
With supplementary discussions on Monotheism and Southwest Asia



I. PREFACE: Inheritor of Two Traditions
A. Axial Age and the Monotheistic Revolution
B. The Shifting  States and Empires of Southwest Asia

II. Ibn +ÈÁÌÄÕÎȭÓConstant: Asabiya

III. The Prophet

IV. Rise of Islam
A. The Question of Succession
B. The Golden Age of Islam
C. Fragmentation and Consolidation



Being our last lecture for the semester, this presentation also 
aims to do the following:

1. Tie in and synthesize a lot of previously mentioned 
concepts together that will enhance your understanding 
of Indian and Chinese history, and civilization in general.

2. Present Asia as a coherent and connected whole that will:

3. Provide a foundation for our activities in the 3rd Quarter 
which focuses on the Asian continent as a modern and 
thriving civilization even before the coming of the West.



INHERITOR OF TWO 
TRADITIONS (I):

AXIAL AGE AND THE 
MONOTHEISTIC REVOLUTION





1. All occurred in or near the original river valley civilizations. 
This meant that the material preconditions were present for 
the development of religion and thought.

2. Each revolution in thought was born during a period of crisis 
or instability. Old orders were breaking down and there was a 
demand for a new standard of behaviour ςethics.

3. Axial Age revolutions can be counted on the fingers of one 
hand. This does not mean that religion and thought stopped 
evolving, but that most breakthroughs and advances either (a) 
occurred within the original tradition, or (b) is a combination 
of several other traditions.



Monotheism is the belief in 
one God.

It is an idea that is older than 
the Hebrews, but it is in them 
we see the earliest and 
clearest expression.

Moreover, the Hebrew 
traditions would pave the way 
for Judaism, Christianity and 
Islam.



The Hebrews belong to the Semitic language group of people. 
Other semiticpeople include: Akkadians, Aramaeans, Amorites, 
Phoenicians, and the early Arabs. (Semites = son of Shem, one of 
bƻŀƘΩǎ ǎƻƴǎύ

άTerahtook his son Abram, his grandson Lot, son of 
Haran, and his daughter-in-law Sarai, the wife of his son 
Abram, and brought them out of Ur of the Chaldeans, 

ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘ ƻŦ /ŀƴŀŀƴΦέ όDŜƴΦ ммΥомύ

This suggests a migration of the Hebrew people from 
Mesopotamia to Syria around 1900 to 1500BCE.



Around 1250BCE, the Hebrews found a leader in Moses. His story  
ǿƻǳƭŘ ŜƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƎƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ IŜōǊŜǿΩǎ ŎƻǾŜƴŀƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ¸ŀƘǿŜƘΦ

ά¢Ƙƻǳ shaltƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƎƻŘǎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ƳŜΦέ

In terms of Hebrew religious development, this is the first major 
shift: from polytheism to monolatry.

Characteristics of monolatry:
1. transcendent theology
2. moral precepts, rituals, and tabus



1050Invasion of the Philistines

1025Saul unites the tribes of 

Israel into one kingdom

The kingdom then reaches its peak 
under David(1000 ς961) and 
Solomon(961 ς922).





{ƻƭƻƳƻƴΩǎ ŘŜƳƛǎŜ ŦǊŀŎǘǳǊŜŘ 
the kingdom into two: 
Kingdom of Israel (north) 
and Kingdom of Judah 
(south).

Relatively weak as a whole, 
the kingdoms were weaker 
apart.

In 722, Israel fell to the 
Assyrians. In 586, Judah fell 
to the Babylonians.



Prophetic Revolution
As the kingdom of Israel was under threat, a new generation of 
preachers began to speak of a new message.

1. Thorough-going monotheism
2. God is righteous
3. He demands ethical behaviour 

Justice and ethics were put at the forefront of Hebrew life.

¢ƘŜƛǊ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ ƛǎ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ .ǳŘŘƘŀΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ƻƴ IƛƴŘǳ 
ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƛǎƳΣ ŀƴŘ /ƘƛƴŜǎŜ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅΩǎ  ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 
chaos and disorder.



PSALM137
1 By the rivers of Babylon we sat and wept

when we remembered Zion.
2 There on the poplars

we hung our harps,
3 for there our captors asked us for songs,

our tormentors demanded songs of 
joy;

they said, "Sing us one of the songs of 
Zion!"
4 How can we sing the songs of the LORD

while in a foreign land?
5 If I forget you, O Jerusalem,

may my right hand forget its skill .
6 May my tongue cling to the roof of my 
mouth

if I do not remember you,
if I do not consider Jerusalem
my highest joy.

7 Remember, O LORD, what the Edomites
did

on the day Jerusalem fell.
"Tear it down," they cried,
"tear it down to its foundations!"

8 O Daughter of Babylon, doomed to 
destruction,

happy is he who repays you
for what you have done to us-

9 he who seizes your infants
and dashes them against the rocks.



Post-Exilic Age
Upon being liberated by the Persians in 539BCE, the Israelites 
rebuild the Temple. They last until 332BCE.

Message of the Post-Exilic Age:
1. Eschatological doctrines, or thoughts on the end of time.

o The coming of a Messiah

These beliefs complete the doctrines of Judaism. They hold on 
tightly to their faith as they wait, committing their learningsand 
experiences to writing.





SUMMARY

1. The Hebrew experience with Monotheism eventually leads 
to the three primary monotheistic religions in the world: 
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.

2. There are four stages in the development of Hebrew religion 
that correspond to key events in their history
a. Polytheistic stage
b. Monolatry
c. Prophetic revolution
d. Post-exilic age



INHERITOR OF TWO 
TRADITIONS (II):

THE SHIFTING STATES AND 
EMPIRES OF SOUTHWEST ASIA



Islam was born in a desert 
town, but its story stretched 
far beyond the borders of the 
Arabian peninsula.

Understanding its history will 
require a comprehension of 
the size and scale of the Asian 
continent.

The following section is an overview of the history of Southwest 
Asia up until the major empires that surrounded Arabia at the 
dawn of Islam.



NORTHERN ZONE
A complex recorded history of 
states and empires revolving 
around Mesopotamia.

SOUTHERN ZONE
Home to smaller empires that 
traded across the Red Sea to 
the Arabian Sea, interacting 
with Egypt and Greece.

ARABIAN PENINSULA
A tribal desert society that 
flourished through trade 
between north and south.

NORTHERN ZONE
Mesopotamia
Persian Empire

SOUTHERN ZONE
The Incense Road

ARABIAN PENINSULA
The Bedouin





Mesopotamian civilization (3200 to 539BCE) is 
founded between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. 
It is a succession of nations that built on the 
achievements of the one before.



People Highlights

Sumerians
3200 ς2000 BCE

ÅHad the earliest cities
ÅInvented:the wheel, writing (cuneiform), lunar 
calendar, the ziggurat as the city center
ÅIntroduced irrigation

Amorites
2000 ς1600 BCE

ÅAlso called Old Babylon
ÅA Semitic people that conqueredAkkad
ÅHammurabi (ruled 1792-1750BCE)
ÅKnown for: The Epic of Gilgamesh, mathematics, 
division of time: duodecimal system

Assyrians
1300 ς612 BCE

ÅSplendid city of Nineveh
ÅSuperb and unmatched warriors of the time

Chaldeans
612 ς539 BCE

ÅAlso called New Babylon
ÅAdvances in architecture and astronomy



1. Cities were planned and 
administered by a 
pateshi(priest king).

2. Believed in 
anthropomorphic gods.

3. Legally had social 
classes: nobles, 
commoners, and slaves.

4. Had a rich written 
tradition .

Mesopotamia came to an end in 539BCE
by the hand of the Persian Empire.



Persia is modern-day Iran.

LǘΩǎ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǎǘ ƛƴƘŀōƛǘŀƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ Elamites (2800 ς550BCE) who 
would often feud with the Babylonians and Assyrians.

More influential, however, have been the Aryanswho came into 
Iran around 1100BCE. Of these people, the Medesand the 
Persianswere most prominent.





AchaemenidEmpire (550 to 330 BCE) founded by Cyrus the Great


