ideas being causative agents as “ideological humbug,”15 one must wonder why he labored so long to communicate his socialist ideas rather than just relaxing and letting “economic determinism” run its “inevitable” course. In fact, Marx’s beloved material causes exist mainly as humans perceive them—as people pursue goals guided by their ideas about what is desirable and possible. Indeed, to explain why working-class people so often did not embrace the socialist revolution, Marx and Friedrich Engels had to invent the concept of “false consciousness”—an entirely ideological cause.


Similarly, it is ideas that explain why science arose only in the West. Only Westerners thought that science was possible, that the universe functioned according to rational rules that could be discovered. We owe this belief partly to the ancient Greeks and partly to the unique Judeo-Christian conception of God as a rational creator. Clearly, then, the French historian Daniel Mornet had it right when he said that the French Revolution would not have occurred had there not been widespread poverty, but neither would it have occurred without revolutionary philosophies, for it was “ideas that set men in motion.”16


Once we recognize the primacy of ideas, we realize the irrelevance of long-running scholarly debates about whether certain inventions were developed independently in Europe or imported from the East. The act of invention is obviously crucial, but just as important, societies must value innovations enough to use them. The Chinese, for example, developed gunpowder very early on—but centuries later they still lacked artillery and firearms. An iron industry flourished in northern China in the eleventh century—but then Mandarins at the imperial court declared a state monopoly on iron and seized everything, destroying China’s iron production.


This book explains why such setbacks occurred—and why they did not occur in the West.







Turning Points


Finally, I will be equally out of fashion by giving weight to specific events. It has become the received wisdom that events such as battles are mere decorations on the great flow of history, that the triumph of the Greeks over the immense Persian host at Marathon (490 BC) or their sinking of the Persian fleet at Salamis (480 BC) merely reflected (as one popular historian put it) “something deeper… a shift in economic power from the Fertile Crescent to the Mediterranean.”17 Rot! Had the very badly outnumbered Greeks lost either battle, that “shift” would not have occurred and we probably never would have heard of Plato or Aristotle.


Of course, the Greeks won, Plato and Aristotle lived, and Western civilization flourished. That is the story I shall tell.
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1 [image: ] Stagnant Empires and the Greek “Miracle”



One easily supposes that large societies are a modern phenomenon. Not so. At the dawn of history most people lived lives of misery and exploitation in tyrannical empires that covered huge areas.1


The first empire arose in Mesopotamia more than six thousand years ago.2 Then came the Egyptian, Chinese, Persian, and Indian empires. All these empires suffered from chronic power struggles among the ruling elites, but aside from those, some border wars, and immense public-works projects, very little happened. Change, whether technological or cultural, was so slow as to go nearly unnoticed. As the centuries passed most people lived as they always had, “just a notch above barest subsistence… little better off than their oxen,” in the words of the anthropologist Marvin Harris.3 This was not because they lacked the potential to achieve a much higher standard of living but because a predatory ruling elite extracted every ounce of “surplus” production. All signs of resistance were brutally crushed.


In the midst of all this misery and repression, a “miracle” of progress and freedom took place in Greece among people who lived not in an empire but in hundreds of small, independent city-states. It was here that the formation of Western civilization began. Sad to say, this beacon of human potential eventually was extinguished by the rise of new empires. But its legacies survived.





The Poverty of Ancient Empires


We remain fascinated by accounts of the opulent splendor of ancient imperial courts, of gigantic palaces with golden fixtures and silk-lined walls, of bejeweled wives and concubines served by countless slaves and servants. Imagine the wealth of the great Egyptian pharaohs in light of the staggering treasures buried with King Tutankhamun (1341–1323 BC), a minor and short-lived pharaoh. Even though Tut’s coffin was made of solid gold, his treasures are mere trinkets compared with what must have been buried with Ramesses II (ca. 1303–1213 BC), who probably was the wealthiest and most powerful of all the pharaohs. But it wasn’t only treasure that was buried with the early pharaohs; many of their retainers, wives, concubines, and even pet dogs were slaughtered and placed in their tombs. One First Dynasty royal Egyptian tomb included 318 sacrificed humans; their average age was estimated to have been twenty-five.4 In Mesopotamia an emperor’s entire court, including not only wives and servants but also senior officials and confidants, was buried with the sovereign. And late in the second millennium BC, each Chinese royal funeral saw thousands put to death.5


In all the ancient empires, monumentalism was rife. Pharaohs built pyramids, huge statues such as the Sphinx, immense shrines, and even whole personal cities. The rulers of Mesopotamia built enormous ziggurats, shrines consisting of a set of huge square blocks (or floors) of decreasing size set atop one another, often having five levels or more. The setbacks surrounding each block were often landscaped with trees and shrubs (hence the “Hanging Gardens” of Babylon). The largest surviving ziggurat, near Susa in southern Iran, is 336 feet per side at the base and is estimated to have been about seventeen stories high.6


But despite such monuments and fabulous royal wealth, the great empires were very poor. As the historian E. L. Jones noted, “Emperors amassed vast wealth but received incomes that were nevertheless small relative to the immensity of the territories and populations governed.”7 Indeed, because of imperial opulence, “century after century the standard of living in China, northern India, Mesopotamia, and Egypt hovered slightly above or below what might be called the threshold of pauperization,” as Marvin Harris put it.8 Too often historians have noted the immense wealth of rulers without grasping the sacrifices this imposed on the populace. The Wikipedia article on the Maurya Empire, which ruled most of India from 321 to 185 BC, praises it for generating prosperity, while innocently noting a report from the time that the Indians “all live frugally… and their food is principally a rice-pottage,” as though this were merely a matter of preference. To quote Jones once again, “The splendours of Asian courts… merely testify that political organization could squeeze blood out of stones if the stones were numerous enough.”9


A review of tax rates imposed by the ancient empires reveals just how hard the nobility squeezed. In Mesopotamia the official tax rate was 10 percent of all crops, but in fact the collectors often demanded as much as half. In Egypt the pharaoh took at least a fifth of all harvests and required peasants to work on “public” projects in the off-season. In India the ruler was entitled to one-fourth of the crop and could take a third in “emergencies.”10 Local elites and landlords usually took even more. With taxes claiming half or more of a harvest, and about a third of a grain crop kept to provide seeds for the next planting, the peasants had very little left for their own subsistence. In addition to taxes were outright confiscations of individuals’ entire wealth, which often required no justification. Hence, as Ricardo Caminos put it about the ancient Egyptians, “peasant families always wavered between abject poverty and utter destitution.”11


If the elite seizes all production above the minimum needed for survival, people have no motivation to produce more. In despotic states where rulers concentrate on exacting the maximum amount from those they control, subjects become notably avaricious too. They consume, hoard, and hide the fruits of their labor, and they fail to produce nearly as much as they might. Even when some people do manage to be productive, chances are that their efforts will merely enrich their rulers. The result is a standard of living far below the society’s potential productive capacities. The average free citizen did not live much better than did the huge numbers held in slavery by the ancient empires.


The economic system of ancient empires and of all despotic states has come to be known as the command economy,12 since the state commands and coerces markets and labor—to exact wealth for itself—rather than allowing them to function freely. The people are usually subject not only to confiscatory taxation but also to forced labor, which accounts for the monumentalism of empires. Pharaohs did not hire tens of thousands of peasants to build pyramids; they forced them to do so—and fed them so poorly and exposed them to such dangerous working conditions that many did not survive.13 It is estimated that nearly six million Chinese peasants were forced to build the Grand Canal in China, and perhaps as many as two million of them died.14 Another million probably died to build the Great Wall of China.15


Command economies began with the earliest empires and have lasted in many parts of the modern world—they still attract ardent advocates. But command economies neglect the most basic economic fact of life: All wealth derives from production. It must be grown, dug up, cut down, hunted, herded, fabricated, or otherwise created. The amount of wealth produced within any society depends not only on the number involved in production but also on their motivation and the effectiveness of their productive technology. When wealth is subject to devastating taxes and the constant threat of usurpation, the challenge is to keep one’s wealth, not to make it productive. This principle applies not merely to the wealthy but with even greater force to those with very little—which accounts for the substantial underproduction of command economies.


An example will clarify these points.


Late in the tenth century an iron industry began to develop in parts of northern China.16 By 1018 the smelters were producing an estimated 35,000 tons a year, an incredible achievement for the time, and sixty years later they may have been producing more than 100,000 tons. This was not a government operation. Private individuals had seized the opportunity presented by a strong demand for iron and the supplies of easily mined ore and coal. With the smelters and foundries located along a network of canals and navigable rivers, the iron could be easily brought to distant markets. Soon these new Chinese iron industrialists were reaping huge profits and reinvesting heavily in the expansion of their smelters and foundries. The availability of large supplies of iron led to the introduction of iron agricultural tools, which in turn began to increase food production. In short, China began to enter an “industrial revolution.”


But then it all stopped as suddenly as it had begun. By the end of the eleventh century, only tiny amounts of iron were produced, and soon after that the smelters and foundries were abandoned ruins. What had happened?


Eventually, Mandarins at the imperial court had noticed that some commoners were getting rich by manufacturing and were hiring peasant laborers at high wages. They deemed such activities to be threats to Confucian values and social tranquility. Commoners must know their place; only the elite should be wealthy. So they declared a state monopoly on iron and seized everything. And that was that. As the nineteenth-century historian Winwood Reade summed up, the reason for China’s many centuries of economic and social stagnation is plain: “Property is insecure. In this one phrase the whole history of Asia is contained.”17


No wonder that progress was so slow within the ancient empires. Anything of value—land, crops, livestock, buildings, even children—could be arbitrarily seized, and as the Chinese iron magnates learned, it often was. Worse yet, the tyrannical empires invested little of the wealth they extracted to increase production. They consumed it instead—often in various forms of display. The Egyptian pyramids, the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, and the Taj Mahal were all built as beautiful monuments to repressive rule; they were without productive value and were paid for by misery and want.


The ancient empires inherited a considerable level of civilization from the societies they combined and ruled, and technological progress may have continued as an empire consolidated its grasp. But then improvements effectively stopped.18 For example, in 1900 Chinese peasants were using essentially the same tools and techniques they had been using for more than three thousand years. The same was true in Egypt. Despite their dependence on agriculture, in none of the ancient empires (including Rome) was there any selective breeding of plants or animals.19


Stagnation occurred because the ruling elites had no need for innovations and usually neither rewarded innovators nor adopted their innovations. Worse, the ruling elites often destroyed, outlawed, or made little use of innovations that did occur, whether of domestic or foreign origin. For example, the Romans knew of the watermill but made nearly no use of it, continuing to rely on muscle power to grind their flour.20 The Ottoman Empire prohibited the mechanical clock, and so did the Chinese.21 (Imperial opposition to progress is pursued at greater length in chapter 2.)







The Greek “Miracle”


Amid these long centuries of exploitation and stagnation, suddenly there burst forth the Greek “miracle,” an era of prodigious progress: intellectual and artistic as well as technological.22 In her famous book The Greek Way, the great classicist Edith Hamilton noted that what most set the Greeks apart from all prior societies was joyful living. This way of life was “something quite new,” she wrote:




The Greeks were the first people in the world to play, and they played on a great scale. All over Greece there were games, all sorts of games; athletic contests of every description… contests in music, where one side outsung the other; in dancing… games so many that one grows weary with the list of them…. Wretched people, toiling people, do not play. Nothing like the Greek games is conceivable in Egypt or Mesopotamia…. Play died when Greece died and many a century passed before it was resurrected.23





Greek play reflected the exuberance of life in small societies of free citizens. In this era, freedom too was unique to Greece (despite the multitudes of slaves). And out of this freedom grew not only joy and play but also the first flood of innovations leading to modernity.


Historians date the beginning of ancient Greek civilization to around 750 BC, but the brilliant era of Greek achievement began about 600 BC and ended in about 338 BC, when Philip of Macedon (father of Alexander the Great) conquered the Greeks. Even in these golden days, there really wasn’t an ancient “Greece.” What existed were Greeks—a single people, united, as Herodotus (484–425 BC) noted, by common blood, customs, language, and religion but who lived in about a thousand city-states.24 Initially these city-states were politically independent.25 Over time, some conquered others and many entered into alliances and unions, but overall there remained a diverse and independent set of small Greek societies.


The Greek city-states were located throughout what is today Greece and also in Sicily and southern Italy, around the Black Sea, and along the coast of Asia Minor (most of which is now Turkey)—“like frogs around a pond,” as Plato put it. Many city-states were tiny, having no more than 1,000 residents,26 and even the largest were small when compared with the populations of the empires of this era. In 430 BC Athens may have had a population of 155,000, Corinth was estimated to have 70,000 residents, and there were about 40,000 Spartans.27 In contrast, there were about 40 million Persians.28


The independence of the city-states was aided by geography. Greece is crisscrossed with mountain ranges that occupy about 80 percent of the land area,29 and each of the valleys scattered among the mountains (most of them coastal) sustained a city-state, and sometimes two. In addition, many islands in the nearby waters became city-states. Of course, the geography of Greece is quite contrary to claims that Europe’s eventual supremacy rested on natural advantages. Even the best agricultural land in Greece is rocky and “its productivity is mediocre,” as Leopold Migeotte notes in The Economy of the Greek Cities.30 Moreover, observes Victor Davis Hanson in Carnage and Culture, Greece is “without a single large navigable river, cursed with almost no abundance of natural resources.”31 In contrast, the great empires of the time—including Egypt, Persia, and China—occupied huge, fertile plains well served by major rivers. This facilitated control from a central capital.32 Thus, having an “unfavorable” geography contributed to the greatness of Greece, for disunity and competition were fundamental to everything else.


Michael Grant spoke for all classical historians when he wrote, “The achievement of the… Greeks, in a wide variety of fields, was stupendous.”33 Here the focus will be on six areas. First comes warfare, because only the Greeks’ remarkable military superiority allowed them to survive as independent city-states rather than to have been submerged by the Persian Empire. Next is the great Greek achievement of democracy, followed by economic progress, literacy, the arts, and technology. Then the chapter turns to a seventh field, the most lasting of all the Greek achievements: speculative philosophy and formal logic.




Warfare


Given constant wars among the many Greek city-states, the Greeks developed weapons and tactics far superior to those of contemporary empires, especially the nearby Persians. Perhaps the most important factor distinguishing Greek armies from those of the surrounding empires is that the men in the ranks were neither mercenaries nor slaves but citizen-soldiers (known as hoplites). The self-interest of Greek fighters was, therefore, not merely to survive a battle but to win it, thus defending their homes, possessions, and families. Despite being civilians, Greek soldiers were far better trained and disciplined than their opponents, which was essential for fulfilling the tactics that made Greek formations devastatingly superior to their enemies.


It is obvious that, all else being equal, victory will go to the side that outnumbers the other. What is less obvious is that where outnumbering really counts is not across the whole field of battle but at the points of contact. And by use of the phalanx—a dense, highly coordinated formation—the Greeks greatly outnumbered their enemies where the two sides actually met.


The phalanx consisted of closely packed infantry, four to eight rows deep, wearing bronze helmets with cheek plates, breast plates, and greaves, or leg armor. (Because of the weight of their armor, they were called heavy infantry.) Each Greek soldier also carried a large shield that protected his left side and the right side of the man next to him. From this wall of shields were projected sharp pikes (seven to nine feet long) that could stab opponents, often before they could reach the Greeks with their weapons.34 Intensive practice allowed the phalanx to maneuver as a single unit, in response to commands. Of particular significance when fighting non-Greek foes, the phalanx was nearly impervious to cavalry charges, the horses being impaled on the pikes. As military historian Jim Lacey explained, “When it comes to cavalry charging a phalanx, human bravery counts for nothing. It was the courage of the horse that mattered, and in this case [the Battle of Marathon] Persia’s fabled Nesaian mounts proved to be no braver than any other horse.”35


Greek opponents, often Persians, usually wore little or no armor, and most of them used a weapon such as a sword or an axe that was swung, not jabbed, and therefore required “elbow room.” Because of the compactness of the phalanx and the looseness of non-Greek formations, Greeks outnumbered their opponents by as many as three to one when the two groups collided—and suffered many fewer casualties. Herodotus described Persian tactics against the Spartans in the Battle of Plataea (479 BC): “They were dashing out beyond the front lines individually or in groups of ten… charging right into the Spartan ranks where they perished.”36 According to Herodotus, at the famous Battle of Marathon (490 BC) about 10,000 Athenians confronted about 50,000 Persians, with the loss of only 192 Greeks but more than 6,000 Persians.37


The Greeks were able to drive a huge Persian force from the battlefield by exhibiting a style of warfare that has remained the basic Western model ever after—well-organized, well-armed, highly trained and disciplined infantry having high morale and tactical flexibility.38 Morale cannot be overlooked. When the renowned Greek dramatist Aeschylus (525–456 BC) died, his epitaph (which he wrote himself) made no mention of his plays but noted only that he had fought at Marathon—“of his noble prowess, the grove of Marathon can speak, or the long-haired Persians who know it well.”39


There is no better summation of Greek military superiority than the stirring adventures of a Greek army in Persia as reported by the Greek general and remarkable writer-historian Xenophon (430–354 BC). His The Persian Expedition (also known as The March Up Country) is one of the great reads in Western literature.


Xenophon was born in Athens to an aristocratic family and studied for several years with the philosopher Socrates (ca. 470–399 BC), about whom he eventually wrote a book. (That a student of Socrates became a famous soldier is not so strange given the rarely mentioned fact that Socrates himself took part as an ordinary soldier in three military campaigns and distinguished himself for his bravery.) At around age thirty, Xenophon joined a Greek mercenary army being recruited by Cyrus the Younger to seize the Persian throne from his brother Artaxerxes II.40 Although Greek armies consisted of citizen volunteers, there always were some adventuresome souls who, during peacetime, were willing to fight elsewhere for pay. In 401 BC an army of 10,000 Greek mercenaries set forth into Persia, where they were joined by an army of Persians and marched about 1,500 miles to confront Artaxerxes’s imperial army at Cunaxa, north of Babylon. During the battle the Greek phalanxes smashed an entire wing of the huge imperial army while suffering only one casualty. Their superb performance was in vain, however, because Prince Cyrus was killed when he rashly charged across the battle line in pursuit of his brother. Subsequently, the Greek commander Clearchus was invited to a peace conference along with his other senior officers. They were betrayed and beheaded by Artaxerxes II. Left without leaders, deep in hostile Mesopotamia, the Greeks, known ever after as the Ten Thousand, had to consider their options. In a series of democratic votes they decided not to surrender but to fight their way home. They elected new officers, including Xenophon as a general, and set out on a long march along a dangerous route. Pursued all the way by a far larger Persian force that they had to defeat again and again, challenged by savage local tribes all along the way, caught in snow drifts in the high mountain passes, and afflicted with outbreaks of illness, the Ten Thousand reached safety after a yearlong journey covering several thousand miles. “Five out of six made it out alive,” Victor Davis Hanson reports, “the majority of the dead lost not in battle, but in the high snows of Armenia.”41


The performance of the Ten Thousand anticipated the results of foreign intrusions by Western forces over the next several millennia. Most Western expeditionary forces, from Alexander the Great to the British redcoats in Africa and India, were greatly outnumbered and often far from home. Nevertheless, they consistently routed their opponents because of the superiority of Western arms, tactics, and organization dating from the days of the ancient Greeks. For example, in 1879 at the Battle of Rorke’s Drift in Africa, 139 British regulars, only 80 of them actual riflemen, were attacked by an army of more than 4,000 Zulus, by far Africa’s most celebrated fighters, hundreds of them armed with captured British rifles. When it was over after ten hours of shooting, the tiny band of redcoats still stood firm in their disciplined formation surrounded by more than a thousand dead Zulus. The British suffered 15 dead and 12 wounded.42


This British victory was based on a fundamental principle of Western warfare as expressed by Plato: that true courage is the ability of a soldier to fight and stay in rank even when he knows the odds are against him.43 The oath taken by young recruits to the Athenian army included: “I will not desert the man at my side wherever I am positioned in line.”44 A Roman army manual stressed that victory is achieved not “by mere numbers and innate courage, but by skill and training.”45 Indeed, intensive and realistic training has long been central to Western military might. As the great Jewish historian and Roman commander Josephus (AD 35–100) explained, the Roman army’s “maneuvers are like bloodless battles, and their battles bloody maneuvers.”46


That Plato concerned himself with military matters underlines what is the most fundamental aspect of Western military affairs: that war is too important to leave to brave hotheads. Rather, it is a matter requiring reflection and reason. Thus, beginning with the Greeks, the West has always possessed clearly articulated principles of warfare, culminating in such institutions as the U.S. Army War College, the Prussian Kriegsakademie, and the French École Supérieure de Guerre—institutions devoted to military science.







Democracy


The existence of so many close-by, independent communities had many consequences for Greek governance. For one thing, should citizens become too disaffected, they could pick up and move elsewhere. Many historical figures, such as philosophers, are known to have moved a number of times. Moreover, it was impossible for the elite to become distant, unapproachable rulers. Even Athens was so small that officials had to deal with the public face-to-face, which greatly limited their control and power.


When freedom is combined with groups too large to rely on informal decision making, experiments with political organization are inevitable. Consequently, the Greeks were among the first to systematically explore and develop various systems of democracy. In fact, they coined the word: demos is Greek for people, and kratos means power; hence democracy means people power. Democracy may have been first instituted in Athens, but it soon was widely adopted. In most city-states, as in Athens, direct democracy was practiced. That is, most important issues were decided by the votes of all male citizens. There were no class distinctions involved in Athenian citizenship (and in that of most city-states); men in manual occupations enjoyed full rights of citizenship, as did the wealthiest landowners. Indeed, since most officials were selected by drawing lots and all voters were eligible, “artisans, shopkeepers, workers, and traders” were always among those serving.47 A major innovation was the written constitution spelling out the rules for governance—Aristotle summarized 157 different Greek city-state constitutions.48


Keep in mind that democracy merely gives power to the people; it does not ensure that power will be used wisely or humanely. That is, Athens did not have what came to be known as a “liberal” democracy—one committed to the rule of law and basic human rights. For example, Athenians several times voted to slaughter all the men and enslave all the women and children of a conquered city-state. They also voted to convict Socrates of heresy and to impose the death sentence.


In recent times it has become fashionable to scoff at Greek “democracy” on grounds that it excluded women and slaves. That seems excessively anachronistic, especially considering that the alternative was various forms of authoritarian rule, none of which freed the slaves or empowered women. Of course, Greek democracy was somewhat unstable, there being interludes of rule by tyrants. But somehow democracy was reinstated time and again—until the Macedonian invasion and the subsequent rule by Rome.


The major benefit of Greek democracy was sufficient freedom so that individuals could benefit from innovations making them more productive, with the collective result of economic progress.








Economic Progress


Although the study of ancient economics is inexact for want of reliable facts,49 scholars agree that the ancient Greeks enjoyed centuries of economic growth, slow by modern standards but substantial for the time.50


As a consequence of democratic rule, taxes were much lower in the Greek city-states than in any empire of the era, and property was not subject to arbitrary seizure. It follows that increased productivity was profitable. The more that Greek farmers grew, for example, the higher their standard of living. We can assume, therefore, that they were inclined to seek and adopt more productive crops, methods, and equipment. The same ought to have applied to other producers. If so, the Greek city-states should have experienced long-term economic growth.


Evidence suggests that they did. For instance, archaeological evidence indicates significant improvement in the average diet. Measurements of skeletons of Greek men buried in ancient cemeteries reveal them to have been taller, on average, than Greek military recruits in 1949.51 In addition, even as the leading Greek city-states experienced substantial population growth over the centuries,52 the average level of consumption among peasants is estimated to have increased by about 50 percent.53 An additional indication of economic growth in ancient Greece comes from the major increases in the average size of Greek houses: in the eighth century BC it was 53 square meters; by the sixth century BC it had grown to 122 square meters; and by the fifth century BC it was 325 square meters.54


The Greeks also developed a far more sophisticated economy with several modern aspects. First came a shift from commerce based on commodities to one based on finances—in Politics, Aristotle described this as the pursuit of “monetary acquisition.” In keeping with that transition, the Greeks invented banks—which Edward Cohen, an expert on the ancient economy, described as “private businesses (‘banks,’ trapezai), which accepted from various sources funds (‘deposits’) for which they had an absolute obligation of repayment while being free to profit from, or even lose, these monies in their own loan and investment activities.”55 Many ancient societies had institutions that safeguarded deposits; very often temples had this function. But these were not banks. It was the lending and investment of deposits that defined these Greek entities as the first banks. Strangely enough, because the Greeks deemed it demeaning for a free man to work under someone else’s control, even the banks consisted of an owner (and perhaps his wife) and a staff of slaves.56 In any event, these developments not only reflected economic progress but also facilitated it.


At the height of the Greek “miracle,” then, ordinary free Greeks lived far better than both their ancestors and their neighbors (such as the Persians) who suffered under imperial rule.







Literacy


Writing probably predated the rise of classical Greece by several thousand years, but elsewhere literacy was limited to a small set of scribes who wrote whatever communications and records were required by the elite. Everyone else lived in a purely oral culture. There were no books; if there were playwrights or philosophers, they left no trace.


Thus it was a cultural revolution when literacy became widespread in Greece—when as many as a third or more of freeborn men were able to read and write, as probably was the case in Athens and some other ancient Greek cities.57 Greek literacy owed its initial debt to the development of a phonetic alphabet of only twenty-four letters, which made it far easier to read and to write, since words could be “sounded out.”58 Ideographic writing systems such as Chinese or ancient Egyptian required mastery of about three thousand different characters for elementary literacy—and as many as fifty thousand for full literacy.59 The Greeks also founded schools where large numbers of boys (but not girls) learned to read.60


Widespread literacy resulted in books and the accumulation of learning. Books such as those by Herodotus and Xenophon preserved important historical knowledge. Great works of literature that had long existed only in oral form survived because they were written down. And philosophers were able to build their work on that of their predecessors—“unrolling the treasures… they have written down in books and left behind them,” as Plato reported.61 Of course, Greek philosophers have lived on to shape Western civilization only because so many of their books survived. Literacy also greatly facilitated the spread of accurate knowledge of new technology among the ancient Greeks. For all these reasons, the Greeks referred to writing as “the mother of memory.”62







Arts


Greek sculpture was a revolution of realism (even if the focus was on ideally beautiful men and women). Whereas earlier artists had sculpted stylized humans and animals, the Greeks sculpted humans and animals so real as to seem alive.63 The Greeks also began the tradition of “the artist,” in the sense that individual sculptors were (and are) known. The art in the ancient empires was produced by anonymous craftsmen within a traditional style. Greek sculptors were free to pursue personal expressions of the prevailing style and therefore engraved their names on the bases of their work. Many became sufficiently famous to have been written about at the time.64 Praxiteles (ca. 370–330 BC) is well remembered for having made statues of the female nude respectable—his famous Aphrodite of Knidos was said by the Roman scholar Pliny (AD 23–79) to be the greatest statue in the world (which reflected the Roman belief in the superiority of Greek culture). Greek painting was similarly admired by Romans, but, sad to say, none of it has survived.


The Greeks did not invent theater, but they advanced it far beyond the religious ceremonies and pageants of ancient times. They were probably the first to stage dramas with spoken dialogue rather than chanting, and likewise they probably invented tragedies and comedies. As with sculpture, Greek theater was not an enactment of timeless traditions but the work of celebrated playwrights. Greek theater was performed in outdoor bowls carved into hillsides, having superb acoustics and often able to seat up to fourteen thousand. Some of the plays that have survived in manuscript, such as Medea by Euripides (ca. 484–406 BC), continue to be performed.65


The Greeks were especially inventive in music.66 They stressed sound over form—music was best that sounded best. Thus did they establish the basis for “tempering” the scale. The ancient Greeks also developed the first system of musical notation, although it was a sketchy shorthand that fell well short of the notation system in use today (which was developed by medieval Europeans). Greeks pursued the physics of how strings created sound, establishing the fundamental equations involved, and developed or perfected many instruments, the water organ being the most remarkable. This was a forerunner of the modern pipe organ, using water pressure to drive the air over the pipes. Like the modern organ, the Greek water organ was played on a keyboard.67


Finally, the Greeks set the models for major forms of literature that have flourished ever since.68 Of particular importance were epic and lyric poetry. Two monumental works of epic poetry—the Iliad and the Odyssey, attributed to the mysterious Homer—remain pillars of Western literature. Herodotus is often called the father of history in that the Greeks were the first to write general accounts of events. And, of course, the Greeks invented philosophical dialogues.







Technology


Our knowledge of Greek inventions and technological innovations suffers badly from what might be called learned neglect.69 Both in ancient times and today, those of literary inclinations tend to be little interested in, and badly informed about, practical matters such as plowing, plumbing, pumping, and propelling. Ancient Greek authors noted little about technology, new or old, and clearly were incorrect in some of what they did report. Hence our knowledge of Greek technology is scanty.70


It was the Greeks who invented waterwheels and used them to turn mills to grind flour. They facilitated this process by developing systems of gears that transformed the vertical motion of the waterwheel into a horizontal motion. The great mathematician and engineer Archimedes (287–212 BC) invented the hydraulic screw, a form of water pump still in use in some parts of the Middle East. The screw greatly facilitated irrigation by making it possible to raise water from lower to higher ground. The Greeks used the first known winches during a war with Persia to tighten cables supporting a pontoon bridge across the Hellespont in 480 BC. Around 515 BC they developed the crane, a structure using winches and pulleys to lift heavy loads, to replace ramps as the means for lifting stones into place on construction projects. About the same time they developed the wheelbarrow for use on construction projects and in agriculture.


Similarly, the Greeks perfected the water clock (or clepsydra), a great improvement on sundials (since they were more accurate and worked in the dark). The water clock measured time by releasing a flow of water at a carefully calibrated rate. Earlier water clocks in China, Egypt, and Babylon saw their accuracy suffer as the water level declined in the vessel of origin. The Greeks introduced a method for regulating the flow. They also devised water clocks that propelled a dial indicator to show the time, and even clocks that set off noisemakers to serve as alarms. These Greek water clocks were the most accurate timekeepers in the world until replaced by mechanical clocks in medieval Europe. It also was the Greeks who invented the astrolabe, an astronomical instrument used to locate and predict the location of the sun, moon, planets, and stars. In addition to being useful for astrologers, the astrolabe was of immense value for navigation.


Often overlooked is the Greek invention of maps. The first maps probably were produced by Anaximander (610–546 BC), but it was Dikaiarch of Messina (350–285 BC) who introduced longitude and latitude to mapmaking. Related to maps is the Greek invention of calipers, the earliest example having been found in the wreck of a Greek ship dating from the sixth century BC.


Of major importance was the Greek development of the catapult (from the Greek word katapeltes, “to throw into”). Invented in the city-state of Syracuse, catapults were used to shoot large arrows or stones with great force. They revolutionized siege warfare; missiles could be hurled long distances and over walls, and breeches could be knocked into walls.71


There were many other Greek technological innovations, including new techniques for creating and casting bronze, new mining methods, even a steam engine (although it was embodied only in a toy). But in the end what counted most in the Greek heritage were thoughts, not things.







Greek Rationalism


The Greeks were not the first to wonder about the meaning of life and the causes of natural phenomena. But they were the first to do so in systematic ways. In the words of the eminent scholar Martin West, “they taught themselves to reason.”72


The ancients believed that the fundamental feature of the universe was chaos, a state of disorder and confusion. One may meditate on such a universe, one may attribute phenomena to the whims of various gods, but one may not usefully attempt to reason about why things happen as they do. So long as this assumption prevailed, natural explanations of nature seemed utterly absurd, “being too naive for the subtlety and complexity of the universe,” as the Chinese Taoists put it.73 Thus, as Herodotus noted after a trip to Egypt, it never occurred to “the priests or anyone else” to investigate “why [the Nile] floods every year.”74 It was enough to attribute it to the goddess Isis. Herodotus went on to summarize three naturalistic explanations of why the Nile floods that Greek visitors to Egypt had formulated. He correctly dismissed all three as false, but the point is that Greek visitors had addressed the question of why, whereas the Egyptians had sought no natural explanation even though their entire civilization depended on the Nile’s annual flooding.


As Herodotus’s example illustrates, the ancient Greeks took the single most significant step toward the rise of Western science when they proposed that the universe is orderly and governed by underlying principles that the human mind could discern through observation and reason.75 It is uncertain who first took this step, or when. But the assumption that the universe is orderly and predictable was given an immense boost by Thales (ca. 624–546 BC) when he correctly predicted a solar eclipse on May 28, 585 BC. Thales was born into the nobility in the Greek city-state of Miletus in Asia Minor (now Turkey). Early on he began to speculate about natural causes as opposed to supernatural explanations of worldly phenomena. We know that Thales was an early geometrician, that he tried to explain earthquakes, and that he believed that all matter must consist of a single, basic component. But since none of his writings survived, we know few details about his work.


Pythagoras (ca. 570–ca. 500–490 BC) powerfully reinforced the claim that the universe is orderly. He and his followers taught that the universe is a cosmos, that term originally meaning orderly and harmonious (it soon was equated with universe, thus blending the object with its fundamental property). Pythagoras was born on the island of Samos off the coast of modern Turkey. At the age of forty he emigrated to the Greek city-state of Croton in southern Italy, where he gathered followers and spent the rest of his life. Today, Pythagoras is known as the father of numbers because he stressed the importance of mathematics in explaining the cosmos. He is also celebrated for the theorem in geometry named after him and for inventing the term philosopher (lover of wisdom) to describe himself. In ancient Greece, however, Pythagoras was best known for his religious doctrines—that all living creatures have souls, that souls are immortal, and that after death each soul enters a new body.


The next Greek philosopher of lasting importance was Anaxagoras (ca. 500–428 BC). Born and trained in the Greek city-state of Clazomenae in Asia Minor, he is credited with bringing philosophy to Athens. Anaxagoras was remarkably perceptive about cosmology, proposing that the sun and stars are red-hot stones, that the moon does not produce its own light but merely reflects light from the sun, and that eclipses of the moon occur when the earth comes between it and the sun. But perhaps his most original contribution was the one that almost cost him his life: that behind the entire cosmos was a Mind (Nous). It was this Mind that made all things and put them in motion. “Mind is unlimited and self-ruled and is mixed with no thing, but is alone and by itself…. It is the finest of all things and the purest, and it has all judgment about everything and the greatest power.”76 In this way Anaxagoras articulated an early form of monotheism, attributing divinity only to Mind and ignoring the traditional gods. For this, an Athenian court sentenced him to death for impiety, but Pericles was able to secure his release if he left Athens. So Anaxagoras retired to Lampsacus in Asia Minor, where he died the year Plato was born.


The magisterial British mathematician and philosopher Alfred North Whitehead (1861–1947) was not being entirely whimsical when he remarked that Western philosophy is but “a series of footnotes to Plato.”77 Plato (ca. 428–348 BC) is one of the two most famous and influential figures in Western philosophy—the other being his student Aristotle (384–322 BC). Because Plato used the dialogue form in his writings and, for many years, used Socrates (who had been his teacher) as the spokesman for the “correct” views, there is some disagreement as to which ideas were Plato’s own and which ones should be attributed to Socrates. This is a valid concern for intellectual historians, but the more important point is that we know of these ideas only because Plato wrote about them. Thus it is correct to identify these ideas as Platonic.


Early in his career, Plato devoted himself to explaining natural phenomena. As he put it: “I thought it was a glorious thing to know the causes of everything.”78 Eventually, however, he became convinced that the causes he was seeking lay not in the natural world but rather “that all things are ordered by a mind or minds”—that is, by divinity.79 Plato argued that the existence of divinity is implicit in the order of the universe, for this order “cannot be explained without an intelligent ordering cause.”80


Pursuing his new approach, Plato proposed that the universe is divided into two realms, the visible and the invisible. He asserted (through the mouth of Socrates) that the invisible is real, the visible being merely a fuzzy, reflected shadow of the invisible. This is known as the Theory of Forms.


According to Plato, every object in the visible universe is an imprecise and inferior manifestation of an ideal object, a pure Form. He held that only the ideal Forms are truly real—illusion being involved in all visible things. Thus all circular objects reflect a pure and perfect circle; all trees reflect the ideal, perfect tree; all horses represent the perfect horse. Human emotions and even virtues also reflect perfect Forms that exist only as “ideals” in the invisible world.


Plato also noted that the cosmos is filled with motion and activity. What causes this? Plato’s answer drew on Pythagoras: everything, both animate and inanimate, is inhabited by a soul. It is its soul that causes the sun to move; it is the human soul that is capable of thoughts such as philosophy. Plato further distinguished the soul as consisting of three aspects: logos (the mind, reason), thymos (emotion), and eros (desire). Souls existed before anything else and are immortal. In fact, Plato believed in reincarnation: that after death souls pass into new beings or things. And, of course, there must be a soul of all souls, and a Pure Form of absolute goodness. These conclusions carried Plato back to his conception of divinity, earning him the designation as the founder of rational theology (the application of reason to expand the understanding of religious questions such as the nature of God).81


Plato claimed in Laws that gods exist and, indeed, are the cause of all things; they have perfect knowledge and perfect goodness.82 They are moral rulers of the universe and cannot be influenced by sacrifices or gifts. Echoing Anaxagoras’s concept of Mind, Plato concluded that there is one supreme god who is “in every way perfect.”83 He deduced that God is immutable, for if he changed it could necessarily only be to become less perfect. God is all-knowing and all-powerful.84 God is timeless; he has always existed and always will. But Plato conceived of this supreme God as so remote and impersonal that he took no part in anything. Even the creation of the universe was the work of a lesser divinity, whom Plato designated the demiurge—the personification of reason. Here Plato differed from most other Greek philosophers, who believed that the universe was uncreated and eternal, locked in a never-ending cycle of being. Aristotle, for example, condemned the idea “that the universe came into being at some point in time… as unthinkable.”85 Plato also accepted the existence of the traditional Greek gods as a species of lower godlings.


Aristotle was not only Plato’s student but also the tutor of Alexander the Great (356–323 BC). He was born in Macedon and at eighteen went to Athens to study under Plato. After Plato’s death he traveled in Asia Minor and then returned to Macedon to tutor Alexander and two other future kings: Ptolemy, who became the first Greek king of Egypt, and Cassander, who succeeded Alexander as king of Macedon.


Unlike Plato, Aristotle never lost interest in explaining the natural world. His reflections led him to the conclusion that there must be an “unmoved mover,” a first cause of all motion. He defined the first mover as God.86 In his conception, God was as remote and impersonal as Plato’s supreme divinity. Once having put the universe in motion, according to Aristotle, God can contemplate only the perfect—that is, his own contemplation. From this Aristotle deduced that God must be unaware of the existence of the world.87 Hence, God compels our wonder, but worship of him is pointless.88 Aristotle also had no time for the traditional Greek pantheon and was openly contemptuous of Alexander’s claims to divinity. Following Alexander’s death, there was a movement in Athens to bring Aristotle to trial for not honoring the gods, so he fled Athens for the family estate in Chalcis, on the island of Euboea, where he died the next year.


Aristotle’s major impact on Western civilization came neither from his metaphysics nor from his many observations of natural phenomena. Most important was his recognition that philosophical debates typically turned on one or more of the participants’ being guilty of faulty reasoning. This led him to develop rules for correct reasoning, whereby formal logic was born. It is unnecessary to pause here to outline what came to be called Aristotelian logic—the syllogism being the primary example. It is enough to recognize that an emphasis on logical reasoning, as opposed to mysticism and meditation, became the defining hallmark of Christianity.89


The final touches on the Greek heritage came from the Stoics, a school of philosophers founded by Zeno (334–262 BC). The name Stoic derived from the fact that Zeno met with his followers at the Stoa Poecile (painted porch) in Athens. The son of a Phoenician merchant, Zeno came to Athens at the age of twenty-two in search of an education in philosophy. He divided philosophy into three parts: logic, physics (including especially metaphysics), and ethics (right living). But he and the Stoics are best remembered for their ethics, which stressed self-control and correct reasoning as the keys to a satisfying and virtuous life. Zeno held that because God is the cause of everything that happens—indeed, the universe is God—humans ought to calmly accept life as it comes and avoid emotional responses, whether joy or sorrow. The emphasis on self-control turned out to have great appeal to the Romans, especially the elite. Stoicism became the leading pagan philosophy, moral shortcomings included.











Ancient Morality


A common failure in assessments of ancient Greece’s immense contributions to Western civilization is to notice only its gleaming marble buildings, magnificent statues, brilliant philosophy, and commitment to democracy. As the German philosopher Wilhelm von Humboldt (1767–1835) put it: “In the Greeks alone we find the ideal of that which we should like to be.”90 But there was a darker side that eventually played a substantial role in the downfall of Greek civilization: for all the brilliance of the Greek philosophers, they did not rise above the moral limitations of the ancient world.


The economies of all the Greek city-states rested on extensive slavery. In many, including Athens, slaves probably outnumbered the free citizens.91 Even modest households often owned two or three slaves; Aristotle owned thirteen and Plato owned six.92 The presence of such an overwhelming number of slaves, with few limits on their mistreatment, resulted in an increasingly idle citizenry and coarsened Greek sensibilities. Incredibly, many authors have shrugged off the massive slavery supporting ancient Greece as merely the price that had to be paid for the splendor of Greek culture.93 For example, the influential twentieth-century historian Joseph Vogt accepted Greek slavery as a necessary evil: “Slavery was essential to the [Greek]… devotion to spiritual considerations…. Slavery and its attendant loss of humanity were part of the sacrifice which had to be paid for this achievement.”94 But it seems far more likely that the Greek “miracle” happened despite the impediment of slavery. As the ratio of slaves to free citizens grew, Greek progress declined proportionately. No Greek philosopher was sufficiently “enlightened” to have condemned slavery. That awaited the rise of Christianity: the first known instance of the general abolition of slavery anywhere in the world lay a millennium in the future, in medieval Europe.


In addition, war was endemic among the Greek city-states. As historian Charles Freeman notes, “there was hardly a year in the fifth century that Athens was not fighting someone somewhere.”95 Brutality dominated, especially in the aftermath of defeat. In 416 BC Athens demanded that the island city-state of Melos become its colony. When the Melians refused, Athens laid siege, and when Melos surrendered the Athenians murdered all the men and sold all the women and children into slavery. Later, when the citizens of Mytilene revolted against Athenian rule, Athens’s democratic assembly voted that its population be treated as the Melians had been.


Thus did Greek democracy embrace a self-destructive tyranny.







New Empires


If the Greek “miracle” was based on the existence of many independent city-states, Greek progress stagnated as the city-states were submerged beneath new empires.


The first to arise was the Athenian Empire. In 478 BC various Greek city-states formed a military alliance, known as the Delian League, in response to repeated Persian attempts to conquer Greece. From the start, Athens exploited the league to its own advantage. It gradually increased its control over the league’s resources and the internal affairs of other member city-states, until eventually Athens ruled an empire. According to Aristotle, “After the Athenians had gained their empire, they treated their allies rather dictatorially.”96 This resulted in festering conflicts, especially with Sparta, and led to the Peloponnesian War in 431 BC. It was a long war, pitting the Athenian Empire against the Peloponnesian League headed by Sparta. The first phase of the war ended in 421 BC with the signing of a peace treaty. Hostilities resumed in 415 BC when Athens sent an expeditionary force to attack Syracuse, a Greek city-state in Sicily. The attempt to conquer Syracuse was a disastrous failure; the entire Athenian fleet was lost. The war ended in 405 BC when the Spartan navy under Lysander cut off Athens’s supply of grain by blockading the Hellespont; in the ensuing battle, 168 of 180 Athenian ships were sunk. After a year’s occupation by Spartans, Athens recovered its freedom and restored its democracy.


In 378 BC Athens rebuilt a semblance of empire by organizing a confederation of city-states for self-defense against Sparta. Even after Thebes defeated Sparta in 371 BC, Athens attempted to exert its power over the other members, which led to the Social War (or War of the Allies) in 357 BC. Once again the Athenian fleet was destroyed, thus ending forever any semblance of an Athenian Empire. But it also marked the end of an independent Greece.


While the Greeks continued to war with one another, a new power was growing to their north. The small kingdom of Macedon was occupied by people who spoke a dialect of Greek and even claimed to be Greeks. Most other Greeks, and especially the Athenians, rejected that claim and dismissed the Macedonians as uncouth, in part because they were ruled by a hereditary king rather than an elected assembly and because some of the nobility, including the king, had multiple wives. But soon after Philip II became king of Macedon, the Greeks became concerned about a Macedonian threat.


One of Philip’s first actions was to redesign his army. He lengthened the pikes with which his traditional heavy-infantry phalanxes were armed and created a well-armored heavy cavalry. These innovations soon proved their worth when Philip took control of most of Thessaly while Athens was busy with the Social War. As the Greeks became increasingly concerned about Philip’s inroads, Demosthenes raised an Athenian coalition that included Thebes, by then the strongest of the Greek city-states. When these allies confronted the Macedonians at the Battle of Chaeronea in 338 BC, they were overwhelmed, leaving Philip as the master of all Greece.


But not for long. Two years later Philip was assassinated. (To this day there is debate over who may have been involved in the conspiracy.) Philip was, of course, succeeded by his son Alexander, soon to be called the Great. Although Aristotle had been his tutor, Alexander was no philosopher. He was, instead, a military genius. When he died after thirteen years of rule, the Macedonian Empire stretched from Greece to the Indus River, including all of Persia, as well as Egypt to the South. The eastern end of the Macedonian Empire was soon lost, but the Hellenic portion remained a Macedonian kingdom for several centuries, and the Egyptian portion was ruled by the Greek dynasty founded by Alexander the Great’s general Ptolemy until the death of Cleopatra in 30 BC.


The rise of Rome sealed the Macedonian Empire’s fate. Rome initially took over the many Greek city-states in Italy. Then, during Rome’s second war with Carthage (218–207 BC), King Philip V of Macedon allied himself with Hannibal, the Carthaginian commander, and helped him protect his supply lines from North Africa. Soon after Hannibal’s defeat, Rome launched an expeditionary army against Macedon. It defeated Philip’s forces in 197 BC and then his son’s army in 168 BC. This placed most of Greece under Roman control. Then the entire Hellenic world came under Roman rule after the defeat of Marc Antony and Cleopatra’s forces at Actium in 31 BC and again at Alexandria in 30 BC.








Gone but Not Forgotten


Although the Romans retained most Greek culture, the era of innovation had ended. In fact, the end of the Greek “miracle” had begun centuries before as the hundreds of independent city-states coalesced into the Athenian Empire and the Peloponnesian League. This is confirmed by a remarkable but forgotten study by the great American anthropologist Alfred L. Kroeber. In Configurations of Culture Growth (1944), he presented data on when distinguished contributors to philosophy, science, and the arts have appeared through history; he looked at the period 900 BC through the present. For ancient Greece, Kroeber’s data showed a towering peak for the century 450 to 350 BC, followed by a steep and rapid decline.97 This is consistent with the geography of Greek philosophers: prior to the ascendency of Athens, famous philosophers had lived in many different city-states. But by the fourth century all the important philosophers lived in Athens—Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, and Zeno. The last, of course, did not measure up to the other three, and after Zeno, Greek philosophy declined into mediocrity. Meanwhile, Greek artists ceased to innovate, no new technology appeared, and democracy never returned. It was over.


But not forgotten. As the twentieth-century British historian J. M. Roberts put it so well: “Once the political and military structure protecting it had gone, ancient Egyptian civilization ceased to be significant except to scholars and cranks. Greece went on as a world influence long after Greek cities were themselves only ruins.”98
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The intellectual revolution that took place in Greece had no impact on most of its neighboring societies—the Persians were no more interested than were the Egyptians. But Greek philosophy had profound impact among the Jews. Unlike priests of the religions that dominated most of the world, from early days Jewish theologians were struck by the fact that what their scripture said about God was quite compatible with some aspects of Greek conceptions of a supreme god. In addition, since they were committed to reasoning about God, the Jews were quick to embrace the Greek concern for valid reasoning. What emerged was an image of God as not only eternal and immutable but also as conscious, concerned, and rational. The early Christians fully accepted this image of God. They also added and emphasized the proposition that our knowledge of God and of his creation is progressive. Faith in both reason and progress were essential to the rise of the West.




Hellenism and Judaism


At present there is bitter and misguided debate over whether or not Greek thought influenced Jewish theology. On one side are obvious examples of an extensive intermingling of the two traditions. On the other side are a host of Jewish scholars who claim that the rabbis who produced the Talmud had very little knowledge of Greek philosophy and despised it: “Cursed be the man who would breed swine and cursed be the man who would teach his son Greek wisdom.”1


Whatever the Talmudic rabbis did or didn’t know about Greek philosophy seems irrelevant. Their writings did not begin until the third century AD, and it is certain that in earlier times there was extensive Hellenic influence on Jewish life and theology. As the twentieth-century historian Morton Smith put it, “The Hellenization extended even to the basic structure of Rabbinic thought.”2 It was this Hellenized Judaism that influenced early Christian theologians; they had virtually no contact with the Talmudic rabbis, nor any interest in their teachings.


It is important to realize that as early as 200 BC, most Jews lived not in Palestine but in Roman cities—especially the cities dominated by Greek culture. These communities are known as the Jewish Diaspora (literally: dispersion), and they were home to at least six million Jews, compared with only a million Jews still living in Palestine.3 (Several million more Jews lived to the east of Palestine, including a substantial community in Babylon, but little record of them survives and they played little or no role in the rise of the West.) The majority of Jews living in the Hellenized western cities were quite assimilated. Intermarriage with Gentiles was widespread.4 Moreover, the Diasporan Jews read, wrote, spoke, thought, and worshiped in Greek. Of inscriptions found in the Jewish catacombs in Rome, fewer than 2 percent are in Hebrew or Aramaic, while 74 percent are in Greek and the remainder in Latin.5 Most of the Diasporan Jews had Greek names; many of them, Israeli scholar Victor Tcherikover noted, “did not even hesitate to [adopt] names derived from those of Greek deities, such as Apollonius.”6 As early as the third century BC the religious services held in Diasporan synagogues were conducted in Greek, and so few Diasporan Jews could read Hebrew that it was necessary to translate the Torah into Greek—the Septuagint.


The Hellenization of the Jews was not limited to the Diaspora.7 Beginning with Alexander the Great’s conquest of the Middle East, Palestine came under the control of Ptolemaic (Greek) Egypt. This soon led to the founding of twenty-nine Greek cities in Palestine—some of them in Galilee, the two largest of these being Tiberius (on the Sea of Galilee) and Sepphoris, which was only about four miles from Nazareth.8 By early in the second century BC, Jerusalem was so transformed into a Greek city that it was known as Antioch-at-Jerusalem.9 According to the eminent scholar-theologian Sir Henry Chadwick, “Greek influence reached its height under King Herod (73–04 BC)… who built a Greek theatre, amphitheatre, and hippodrome in or near Jerusalem.”10


In these highly Hellenized social settings it was inevitable that Greek philosophy would influence religious perspectives. As Chadwick put it: “As early as Philo, we see that the current intellectual coin of the more literate classes of society is this blend of Stoic ethics with Platonic metaphysics and some Aristotelian logic. Like the form of Greek spoken in the hellenistic world… Philo simply takes it for granted.”11 Thus, the most revered and influential Jewish leader and writer of the era, Philo of Alexandria (20 BC–AD 50), attempted to interpret the law “through the mirror of Greek philosophy,”12 and he described God in ways that Plato would have found familiar: “the perfectly pure unsullied Mind of the universe, transcending virtue, transcending knowledge, transcending good itself and the beautiful itself.”13 According to scholar Erwin R. Goodenough, Philo “read Plato in terms of Moses, and Moses in terms of Plato, to the point he was convinced that each said essentially the same things.”14


But Philo was wrong. Although it is true that the Jewish conception of God is consistent with some aspects of the supreme God proposed by Plato, Aristotle, and the other Greek philosophers, the Jewish God is different in important ways. Like Plato and Aristotle’s God, Yahweh is believed to be perfect, eternal, and immutable. But he is no remote ideal. He is the loving Creator who is intensely conscious of humankind. He sees and hears; he communicates; he intervenes. And it was the fully developed Jewish conception of God, not the remote and inert God of the Greeks or even the God of Philo, that shaped Christian theology and underlay the rise of the West.







Early Christianity and Greek Philosophy


From the start, the early Christian fathers were familiar with Greek philosophy—Paul correctly quoted the Stoic Greek poet Aratus (ca. 315–240 BC) in his impromptu sermon to local philosophers on Mars Hill in Athens (Acts 17:28). In fact, some early and influential Christian theologians had been trained as philosophers before they converted to Christianity. And as their conversions testified, the many points of agreement between the philosophers and Christian theology were widely acknowledged. Clement of Alexandria (ca. 150–ca. 215), who probably was born in Athens and who studied with several philosophical masters before converting, wrote:




Before the advent of the Lord, philosophy was necessary to the Greeks for righteousness… being a kind of preparatory training…. Perchance, too, philosophy was given to the Greeks directly and primarily, till the Lord should call the Greeks. For this was a schoolmaster to bring “the Hellenic mind,” as the law, the Hebrews, “to Christ.” Philosophy, therefore, was a preparation, paving the way for him who is perfected in Christ.15





Perhaps no early church father held Greek philosophy in higher regard than did Justin Martyr (ca. 100–165). Justin was born into a Greek-speaking pagan family in Samaria, was formally trained in philosophy, and continued to wear his philosopher’s cloak even after his conversion to Christianity in about 130. Eventually he opened a school in Rome where two future church fathers, Irenaeus and Tatian, may have been his students. Justin was given the surname “Martyr” for having been flogged and beheaded during an outbreak of anti-Christian persecution during the reign of Marcus Aurelius.


Justin held that “the gospel and the best elements in Plato and the Stoics are almost identical ways of apprehending the same truth.”16 One reason for this close correspondence, according to Justin, was that the Greeks depended immensely on Moses—a view ratified by Philo as well as by Neoplatonist contemporaries of Justin, including Plotinus, who asked, “What is Plato, but Moses in Attic Greek?”17 In this sense, Justin identified the Jewish prophets and Greek philosophers as “Christians before Christ.”18 Of course, he and other early Christian thinkers were wrong about the early Greeks having learned from Moses, as Saint Augustine wryly admitted in his City of God.19 But that doesn’t alter the fact of extensive similarities between Christianity and Platonism.


Justin gave a second reason for the great similarity between Christian theology and Greek philosophy: both rested on the divine gift of reason, which, he said, “has sown the seeds of truth in all men as beings created in God’s image.”20 And since God’s greatest gift to humanity was the power to reason, Christian revelation must be entirely compatible with “the highest Reason.”21 Consequently, Justin viewed Jesus as a philosopher as well as the son of God, as the personification of “right reason.”22


To Justin, then, Plato was correct when he conceived of God as outside the universe, timeless, and immutable, and when he said that humans possessed free will. But Justin, Clement, and other early Christian writers also pointed out many shortcomings in Greek philosophy. For example, they denied Greek claims that God was remote and impersonal, that souls took up life in a new body, and that lesser gods existed. And where Greek philosophy and Christianity disagreed, according to Justin, the latter was authoritative, for philosophy was merely human, whereas Christianity was divine—revelation was the ultimate basis of truth.


One problem early Christian writers identified was that none of the numerous divinities in the Greek pantheon was adequate to serve as a conscious creator of a lawful universe, not even Zeus. Like humans, the Greek gods were subject to the inexorable workings of the natural cycles of all things. Some Greek scholars, including Aristotle, did posit a god of infinite scope having charge of the universe, but they conceived of this god as essentially an impersonal essence, much like the Chinese Tao. Such a god lent a certain spiritual aura to a cyclical universe and its ideal, abstract properties, but being an essence, “God” did nothing and never had.


Even when Plato posited a demiurge—an inferior god who served as creator of the world, the supreme God being too remote and spiritual for such an enterprise—this creator paled in contrast with an omnipotent God who made the universe out of nothing.23 Moreover, for Plato the universe had been created in accord not with firm operating principles but with ideals. These primarily consisted of ideal shapes. Thus the universe must be a sphere because that is the symmetrical and perfect shape, and heavenly bodies must rotate in a circle because that is the motion that is most perfect.24 As a priori assumptions, Platonic idealism long impeded discovery: many centuries later, Copernicus’s unshakable belief in ideal shapes prevented him from entertaining the thought that planetary orbits might be elliptical, not circular.


A second problem in Greek philosophy, according to early Christian writers, related to the Greek conception of the universe as not only eternal and uncreated but also locked into endless cycles of progress and decay. In On the Heavens, Aristotle noted that “the same ideas recur to men not once or twice but over and over again,” and in his Politics he pointed out that everything has “been invented several times over in the course of ages, or rather times without number.” Since he was living in a Golden Age, he concluded, the levels of technology of his time were at the maximum attainable level, precluding further progress. As for inventions, so too for individuals—the same persons would be born again and again as the blind cycles of the universe rolled along. According to Chrysippus in his now-lost On the Cosmos, the Stoics taught that the “difference between former and actual existences of the same people will be only extrinsic and accidental; such differences do not produce another man as contrasted with his counterpart from a previous world-age.”25 As for the universe itself, Parmenides held that all perceptions of change are illusions, for the universe is in a static state of perfection, “uncreated and indestructible; for it is complete, immovable, and without end.”26 Other influential Greeks, such as the Ionians, taught that although the universe is infinite and eternal, it also is subject to endless cycles of succession. Although Plato saw things a bit differently, he too firmly believed in cycles, that eternal laws caused each Golden Age to be followed by chaos and collapse.


Finally, the early Christians saw that the Greeks insisted on turning the cosmos, and inanimate objects more generally, into living things. Plato taught that the demiurge had created the cosmos as “a single visible living creature.” Hence the world had a soul, and although “solitary,” it was “able by reason of its excellence to bear itself company, needing no other acquaintance or friend but sufficient to itself.”27 The problem with transforming inanimate objects into living creatures capable of aims, emotions, and desires was that it short-circuited the search for physical theories. The causes of the motion of objects, for example, were ascribed to motives, not to natural forces. According to Aristotle, celestial bodies moved in circles because of their affection for this action, and objects fell to the ground “because of their innate love for the centre of the world.”28


For these reasons, the early Christian fathers did not fully embrace Greek philosophy. They were content to demonstrate where it supported Christian doctrines and, where there was disagreement, to show how much more rational and satisfying were the Christian views.29 Thus the primary effect of Greek philosophy on Christianity had far less to do with doctrines per se than with the commitment of even the earliest Christian theologians to reason and logic.30








The Rational Creator of the Cosmos


Justin Martyr was not alone in stressing the authority of reason.31 That has been the most fundamental assumption of influential Christian theologians from earliest times. From the very start the church fathers were forced to reason out the implications of Jesus’s teachings, which Jesus did not leave as written scripture. The precedent for a theology of deduction and inference began with Paul: “For our knowledge is imperfect and our prophesy is imperfect.”32


As Tertullian (ca. 160–ca. 225) put it, “Reason is a thing of God, inasmuch as there is nothing which God the Maker of all has not provided, disposed, ordained by reason—nothing which he has not willed should be handled and understood by reason.”33 This was echoed in The Recognitions, which tradition attributed to Clement of Rome: “Do not think that we say that these things are only to be received by faith, but also that they are to be asserted by reason. For indeed it is not safe to commit these things to bare faith without reason, since assuredly truth cannot be without reason.”34


Hence the immensely influential Saint Augustine (354–430) merely expressed the prevailing wisdom when he held that reason was indispensable to faith: “Heaven forbid that God should hate in us that by which he made us superior to the animals! Heaven forbid that we should believe in such a way as not to accept or seek reasons, since we could not even believe if we did not possess rational souls.” Augustine added that although it was necessary “for faith to precede reason in certain matters of great moment that cannot yet be grasped, surely the very small portion of reason that persuades us of this must precede faith.”35


Augustine devoted all of book 8 in his City of God to explicating and assessing the bonds between Greek philosophy and Christianity, placing the primary emphasis on reason as a basis of truth. He noted that Plato “perfected philosophy” by using reason to prove the existence of God and to deduce many of his aspects from the many observations of order in the universe—such as the predictable movements of the heavenly bodies, the succession of the seasons, and the rise and fall of the tides.36


But Augustine recognized something else inherent in Plato’s commitment to reason: Socrates had surpassed his predecessors, Plato had advanced knowledge beyond Socrates, and Christianity was far advanced beyond all the Greeks—clearly philosophy was progressive. Indeed, some Greek philosophers were inclined to think that history was itself a progressive phenomenon.37 Augustine shared that view, stressing that the general trajectory of history is progressive as knowledge accumulates and technology improves. Scholars have identified this belief as the idea of progress.


By this I do not mean that human progress is inevitable, as Gottfried Leibniz (1646–1716) may have believed, but merely that, at least in the West, there has been a progressive trend, especially in the sphere of technology, and in the widespread agreement that things can be and ought to be made better. Because humans lead their lives “under the spell of ideas,”38 the idea of progress has marked the path to modernity.







Faith in Progress


A remarkable amount of nonsense has been taught about the idea of progress. The prolific Cambridge professor J. B. Bury’s 1920 book The Idea of Progress dominated opinion for several generations with the message that belief in progress is a recent development, having originated during the eighteenth-century era sometimes called the Enlightenment. This claim is as mistaken as the notion that science developed despite the barriers religion erected. The truth is that science arose only because the doctrine of the rational creator of a rational universe made scientific inquiry plausible. Similarly, the idea of progress was inherent in Jewish conceptions of history and was central to Christian thought from very early days.


The Jews believed that history was progressing toward a golden Messianic Age, when, in the words of the distinguished historian Marjorie Reeves, “a Holy People was expected to reign in Palestine in an era of peace, justice, and plenty, in which the earth would flower in unheard of abundance…. The Messianic age is conceived as within history, not beyond it.”39 Early Christianity fully incorporated Jewish millenarianism and hence a progressive view of history. There was another aspect to Christian faith in progress as well: almost without exception, Christian theologians have assumed that the application of reason can yield an increasingly more accurate understanding of God’s will.40


Augustine noted that there were “certain matters pertaining to the doctrine of salvation that we cannot yet grasp”—but “one day,” he added, “we shall be able to do so.”41 Progress in general was inevitable as well, he supposed. Augustine wrote: “Has not the genius of man invented and applied countless astonishing arts, partly the result of necessity, partly the result of exuberant invention, so that this vigour of mind… betokens an inexhaustible wealth in the nature which can invent, learn, or employ such arts. What wonderful—one might say stupefying—advances has human industry made in the arts of weaving and building, of agriculture and navigation!” He likewise celebrated the “skill [that] has been attained in measures and numbers! With what sagacity have the movements and connections of the stars been discovered!” Augustine concluded that all of these advances resulted from the “unspeakable boon” that God conferred on his creation—a “rational nature.”42


Many other Christian thinkers echoed Augustine’s optimism about progress. In the thirteenth century Gilbert de Tournai wrote, “Never will we find truth if we content ourselves with what is already known…. Those things that have been written before us are not laws but guides. The truth is open to all, for it is not yet totally possessed.”43 In 1306 Fra Giordano preached in Florence: “Not all the arts have been found; we shall never see an end to finding them. Every day one could discover a new art.”44 But the most notable statement came from Saint Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274) in the Summa Theologica, which stands as a monument to the theology of reason and set the standard for all subsequent Christian theologians. Because humans could not see into the very essence of things, Aquinas argued, they must reason their way to knowledge, step by step—using the tools of philosophy, especially the principles of logic, to construct theology.45


For Augustine, Aquinas, and the others, such views reflected the fundamental Christian premise that God’s revelations are always limited to the capacity of humans at that time to comprehend.46 In the fourth century Saint John Chrysostom stated that even the seraphim do not see God as he is. Instead, they see “a condescension accommodated to their nature. What is this condescension? It is when God appears and makes himself known, not as he is, but in the way one incapable of beholding him is able to look upon him. In this way God reveals himself proportionately to the weakness of those who behold him.”47


In addition, with all these thinkers we see the Christian belief in man’s rational nature—what Augustine called that “unspeakable boon”—and also in God himself as the epitome of reason.48 Had they seen God as an inexplicable essence, as had the Greek philosophers, the very idea of rational theology—and, more broadly, of progress itself—would have been unthinkable.


The twentieth-century classical scholar Moses I. Finley was quite aware that the European embrace of progress was “unique in human history.”49 But he seems not to have realized that the idea of progress is profoundly Christian. The philosopher John Macmurray put it best when he said, “That we think of progress at all shows the extent of the influence of Christianity upon us.”50







The West and the Rest


To this discussion a qualification must be added: faith in progress was fundamental to western Christianity. As for Orthodox Christianity in the Byzantine East, it prohibited both clocks and pipe organs from its churches.51


Nor was it only the Orthodox Church that did not embrace the idea of progress. By looking at other major traditions from the East, we can appreciate the uniqueness of the Western approach.


Consider life under Islam, which arose as a religion and cultural force several centuries after Christianity did. In 1485 Bayezid II, sultan of the Ottoman Empire and caliph of Islam, outlawed the printing press. That ban remained in effect throughout the Muslim world for at least the next three centuries.


The sultan’s action represented far more than the power of tyrants. It reflected Muslim commitment to the idea of decline in contrast to the idea of progress. In addition to the Qur’an, Muslims give great authority to a collection of writings known as Hadith. These consist of sayings attributed to Muhammad and accounts of his actions. In the first Hadith Muhammad is quoted as saying: “Time has come full circle back to where it was on the day when first the heavens and earth were created.” The second Hadith quotes the prophet thus: “The best generation is my generation, then the ones who follow and then those who follow them.” The Palestinian historian Tarif Khalidi interpreted these passages—which were “both frequently cited and commented upon” by Muslim scholars—to “suggest a universe running down, an imminent end to man and all his works.”52 They also imply the superior virtue of the past. In this context, prohibiting the printing press was not surprising, for books written by hand—the standard from the past—would seem inherently better.


Even more important, Islam holds that the universe is inherently irrational—that there is no cause and effect—because everything happens as the direct result of Allah’s will at that particular time. Anything is possible. Attempts at science, then, are not only foolish but also blasphemous, in that they imply limits to Allah’s power and authority.53 Therefore, Muslim scholars study law (what does Allah require?), not science.


But what of the “Golden Era” of Muslim science and learning that flourished while Europe languished in the “Dark Ages”? Chapter 4 makes it clear that the “Dark Ages” are a myth. The “Golden Era” of Islamic science and learning is too. Some Muslim-occupied societies gave the appearance of sophistication only because of the culture sustained by their subject peoples—Jews and various brands of Christianity (see chapter 14).


Islam’s conception of the universe and its resulting opposition to reason, science, and philosophical inquiry have had a profound impact down to the present day. Muslim societies today are manifestly backward in comparison with those of the West. As Robert Reilly points out in The Closing of the Muslim Mind, “The Arab world stands near the bottom of every measure of human development;… scientific inquiry is nearly moribund in the Islamic world;… Spain translates more books in a single year than the entire Arab world has in the past thousand years;… some people in Saudi Arabia still refuse to believe man has been to the moon; and… some Muslim media present natural disasters like Hurricane Katrina as God’s direct retribution.”54


It is also useful to look at China. Many historians claim that, until modern times, almost every significant invention was first made in China. If so, then it also must be admitted that nearly every one of these Chinese inventions was either disregarded or very little exploited; some even were prohibited. As Jean Gimpel, the French historian of medieval inventions, put it: “it is a feature of Chinese technology that its great inventions… never played a major evolutionary role in Chinese history.”55


Consider the case of gunpowder. Whether gunpowder was independently invented in Europe or imported from China is irrelevant. It is well known that the Chinese had gunpowder by the thirteenth century and even cast a few cannons. But when Western voyagers reached China in the sixteenth century the Chinese lacked both artillery and firearms, whereas the Europeans had an abundance of both. The Chinese also invented a mechanical clock, but the court Mandarins soon ordered all of them destroyed. As a result, when Westerners arrived, nobody in China really knew what time it was.56


The reason so many innovations and inventions were abandoned or even outlawed in China had to do with Confucian opposition to change on grounds that the past was greatly superior. The twelfth-century Mandarin Li Yen-chang captured this viewpoint when he said, “If scholars are made to concentrate their attention solely on the classics and are prevented from slipping into study of the vulgar practices of later generations, then the empire will be fortunate indeed!”57


Nothing sums up the importance of the idea of progress better than the story of the great Chinese admiral Zheng He (also Cheng Ho).58 In 1405 Zheng He commanded a large Chinese fleet that sailed across the Indian Ocean and reached the coast of East Africa. His purpose was to display the power of China and to collect exotica—especially unusual animals—for the imperial court. The voyage was entirely successful, making its way to and from Africa without major mishaps and bringing back a cargo of exotic goods and strange animals, including several giraffes. In all, Zheng He led seven of these voyages, each of them successfully completed, the last one in 1433 (during which he may have died and been buried at sea). It is believed that Zheng He’s Chinese fleet included several hundred ships and that the major ships dwarfed anything being sailed in the West at this time.59


The Chinese flotilla must have awed the occupants of the Indian and African ports it visited, and had the Chinese been so inclined, they could easily have imposed their rule over coastal areas all along their route, just as Westerners were soon to do following Vasco da Gama’s Portuguese expedition that reached India in 1498. Moreover, had Chinese voyaging continued, they might well have sailed around Africa to Europe or across the Pacific to the “New World.”


But after 1433 the voyages ceased. What happened?


The death of Zheng He would not have been enough to halt the voyages completely, given the obvious successes of the previous expeditions and the opportunities at hand. Instead, a decree came down from the emperor forbidding the construction of any oceangoing ships. The emperor also had Zheng He’s fleet dragged ashore and stripped of useful timbers; the remains were allowed to rot. Even the plans for such ships were destroyed, and the Chinese attempted to erase all records of Zheng He’s voyages. Soon it was a capital offense to build a seagoing ship (as opposed to junks for sailing along the coast and on the inland waterways). For good measure, all the exotic animals Zheng He had brought back to the imperial zoo were killed.


Why? The court Mandarins believed that there was nothing in the outer world of value to China and that any contacts were potentially unsettling to the Confucian social order. Progress be damned.


Contrast this with the medieval West’s eager adoption of technologies that had been invented elsewhere. As Samuel Lilley wrote in his history of technological progress, “The European Middle Ages collected innovations from all over the world, especially from China, and built them into a new unity which formed the basis of our modern civilization.”60


These counterexamples to the history of the West expose the weakness of the widely accepted claim that technological progress is pretty much an inevitable product of the times—that, for example, when conditions were right the incandescent bulb and the phonograph would have been invented whether or not Thomas Edison ever existed. Inventions don’t just happen. Someone has to bring them about, and the likelihood that anyone will attempt to do so is influenced by the extent to which they believe that inventions are possible—that is, the extent to which the culture accepts the idea of progress.


Perhaps of even greater significance is that inventions not only must be made but also must be sufficiently valued to be used. That is not inevitable either. What if the phonograph had been outlawed, as the printing press was in the Ottoman Empire? What if the state had declared a monopoly on the incandescent lightbulb and destroyed all privately produced bulbs, as the Chinese did with iron production in the eleventh century?







The Road to Modernity


Throughout the remainder of the book, we shall see how the Christian conception of God as the rational creator of a comprehensible universe, who therefore expects that humans will become increasingly sophisticated and informed, continually prodded the West along the road to modernity.













3 [image: ] The Roman Interlude



In many ways Rome was the Athenian Empire writ large. Like Athens, Rome began its rise to power as a city-state, one of the many scattered up and down the Italian peninsula, most of which were Greek—Rome’s culture was so influenced by its Greek neighbors that it often is referred to as Greco-Roman. Also like Athens, Rome was almost constantly at war. As did Athenians, Romans enjoyed a long era of relative freedom, having been governed as a republic, although both Rome and Athens abounded in slaves. Like the Athenian Empire, Roman rule suppressed cultural and technological progress. Eventually both Athens and Rome were Christianized. And even though the Roman Empire endured far longer than did that of Athens, in the end Rome, too, was unable to fend off enemies from the north.


Readers may wonder why I refer to the Roman Interlude rather than the Roman Era. I do so because I regard the Roman Empire as at best a pause in the rise of the West, and more plausibly as a setback.




Building an Empire


What was to become the famous city on seven hills began in the eighth century BC as a village on one hill above the Tiber River, about fourteen miles from the Mediterranean. Unfortunately, there is no contemporary history of Rome prior to about 200 BC, when centuries of oral traditions were first committed to writing. According to these accounts, a series of seven kings ruled Rome prior to the founding of a republican form of government in about 500 BC. Republican Rome was militantly expansionist, and Roman forces slowly exerted their rule over Italy. First, they forced the submission of the other Latin-speaking city-states, subduing the last two in 393 BC. Next, after the Gauls sacked Rome in 387 BC, the Romans responded by taking the Gaulic areas of northern Italy and then turned south, gradually annexing all the Greek city-states in Italy—Tarentum was the last to fall in 272 BC. At this point Roman expansionism moved beyond Italy, which brought it into conflict with Carthage and resulted in the three Punic Wars (264–146 BC).


The city of Carthage was located on the coast of North Africa (near modern Tunis) and possessed an extensive maritime empire. Conflict began when the Romans expanded into Sicily, then ruled by Carthage. After losing several naval battles, the Carthaginians ceded Sicily and signed a peace treaty with Rome. Shortly thereafter, Carthage invaded Spain and took control of lucrative silver mines. Although Spain was not then part of Rome’s empire, continuing conflict led Rome to declare war on Carthage. In response, in 218 BC the Carthaginian commander in Spain, Hannibal Barca (247–182 BC), led an army of veteran troops accompanied by thirty-six elephants over the Alps in the dead of winter and into Italy. Remembered as one of the greatest generals in history, Hannibal won every battle against the Romans in Italy—the most famous being at Cannae in 216 BC, when his brilliant maneuvering of a smaller force allowed him to annihilate a Roman army, killing at least fifty thousand.1


But Hannibal lacked siege engines and could not conquer well-fortified cities such as Rome. In addition, Carthage made few effective efforts to resupply him, so Hannibal’s army had to live off the land. Eventually, after roving undefeated up and down Italy for sixteen years, Hannibal was forced to rush home to defend Carthage from a Roman naval assault. Back in Africa, without most of his well-trained veterans (most of whom had by then become middle-aged), Hannibal was defeated in the Battle of Zama in 202 BC.


Finally, in 149 BC the Romans decided to eliminate all competition from a once-again-flourishing Carthage and sent an army to lay siege to the city. After three years, the Romans breached the walls and utterly destroyed Carthage. Its buildings were leveled and all its residents were killed or sold into slavery.


Once Carthage was smashed, Greece quickly succumbed to Roman rule, while Roman conquerors drove north into Gaul; overran Spain; seized much of Persia, Palestine, and Egypt; and, after several setbacks, acquired Britain. Now another large and repressive empire stood in the way of progress.


Unlike the empires of the East, all of which were ruled by tyrants, for centuries Rome was governed as a republic, although this did not offer nearly so much individual freedom as did the Greek democracies. Legislative power was exercised by the Senate, a small body formed in 509 BC and made up of very wealthy men born into the patrician class and owning land worth at least 100,000 dinarii (professional Roman soldiers were paid one dinari a day). New senators were elected by those already members of the Senate, and executive power was vested in two consuls who were selected by the Senate, each for a one-year term. Eventually, in 367 BC, men not qualified for the Senate forced the creation of the Plebeian Council, which also had the power to pass laws. Soon Plebeians were being elected to the Senate as well.


Meanwhile, the Roman elite grew fabulously wealthy as a result of military victories that brought home huge amounts of booty and enormous numbers of slaves. Plutarch (AD 46–120) estimated that Julius Caesar’s campaign in Gaul yielded at least a million slaves.2 The constant flood of cheap slaves destroyed the population of independent farmers, their land being bought up (and sometimes usurped) to form huge latifundia—agricultural estates based on slave laborers (Latin: latus = spacious; fundus = farm or estate). The displaced farmers poured into Rome and other Italian cities, forming a dependent population that created political instability and that needed to be pacified with free “bread and circuses.” In fact, in every Roman city large numbers “qualified for free daily donations of bread, olive oil, and wine,” as Peter Heather pointed out in his history of the Roman Empire.3 Seats in the arenas were free, although the better ones cost money. The destruction of the independent farmers also deprived Rome of its most important source of citizen-soldiers: farmers’ sons.


Finally, after nearly a century of pretending that the Senate still ruled, Rome ceased to be a republic. The Roman “mob” helped bring an end to the republic, as did the new long-service, professional army: both groups were always ready to back a tyrant who promised them immediate rewards. The assassination of Julius Caesar in 44 BC set off a power struggle that ended in 31 BC with the ascension of Octavian as Caesar Augustus, the first emperor of Rome. Ruled by emperors, Rome lasted for another five centuries.
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