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The Most Successful
Civilization




he Egyptian civilization lasted in total for nearly
T 4,000 years, beginning before 3,100 BC and

surviving (in fossilized form) until ¢c. AD 500.
That is, it lasted possibly three-quarters of the period
between its earliest beginnings and the present day.
What is even more remarkable is that throughout its
history, through periods of rise, decline and recovery,
from flourishing empire to foreign rule, through unity
and disunity, Egypt kept its way of life and government
comparatively unchanged, intrinsically Eqyptian. There
is no evidence that Egypt, was indebted to any parent
civilization, and no significant civilization branched
fromit. Since it was “rediscovered” by French scholars
in the late eighteenth century its greatest impact upon
men’s minds has been through its stereotyped art and
hieroglyphic language, its colossal buildings, and its
preoccupation with death.

The art of Egypt, though stiff and formal, gives a
fascinating insight into the way the Egyptians—or at
least the Egyptian ruling class—saw their own society.
Egyptian art depicts a highly organized people depen-
dent upon a lifegiving river and the supreme wisdom of
a divine king backed by a multiplicity of deities. Today
the fertile strip along the banks of the river Nile sup-
ports about 30 million people, and as early as 1, 200
BC it probably already sustained a tenth of that num-
ber. Their prosperity—their very survival—depended
not only upon the mere existence of the Nile, but also
upon the co-ordination of their efforts to put the vital
river to greatest use.
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At the top of Egyptian society was Pharaoh, a
divine king who after death joined the pantheon of
gods that watched over Egypt. Through his nobles and
officials, led by the vizier, he imposed law and eco-
nomic order throughout the land, employing a large
army of priestly clerks called scribes as supervisors.

The conscientious scribes regulated agriculture,
industry and trade. They set up Nilometers to measure
the rise of the river, calculated the size of the coming
harvest and the probable tax vield, and allotted funds
to various government ministries to finance the ambi-
tious projects of Egypt’s economic planners. By con-
trolling traffic on the Nile—the only important trade
highway—the scribes brought almost all internal and
external trade under their scrutiny. Through their
hands passed the precious imports that great economic
developers such as Rameses Il (who reigned through
most of the thirteenth century BC) either purchased or
exacted as tribute from Egypt’s neighbours. Up the
Nile came cedar wood from Lebanon, copper—proba-
bly from Cyprus—gold, iron, tin and wine from the
Levant and Asia Minor.

Down the Nile from Nubia came amethyst, diorite
and more gold; from black Africa, a great variety of
animals and animal products. As agricultural produc-
tion became more and more efficient and the output
per head rose, so each generation spared more men
to train as artisans. The cities of Egypt became trea-
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sure houses for the rulers; the temples, magnificent
abodes for priests and gods.

The peasants lived more simply. Except in the
Nile delta they faced little danger of attack from foreign
raiders for the first 2, 000 years of Egypt’s existence,
for unlike the peasants of the Asian Mediterranean
mainland, most of them lived in isolation from other
peoples. They seldom went short of food and their diet
was varied. But they had their grievances, recorded by
an unknown scribe who championed their cause.
Many of the complaints he voiced — including the
lament over payment of taxes—would be familiar to
present-day farmers. But in addition the peasant faced
an ever-present threat of being taken into the service of
Pharaoh: to do forced labour, till his land, build and
maintain canals, and construct the great palaces,
tombs and temples that survive to this day.

Compared with the citizens of Athens, the Egyp-
tians had hardly any freedom at all. Many were actually
slaves—either through the misfortunes of war or be-
cause they had fallen into debt. They lived to serve a
divine Pharaoh whose officials at every turn laid down
how life should be lived. But if they had no freedom,
they at least had relative security and, in theory,
equality before the law. Egyptian law was in fact highly
developed and extraordinarily efficient.

Oratory counted for little, and lawyers had to
fight their clients’ cases before judges in written, not
spoken, words.
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Despite foreign invasions and the cultural up-
heavals across the Mediterranean, Egypt’s form of
government lasted longer than any other system has
ever endured. But the last 1, 500 years of Egyptian
civilization was only a shadow of the former glory of
the kingdom. By c. 1000 BC waves of invaders began
to assail the land. Libyans came from the north-west,
Ethiopians from the south, and Assyrians from the
north-east.

In 525 BC a Persian army captured Egypt; in
332 BC Alexander of Macedonia took the country;
and in 30 BC it became merely a Roman province.
Long before Moslem armies took Egypt for Islam in the
AD 640s, the old civilization had disappeared. Even
the perfectly preserved hieroglyphics on the temple
walls had become no more than magic signs for the
superstitious inhabitants of a decadent country.

By and large, Egypt's bureaucratic despotism
served the needs of the country well. But when it
passed away practically nothing was inherited by later
civilizations.
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Babylon and the Law
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and developed along the banks of the Nile, an-

other great area of civilization appeared north of
what is now called the Persian Gulf, between the rivers
Euphrates and Tigris. Already by 3000 BC several city
states had been established by Sumerians — dark-
skinned, non-Semitic people who probably migrated
from the east. The Sumerians settled on the flat, fertile
plain built up over thousands of years by alluvial de-
posits from the Euphrates and Tigris flowing south-
wards into the Persian Gulf. The ruins of Sumerian
cities now lie well over a hundred miles north of the
Gulf, witness to the fact that the sea has for thousands
of years been receding as alluvium built up at the single
mouth of the two rivers.

In the course of time, civilization spread north
wards from the old Sumerian cities into what the
Greeks later called Mesopotamia( between the rivers),
and by c. 2000 BC the great city of Babylon dominated
the Euphrates about 60 miles south of presentday
Baghdad. In c¢. 1800 BC Babylon was the capital
city of King Hammurabi, whoranks as one of the
greatest law-givers of all time. Hammurabi ruled
Babylon for 43 years, during the first 30 years fighting
wars against neighbouring peoples to expand the
Babylonian empire and establish its supremacy. But
when peace came he proved to be even more compe-
tent as a law-giver and administrator than as a soldier.
His fame as a law-giver arose from the discovery in

g t about the same time as civilization emerged
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1901 of a stone pillar once stolen from Babylon as a
war trophy and now exhibited in the Louvre, Paris.
Finely engraved on the pillar is the code of laws that
Hammurabi imposed upon his subjects. Hammurabi’s
ability as an administrator and practical man of business
is shown in his letters written to officials in various parts
of his empire. The letters, written on clay tablets, and
enclosed in clay envelopes, tell us much about the
government of Babylon nearly 4, 000 years ago. In
them Hammurabi instructs his officials on the collection
of taxes, on the punishment to be meted out for
bribery, or on the procedure for clearing the Euphrates
after a flood.

Hydro-engineering works were a special concern
of Hammurabi’s and he caused a canal to be con-
structed linking Kish (near Babylon) with the Persian
Gulf. It was his proud boast that he brought water,
security and good government to the many tribes in-
corporated into his empire. Below the king, Babylo-
nian society had four main classes: the nobles, the
middle class, the poor freemen, and the slaves. All
people—even slaves—had definite rights laid down by
the law. Slaves could marry free people, and on the
death of the slave parent the children became free. But
the position of slaves was ambiguous. As people they
could appeal to the courts to uphold their rights, but in
much of Hammurabi'’s code they were treated as chat-
tels rather than as people.

The state dealt harshly with poor people who
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committed offences against nobles. On the other
hand, nobles had to pay double for the services they
received.

The Babylonian priesthood formed a powerful
class active in agriculture, industry and commerce.
From wealthy temples they enforced the worship of
Marduk ( city god of Babylon), Ishtar {goddess of love)
and lesser deities. In theory the king was no more than
an agent of Marduk. The priests reinforced their power
by exploiting the superstitions of the public. They
foretold the future by peering at the entrails of sacri-
ficed animals and by interpreting the message of the
stars.

In many ways women fared better in Babylon than
they did in nineteenthcentury Europe. They had citi-
zenship and legal rights quite independently of their
husbands, and some even rose to be judges. They kept
control over their own money and could own slaves and
run businesses in their own right.

Normally, a man had only one wife, but if she fell
permanently sick her husband could remarry provided
that he continued to support the invalid. Yet, para-
doxically, the man who fell into debt could enslave his
wife to a creditor for up to three years. Men could
divorce their wives but not without paying them in
compensation an amount in silver laid down for each
class by law. This financial obligation did not apply if

the wife’s behaviour towards her husband had been
unsatisfactory.
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