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	Stone Age achievements laid the foundations for civilization (defined as an advanced state of intellectual, cultural, and material development in human society, marked by progress in the arts and sciences, the extensive use of record-keeping, including writing, and the appearance of complex political and social institutions). 

In Mesopotamia and the Nile Valley, people gathered into cities in which life became more complex and hierarchical.  Using even more specialized labor, city-dwellers engaged in trade and manufacturing, administered large-scale agriculture, and built monuments.  The development of writing enabled these people to keep the records necessary for organized government.

Sumer, a collection of city states around the lower Tigris and Euphrates rivers in what is now southern Iraq, may very well be the first civilization in the world. From its beginnings as a collection of farming villages around 5,000 BC through its conquest by Sargon of Akkad around 2,370 BC and its final collapse under the Amorites around 2,000 BC, the Sumerians developed a religion and a society which influenced both their neighbors and their conquerors. Sumerian cuneiform, the earliest written language, was borrowed by the Babylonians, who also took many of their religious beliefs. In fact, traces and parallels of Sumerian myth can be found in Genesis.
Sumerians were early users of copper – perhaps as early as 5,000 BC. By 4,500 BC they were casting copper into molds to make various tools and art objects. About 3,300 BC they invented a pictographic form of writing to keep account of stored goods at these temples. They used reed ends pressed into soft clay tablets (cuneiform) to make their recordings. Record-keeping evolved to include royal inscriptions (2,700 BC) and new law codes (2,100 BC) promulgated by Ur-Nammu, king of Ur. 
They contributed immensely to industrial technology. Speculation is that they were the inventers of the potter's wheel. They also developed the animal-drawn plow. And they used sails on their boats to navigate the broad Tigris and Euphrates Rivers. Also, they developed for war use a solid-wheeled chariot drawn by a now-extinct form of donkey
Mesopotamian religion took on a character which was more complex than Neolithic religion.  The common people continued to observe locally the Neolithic fertility religions that seemed so vital to their agricultural life.  But the imperial structure that presided over the larger social order had to be nurtured by a loftier set of religious ideas. The kings and priests had a special role in interceding for the whole empire before the major gods (principally Marduk) who guarded the imperial enterprise.  These gods were cosmic, universal, and represented the organizing power of the universe as their empires on earth represented a new organizing power among the people.  
Life along the Nile river as it cut through the desert waste of Egypt was very much like Sumerian life.  For survival's sake, the cooperative life was essential.  Authority was needed to organize the building of irrigation canals and the allocation of water rights.  And under proper political organization life was abundant.  Life outside of such social organization was unthinkable. The surrounding desert isolated but also protected Egyptian culture.  In thousands of years of existence, seldom was ancient Egypt seriously challenged by outside armies.  This too enabled Egypt to flourish generation after generation retaining its essential cultural characteristics with relatively little change over its long history. 

Very early (prior to 3,200 BC) there were two "Egypts": (1) Upper Egypt along the narrow Nile valley to the south, with its center at Thebes, and (2) Lower Egypt along the wider fluvial and delta plains in the north, centered on Memphis.  But in 3,200 or 3,100 BC Narmer (Greek: Menes) forceably united the two Egypts into a single kingdom and became the first Pharoah.
In Mesopotamia and Egypt, religion was the principal unifying and creative force.  People saw divine forces at work in every aspect of nature, and every form of human endeavor was meant to serve the gods.  For example, the Sumerians believed that laws descended from the gods.  Kings administered these laws with the assistance of priests who revealed for them the will of the gods.  In Egypt, the pharaohs themselves were considered gods, and by serving them, their subjects respected the divine will. 


In addition to law and government, religion drove activity in mathematics and science.  Mesopotamian mathematicians, for example, devised multiplication and division tables, while their Egyptian counterparts developed simple geometry.  Physicians of both cultures gained some accurate knowledge of pharmacology, and Egyptian healers learned to identify diseases and understood the connection between cleanliness and disease.  Mesopotamian and Egyptian astronomers observed the movements of the planets and stars and devised, respectively, lunar and solar calendars.  In all these areas of activity, the ultimate goal was to understand and accommodate the will of the gods as revealed through the processes of nature and workings of the human body. 

Similarly, the purpose of art was to represent the relationship between humanity and the gods.  The Mesopotamian ziggurat, for example, gave architectural form to the experience of approaching the gods to gain wisdom. Stylized Egyptian royal statues typically emphasize the pharaohs' divine grandeur. Although stylization was the norm in Near Eastern art, Egyptian Amarna art took a naturalistic turn during the Amarna period, during which Amenhotep IV imposed monotheism on his subjects.  He also encouraged artists to represent the human form more realistically and even to depict the pharaoh engaged in everyday activities.  This style and the new religion died with Amenhotep, whose successors reestablished polytheism and the rigid artistic style of the Old Kingdom. 

Between 2,700 and 2,100 BC a literary tradition developed in Sumer, one which left a permanent imprint on the peoples around them and after them. For instance, the Epic of Gilgamesh became the forerunner of the Genesis account of the Great Flood. The gods sent the Flood to punish people who had made them angry with their disobedience.  But they warned the faithful Utnapishtim to build a boat, thus saving only him and his family.  All the rest of humanity perished.  The human race was begun again through his family. 

At the center of the religious life of the Babylonian culture which replaced Sumerian culture was the New Year's Celebration held in April. This involved a number of events:  the enthroning of the king for another year, the killing of a scapegoat as a sign of the death of the old year, and the reciting of the Enuma Elish (composed about 1,500 BC but much older in tradition). The Enuma Elish was an epic story of creation telling how the gods were created to bring order out of watery chaos. 
The Egyptian Book of the Dead (about 1,240 BC) is a group of mortuary spells written on sheets of papyrus covered with accompanying illustrations. These were placed with the dead in order to help them pass through the dangers of the underworld and attain an afterlife of bliss in the Field of Reeds. Some of the texts and illustrations are also found on the walls of tombs and on coffins or written on linen or vellum rather than on papyrus.

Early Mesopotamians and Egyptians shared a religious outlook, but their world view differed in ways that affected their religious thought, art, and literature.  The Mesopotamian world view was fundamentally pessimistic.  The gods were viewed as capricious and human life as an effort to cope with their whims.  Consequently, Mesopotamian literature is comparatively austere.  For example, wisdom literature poses imponderable questions about human suffering. A central theme of the Epic of Gilgamesh is the hopelessness of the search for immortality. 

Perhaps because the Nile Valley afforded relative security, the Egyptians cultivated a happier view of life and death.  They conceived of an afterlife that was an idealized version of earthly life, and much of their art and literature explores the passage through death to the afterlife.  The Book of the Dead, for example, contains a variety of texts composed to guide the deceased safely into the next world.  Tombs included tools, food, and personal items for use in the afterlife, as well as relief sculptures that depict daily activities in which the deceased participated in life and would again in the next world.  Although both Egyptian and Mesopotamian women were subordinate to men, the former enjoyed legal protections and a greater scope in life than the latter.  

Music was important in Mesopotamian and Egyptian culture.  Paintings and sculptures depict a variety of instruments used for religious rituals, royal processions, funerals, and private gatherings. 

The last great ancient Near Eastern civilization was Persia.  This vast empire unified nations from the Mediterranean to the Indus Valley, governed them through a single administrative system, and brought them under a world view composed of diverse traditions.  One central unifying force was Zoroastrianism, a monotheistic religion whose prophet, Zarathustra, developed an eschatology (a study of the final events in the history of the world) and taught that humans can choose between good and evil.  Persian art represented the empire's cultural synthesis by fusing elements from Mesopotamian, Egyptian, and Greek art. 

Near Eastern civilizations shared a myth-making world view.  Although Mesopotamians and Egyptians observed their world, they did not analyze and draw general conclusions about what they saw.  Like their prehistoric ancestors, they told stories that personified and explained phenomena in terms of divine influence.  Later civilizations moved from a myth-making mind to scientific thought, through which people formulated universal rules about inanimate natural processes.  Nevertheless, Near Eastern cultural achievements laid the crucial foundation for Western civilization and influenced the Hebrew and Greek traditions for centuries. 

Adapted from  Humanities In The Western Tradition by Marvin Perry and  A History of The World's Major Cultures by Miles Hodges
For more information on Ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt, explore one or more of the following online resources:


The British Museum: Mesopotamia: Interesting website covering various aspects of Mesopotamian culture. Focuses on Assyria, Babylonia, and Sumer. 

The History of Ancient Sumer: Detailed discussion of Sumerian culture, including writing, schools, cities, and architecture. Includes a number of primary sources.
 

Ancient Tablets, Ancient Graves: Assessing Women's Lives in Mesopotamia. Women in World History Curriculum - Lesson of the Month by Lyn Reese. 
Ancient Babylonia-The Ziggurats: Discusses various aspects of these monumental structures. Includes diagrams and illustrations.

Daily Life in Ancient Egypt: A wealth of information on Ancient Egypt, including hieroglyphics, medicine, astrology, garment making, and beer and wine making. 

Egyptian Myths: Flash-enabled site that tells of the story of creation.
Hieroglyphs: Excellent treatment of Egyptian hieroglyphics. Includes a hieroglyphics translator (see your name in hieroglyphics) and a free hieroglyphics screen saver. 

Ancient Egyptian Civilization:  Bibliography of websites devoted to various aspects of Egyptian life, including clothing, furniture, sports, food, pyramids, etc.

You Wouldn't Want to be an Egyptian Mummy:  Humorous and entertaining look at the process of mummification. 
Drawing on the resources you have had an opportunity to explore (textbook, course documents, online resources, library resources), answer one or more of the following questions: 

In 1939, the American writer Henry Miller defined civilization as: "drugs, alcohol, engines of war, prostitution, machines and machine slaves, low wages, bad food, bad taste, prisons, reformatories, lunatic asylums, divorce, perversion, brutal sports, suicides, infanticide, cinema, quackery, demagogy, strikes, lockouts, revolutions, putsches, colonization, electric chairs, guillotines, sabotage, floods, famine, disease, gangsters, money barons, horse racing, fashion shows, poodle dogs, chow dogs, Siamese cats, condoms, pessaries, syphilis, gonorrhea, insanity, neuroses, etc., etc." What do you think prompted such a pessimistic view of civilization?  What words and phrases would you use to define American civilization in the 21st century? 

How important do you think each of these discoveries was to the establishment of civilization: agriculture, metallurgy, plowing, transportation, the potter's wheel? 
What advantages do people get from civilization? What do they lose? 

Why was the discovery of writing so important to the development of civilization? 

To what extent do the characteristics of life in Ancient Mesopotamia correspond to the definition of civilization? 
What role did geography play in the development of Egyptian civilization? 
A highly centralized government seemed to be a requirement for order, peace, and prosperity in ancient Egypt. Why do you think that was? How do we maintain order, peace, and prosperity in the United States today? Do we have a better solution to the problem than the ancient Egyptians did? 
How did the Egyptian religious outlook differ from the Mesopotamian? How did Egyptian art and literature represent this outlook? 

What special insights have you gained from your exploration of Ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt? 


