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Part | Ancient World

Civilization began along maijor river valleys in the eastern hemisphere and
along coastal areas in the western hemisphere. The maijor early civilizations in
ancient world are Mesopotamian Civilizafion around the Tigris-Euphrates River in
the West Asia, Egyptian Civilization around the Nile River in North Africa, Indian
Civilization around the Indus River in South Asia, Chinese Civilization around the
Yellow River in East Asia, Greo-Roman Civilization around the Aegean Sea and
Mediterranean Sea in Western Europe, Native American Civilization along
coastal areas in America.

Among these early civilizations, some are closely linked with European
civilization. It is widely accepted that the Ancient Near East Civilization
(i. e. Mesopotamian Civilization and Egyptian Civilization ) is the cradle of
human civilization; but it is only recently established that the ancient Near East
is also the source of European civilization. To understand the birth of European
civilization, we need to go back to the ancient Near East, where people in
Mesopotamia and Egypt developed organized societies and created the ideas
and institutions that we associate with civilization. The ancient Greeks and
Romans, who created Greo-Roman Civilization and played such a crucial role
in the development of Western civilization, were themselves nourished and
influenced by these older societies in the ancient Near East.

The Greo-Roman Civilization which has been influencing the West broadly
and profoundly up to foday is considered the fountain-head of European
civilization. The Greo-Roman Civilization is also called Classical Civilization. it
starts from Minoan Civilization and ends with the fall of Western Roman Empire.
It includes Hellenic (or Greek) Civilization (29"-—4™ century BC), Hellenistic
Civilization (4™ —1* Centuries BC) and Roman Civilization (753 BC—476 AD).
Classical Civilization emphasized matters concermning mankind and the making
of this world into a better place; hence the classical tradition stresses rational
and secular knowledge, liberty, freedom of inquiry, the nobility of human
achievement, and the worth of the individual. These values form the core of
Western civilizafion.
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Chapter 1

Civilizations in the Ancient Near East

CHAPTER OUTLINE

1. Introduction
2. Civilization in Mesopotamla

3. Ancient Egyptian Civilization
4. The Hebrews; History and Religion

5. Conclusion

FOCUS QUESTIONS
1. In what ways did geography influence the historical development

of civilizations in Mesopotamia and Egypt?

2. What were the similarities and differences in the religious belief
of the Sumerians, Egyptians, and Hebrews?

3. In what ways did civilizations and cultures in the ancient Near

East influence the development of European civilization?

..........................................................................................

The Abduction of Europa (X% Bay#)

! flowers by the sea and immediately fell in love with her.

| 42) and appeared on the sea shore where Europa was playing with her maidens. The great bull

: upon its back.
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. Living there were called Europeans.

..........................................................................................

In Greek mythology (#{%), Europa was the beautiful daughter of the Phoenician king,
Agenor. One day, Zeus, the King of the Olympian gods, saw Europa as she was gathering

Driven by his love for Europa, Zeus transformed himself into a magnificent white bull (4 :

i walked gently over to Europa and knelt at her feet. The great animal looked so gentle and
friendly that Europa had no fear of it. She hung flowers about the bul’s neck and even climbed

But suddenly, the bull jumped into the Mediterranean Sea (#i*F¥# ), carrying Europa
: away. When it finally reached the island of Crete (Z B 4%5) Zeus transformed back into his
| human form and made Europa his lover beneath a tree. Europa became the first queen of Crete

. and had three sons by Zeus. The land was later named after Europa ( Europe) and the people
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1. Introduction

People traditionally regard ancient Greece as the cradle of

. European civilization. However, in recent years, questions have been

raised about the truth of this general understanding. In 1987 Professor
Martin Bernal at Cornell University published a book entitled Black
Athena: The Afro-Asiatic Roots of Classical Civilization. In this book,

he puts forward a new theory of Greek cultural origins. Based on large

' amounts of historical evidence, Professor Bernal argues that the

emergence and development of ancient Greek culture was influenced
much more greatly by civilizations in the ancient Near East than had
previously been acknowledged. Bernal’s new account of the origins of
ancient Greek culture has stirred up heated discussions. Was ancient

Greek culture created in Furope and by Eurcpeans only? Or was its

' development a result of cultural exchanges and interactions betiween

people in ancient Greece and their neighbors outside of Europe? To find

an answer to this controversy, this chapter will examine the

. development of early cultures and civilizations in the ancient Near East.

The term ancient Near East” refers to a historical region
approximately corresponding to much of the modern Middle East;

Armenia, Cyprus, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon,

! Palestine, Syria, and a major part of Egypt. But the region was no

longer called “ancient Near East” after it was conquered by Alexander
the Great (356—323 BC) conquered the region in the 4" century BC.

~ Archeological evidence suggests that this is the area that gave birth to

© the earliest human civilizations. Different peoples living in this region

created many amazing cultures; relics and traditions of which survive to

- the present day. As it is impossible to cover them all in one chapter,
. we will focus on the development of two civilizations and one culture in
' the region, namely, the Mesopotamian civilization, the Egyptian

' civilization, and the Hebrew culture.
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Civilizations in the Andent Near East @
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Map 1 Ancient Near East

2. Civilization in Mesopotamia

From the mountains in today’s Turkey two great rivers—the Tigris
' the Tigris J&# E 7
" the Euphrates 4 % #r

and Euphrates—separately start their long journeys. On their way, the
two rivers grow bigger as many smaller rivers join them. These rivers
create many small plains and lowlands. Towards the end of their
journeys, the two rivers meet each other and flow into the Persian
Gulf. An.cient Greek people called the land between the Tigris and
Euphrates “ Mesopotamia”, meaning “ the land between the two
rivers”. To the north of Mesopotamia lies the mountainous Iranian
plateau and to its south the Syrian desert, both areas dry and hot.
The climate in Mesopotamia is also hot but humid and fertile, . thanks to
the rivers.

Every year in late spring or early summer, snow in the Turkish

mountains melted. Melting snow caused the flooding of the Tigris and

layers of rich soil to the plains.
provided a wonderful environment for early agriculture. According to
legends, this is where the Garden of Eden—the garden created by
God for the first man, Ada;n—was situated. And the Tree of Life grew

right on the spot where the Tigris meets the Euphrates. When seen on a

map, the green plains in Mesopotamian form the shape of a new moon.
This is why this area is also called “the fertile crescent”.

Map 2 Modern Middle East
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Map 3 A bird-view of the Mesopotamian plain

Around 8000 BC, people in Mesopotamia started producing food by
farming. Although the two rivers provided a plentiful water supply, and
the soil in the river plains was very rich, farming was not easy. The
Mesopotamian people were faced with two natural challenges. First, the
annual floods between April and June were irregular. It was very
difficult for people to predict and control the flooding. Often the floods
caused great damage. Second, in such a hot region, the tremendous
heat would cause rapid evaporation of the river water. When the water
evaporated, large amounts of sajt from the water would be left in the
soil, making farming impossible.

One way to solve both problems was to build irrigation systems.
Dams and canals were built to control the flooding and to water the
land. Farming supported by these irrigation systems required division of
labor and cooperation. Different people took care of different tasks:
some planted the crops, some built the dams, some dug the canals,

some supervised the activities, and still some prayed to gods for more

- rain and few floods. As systematic agriculture began to provide a

consistent food surplus, populations grew and small villages developed
into larger towns and cities. More complex social structures appeared in

these towns and cities. The first human civilization was born.

2.1 Brief history of Mesopotamia

It is important to bear in mind that the so-called Mesopotamian
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civilization was not one single civilization. It included cultures,

customs, ideas and traditions developed by different groups of people
over the course of several thousand years. Some of the early civilizations
whose ideas were assimilated by the Mesopotamians included the
and Assyrians. When

different groups lived in the same area without natural boundaries,

Sumerians, Akkadians, Babylonians

cultural contacts and exchanges were frequent, but conflicts were also

inevitable. One after another, these peoples ruled the region, either

through economic or military power. Because of the absence of natural ;

boundaries, neighboring regions
Finally, in
539 BC, the Persians—a group of people from what is now modern day

Mesopotamian history. Foreign invasions were frequent.

Iran—conquered the region and put an end to the Mesopotamian

civilization.

The creators of the Mesopotamian civilization were the Sumerians.
Although today we regard the Sumerians as the founders of the first
human civilization, we know very little about their origin. We assume
that the Sumerians were not native in Mesopotamia. This assumption is
mainly based on linguistic evidence. The most widely spoken language
in the region was the Semitic language. Semitic-speaking populations
at the time included Akkadians, Amorites, Phoenicians, Hebrews,
and Arabs among many others. © But the Sumerians were the only non-
Semitic speaking people there. So we assume that the Sumerians arrived
in Mesopotamia from somewhere else, but we have no idea where they
came from. On foot from today’s Iran, Afghanistan, or even India?
Or by sea from some other region? No one knows. Wherever they came
from, the Sumerians arrived in southern Mesopotamia and settled down
that the earliest Sumerian

there. Archeological evidence shows

economic and social activities in Mesopotamia dated back to about 5500
BC.

The Sumerians were the first people to start systematically farming
the land. Over time the Sumerians learned to control the Tigris and
Euphrates Rivers by constructing irrigation systems. They began
intensive, year-round agriculture in southern Mesopotamia which
produced a stable food supply. Over time, systematic agriculture and
stable food surplus allowed Sumerian villages to evolve into self-

governing city-states. By 3000 BC a number of Sumerian independent
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