HIST 370/JWST 325

Ancient Jewish History I
Midterm Examination Study Questions

Three of the following essays will appear on your exam. You will be asked to answer two. Each will be worth 35 points (70 total). Please be prepared to write a coherent essay that makes judicious use of primary and secondary sources. There is no fixed page or word limit, but do your best to answer the question as completely as you can within about 25 minutes. 

1. Describe the origins and development of the Jewish Diaspora from the sixth century BCE to the first CE. With particular reference to Egypt (but citing examples from other regions where relevant) identify the key religious, social, and political challenges faced by diaspora communities, and the institutions they developed to meet these challenges. Would you say that diaspora communities were more like or more distinct from the host societies in which they lived?

2. In this class we discussed a number of sources for understanding the Persian period. These included portions of Ezra and Nehemiah, portions of Zechariah and Haggai, and Cyrus’s proclamation as preserved on a cylinder stele. How do these sources help us understand the political situation (locally and/or within the empire) of the Judaean returnees? What social challenges do the new settlers face with respect to the “peoples of the land” and others whom they found already living in Judaea?

3. We discussed several sources for the Ptolemaic and early Seleucid periods in Palestine, some literary and others documentary (papyri and one inscription). For Tcherikover, this period (approximately 300-170) was one of great social transformation in Judaea, at least for the elites. What are some of the main features of that transformation—is it primarily cultural? political? economic?—and how are these supported (or, if you disagree, not supported) by the sources we have studied?

4. The Hasmonaean Revolt was a significant turning point in the history of Judaea. Explain what was so significant about the events leading up to the revolt, as well as about the revolt and its leadership as well. In writing your essay, please make sure to address historiographical issues that are relevant to understanding the events themselves and their significance (e.g., for Tcherikover, why does Antiochus persecute Judaism?).

5. Describe the later Hasmonaean dynasty. Some commentators describe the later Hasmonaeans as fairly typical hellenistic dynasts, others stress their continued support of specifically Jewish/Judaean religious and political policies. Support one of those positions or propose an alternative view. Whatever the position, discuss the sources that might lend support to your view (e.g., the acclamation of Simon, or the geographical expansion policies of his successors).

