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Unit 1

The First Civilizations

T S

The history of civilization, if intelligently conceived, may be an instru-
ment of civilization.

i —Charles Beard, US historian _

.

® To have a general understanding of the early civilizations in the world

e To appreciate the cultural achievements of the Mesopotamians and ancient Egyptians
e To learn the useful words and expressions that describe the early civilizations

e To improve language skills through the content of this unit

1. What do you know about ancient civilizations of the world?
The ancient civilizations I know are:
1)
2
3
)

2. Do you know the following architectural constructions? What civilization does each of them
symbolize?
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3. Form groups of three or four students. Try to find, on the Internet or in the library, more
information about the constructions in the pictures above. Choose one as your topic and
prepare a five-minute classroom presentation.

‘StarttoRead

The word civilization comes from Latin civis, meaning a citizen or resident of city. This term is
similar to and often interchangeable with culture, but the former refers mostly to cultures that have
complex economic, governmental, and social systems. That is, a civilization is technologically more
advanced than other cultures of its time, whereas a culture, as a body of learned behaviors common to
a given human society, acts rather like a template, shaping behavior and consciousness within a
human society from generation to generation.

The development of writing is a prerequisite for civilization. Therefore, the first civilizations
were those highly organized societies in which the only efficient way of communication between
individuals and groups across larger space and time was writing, In this sense, the four earliest
civilizations were Mesopotamian, Egyptian, Indian and Chinese.

By western civilization we mean the civilization that has consummated in the most industrially
advanced regions in the world today, mostly in Europe and North America. Nevertheless, it is not a
geographically defined concept. Western civilization belongs to no particular place, and the origin of
western civilization was oriental rather than occidental. The civilization that later spread to and left its
legacy for the West appeared first outside the “West”, in Mesopotamia at the Tigris and Euphrates
river basins in present-day Iraq and Iran, a region that westerners today call the Middle East. At every
stage of its growth, western civilization drew heavily on heritages of oriental civilizations in Egypt,
Asia Minor, the Middle East, Indus and China.

Civilization in Mesopotamia

Mesopotamia is a region in the Middle East lying between the rivers Euphrates and Tigris in
what is Iraq today. This region was the birthplace of the first civilizations. The name “Mesopotamia”
comes from Greek, which means “between rivers”. The
most important ancient civilizations in the region were the
Sumerian, the Babylonian and Assyrian.

It was the two rivers that became the basis of the
wealth of the region. Through relatively easy irrigation, the
agriculture could yield heavy crops. There were fish in the
rivers, the area had a diversified agriculture and wildfowl
was available out near the coast.

Hence, there was an easy surplus of food products—a
prerequisite for urbanization, so cities developed. The cities
were centers of trade, as well as production of handicrafts,
state administration and military defense. Mesopotamia also
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had other important raw materials available although stone and wood was rare, and they had to be
imported. The most important local raw material was clay, which was used to build houses and create
tablets to write on.

The Mesopotamian people made great cultural achjevements. Much mathematical and
astronomical science owes its beginnings to the Mesopotamians. They developed the sexagesimal
system, which was used for all types of calculations and is still used for the clock all around the world.

Architecture and art are often impressive, but cannot be compared to what is found in Egypt.
However, one achievement is among the greatest found in antiquity: The Ziggurat, a temple structure
of impressive size and high esthetical values.

It was in Mesopotamia that cuneiform writing was developed, and with this, much literature of
high value was produced. Enuma Elish and Gilgamesh are examples of great religious literature,
while the Code of Hammurabi is one of the greatest early examples of juridical literature. Still, much
of the available literature remains untranslated.

Ancient Egyptian Culture

Ancient Egypt is a civilization that thrived along the Nile River in northeastern Africa for more
than 3,000 years, from about 3300 BC to 30 BC. It was the longest-lived civilization of the ancient
world.

The Nile River, which formed the focus of ancient Egyptian civilization, originates in the
highlands of East Africa and flows northward throughout the length of what are now Sudan and
Egypt. Northwest of modern-day Cairo, it branches out to form a broad delta, through which it
empties into the Mediterranean Sea. Because of seasonal rains farther south in Africa, the Nile
overflowed its banks in Egypt every year. When the floodwaters receded, a rich black soil covered the
floodplain. This natural phenomenon and its effects on the environment enabled the ancient Egyptians
to develop a successful economy based on agriculture.

Other natural factors combined to give rise to a
great civilization in the Nile region. In the relatively
cloudless sky in Egypt, the Sun almost always shone,
consistently providing heat and light. The Nile served FRIA-
as a water highway for the people, a constant source of f“fgf‘ﬁ"”w
life-giving water, and the sustainer of all plants and o
animals. In addition, natural barriers provided good
protection from other peoples. The desert to the west,
the seas to the north and east, and the Nile’ s rapids to

Tuns et -Gebel «

* Sheik Abada
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the south prevented frequent hostile attacks.

In this setting, a sophisticated and creative society Sh o
came into being. That society was the only one in the e oh-Meditart « Thebes
area to endure for thousands of years. It was in this e
land that two of the Seven Wonders of the World were
found: the pyramids at Giza and the lighthouse at
Alexandria.

The ancient Egyptians processed thin flat sheets

from the papyrus, a plant that grew along the Nile, and

MNAIRLA




g X AT

An Introduction to European Culture

on these paperlike sheets they wrote their texts. Their earliest script, now known as hieroglyphs,
began as a type of picture writing in which the symbols took the form of recognizable images. They
originated many basic concepts in arithmetic and geometry, as well as the study of medicine and
dentistry. They devised a calendar on the basis of their observations of the Sun and the stars.

Although the ancient Egyptians worshiped many gods, Egypt is also often recognized as the
origin of the first recorded monotheist (worshiper of one god). Egypt also developed one of the first
religions to have a concept of the afterlife. No culture before or since paid as much attention to
preparations as the Egyptians for what was to come after death. Both royalty and private individuals
built, decorated, and furnished tombs, which the ancient Egyptians understood to represent their
eternal existence.

Politically, Egypt was a major power in the ancient world. Its kings governed the land through
an elaborate bureaucratic administration. At certain periods, ancient Egypt’s influence extended even
farther south and west in Africa as well as east into Asia.

Great pyramids, hieroglyphs, elaborately decorated underground burial chambers, sprawling
temple complexes, and statues combining human and animal forms are only a few of the many
remnants that survive from ancient Egypt. These relics of an extinct world raised numerous questions
during the centuries after the civilization died out and still fascinate people today.

Proper Nouns

1. the Tigris-Euphrates i B HTR—4h & hi R ik
2. Mesopotamia FEE ALK

3. Ziggurat T B AR Z & FRIMIE

4. Enuma Elish EZRAEAKIE 1 ReQGRE B —IKFIAT)
5. Gilgamesh i B HAR S 3Re (T /RANEAT)

6. Code of Hammurabi { I HI i iL)

7. the Nile River JE &'

8. the pyramids at Giza HpEE&FIE

9. lighthouse at Alexandria .77 111 AT 35

~ After You Read

Knowledge Focus
1. Fill in the blanks according to what you have learned in the text above.
1) is a region in the Middle East lying between the Euphrates and Tigris.
2) The most important anctent civilizations in the Mesopotamian region were ,
,and :
3) The Mesopotamian people developed the system, which is still used for the clock
all around the world.

4) The most famous architectural construction in the Mesopotamian time was called
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5) The writing system invented by the Mesopotamian people was called

6) The Code of Hammurabi is one of the greatest early examples of literature.
7) It was in ancient Egypt that two of the Seven Wonders of the World were found:
and ' .
8) The writing system adopted by the Egyptians is called .
9) Egyptians devised a calendar on the basis of their observations of and

10) Egypt developed one of the first religions to have a concept of

2. Discuss the following questions with your partner.
1) What are the four ancient civilizations in the world?
2) What does the term “Mesopotamia” refer to?
3) Which two rivers are related to the Mesopotamian culture?
4) Why did civilization develop from the Mesopotamian region?
5) What cultural achievements were made by the Mesopotamian people?
6) Why is Egypt often called “the gift of the Nile”?
7) What else contributed to the emergence of a great civilization in the Nile region?
8) What cultural legacy has been left by the people in the ancient Egypt?

Language Focus
1. Fill in the blanks with the words or expressions you have learned in the text.

1) The company is engaged in the search for a product that will lead the market.

2) In many Third World regions, land reform remains a for development.

3) China holds that economic development should be coordinated with environmental
protection.

4) What is learned in the is carried to the tomb.

5) Managerial economics is becoming a art.

6) International support has a new optimism in the company.

7) He is good at language games that you can play with students in class.

8) Like marriage dance, funeral dance is also varied and

9) His hair is beginning to from his forehead.

10) It matters little where we pass the of our days.
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2. Fill in the blanks with the proper form of the word in the brackets.

1) The school has received (vary) grants from the education department.

2) The city’s first (inhabit) arrived in the 16th century.

3) (urban) is the process by which more and more people leave the countryside to live
in cities.

4) Scientists concluded that ancient people probably built the ledge as an (astronomy)
observation platform.

5) He constructed his house with an eye to (architecture) beauty.

6) The town relies on the (season) tourist industry for jobs.

7) The reform program was greeted with (hostile) by conservatives.

8) A dentist is a person who is trained and licensed to practice (dentist).

9) The (extinct) of the dinosaurs occurred millions of years ago.

10) The Eiffel Tower in Paris is an instantly (recognize) landmark.

3. Fill in the blanks with the proper prepositions or adverbs that collocate with the neighboring

words.

1) The kings of ancient Egypt governed the land an elaborate bureaucratic administration.
2) Let me cite an incident that happened last semester an example.

3) Having failed my French exams, I decided to concentrate science subjects.

4) It is mutual respect that their relationship was based

5) A surplus of exports imports will boost employment.

6) He owes his life the staff at the hospital.

7) These lights are used illuminating the playing area.

8) She was torn loyalty to her father and love for her busband.

4. Error Correction: Each of the following sentences has at least one grammatical error. Identify

the errors and correct them.

1) Ancient Egypt is the civilization that thrived along Nile River in northeastern Africa for more

" than 3000 years from about 3300 BC to 30 BC.

2) The river branches out to form into a broad delta, which it empties into Mediterranean Sea.

3) By western civilization we mean civilization that has  consummated in the most industrially
advanced regions in the world today, mostly in the Europe and the North America.

4) At every stage of its growth, western civilization drew heavy on heritages of oriental
civilizations in Egypt, Asia Minor, the Middle East, Indus and China.

5) Mesopotamia is a region in the Middle East lied between the rivers Euphrates and Tigris in that
is Iraq today.

6) It was the Tigris and the Euphrates which became the basis upon which the wealth of the region
was based.

7) Much mathematical and astronomical science owe its beginnings to the Mesopotamians.

8) Architecture and art are often impressive, but cannot be compared to that is found in Egypt.

9) Much of the available literature in the Mesopotamian culture remains to be untranslated.
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10) The Nile River was the long-lived civilization of the ancient world.

11) Many natural factors combining to give rise to a great civilization in the Nile region.

12) In the relatively cloudless sky in Egypt, the Sun almost always shone, consistently provide heat
and light,

13) It was in this land where two of the Seven Wonders of the World was found: the pyramids at
Giza and the lighthouse at Alexandria.

14) The ancient Egyptians processed thin flat sheets that they wrote their texts.

15) No culture before or since paid as many attentions to preparations as the Egyptians for what was
to come after death.

Comprehensive Work

1. Sharing Ydeas: Code of Hammurabi
The following statements are taken from the Code of Hammurabi. Read carefully and discuss the
following questions with your partner.

25, If fire breaks out in a house, and some one who comes to put it out
casts his eye upon the property of the owner of the house, and takes the
property of the master of the house, he shall be thrown into that
self-same fire.

Question:

Is the punishment fair? Why or why not?

196. If a man has destroyed the eye of another man, his eye shall be
destroyed.

198. If he has destroyed the eye of a freed man, or broken the bone of a freed man, he shall pay one
mina of silver.

199. If he has destroyed the eye of a man’ s slave, or broken the bone of a man’ s slave, he shall
pay one-half of its value.

Question:

What do these rules say about the social structure of the Mesopotamian society?

2. Seven Wonders of the Ancient World
The Seven Wonders of the Ancient World is the first known list of the most remarkable
man-made creations of classical antiquity, and was based on guide-books popular among Ancient
Greek sight-seers and only includes works located around the Mediterranean rim. Search the
Internet for related information about the seven wonders, and complete the following tasks.




