Sample Essay [Exam One]:

Two heirs of the Roman Empire were Byzantium and, several centuries later, the rise and spread of Islam.  Though each of these civilizations owed something significantly to the former empire, they differed significantly in politics, religion, and culture.  In both, religion and government mixed together.

By the late 3rd c. the Roman Empire suffered crises dealing with foreign invaders (various Germanic tribes pushed there by the Huns), economic problems (taxes & inflation), and many natural disasters.  In 284, Diocletian divided the empire into 4 sections with 4 rulers trying to keep order.  This tetrarchy and his other reforms ultimately failed as the empire permanently split between Eastern and Western halves.

In the early 4th c., Constantine converted to Xianity, passing an edict of toleration (Milan, 313), and later moved the capital from Rome to Greek city of Byzantium (which was renamed Constantinople).  This city, at the center of land & trading routes and easier to defend, became the center of the still wealthy & powerful eastern Roman empire (later called Byzantine empire).  

Constantine's conversion to Xianity meant that political power became directly linked to the growing Xian church.  Xians who were once persecuted by Diocletian now persecuted pagans.  In the search for political & religious unity, Xians also attacked other Xians.  Debates over Jesus' true nature divided believers.  Arius and his followers, for example, were expelled from the Council of Nicaea for arguing that Jesus was less than God (as sons are to fathers).  Continuing debates over orthodoxy divided Xians because the emperor saw religion and govt. as one.  There was no separation of church and state.

By the late 4th c. Theodosius proclaimed Xianity the official state religion.  And by the 6th c. Justinian funding elaborate church building projects such as the Hagia Sophia in Constantinople.  Justinian also reconquered parts of the western empire in expensive military campaigns.  Finally, Justinian also brought order to the confusing Roman law code through collecting and organizing the Institutes.

Despite the efforts of Justinian and later emperors to maintain order & unity, a new religious and political force rose to challenge the Byzantines in the 7th c., Islam.  From the Arabian desert of filled with warring Bedouin tribes, a merchant named Muhammad founded this new religion based, in part, on earlier Jewish & Xian monotheism.  In 610, he began a series of revelations from the angel Gabriel that were written down after his death in the Qur'an.  Islam preached submission to Allah, daily prayers, a pilgrimage to Mecca (the center of earlier pre-Islamic religions and location of the Ka'ba), and fasting during Ramadan.  

Muhammad and his followers unified the previously warring tribes under this new powerful religion and Islam spread across N. Africa into Spain and into the weakened Byzantine empire.  Muslims tolerated Jews and Xians as "People of the Book" though they required them to pay a tax.  To many heretic Xians, such as the Monophysites, the Muslims were less persecuting than the Byzantines.  Islam also spread rapidly due to the simplicity of its message, military force (jihad), and it didn't hurt that the Byzantines and Sassanids had weakened each other through constant warfare.  The Muslims did not separate religion & govt. though they had less hierarchy than Byz. Xians.  There was also more emphasis in Islam on a direct, personal relationship with God. 

By the early 8th c. Islam became an even larger threat to Byzantium.  After losing to Muslim armies, Leo III believed that God was angered with the Xians and favoring Muslims who banned graven images.  He ordered the smashing of religious icons (much to the dismay of the pope in the west), an issue illustrating the strong links between government, religion, and art.  Relations between Xians and Muslims would continue through peaceful trade and military conflict into the future, as each continued to interact with each other.  In several centuries, the Roman Empire had become something very different.

Questions:

1) What are the strengths & weaknesses of this essay?  Be specific.

2) What letter grade would you give this essay?  Why?

3) Pick the essay you did not write on the exam:


a) write a brief INTRODUCTION


b) briefly OUTLINE the argument & the evidence

NOTE: It would help to time yourself & write for 35-40 minutes a practice essay based on your practice introduction & outline.  I will gladly discuss any practice essays with you outside of class.  See me with any questions.
