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WC 3: Early Aegean Civilizations





The great achievements of the Greeks lay in the development of rational thought. The Greeks conceived of nature as following general rules, not according to the whims of gods. They saw human beings as having a capacity for thought, and as a worth as individuals. The Greeks never dispensed with the gods, but they stressed the importance of human reason. They came to assert that reason is the avenue to knowledge and that people are responsible for their own behavior. In this shift of attention from gods to humans, the Greeks broke the mythmaking orientation of the Near East, and created the rational outlook that is a distinctive feature of western civilization. 





Although it was believed that the beginning of Hellenic civilization was in the 8th century BCE, it later became known that two civilizations preceded them-the Mycenaeans, and the Minoans. The Mycenaeans pervaded the Greek mainland and the islands of the Aegean Sea for much of the 2nd millennium BCE. However, the Minoan civilization preceded the Mycenaeans. The Cretans, or Minoans were not Greeks, did not speak a Greek language, but their influence on the Greek mainland was considerable. The Minoan civilization lasted from about 2600 to 1250 BCE. The centers of Minoan civilization were magnificent palaces, whose construction was evidence of the wealth and power of the Minoan king. The architects of these palaces and the artists were sensitive to beauty. The palaces housed royal families, priests, government officials, and contained workshops. Judging by the archaeological evidence, the Minoans seemed peaceful, unlike the Mycenaeans, whose castles were defensive. Thus, the Minoans were vulnerable to the warlike Mycenaeans, who invaded and captured Knossos. Within two centuries, the Minoan civilization faded away. 





Around 2000 years ago, Greek speaking tribes moved southward into the Greek peninsula where together with the pre-Greek population, they fashioned the Mycenaean civilization. In the Peloponnesus, the Mycenaeans built palaces that were based in part on Cretan models. Mycenaean civilization did many thing like their Minoan counterparts. At the apex of Mycenaean civilization was the king, who headed the armed forces, controlled production and trade, and was the highest judicial authority. Mycenaean civilization, which consisted of several small states, reached its height in the period from 1400 to 1230 BCE. Following that, constant civil wars led to the destruction of the palaces and the disintegration of the Mycenaean civilization about 1100 BCE. But to the later Greek civilizations, the Mycenaeans left a legacy of pottery making, metallurgy, agriculture, language, a warrior culture and a code of honor.


