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University of South Dakota 
HIST 121: Western Civilization I 

  
 
Mediterranean: Early and Classical Greece, Hellenistic World, Roman Republic 
and Empire and Christianity 
 
What are the chronological periods of ancient Greek and Roman history? 
Describe the process of composition of Homer's Iliad and Odyssey. What do these works 
tell us about early Greek morality, religion, and social organization? 
Consider the central place of the Greek language in the formation of a pan Hellenic 
culture. Note its other features, such as religion and athletic festivals and a universal style 
of art (the Geometric style). 
Place the emergence of the Greek city-state {polis) against the geographic background of 
Greece: mountains, coast, and sea. Describe the political, military, social, religious, and 
economic characteristics of the polis. 
Explain the period of colonization and tyranny by describing thoroughly the economic 
and social crises that caused these phenomena. 
Use Sparta and Athens as examples of two very different paths of development in early 
Greece, one exploiting a serf-like class of laborers to support a militarized life of eternal 
vigilance, the other featuring the development of ever more open political institutions, 
culminating in democracy (but not for women and slaves). 
Summarize the fortunes of the Persian attempts to conquer the Greeks at the beginning of 
the fifth century. 
Show how Athens subsequently rose to power in the fifth century, and how the Delian 
League became the Athenian Empire. 
Explain the outbreak of the Peloponnesian War, using Thucydides' analysis of underlying 
and immediate causes. Describe Athens' loss and Sparta's victory followed by rapid 
decline in the early fourth century. 
Know some of the features, monuments, and individuals important in classical Greek 
culture, including "Periclean humanism"; the Parthenon; the plays of Aeschylus, 
Sophocles, Euripides, and Aristophanes; the philosophy of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle. 
Describe the career of Alexander the Great from his upbringing in the court of Philip to 
his invasion and defeat of the Persian Empire. What was the legacy of Alexander in terms 
of the diffusion of Greek culture throughout the Middle East and the eastern 
Mediterranean? 
Account for the rapid dissolution of Alexander's empire after his death and the formation 
of the Hellenistic kingdoms of the Macedonians, the Seleucids, and the Ptolemies. 
Be able to describe the basic features of the Rome's republican constitution. How did 
Rome administer an empire? Characterize Roman society and its values. 
Use those values to help explain Roman Imperialism. Know the principle stages by which 
the Romans conquered Italy, then the western Mediterranean (the Punic Wars), and 
finally the eastern Mediterranean. 
Describe the breakdown of the Republic in the second and first century BC. Identify 
social, political, and economic as well as moral causes. Who were the principal 
participants from the Gracchi to Caesar Augustus? 
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How did Augustus alter the Roman constitution? What were the sources of his power and 
his successors'? 
How did he use ideology to support his rule (consider monuments such as the Ara Pads 
and literature such as Vergil's Aeneid). 
Observe the peace and unity of the Mediterranean world in the first two centuries of the 
Roman Empire and keep it in mind as you consider the spread of Christianity. 
What was Judaism like in the first century? What was the role of Paul in making the 
message of Jesus accessible to a Greco-Roman audience? Why did the state persecute 
Christians and then in the time of Constantine co-opt them? 
What was Diocletian's solution to the internal chaos and the pressure of barbarian 
invasions in the third century? Note how his administrative division served as the basis of 
the division of Europe into western Medieval Christendom and the eastern Orthodox 
Byzantine Empire. 
 


