Michael J. Kraft


12/15/97


History





WC: 104-107





In 323 BC, Alexander died from a sickness. He built an empire that stretched from Greece to Punjab, but was denied the time needed to organize effective institutions to govern these vast territories. After Alexander’s  death, his generals engaged in a long struggle. By 275 BC, the empire was divided into 3 dynasties: the Ptolemies in Egypt, the Seleucids in western Asia, and the Antigonids in Macedonia. Later, the kingdom of Pergamum in western Asia Minor emerged ast the 4th Hellenistic monarchy. In the 3rd century BC, the Ptolemaic Egypt was the foremost power in the Hellenistic world. International revolts, and wars weakened Ptolemaic power in the 2nd century BC. The Seleucid Empire was an absolute monarchy. However, the empire stretched from the Mediterranean Sea to the frontiers of India, and was very difficult to control. Finally, Antiochus III defeated the Ptolemies, and took control of Phonecia and Palestine. Rome became increasingly drawn into the affairs of the Hellenistic kingdoms; by the middle of the 2nd century BC, Rome had imposed its will upon them. 





Hellenistic society was characterized by a mingling of peoples and an interchange of cultures. A growing cosmopolitanism replaced the polis. Although the rulers were Greeks, the style of government was modeled after that of the ancient oriental kingdoms. Following Alexander’s lead, the Seleucids founded cities int he east patterned after the polais of Greece. These cities adopted the political institutions of Hellenic Greece, including an assembly and a council. Hellenistic kings generally did not intervene in the cities’ local affairs. Hellenistic cities, inhabited by tens of thousands of people from many lands and dominated by a Hellenized upper class, served as centers and agents of Hellenism. Koine, a form of Greek, came to be spoken throughout much of the Mediterranean world. The cities engaged in economic activity on a much greater scale than before. The greatest city of the time was Alexandria in Egypt, founded by Alexander. Alexander had about 300,000 inhabitants fifty years after its founding. At the beginning of CE, it had about a million. Its library, created by the first two Ptolemies, had around a half a million books. Some of the greatest poets, philosophers, physicians, and scientists of the Mediterranean world utilized these facilities. International trade was made easier. Cultural exchange permeated all phases of cultural life. The spread of Greek civilization from the Aegean to the Indus River gave the Hellenistic world a cultural common denominator, but Hellenization did not transform the East and make it one with the West. Hellenization was limited almost entirely to the cities, and in many urban centers it was often only a thin veneer. 


