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This course examines a handful of societies in Asia, Europe, and Africa, as they developed between about
700 BCE and about 1400.  Covering more than 2,000 years of tumultuous history, the course is
necessarily selective; it examines moments in these societies' development, rather than attempting a
complete overview of them.  We'll approach these societies primarily through studying their literatures,
and we'll focus on a series of basic issues that they all confronted:  the nature of ethical choice, the
relations between individual and society, the role of the supernatural in human affairs, the experience of
violence.  Each of the societies that we'll study had to deal with these problems, but each solved them in
distinctive ways, and their solutions changed over time.

The course will give close attention to the eight major works listed in the assignments below.  All are
required, and all are available at the UB bookstore.  We'll be grading on the assumption that you have all
the books available to you throughout the semester and that you're able to note important passages in
them—so don't rely on library copies!  However, other editions of most of the assigned texts are
available, and you're welcome to use any that you have access to.  There's no textbook in the course.
Instead, basic information and background to the assigned readings will be presented in lectures.

There will be two mid-term examinations (each counting for about one-fourth of the total course grade)
and a cumulative final examination (counting for 40 percent of the total grade); students will also write
two one-page papers on the assigned readings.  Together with contributions in section meetings, these
will count for the remaining 10 percent of the total grade.  (More information about course requirements
can be found in the supplement to the syllabus, "Expectations and Requirements.")

Topics and Assignments

August 29:  Introduction:  approaching world civilizations

Part 1:  Three Ancient Societies

August 31-September 7:  Indian society and the problem of individual action
Assigned:  The Bhagavad Gita, trans. Juan Mascaró, pp. 3-86  (note:  some editions have different
pagination; the assignment is to read the entire Bhagavad Gita itself, skipping the introduction)

September 5:  Labor Day, no class meeting

September 12-14:  Chinese society and the problem of governance
Assigned:  Confucius, The Analects, trans. Raymond Dawson, pp. 28-53, 60-73 (Books 8-13, 15-
17)

September 19-26:  Greek society and the problem of meaning
Assigned:  Homer, The Iliad, trans. Richmond Lattimore, pp. 59-127, 330-391, 435-449, 475-496
(Books I-IV, XVI-XVIII, XXII, XXIV)  (Lattimore's translation includes a glossary, which you 
may find helpful for sorting out the names of characters and places.)

:



Part 2:  Monotheism and the Mediterranean world

September 28: The Roman Empire:  establishment, functioning, impact
Assigned:  Augustine, Confessions, trans. F. J. Sheed, pp. 3-72 (Books 1-4)

October 3:  First mid-term examination

October 5-10:  The rise of Christianity and the collapse of Rome
Assigned:  Augustine, Confessions, pp. 75-114 (Books 5-6), 141-160 (Book 8)

October 12-19:  The rise of Islam
Assigned:  The Qur'an, trans. M.A.S. Abdel Haleem, pp. 1-79, 340-346, 353-371 (suras 
1-5, 50-52, 55-61)

Part 3:  The personal and the political in medieval Asia

October 24- November 2:  Medieval East Asia
Assigned:  Lady Murasaki Shikibu, The Tale of Genji, trans. Edward G. Seidensticker, 
pp. 1-27, 65-106

October 26:  Second mid-term examination

November 7-9:  Selfhood as a cultural problem:  the Japanese example (reading The Tale of 
Genji)
Assigned:  Murasaki, The Tale of Genji, pp. 146-185, 236-278

Part 4:  The personal and the political in medieval Europe

November 14-16:  Western Europe in the early Middle Ages

November 21-23:  Thanksgiving holiday, no class meetings

November 28:  Western Europe in the early Middle Ages (cont'd)
Assigned:  The Song of Roland, trans. W. S. Merwin, pp. 3-119 (the entire text)  (Merwin
provides a glossary of names.)

November 25-December 7:  The later Middle Ages:  self, society, the sacred
Assigned:  Dante, The Inferno, trans. Mark Musa, pp. 67-71, 79-83, 89-93, 97-102, 109-
113, 305-309, 315-319, 362-366, 379-383 (cantos I-V, XXVI-XXVII, XXXII, XXXIV)


