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Egyptian Scribe, ca. 2400 B.C.
Historians study the written word, and much of the West’s heritage comes from texts that

were carefully and laboriously written by people of the past. This scribe, with a roll of

papyrus in his lap and a now-lost pen in his right hand, represents the tens of thousands of

anonymous scribes who diligently recorded the events and developments of their day.



Chapter 1

=
“Since time immemorial, since the

seedcorn first sprouted forth . . .

[powerful men] have been in charge

for their own benefit. The working-

man was forced to beg for his bread;

the youth was forced to work for

others.” In 2400 B.C. the Sumerian

ruler Uruinimgina wrote these words

as he took power in a Mesopotamian city. He claimed that his reforms freed citizens from usury, burdensome con-

trols, hunger, theft, and murder—troubles that, in varying forms, have periodically plagued civilization since it first

arose in cities. With his thoughtful policies and passionate sense of justice, Uruinimgina embodied another important

characteristic of Western civilization: the occasional rise to power of people who strive to correct social injustice.

In the growing cities of Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the coast of the eastern Mediterranean Sea, other ideas devel-

oped that would also form the basis of civilization in the West. Societies practicing social stratification, sophisticated

religious ideas, and concepts of law emerged in the same environment that spawned the social ills Uruinimgina

briefly corrected. Perhaps most important, these early peoples invented writing, which preserved their cultures in the

tablets and scrolls that serve to reveal their world to us as we explore ancient cultures. The culture of the West was

born in the Fertile Crescent of what we now know as the Middle East.

The Roots
of Western
Civilization 
The Ancient Middle East to 500 B.C.
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Before Western Civilization
=

In 2500 B.C., a Sumerian schoolboy wrote an essay
about his struggles to learn reading and writing. He
claimed in his essay that he practiced these skills in
school all day. He took his writing tablet home to his
father, who praised the boy’s progress. That night, the
boy ate his dinner, washed his feet, and went to bed.
The next day, however, he had a difficult time in
school. He arrived late and was beaten for his tardi-
ness and several other offenses, including poor hand-
writing. In despair, the boy invited the schoolmaster
home to dinner. The father gave the teacher gifts, and
the boy began having fewer problems in school. 

This narrative, dating from 5,000 years ago, is per-
haps most remarkable for its timeless themes. Tardy
students, schools, and concerned parents are all a
part of life for most of us today. Here, in the village of
this young boy, we can find the roots of what we have
come to call Western civilization. This term does not
define one location, but instead refers to a series of
cultures that slowly evolved and spread to impact so-
cieties all over the world. This book traces the devel-
opment and expansion of Western civilization. Here,
however, at the very beginning, we can identify cer-
tain characteristics that define Western civilization,
and which gave it an advantage—for better or
worse—over other competing cultures. Western civ-
ilization began in the Middle East, which enjoyed
the striking advantage of having plants for agricul-
ture and animals for domestication native to the re-
gion. Then large cities arose with attendant division
of labor and social stratification. Another dramatic

advantage was the development of writing, which
gave schoolboys so much difficulty, but allowed the
preservation and transmission of advantageous de-
velopments. The presence of cities and the use of
writing are the defining elements in what social sci-
entists call “civilization,” but perhaps the most sig-
nificant defining element of civilization is the pres-
ence of a stratified state based on relationships other
than family.

Finally, one of the hallmarks of Western civiliza-
tion was that it never developed in isolation.
Throughout its recorded history, the peoples of the
Mediterranean basin traded with other soci-
eties, and the resulting cultural diffusion
strengthened all of the cultures involved. For exam-
ple, crops from the ancient Middle East spread west-
ward as far as Britain as early as about 4000 B.C., and
by the second millennium B.C. wheat, barley, and
horses from the Middle East reached as far east 
as China. In fact, the trade routes from the Middle
East to India and China, and west and south to Africa
and Europe have a permanence that dwarfs the ac-
complishments of conquerors and empire builders.
These constant and fruitful interactions with other
cultures perhaps gave Western civilization its greatest
advantage.

Yet, recorded history represents less than one per-
cent of the time that humans have lived on the earth.
Hundreds of thousands of years before this day in the
life of a young, urban Sumerian, life for human beings
was completely different. Before we begin the story of
the development of Western civilization, we must ex-
plore the life of the first humans in the lush lands of
sub-Saharan Africa.

Chapter 1 The Roots of Western Civilization

4

Trade



_ Out of Africa: The Paleolithic
Period, 600,000–10,000 B.C.

Human beings first evolved in sub-Saharan Africa
hundreds of thousands of years ago. Archaeologists
have classified the remains of these early humans into
various species and subspecies, most of which were
evolutionary dead ends. Modern humans belong to
Homo sapiens sapiens (“thinking, thinking man”), a
subspecies that migrated north and northeast from
Africa. These earliest ancestors first appeared some
40,000 years ago and ultimately colonized the world.
The first humans used tools made from materials at
hand, including wood and bone, but the most useful
tools were those made of stone. Initial stones tools
were sharpened only roughly, but later humans crafted
stones into finely finished flakes ideal for spearheads,
arrowheads, and other blades. These tools have led
archaeologists to name this long period of human pre-
history the Old Stone Age, or the Paleolithic.

Our ancient ancestors were nomadic peoples who
lived in small kin groups of about twenty to thirty peo-
ple, and who ate animals that they hunted and plants

that they gathered. Fossil teeth indi-
cate that their diet consisted mostly of

plants, and clans had to roam long distances to avoid
exhausting the resources of one particular area. Evi-
dence from the late Paleolithic Age tells us that groups
of humans returned seasonally to the
same regions instead of wandering
endlessly to new areas. As they trav-
eled, kin groups encountered other
clans and traded goods as well as sto-
ries with them. Archaeological evi-
dence indicates that shells and espe-
cially stone tools were often traded in
places far from their original sites. For
example, late Stone Age people living
in what is now Scotland rowed small
boats to an offshore island to bring
back precious bloodstone that flaked
accurately into strong tools. This
bloodstone spread widely across north-
ern Europe through trade by the origi-
nal sailors. Both commerce and art
thus became established as early hu-
man enterprises.

Beginning in about 15,000 B.C.,
people in southern France and north-

ern Spain painted extraordinary pictures on walls deep
inside caves. Figure 1.1 shows one of these paintings.
This reproduction cannot convey the power
of the original work, which is about six feet
long and utilizes the contours of the cave wall to delin-
eate parts of the figure. People returned seasonally to
the same caves and painted new figures near earlier
ones, and sometimes over them. Some caves show evi-
dence of repeated painting over an astonishing span of
10,000 years, revealing the endurance of these early
cultures as they preserved their traditions over lengths
of time that are almost unimaginable today. Scholars
believe that the paintings served some ritual
purpose—perhaps to ensure the continued abundance
of the great game animals they represented. The re-
peated visits to the deep, nearly inaccessible caves also
may have coincided with groups gathering periodically
for trade and other interactions, and perhaps the paint-
ings preserved tribal memories. However, we are so re-
moved from those Stone Age times that we can hardly
do more than admire in wonder these magnificent,
mysterious creations.

By the end of the Paleolithic Age (about 10,000
B.C.), the human population of Europe stood at about
20,000. These numbers may seem
sparse by today’s standards, but they
suggest that Homo sapiens sapiens had gained a sturdy
foothold on the European continent. By the late Stone
Age, these early Europeans practiced agriculture and
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Bison cave painting, Altamira, Spain, ca. 13,000 B.C.



copper metallurgy, but their most enduring remains are
huge stone monuments (called megaliths), of which
Stonehenge in western England (shown in Figure 1.2)
is probably the most famous. Stonehenge was built in
stages over millennia beginning in about 7000 B.C. In
its present form, it consists of about 160 massive rocks,
some weighing up to fifty tons, which are arranged in
concentric circles and semicircles. People moved the
heavy stones long distances without using wheels,
which were unknown in Europe at this time, and
shaped many of them with only stone tools. Most schol-
ars believe that the stones were carefully aligned to
show the movements of the sun and moon. If this is so,
the astonishing structure shows both a long tradition of
studying the heavens and humans’ impressive curiosity.
Whatever the purpose of these stone structures that dot
Europe, they all suggest highly organized societies that
were able to marshal the labor needed for such complex
building projects. (Map 1.1 shows the range of the
megaliths.)

However, although these early Europeans dis-
played some characteristics that would mark Western
civilization—agriculture, a curiosity about nature,
and a highly developed political structure—these
great builders in stone lacked a critical component:
writing. Although wisdom transmitted solely through
memory can be impressive, it is also fragile, and thus
engineering skills and astronomical knowledge of the
earliest Europeans were lost. The real origins of West-

ern civilization lay in the Middle East where an agri-
cultural revolution occurred that would change the
course of human history, and where writing preserved
the story of the developing West.

_ The Neolithic Period: The First
Stirrings of Agriculture,
10,000–3000 B.C.

Sometime around 10,000 B.C., people living in what
we call the Middle East learned how to plant and cul-
tivate the grains that they and their ancestors had
gathered for millennia. With this skill, humankind
entered the Neolithic era, or the New Stone Age, and
once people learned how to plant crops instead of
simply gathering what grew naturally, human society
changed dramatically.

Just as people discovered how to control crops,
they also began to domesticate animals instead of
hunting them. Dogs had been do-
mesticated as hunting partners
during the Paleolithic, but around 8500 B.C., people
first domesticated sheep as a source of food. Through-
out the Middle East, some people lived off their herds
as they traveled about looking for pasturage. Others
lived as agriculturalists, keeping their herds near sta-
tionary villages.

These two related developments—agriculture
and animal domestication—permitted larger popu-

lations than hunting and gathering
cultures, and gradually agricultural
societies prevailed. In large part, the
success of the Western civilization
in eventually spreading throughout
the world lay in its agricultural be-
ginnings in the Middle East. Why
were people in this region able to
embrace agriculture so successfully?
The main answer is luck—the Mid-
dle East was equipped with the nec-
essary resources. 

Of the wealth of plant species in
the world—over 200,000 different
varieties—humans eat only a few
thousand. Of these, only a few hun-
dred have been more or less domesti-
cated, but almost 80 percent of the
world’s human diet is made up of
about a dozen species (primarily ce-
reals). The Middle East was home to
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the highest number of the world’s prized grains like
wheat and barley, which are easy to grow and contain
the highest levels of protein. By contrast, people in

other regions who
independently do-

mesticated local crops did not enjoy the same abun-
dance. In New Guinea, for example, early agricultur-
alists in about 7000 B.C. were able to domesticate
only sugar cane and banana—crops that could not of-
fer a complete diet. 

The Middle East maintained the same advantage
when it came to animals for domestication. Very few
species yield to domestication; beyond the most com-
mon—dogs, sheep, goats, cows, pigs, and horses—
there are only a few others—from camels to reindeer
to water buffalo. Because domesticated animals pro-
vide so many benefits to humans—from food to la-
bor—the distribution of animals fit for domestication
helped determine which societies would flourish.
Most of these animals were confined to Europe and
Asia, and seven—including goats, sheep, and
cattle—were native specifically to the Middle East.
With these resources, the people of the Middle East
created civilization, which quickly spread east and
west (along with valuable crops and animals).

With the rise of agriculture, some small kin groups
stopped wandering, and instead slowly settled in per-
manent villages to cultivate the surrounding land. As

early as 8000 B.C., Jericho (see
Map 1.1) boasted about 2,000

people who lived in round huts scattered over about
twelve acres. Human social forms broadened from
small kin groups to include relative strangers. The
schoolboy, whom we met earlier, had to make a point
of introducing his teacher to his father. This effort
would have been unheard of in the small hunting
clans of the Paleolithic.

Agriculture also sparked a major change in values.
Hunting and gathering societies placed low value on
possessions because they impeded mobility. Such peo-
ple had to carry everything they owned—even small
children—as they traveled. Farming, animal hus-
bandry, and fixed settlement led to the accumulation
of goods, including domesticated animals. Conse-
quently, a new social differentiation arose in agricul-
tural villages as some people acquired more belong-
ings than others.

The social stratification that arose in the earliest
cities included slavery as part of what people began to
understand as the natural order of things. There were

various ways to become a slave in ancient Middle
Eastern society. Sometimes economic catastrophe
caused parents to sell their children or even them-
selves into slavery to repay their debts, and
children born to slaves were automatically
enslaved. Although slavery was part of ancient soci-
eties, it was a slavery that could be fairly fluid—un-
like the slavery of the early modern world, it was not
a racial issue. Slaves could save money to purchase
their freedom, and children born of a freewoman and
a slave were free. Ancient slavery, while taken for
granted, was based on an individual’s bad luck or un-
fortunate birth, so a servile status did not hold the se-
vere stigma it later would acquire.

The accumulation of goods also changed the na-
ture of warfare—for agriculturalists and, later, for
many nearby hunter-gatherer peoples. While hunter-
gatherers fought over territory at times, the skir-
mishes tended to be short-lived and
small-scale because the individuals in-
volved were too valuable to waste through this sort of
conflict. The agricultural revolution pushed warfare
to a larger scale. With the population increase that
the revolution fueled, there were more people to en-
gage in conflict and more rewards for the winners,
who could gain more goods and enslave the losers.
Excavations have shown that the early settlement of
Jericho was surrounded by a great stone wall about
three yards thick—one of the earliest human-made
defensive structures. Indeed, people must have feared
their neighbors in order to invest the labor needed to
build such a wall with only stone hand tools. Settle-
ments arose throughout the Neolithic in Europe and
in Asia Minor (as well as in many regions in Asia),
but the mainstream in the story of the West arose fur-
ther east in a river valley where writing preserved the
details of the development of even larger and more
sophisticated cities.

Struggling with the Forces of
Nature: Mesopotamia, 

3000–ca. 1000 B.C.
=

Between 3000 and 1000 B.C., people began to culti-
vate a broad curve of land that stretched from the
Persian Gulf to the shores of the Mediterranean (Map
1.1). This arc, the Fertile Crescent, has been called
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the cradle or birthplace of Western civilization. It
earned this appellation in part because of its lucky
possession of essential plants and animals and its cen-

tral location that placed it at a crossroad
for mingling of ideas and peoples. The

ancient Greeks called this region “Mesopotamia,” or
“land between the rivers,” emphasizing the impor-
tance of the great Tigris and Euphrates rivers to the
life of the area. The earliest cities in which civiliza-
tion took root, were located in the southern part of
Mesopotamia. During the late Neolithic period, peo-
ple living in this region used agriculture; sometime af-
ter 3000 B.C., they learned to smelt metals to make
tools and weapons. By smelting, they developed a
process to combine copper and tin to make a much
stronger metal, bronze. At last, there was a substance
that improved on stone, and archaeologists note this
innovation by calling this period the Bronze Age. 

Life in southern Mesopotamia was harsh but man-
ageable. Summer temperatures reached a sweltering
120 degrees Fahrenheit, and the region received a
meager average rainfall of less than ten inches a year.
Yet the slow-running Euphrates created vast marsh-
lands that stayed muddy and wet even during the dry
season. Villagers living along the slightly higher
ground near the marshes poled their boats through the
shallow waters as they netted abundant river fish and
shot waterfowl with their bows and arrows. Domesti-
cated cattle and sheep grazed on the rich marsh grass
while agriculturalists farmed the fertile high ground,
which was actually made up of islands in the marsh-
land. The villagers used the marsh reeds as fuel and as
material to make sturdy baskets, and fashioned the
swamp mud into bricks and pottery.

_ The Origins of Western
Civilization

In about 3000 B.C., a climate change occurred that
forced the southern Mesopotamians to alter their way
of life. As they did so, they created a more complex
society that we call Sumerian—the earliest civiliza-
tion. Starting around 3200 B.C., the region became
drier. The rivers no longer flooded as much of the
land as before, and more and more of the marshes
evaporated. When the rivers flooded, they still de-
posited fertile soil in the former marshlands, but the
floods came at the wrong times of the year for easy
agriculture. Fed by the melting snows in the Zagros
Mountains (see Map 1.1), the Tigris flooded between

April and June—a time highly inconvenient for agri-
culture in a region where the growing season runs
from autumn to early summer. Furthermore, the
floods were unpredictable; they could wash away
crops still ripening in the fields or come too early to
leave residual moisture in the soil for planting. Men
and women had to learn how to use the river water 
efficiently to maintain the population that had estab-
lished itself during centuries of simpler marsh life.
Now people began to dig channels to irrigate the dry
land and save the water for when they needed it, but
these efforts were never certain because the floods
were unpredictable. Mesopotamians developed an in-
tense pessimism that was shaped by the difficult natu-
ral environment of the land between the rivers that
could bring seemingly random abundance or disaster.

To manage the complex irrigation projects and
planning required to survive in this unpredictable en-
vironment, the Sumerians developed
a highly organized society—they
worked hard to bring order to the chaos that seemed
to surround them. Their resourcefulness paid off; by
3000 B.C., the valley had become a rich food-produc-
ing area. The population of Uruk, shown on Map 1.1,
expanded to nearly 10,000 by about 2900 B.C. Neigh-
bors no longer knew each other, and everyone looked
to a centralized administration to organize daily life. 

Priests and priestesses provided the needed organ-
ization. In exchange, these religious leaders claimed
a percentage of the land’s produce. With their new
wealth, they built imposing temples that dominated
the skylines of cities like Uruk. Figure 1.3 is a mod-
ern-day photograph of one of those temples, which
was built about 2100 B.C. The temple shown here
consists of levels of steps that were designed to lead
the faithful up toward heaven. Known as a “ziggurat,”
the structure was intended to bridge the gap between
gods and humans. These huge structures were lo-
cated in a temple complex that spanned several
acres. A statue of a god or goddess was placed in a sa-
cred room at the top, and after priests and priestesses
conducted a ritual dedication of the statue, people
believed the deity dwelled symbolically within the
temple, bringing blessings to the whole community.
The scale and wealth committed to the ziggurat re-
vealed the dominant role that religion played in the
Sumerians’ lives.

Ziggurats also served as administrative and eco-
nomic centers of cities, with storehouses and admin-
istrative rooms housed in the lower levels. They
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were bustling places as people came to bring goods
and socialize with neighbors. Just as religion was at

the center of the Sumerian
world, these buildings, rising

like mountains out of the mud plains, served as the
center of city life.

The labor and goods of the local men and women
belonged to the deity who lived in the inner room at
the top of the temple. In one temple dedicated to a
goddess, temple attendants would wash, clothe, and
perfume the statue every day and servants would
bring meals, burn incense, and play music for the
statue’s pleasure. Meanwhile, temple administrators
organized irrigation projects and tax collection in
the cities to foster the abundance that allowed the
great cities to flourish and serve their patron deities.
Through these centralized religious organizations,
ancient loyalties to family and clan were slowly re-
placed by political and religious ties that linked de-
voted followers to the city guarded by their favored
deity. This was a crucial step in creating the large po-
litical units that were to become a hallmark of West-
ern civilization.

_ Life in a Sumerian City
In the shadow of the ziggurats, people lived in mud-
brick houses with thick walls that insulated them

from heat, cold, and noise. Women and slaves pre-
pared the family meals, which consisted mostly of
barley (in the south) or wheat (in the north). Vegeta-
bles, cheese, fish, figs, and dates supplemented the
Sumerian diet. A large portion of the calories people
consumed came from ale. Forty percent of all the
grain grown in the region was brewed for ale by
women in their homes, not only for their family’s
consumption but also for sale.

Although Mesopotamia offered the early settle-
ments the significant advantage of indigenous plants
and animals, the area had some severe short-
ages. The river valleys lacked metal or stone,
which were essential for tools and weapons. The ear-
liest settlements depended on long-distance trade for
these essential items, and soon the wheel was in-
vented to move cartloads of goods more easily. Mate-
rials came from Syria, the Arabian Peninsula, and
even India, and Mesopotamian traders had to pro-
duce goods for trade. The most lucrative products
were textiles. Traders transported woven wool great
distances in their quest for stone, metal, and, later,
luxury goods. Mesopotamian goods, animals, and
even plants moved slowly as far as China as the an-
cient cultures of the Eurasian land embarked on mass
trade. The essential trade routes that have marked
the whole history of Western civilization appeared at
the dawn of its inception. 

In the bustling urban centers, families remained
the central social tie. Parents arranged marriages for
their sons and daughters, and bound the contract
with an exchange of goods that women
brought to the marriage as their dowry. The
earliest written laws regulated the boundaries of mar-
ried life in an attempt to preserve public peace
through private ties. Adultery was a serious crime
punished by death, but divorce was permitted. If a
woman who was above reproach as a wife wished a di-
vorce, she could keep her dowry. If, however, a wife
neglected her home and acted foolishly in public, she
would lose her dowry. Her husband could then insist
that she remain as a servant in his house even when
he remarried. The laws also recognized that men kept
concubines in addition to their legal wives, and pro-
vided ways for children of such informal unions to be
considered legitimate. All these laws attempted to
preserve the family as an economic unit and as the
central social unit in a complex, changing society.

Sumerian women worked in many shops in the
cities—as wine sellers, tavern keepers, and mer-
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chants. Some women were prostitutes, although in
time Sumerians came to view this profession as a
threat to more traditional ties. Late in

Mesopotamian history, laws arose that
insisted on special clothing to distin-

guish “respectable” women from prostitutes. Ordi-
nary women were expected to veil their heads in
public, whereas prostitutes and slaves were forced to
go about their day with bare heads. At the end of
Mesopotamian ascendancy, these laws were made ex-
tremely strict—any slave woman who dared to wear
a veil was punished by having her ears cut off. In this
society, in which people did not know each other,
city residents strove mightily to distinguish social
ranks clearly. City life came with increasing empha-
sis on social stratification as the cornerstone of urban
order.

_ Gods and Goddesses of the River
Valley

The men and women of the Tigris-Euphrates river
valley believed that all parts of the natural world were
invested with will. For example, if a river flooded, the
event was interpreted as an act of the gods. People
also viewed intercity warfare as a battle between each
city’s gods. On a broader level, the Sumerians saw
themselves and their deities as combatants locked in
a struggle against a mysterious chaos that could de-
stroy the world at any moment—just as sometimes
the unpredictable rivers flooded and brought destruc-
tion. People viewed themselves as slaves of the gods,
and provided the deities with everything they
needed—from sacrifices to incense to music—to try
keep order in their uncertain world. In spite of their
appeasements, however, when disorder appeared in
the form of natural disasters or disease, the pessimistic
Sumerians were not surprised. 

In addition to venerating their city’s patron,
Sumerians in time invested their universe with a be-
wildering number of demons who needed placating.
Demons caused illness, and magicians or priests—
rather than physicians—were called on for cures. To
understand the world, priests tried to read the future
in the entrails of animals (a practice commonly
known as augury). Magic, omens, and amulets
rounded out the Mesopotamian religious world, as
people struggled to try to control what seemed to be a
world in which people owed everything to capricious
deities.

An anonymous Sumerian poem of despair ex-
presses the anxiety that came with this view of reli-
gious responsibility. In this
poem, a once-prosperous man
suffers a reversal of fortune. He laments:

My ill luck has increased, and I do not find the right.
I called to my god, but he did not show his face,
I prayed to my goddess, but she did not raise her head.

The man seeks out diviners and dream priests, but no
one can tell him the omission that brought about his
downfall. In his despair, he can only hope that con-
tinued devotion to the gods will restore his prosper-
ity—but his tone is not optimistic.

Neither the Sumerians nor their eventual con-
querors envisioned an attractive afterlife. They be-
lieved that the spirits of the dead went to a shadowy,
disagreeable place from where they might occasion-
ally affect the living, usually for ill. Sumerians’ only
hope for happiness lay in the present life, and that
happiness hinged on capricious deities who cared lit-
tle for humans.

These beliefs prevailed in the Fertile Crescent
from the fourth millennium B.C. up to the middle of
the first millennium B.C., even as conquests changed
the prevailing rulers. During that time, con-
querors made a conscious effort to appease the
local deities, and this accommodation serves as a
model for the continuing interchange of ideas that
was one of the strengths of Western culture. For ex-
ample, when the Akkadian ruler Sargon invaded
Sumer in about 2350 B.C., he had to facilitate peace
among the Akkadian northerners and the Sumerian
southerners. The bronze head probably depicting Sar-
gon shown in Figure 1.4 was designed to show the
power of this great king. His long beard, carefully
curled, was a symbol of masculine strength, and he
wears a band around his head showing his royal office.

Sargon chose religion as the key to uniting the
people, and appointed his daughter Enheduanna as
high priestess of both the Akkadian and Sumerian
goddesses. In the inset in Figure 1.4, the priestess (the
second figure from the left) is shown wearing the
elaborate clothing appropriate to her rank, sur-
rounded by her attendants as she moves to the altar to
worship. Enheduanna wrote beautiful hymns (which
have survived to the present) in which she identified
the Sumerian goddess Inanna with her Akkadian
counterpart, Ishtar. She proved so successful in recon-
ciling goddesses in this way that Sargon’s successors
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continued the practice of making their daughters
high priestesses, thus forging a link between the cul-
tures of the region. As kings began to handle earthly
administration, sky gods became more crucial in the
heavenly hierarchy. Fearsome war gods like Marduk
sometimes demanded human sacrifices in exchange
for victory over invading tribes. The heavenly hierar-
chy grew more elaborate and demanding.

By the third millennium B.C., earthly society in
the ancient Middle East mirrored the hierarchical
heavenly one. Kingship was universally accepted as
the correct political order, and castes of nobles and
priests were also deemed natural. Inequality among
people was seen as normal and theologically justified,
and people accepted their place in this highly ordered
world with kings on top and slaves on the bottom. In-
dividuals’ longings for social justice and hopes for im-

proving their situations all took place within a frame
of reality that was very different from ours—one that
assumed inequality was natural.

Sometime during the second millennium B.C., the
Sumerians began to reflect on individuals’ relation-
ships with the gods. Instead of being content with a
corporate association between a city and its guardian,
some men and women looked to
a more personal alliance, just as
the despairing poet we met earlier cried out for a di-
vine explanation of his plight. This longing led indi-
viduals to ponder the concept of immortality, won-
dering whether death was avoidable. In the
celebrated poem The Epic of Gilgamesh, the poet ar-
ticulates this search for meaning in death while
telling an engaging story of a Sumerian hero and his
fortunes. This is an early example of an important lit-
erary genre called the “epic of quest.” Gilgamesh
(shown in Figure 1.5) was a king who ruled Uruk (see
Map 1.1) in about 2700 B.C. Sometime after 2000
B.C., stories about the by-then semi-mythical king
were collected and written down in the epic. In one
of Gilgamesh’s adventures, his best friend Enkidu is
killed and the reality of death strikes home. Gil-
gamesh refuses to bury Enkidu; in his grief he is un-
willing to give up his friend. When the reality of de-
composition confronts the king, he travels to find the
secret of immortality. At the bottom of the sea he
finds a plant that will give eternal life, only to see the
magic herb stolen by a snake before he can bring it
back to Enkidu. Gilgamesh is left facing the reality of
death and the equally important reality of the value
of finding joy in the present. This pessimistic epic
once again reveals the Sumerian assumption that hu-
mans are doomed to struggle endlessly in a difficult
universe.

The carving of Gilgamesh shown in Figure 1.5 was
made in the eighth century B.C., and shows the en-
during popularity of the Sumerian legend. Here Gil-
gamesh is shown with the long curled beard of a
king—which looks remarkably like Sargon’s in Figure
1.4. The captured lion illustrates his hunting prowess.
These characteristics of kings—power and
strength—persist through the ancient world.

_ The Development of Writing
While religion dominated Mesopotamian thought,
the Sumerians’ real impact on the future of Western
civilization derived from their more practical inven-
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tions. As Mesopotamian cities expanded and grew
wealthy, the need arose for a system of keeping records
that would prove more enduring and accurate than
the spoken word. In response, the Sumerians devel-
oped a system of writing. Some scholars believe that
writing first emerged from a system of trade tokens. For
example, if a merchant wanted to verify the amount of
sheep someone else was supposed to deliver, he would
count out tokens to represent the sheep and seal them
in a clay envelope that would be broken open upon
delivery. The tokens left an imprint in the clay, and in
time people realized that they could omit the tokens
entirely and simply mark the clay.

At first, Sumerian writing consisted of stylized pic-
tures of the objects represented—birds, sheep, or
bowls to signify food. Soon the characters became

more abstract and indicated sounds as
well as objects. By 2800 B.C. the Sumeri-

ans had developed a sophisticated writing system
called cuneiform (named from the Latin word that
means “wedge”). Scribes imprinted wedge-shaped
characters into wet clay tablets, which became highly
durable when dried. Figure 1.6 shows a tablet of
cuneiform script made in about 2600 B.C. which lists
quantities of various commodities.

Scribes labored for many years to memorize the
thousands of characters of cuneiform script. By 2500
B.C. scribal schools were established to train the nu-
merous clerks needed to serve the palaces and tem-
ples. Some surviving cuneiform tablets reveal that
these students also studied mathematics and geome-
try. At first, girls attended these scribal schools, and
records testify to a number of successful female
scribes. Later, however, the occupation became ex-
clusively male, but the reasons for this change have
been lost. The schoolboy described at the beginning
of this chapter was one of the lucky few who were
trained to read and write. Anyone possessing these
skills was assured a prosperous future.

Most of the Sumerian tablets that have been exca-
vated refer to inventories, wills, contracts, payrolls,

property transfers, and correspon-
dence between monarchs. Such con-

tent reflects both the complexity of this civilization
and the everyday necessity of tracking economic
transactions. However, writing also let people record
more abstract subject matter. The Epic of Gilgamesh
and other myths preserved the dreams and hopes of
these early civilizations, and the hymns of the priest-
ess-poet Enheduanna attest to their spiritual longings

and aesthetic sensibilities. However, beyond provid-
ing us a glimpse of this long-lost civilization, the in-
vention of writing gave Western culture a distinct ad-
vantage over other societies that depended only on
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human memory to recall their achievements. Writing
enabled the transfer and dissemination of knowledge,
which allowed people to build on previously acquired
advancements instead of continually rediscovering
and relearning the same material.

_ Laws and Justice
Writing also fostered the emergence of another ele-
ment that would remain an essential component of
Western civilization: a written law code. Recording
laws in writing was an attempt to establish order in
the land between the rivers that seemed so susceptible
to chaos. But these laws also tried to express princi-
ples of justice that would outlast the ruler who expli-
cated them. As early as 2500 B.C. Uruinimgina tried
to reform his society by passing laws that protected
the powerless while preserving the socially stratified
society that all took for granted. This tradition con-
tinued throughout Mesopotamian history and formed

a powerful precedent for subsequent
civilizations. In about 2100 B.C. Ur-
Nammu, king of Ur, wrote laws to pre-
serve “the principles of truth and eq-
uity.”

The most famous and complete of
the ancient law codes was that of the
Babylonian king, Hammurabi
(1792?–1750 B.C.), who ruled the
southern Mesopotamian valley. In
the prologue to
his law code,
which is preserved in cuneiform
script on a stone column, the king
expressed the highest principles of
justice: “I established law and justice
in the language of the land and pro-
moted the welfare of the people.”
Studying Hammurabi’s code, which
was a compilation of existing laws,
opens a window into the lives of
these ancient urban dwellers. It regu-
lated everything from family life to
physician’s fees to building require-
ments. The king seemed determined
to order his society, for he intro-
duced harsh penalties that had been
absent from earlier laws. His code lit-
erally demanded an “eye for an
eye”—one law stipulated that

“should a man destroy another’s eye, he shall lose his
own.” Another stated that a son who strikes his fa-
ther shall have his hand cut off. 

Hammurabi’s code clearly expressed the strict so-
cial hierarchy that Mesopotamian society counted as
natural. The laws specified different penalties for the
three social orders: elites, freemen, and slaves. The
elites included everyone from officials to priests and
warriors. Beneath them were freemen, including arti-
sans, merchants, professionals, and some farmers.
Slaves occupied the bottom stratum, but they too had
some rights under Hammurabi’s laws—for example,
they might own land and marry free persons. Many of
the laws sought to protect the powerless, as the pro-
logue says, “that the strong may not oppress the weak.”

Many laws tried to protect women and children
from unfair treatment and limited the authority of hus-
bands over their households. For
example, women could practice
various trades and hold public positions. Husbands
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could not accuse their wives of adultery without proof,
for the penalty for proven adultery was harsh—the
adulterous wife and her lover would be drowned. How-
ever, a woman could obtain a divorce from her hus-
band if she wished. In spite of these protections,
women still remained largely the property of their hus-
bands. For example, if a man could not pay his debts,
his wife could be sold into slavery to repay the 
obligation.

Perhaps one of the most significant things about
Hammurabi’s code was that he intended his laws to
outlast his own rule. On the tablet, he inscribed: “For
all future time, may the king who is in the land ob-
serve the words of justice which I have written upon
my monument!” Writing, and written law in particu-
lar, gave kings and reformers like Hammurabi hope
for the establishment of timeless justice and a chance
for a kind of personal immortality for the king.

_ Indo-Europeans: New
Contributions in the Story of 
the West

While the people in the Fertile Crescent developed
many of the elements that contributed to the forma-
tion of Western civilization—agriculture, writing,
and law—the emerging culture remained subject to
transformation. As we have seen, one of the advan-
tages of the ancient Middle East was its location,
which permitted it to benefit from influences from the
far reaches of Asia. Of course, this geographic open-
ness also contributed to instability—ideas often came
with invaders and destruction. The region north of
the Black Sea and the Caucasus Mountains (see Map
1.4 on page 33) produced peoples living on the
steppes who waged war on the peoples of the Fertile
Crescent and developed a culture that eventually had
a profound influence on the West.

Linguists, who analyze similarities in languages,
have labeled these people Indo-European because
their language served as the basis for virtually all sub-
sequent European languages (except Finnish, Hun-

garian, and Basque). Figure
1.7 shows the relationship

of the Indo-European languages to each other as well
as their relationship to the other world languages.
This language family separates the Indo-Europeans
from most of the original inhabitants of the Fertile
Crescent, who spoke “Semitic” languages. The steady
influx of Indo-European invaders (later called Celts,

Latins, Greeks, or Germans) formed the dominant
population of Europe. Other Indo-Europeans moved
east and settled in India or traveled south into mod-
ern-day Turkey and Iran. Some Indo-Europeans peri-
odically attacked the kingdoms of Mesopotamia and
other regions in the western Mediterranean.

The Indo-Europeans were led by a warrior elite,
who were buried in elaborate graves. Excavations of
these graves have allowed scholars to analyze the
prized possessions and weapons that were buried with
these rulers, yielding many in-
sights into this society. Some ar-
chaeologists refer to the Indo-Europeans as “battle-
axe people” because of the many axes found in their
burial sites. They also rode horses, which they first
domesticated for riding in about 2000 B.C. Riding on
horseback gave Indo-European warriors the deadly
advantages of speed, mobility, and reach over the
Stone and Bronze Age archers they encountered in
their travels. 

The warrior elite of the Indo-Europeans excelled
in battle and moved their families with them as they
journeyed and fought. They carried their belongings
in heavy carts outfitted with four solid, wooden
wheels. With these carts, they were
able to wander into the most northern
reaches of Europe. The carts were a significant depar-
ture from the Sumerian two-wheeled chariots, which
proved too unstable over long distances. The heavy
carts traveled best over flat surfaces, and evidence in-
dicates that as early as 2000 B.C. wooden roadways
were built across boglands in northern Europe to ac-
commodate the movement of people and their goods.

When the Indo-Europeans moved into the Fertile
Crescent, they were not literate, but they preserved
their values in oral traditions. Later, influenced by the
literary traditions of those they conquered, Indo-Eu-
ropeans developed their own written languages and
many of these tales were written down and preserved.
Ideals of a warrior elite and worship of gods who lived
in the sky instead of on the earth continued, as did
the Indo-European language. These elements were
among the Indo-European contributions to Western
civilization. In turn, early in the history of the Indo-
Europeans (long before they acquired a written lan-
guage), they adopted some things from the
Mesopotamian cradle of civilization. They acquired
many of the grains and other foods that were native
to Mesopotamia and spread them widely. The suc-
cessful culture of the Fertile Crescent was making its
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Figure 1.7
Tree of Indo-European Languages. Inset: The small branch of Indo-European languages relative to
the other languages of the world.
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impact known far outside the river valleys that
spawned it.

In about 1650 B.C. an Indo-European group
called the Hittites established a kingdom in Asia
Minor (modern Turkey) with their capital at Hat-
tusas (see Map 1.2, p. 23). The location of the Hit-
tite kingdom offered many opportunities for interac-
tion with the other ancient civilizations of the
region, and as we shall see, the Hittite kingdom

would influence the fortunes of Egypt and
the other lands of the ancient Middle East.

Fortunately for historians, the Hittites learned the
art of writing from the Mesopotamians. At Hattusas,
archaeologists have excavated about 10,000
cuneiform tablets which enable us to follow the for-
tunes of this early Indo-European kingdom. While
the peoples of Mesopotamia and the surrounding re-
gions built their civilizations and struggled with na-
ture and their neighbors, another civilization arose
to the south and west in another river valley—one
that was kinder to its inhabitants.

Rule of the God-King: Ancient
Egypt, ca. 3100–1000 B.C.
=

The food crops that proved so successful in
Mesopotamia spread to Egypt, stimulating another
ancient civilization that arose on the banks of a great
river—the roots of Western civilization, moved fur-
ther west. The Nile River in Egypt flows more than
4000 miles, from central Africa north to the Mediter-
ranean Sea. Just as in Mesopotamia, a climate change

forced dependence on the great river. In
about 6000 B.C. the prevailing Atlantic

rains shifted, changing great grassy plains into desert
and forcing people to move closer to the Nile to use
its waters.

Unlike the Tigris and Euphrates, the Nile reliably
overflowed its banks every year at a time convenient
for planting—flooding in June and receding by Octo-
ber. During this flood, the river deposited a layer of
fertile black earth in time for a winter planting of ce-
real crops. In ancient times, the Nile also provided
the Egyptians with an excellent communication and
transportation system. The river flowed north, en-
couraging traffic in that direction, but the prevailing
winds blew from north to south, helping ships to sail
against the current.

Egypt was more isolated than the other ancient
civilizations to the northeast. The deserts to the
Nile’s east and west stymied most would-be invaders,
and in the southern Sudan a vast marsh protected the
area from encroachers. Potential invaders from the
Mediterranean Sea confronted shallows that pre-
vented ships from easily approaching the Egyptian
coast. As a result, Egyptian civilization developed
without the fear of conquest or the resultant blending
and conflict among cultures that marked the
Mesopotamian cities. By about 3100 B.C., a king from
Upper Egypt (in the south) who according to tradi-
tion was named Menes, consolidated his rule over the
entire Egyptian land.

_ Prosperity and Order: The Old
Kingdom, ca. 2700–2181 B.C.

Ancient Egyptians believed that the power of the
gods was visible in the natural world—in the Nile
and in the people and animals that benefited from its
bounty. Consequently, they worshiped the divine
spirit that was expressed through heavenly bodies, an-
imals, and even insects. Over time, some gods were
exalted over others, and deities were combined and
blurred. However, through most of Egypt’s history the
most important deities were the sun god Re (or
Amon) and the Nile spirits Isis, her husband-consort
Osiris, and their son, the falcon-god Horus. Unlike
the Mesopotamians, the Egyptians were optimistic
about their fortunes. They believed they were blessed
by the gods who brought such a regular and fertile
flooding of the Nile, not cursed by their chaotic
whims. The Mesopotamians issued law codes to try to
create order, but the Egyptians simply assumed order
and worked to preserve it. This optimism infused
Egyptian culture with extraordinary persistence—
why change something that brought such blessings?

At the heart of their prosperity was the king, who
Egyptians considered the living embodiment of Ho-
rus. While Mesopotamians believed their kings
served as priests to their gods, Egyptians believed
their rulers were gods, who had come
to earth to bring truth, justice, and
order—all summarized in the word ma’at. In return,
the populace was obligated to observe a code of cor-
rect behavior that was included in the concept of
ma’at. In about 2450 B.C., a high palace official
named Ptah-hotep left a series of instructions for his
son, in which he urged the boy to follow the precepts
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of ma’at: “He who departs from its laws is punished. 
. . . Evil may win riches, but it is the strength of ma’at
that endures long.” For millennia, kings and advisors
like Ptah-hotep believed strongly that the impor-
tance of proper behavior brought prosperity to the
land, and such beliefs contributed to a stable society.
This ordered society was ruled by a god-king later
called pharaoh (“great house”), a term that referred to
the general institution of the monarchy as well as the
ruler.

The Old Kingdom period (ca. 2700–2181 B.C.)
saw astonishing prosperity and
peace, as farming and irrigation

methods provided an abun-
dance of crops and wealth to

many. Unlike the Mesopotamian
valley, Egypt had mineral resources.
Its eastern desert contained
turquoise, gold, iron, and some sil-
ver. However, its most important re-
source was copper, which was in
great demand for tools. Egyptians re-
fined copper ore at the site of the sur-
face mines, and ingots of copper were
transported by caravans of donkeys
overland to the Nile. From there, the
precious ores were manufactured or
used to trade abroad. With the sur-
pluses of metals and grains, Egyp-
tians could import goods from the
Middle East and beyond. In addition
to textiles, Egyptians desperately
needed wood to make large seagoing
vessels for their trade and navy. All
this industry generated prosperity for
many people, and in the Old King-
dom people used these resources to
support close families.

Ptah-hotep advised his son to start
a family as soon as he could afford to:

“If you are prosperous you
should establish a house-

hold and love your wife as is fitting.
. . . Make her heart glad as long as you
live.” The artwork of the time suggests
that many Egyptians took Ptah-
hotep’s advice and established loving
families during this prosperous era.
Figure 1.8 shows a limestone carving
of one such family. Seneb, the man de-

picted in the portrait, was a dwarf who had made a suc-
cessful career in the court. He headed the court’s weav-
ing mill and then became the priest of the dead for two
kings. His success was acknowledged when he married
a member of the royal house. Husband and wife are
shown side-by-side, suggesting that women had an
equal place in the household during the time of the
Old Kingdom. In this sculpture, the couple embrace
affectionately and smile with seeming self-satisfaction
while they tower protectively over the children below.
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The two figures at the lower left are each placing a fin-
ger over their lips, the Egyptian sign for “child.” Styl-
ized portraits like these suggest the success, content-
ment, and prosperity of many Old Kingdom
families—at least those with enough wealth to com-
mission portraits.

_ Hieroglyphs: Sacred Writing
Sometime around 3000 B.C., Egyptians—probably in-
fluenced by Sumerians—developed a unique system of
writing. However, Egyptian writing was not
cuneiform, nor was it used primarily for accounting
purposes. While Egyptian administrators surely had as
much need for clear records as the Sumerians, they
primarily used writing to forward religious and magical
power. Every sign in their writing system represented a
real or mythical object, and was designed to express
that object’s power. The ancient Greeks saw these im-
ages on temples and named Egyptian script “hiero-
glyph,” meaning “sacred writing.”

Hieroglyphs were more than a series of simple
pictures. Each symbol could express one of three
things: the object it portrayed, an abstract idea asso-
ciated with the object, or one or more sounds of
speech from the spoken Egyptian word for the ob-
ject. (The technical terms for these three uses are
“pictogram,” “ideogram,” and “phonogram.”) Be-
cause this writing had ceremonial religious use, it
changed little over the centuries as scribes carved it
into stone monuments. An example of hieroglyphic
writing can be seen in the background of Figure 1.10
(p. 21).

However, hieroglyphs were too cumbersome for
everyday use, so scribes learned two other simplified
scripts—called Hieratic and Demotic—to keep
records or write literature. While many of the hiero-
glyphs were carved into stone, everyday records were
more often written on papyrus, a kind of paper made
from the Nile’s abundant papyrus reeds. This versa-
tile, sturdy reed could be reused—much like recycled
paper today—and in the dry desert air was very
durable. Often in Egypt’s history, the lucrative export
of papyrus increased the royal treasury.

Scribes studied for many years to master the com-
plicated, varied Egyptian scripts. As in Mesopotamia,

there are early records of women scribes, but
the occupation later became restricted to

men. The scribe shown at the beginning of this chap-
ter is writing on a papyrus scroll, and is portrayed with
the dignity and honor accorded to the profession. On

one surviving papyrus fragment, a scribe praised his
occupation: “Writing for him who knows it is better
than all other professions. It pleases more than bread
and beer, more than clothing and ointment. It is
worth more than an inheritance in Egypt, than a
tomb in the west.” 

_ Pyramids and the Afterlife
Scribes furthered the prosperity of the god-kings by
carefully tracking the rulers’ finances as they grew
rich from state monopolies and taxes on all the prod-
ucts created in the fertile land. Whenever they had
excess income, the kings proved their greatness by
building pyramids, monuments to their glory that in
some cases survive today. Imhotep, the chief advisor
to the Egyptian king Djoser in about 2650 B.C. de-
signed and built the first pyramid at Sakkara (near
Memphis, shown on Map 1.2 on page 23). This early
pyramid, depicted in Figure 1.9a, is called a “step
pyramid,” and its design shows the influence of the
Mesopotamian ziggurats. Like those earlier monu-
ments, Egyptian pyramids were intended to join
heaven and earth. An inscription on one pyramid ex-
plains: “A staircase to heaven is laid for [the king] so
that he may mount up to heaven thereby.” Unlike the
ziggurats, which were made of dried clay bricks, these
pyramids were built of cut stone—a remarkable
building innovation.

The Old Kingdom rulers made the pyramids the
great symbol of Egyptian power and longevity. An
anonymous architect refined the early pyramid design
and built the Great Pyramid as a burial tomb for the
Fourth Dynasty ruler, Khufu (also known as Kheops)
(ca. 2590 B.C.). This pyramid became the model for
the later Old Kingdom tombs that were built in Giza,
which continue to dominate the skyline there. Figure
1.9b shows the pyramids at Giza with the Great Pyra-
mid of Khufu on the left. The pyramid of Khufu’s son
is in the back; it appears taller because it is on higher
ground. Khufu’s pyramid covers about thirteen acres
and is made of more than 2 million stone blocks. Peas-
ants labored on these pyramids before planting season
during the months when the Nile was in flood. An-
cient Greek historians later claimed that the Great
Pyramid of Giza took twenty years to build and re-
quired the labor of 100,000 workers. Modern estimates
tend to agree with these calculations. The pyramids—
so visible in the ancient skyline—proclaimed the god-
king’s immortality and the permanence of the order he
brought to the land along the Nile.
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Pyramids—and later mortuary temples—were
built as tombs for the god-kings—or, more precisely,
as houses for their departed spirits. The departed’s

soul was sustained in the tomb by the food
and goods that had sustained the living

body. The Egyptian notion of immortality marked
an important contribution to the world of ideas, for
the afterlife Egyptians conceived of was dramatically
different from the dark world of the Mesopotamian
dead. We do not have an exact idea of how the
Egyptians visualized the afterlife, but it seems to
have been an improved version of this world—a

heavenly Nile valley. Some poets
even wrote of death as a pleasant 
release: 

Death is before me today
Like a man’s longing to see his home
When he has spent many years in 

captivity.

Upon the death of a king, or in
later years a nobleman who could af-
ford a burial, the body was embalmed.
Embalmers removed the internal or-
gans through an inci-
sion in the abdomen
and placed them in a vessel filled with
a salty preserving solution. The body
cavity was then probably dried in a
pile of natron crystals. Later in Egypt’s
history, embalmers used resin-soaked
linen to pack the body cavity. Finally
the embalmers wrapped the body in
more linen with resin. The wrapped,
embalmed body—the mummy—
along with a box containing the in-
ternal organs, were then placed in a
chamber deep within the pyramid.
Stocking the tomb with an array of
food, household goods, and precious
jewels for the pharaoh to enjoy in the
afterlife completed the burial process.

While pyramids from the Old
Kingdom contained no images, later
artists painted the interior walls of
tombs with scenes of activities that
the deceased could expect to enjoy in
the afterlife, and these scenes offer us
a glimpse of how Egyptians viewed
the next world. Figure 1.10 shows a

happy scene that was painted on the walls of a New
Kingdom tomb. In this picture, the noble family frol-
ics on a bird-hunting trip that yields far more abun-
dance than any real-life trip ever could. Under their
boat swims a fish so fat it belongs in a fisherman’s par-
adise. A child grips her father’s leg while he catches
birds with the help of his hunting falcon. His well-
dressed wife stands in the background. Even the fam-
ily cat enjoys an abundant afterlife, catching three
birds at once. This illustration reveals how much the
Egyptian “heaven” had changed from the
Mesopotamian dark netherworld. 
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Figure 1.9
(a) Step pyramid of King Djoser, ca 2680 B.C.
(b) Pyramids at Giza, with the Great Pyramid of Khufu
(Kheops) on the left, ca. 2590 B.C.



_ Changing Political Fortunes, 
ca. 2200–1570 B.C.

The order and prosperity promised by the pyramids
proved less enduring than the Egyptians expected. At
the end of the Old Kingdom period, the climate

turned against the god-kings. As drought in
Ethiopia led to a series of low floods in Egypt,

crops failed, and people pillaged the countryside in a
desperate search for food. There was even one ac-
count of cannibalism. Under such pressure, Egypt

would have needed a strong ruler to preserve ma’at,
but that was not forthcoming. Near the end of the
Old Kingdom, one king—Pepi II (ca. 2270–2180
B.C.)—reputedly ruled for over ninety years, which
was an extraordinary feat in an age when a decade or
two was considered a substantial rule and when 40
years of age was the normal life expectancy. However,
the old king was unable to keep a strong rule; during
his reign authority broke down, and he outlived his
heirs. After his death a succession of little-known
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Figure 1.10
Egyptian family on a hunting trip in the afterlife, 1400 B.C.

Famine



kings with very short reigns followed—a clear indica-
tion that all was not well within Egypt. Sources indi-
cate that one of these ephemeral rulers was a
woman—Nitocris—who ruled for about two years.
During these times of weak central authority, local
nobles exerted power, and Egypt suffered a period of
social and political instability called the First Inter-
mediate Period (2181–2140 B.C.).

A contemporary witness wrote poignantly of the
widespread misery experienced during these hard years:
“Everything is filthy: there is no such thing as clean
linen these days. The dead are thrown into the river. 
. . . The ladies of the nobility exclaim: ‘If only we had
something to eat!’ They are forced to prostitute their
daughters. They are reduced to sleeping with men who
were once too badly off to take a woman.” 

During these difficult times, people began to hope
for a more pleasant afterlife, which many began to be-
lieve was possible for more than just the royal family.
In the First Intermediate Period, anyone who could
afford the appropriate burial rituals and magic spells
could expect to achieve immortality. Still, prosperity
continued to elude the Nile valley. Perhaps only a
new incarnation of Horus could bring ma’at back to
the land.

In about 2060 B.C. Amenemhat I of Thebes finally
restored peace to the crippled valley and introduced
what has come to be called the “Middle Kingdom” pe-
riod (2060?–1785 B.C.). Egypt prospered once again,
and one pharaoh wrote: “None was hungry in my

years, none thirsted then; men
dwelled in peace.” During these

years, the kings conquered Nubia (modern Sudan)
and grew rich on the gold of that kingdom. This con-
quest also brought black sub-Saharan Africa into
closer contact with the Mediterranean world, and
continued trade with Nubia integrated black African
goods and elements of their culture into Egypt and the
developing western culture in general. Egypt’s rulers
also introduced impressive engineering projects that
expanded Egypt’s amount of irrigated land by more
than 17,000 acres. The Egyptians also began engaging
in lucrative trade with the peoples of the Fertile Cres-
cent. This practice had a price, however: it drew Egypt
into the volatile politics of the ancient Middle East.

In the eighteenth century B.C., trouble struck
again. The Nubians in the south revolted and broke
away from Egyptian control, taking their gold with
them. The kings’ authority slackened again, and in
1650 B.C., the Hyksos who had settled in the lowland

where the Nile poured into the Mediterranean (the
Delta) rose to power (see Map 1.1). The Hyksos
brought with them a new technology of warfare. They
fought with bronze weapons, chariots and body armor
against the nearly nude Egyptians,
who used only javelins and light
copper weapons. The Hyksos established a kingdom
in the Delta that lacked the peacefulness cultivated
by the earlier Egyptian god-kings. This uneasy time,
the Second Intermediate Period, extended from
about 1785 to 1575 B.C.

_ Political Expansion: The New
Kingdom, 1570–1085 B.C.

In about 1560 B.C., the Egyptians adopted the new
technology of warfare. With bronze weapons and
chariots of their own, they liberated themselves from
the hated Hyksos and established a new dynasty that
introduced what historians call the New Kingdom
(1570–1085 B.C.). While these kings—now officially
called pharaohs—intended to restore the conserva-
tive glory of the Old Kingdom, they nevertheless re-
membered the lesson of the invasion from the north
and no longer relied on Egypt’s geographical isolation
to protect their way of life. Instead, the newly mili-
tant god-kings embarked on a series of foreign wars to
build an empire that would erect a territorial barrier
between Egypt and any potential invaders. Map 1.2
shows the extent of the Egyptian Empire by 1450 B.C.

As the Egyptian Empire expanded, it was in turn
shaped by Fertile Crescent politics and culture. For ex-
ample, the riches that poured into the Nile valley from
foreign conquests often ended up in the hands of tem-
ple priests, who began rivaling the
pharaohs in power. Slaves, captured
abroad and brought to Egypt, introduced new lan-
guages, views, and religions to the valley. Not surpris-
ingly, the lives of Egyptian soldiers, battling in foreign
wars, changed for the worse. The scribe we met earlier,
who praised his own occupation above all others, wrote
about the grim life of a soldier of the New Kingdom:
“He is called up for Syria. He may not rest. There are
no clothes, no sandals. He drinks water every third day;
it is smelly and tastes of salt. His body is ravaged by ill-
ness. He does not know what he is about. His body is
weak, his legs fail him.” As Map 1.2 shows, the impe-
rial expansion of Egypt encroached on the borders of
the strong Hittite Empire, which would become a
threat to the restored New Kingdom.
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THINKING ABOUT GEOGRAPHY

Map 1.2 The Ancient Near East, ca. 1450 B.C.
This map shows the growth of the Egyptian Empire, the large
Hittite Kingdom, and their relationship to the Mesopotamian
kingdoms. ) Notice the extent of the Egyptian Empire. 
Compare it to Egypt in Map 1.1. What new areas were con-
quered during Egypt’s imperial period? ) Consider the impact 
of such expansion on the old civilization of the Nile valley. 
) Notice the location of Nubia. Consider what the conquest of
this region might mean for the interaction between sub-Saharan
Africa and the rest of the Mediterranean world and the Fertile
Crescent.
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The imperial pharaohs successfully
built their empire and made Egypt
prosperous again, but critics periodi-
cally worried about the new direction

of Egyptian policy that
was changing the old ho-

mogeneous society. Hatshepsut
(1504?–1482 B.C.) (see “Biography,”
p. 24) was one such critic who appar-
ently tried to revive Egypt’s isolation-
ist ways. She led one military exhibi-
tion to Nubia but focused mostly on
peaceful pursuits of trade and rebuild-
ing. Her inscriptions claim that she
repaired the damage done by the
Hyksos, an achievement that made
her popular among her people. 

Hatshepsut had to reconcile her
traditional views with her unusual sta-
tus as a woman in the position of
pharaoh. Women in a pharaoh’s fam-
ily had always held the important posi-
tion of consort to their brother-hus-
bands. They joined them in being
descended from gods, but the king had
always been the incarnation of Horus.
Hatshepsut used artistic representa-
tions to overcome this problem, order-
ing that all statues of her portray her as
a man. In Figure 1.11, a formal por-
trait, she is dressed in the traditional
male royal style—bare-chested and
wearing a short, stiff skirt. She even
wears an artificial ceremonial beard.

Hatshepsut’s successors reversed
her traditional politics and revived
Egypt’s imperial ambitions. The New
Kingdom reached its apogee in expan-

sion and prosperity
under the reign of

Amenhotep III (r.1412?–1375? B.C.).
This confident pharaoh built huge
statues of himself and a spacious new
temple. His luxurious lifestyle, how-
ever, took its toll on him. He died at
thirty-eight, and his mummified re-
mains reveal a balding, overweight
man with rotted teeth. 

Hatshepsut

Empire building



_ The Religious Experiment of
Akhenaten,
ca. 1377–1360 B.C.

During the New Kingdom period, the traditional re-
lationship between the god-king and his priests began
to change. Priests of Amon became almost as power-
ful as the pharaohs in administering the kingdom.
The priests of Osiris grew popular with wealthy peo-

ple, to whom they offered the possibility of immortal
life in return for money. Within this increasingly
tense environment arose a reformer who tried to cre-
ate a religious revolution. 

Amenhotep IV (r. ca. 1377–1360 B.C.), the son of
Amenhotep III, tried to renounce the many divine
principles worshiped in all the
temples of Egypt and institute
worship of a single god whom he called Aten, the

Chapter 1 The Roots of Western Civilization

24

Biographyj
HATSHEPSUT (CA. 1504?–1482 B.C.) AND
THUTMOSE (CA. 1482–1450 B.C.)

The Egyptian pharaoh Thutmose I (1525–1512 B.C.) had
three children by his favorite wife—two sons who died in their
youths, and a daughter, Hatshepsut (Figure 1.11). In the com-
plex households of the pharaohs, the succession to the throne
was never clear, for Thutmose I also had a son by a lesser wife.
This son, Thutmose II, married his half-sister Hatshepsut and
succeeded his father as pharaoh. Thutmose II apparently was
sickly and died in 1504 B.C. after he and Hatshepsut had a
daughter, Neferure. The succession again went to a son by a
concubine. However, this next son, Thutmose III, was less
than ten years old when his father died. The logical regent was
his aunt/stepmother, Hatshepsut. Although it was customary
for a man to rule, Hatshepsut wanted to be pharaoh, not re-
gent. To this end, she cultivated the support of the powerful
priests of Amon and of the army, and had herself declared
pharaoh. Thutmose III had to accept a position of titular co-
ruler with no actual authority. Hatshepsut seems to have
treated her young charge well. Contemporaries praised his ex-
traordinary skills in reading and writing and his study of mili-
tary arts. He was also healthy and a strong athlete. His remains
show that he escaped even the severe dental decay that ap-
pears in many royal mummies. Thutmose III was probably mar-
ried to his aunt’s daughter, Neferure, to guarantee his
succession.

Hatshepsut grappled with two major challenges during her
reign: how to forward her political vision for Egypt, and how to
ensure her credibility.
She approached both
tasks shrewdly, ever
aware of the impor-
tance of appearances
as well as policy. In
her political vision, she focused attention on trade and peace-
ful pursuits, apparently trying to restore Egypt’s former position
of glorious isolation. To prove her rule, she turned to art and
building in the traditional royal Egyptian way. She commis-
sioned portraits that showed her dressed as a male king, and
built a magnificent funerary temple intended to stand forever
and proclaim her passage into the land of the gods.

While Hatshepsut focused on internal building projects, she
obviously kept the army strong, because Egypt’s neighbors did
not feel powerful enough to threaten the borders. The accom-
plishments she seemed proudest of, however, were in trade.
She commissioned a great carving that recounted her success-
ful trade mission to “Punt,” an African kingdom that we can
no longer exactly identify, although some historians suggest it
may be near modern-day Somalia (see Map 1.2). In any case,
this wealthy sub-Saharan kingdom had been the destination of

Powerful Queen and
Vengeful Son-in-Law

Akhenaten’s religion



sun-disk. The god-king changed his name from
Amenhotep (“Amon is satisfied”) to Akhenaten
(“useful to Aten, the sun-disk”). Then he 
withdrew his support from the old temples and tried
to dissolve the powerful priesthoods. Akhenaten also
departed from tradition by introducing a new natural-
ism in art, in which he allowed himself to be por-
trayed realistically, protruding belly and all (see Fig-
ure 1.12). However, the artwork in Aten’s new

temples often featured portraits of Akhenaten’s beau-
tiful wife Nefertiti without the pharaoh, suggesting
that the queen may have played a large role in plan-
ning the new cult. 

Figure 1.12 shows a casual family portrait of
Akhenaten, Nefertiti, and three of their daughters.
Husband and wife are shown the same size and both
wearing regal headdresses that suggest an unusual
equality, and Akhenaten affectionately kisses one of
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Figure 1.11
Hatshepsut, ca. 1460 B.C.

several trade missions during the Middle Kingdom, and all
knew of the wealth that was available. The carving depicts the
pharaoh meeting with the Queen of Punt—an obese and pow-
erful woman—and bringing back many luxury items of trade.

Hatshepsut’s ships were filled with incense, ebony, gold, ivory,
animal skins, and even live baboons, sacred to the Egyptian
gods. The pharaoh brought these great luxuries back to Egypt
and used much of the wealth in her monumental building 
projects.

When Thutmose III grew to manhood, he gained control of
the army and seemed ready to rule without Hatshepsut’s guid-
ance. The early death of his wife Neferure weakened his ties to
Hatshepsut, and sources hint that the woman pharaoh was
murdered (or simply deposed) in 1450 B.C. Late in his reign
the pharaoh Thutmose III tried to eradicate all memory of
Hatshepsut. He had her temples and most of her statues de-
stroyed and her name scraped off stone monuments. Was he
angry about his long regency? Did he object to Hatshepsut’s
gender? Or, did he disapprove of her popular political agenda
of isolationism? We can never know the answers to these 
questions. Fortunately for students of history, Thutmose was
unable to erase all the evidence that tells of his remarkable
predecessor.

Thutmose III was a great leader, although his political vi-
sion for Egypt differed markedly from that of his aunt. Specifi-
cally, he believed that Egypt should be an imperial power.
During his fifty-four-year reign, he led military expeditions and
established the empire that defined Egypt during the New
Kingdom. In the story of Hatshepsut and Thutmose, we see
two accomplished pharaohs with conflicting visions of Egypt—
one looking backward to its Old Kingdom greatness, the other
looking forward to the empire-building of the future. Both
rulers embodied major, dramatic themes in Egyptian history.

) Consider how Hatshepsut’s career showed both the political
realities of the New Kingdom’s involvement with other re-
gions, as well as the Egyptian desire to maintain isolation.
) Consider also how Egyptian family ties dramatically af-
fected political events.Figure 1.11

Hatshepsut, ca. 1460 B.C.



his daughters in a remarkably informal portrayal. The
sun-disk is above and shines down on both, indicat-
ing that the family not only is blessed by the sun de-
ity, but also that they can serve to bring the blessings
of the sun to their people.

A beautiful hymn to Aten has survived, perhaps
written by Akhenaten himself. In the hymn, the
pharaoh praises Aten as the only god: “O sole god, like
whom there is no other! Thou didst create the world
according to thy desire.” In a development remarkable
for the ancient world, Akhenaten declares this god to
be universal, belonging to all peoples: “Their tongues
are separate in speech, and their natures as well; Their
skins are distinguished, As thou distinguishest the for-
eign peoples. . . . The lord of all of them, . . . . The lord
of every land.” In the ancient world, gods were associ-
ated with individual peoples and cities, so Akhen-
aten’s praise of a universal god is extraordinary.

Many scholars have speculated about the motives

behind this dramatic religious innovation. Had
Akhenaten been influenced by Israelites living in
Egypt? Was his declaration of a single god a political
move to reduce the power of the priests of Amon? Or
was the king a sickly dreamer, who merely had 
a strange spiritual vision? We will never know
Akhenaten’s motives, but his reign caused turmoil in
Egypt. He neglected the imperial administration in
his religious quest, and the powerful Hittites were
able to take many of the northern imperial lands. The
disruptions gave support to the offended priests and
people alike who did not trust this new deity.

_ The Twilight of the Egyptian
Empire, 1360–ca. 1000 B.C.

Akhenaten was succeeded by Tutankhaton 
(r. 1347–1338 B.C.), who lacked the commitment
and strength to carry on the religious reforms of his
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Figure 1.12
Akhenaten, Nefertiti, and three of their daughters enjoying the blessings of the sun-disk.



father-in-law. The priests of the old cults had grown
increasingly resentful of Akhenaten—whom they
called “the criminal”—and the young king changed
his name to Tutankhamen as he renounced the old
pharaoh’s religious convictions. Tutankhamen died
at just 18 years of age, and the general who suc-
ceeded him as pharaoh—Harmhab—destroyed
Akhenaten’s temples and restored the worship of
the old gods. 

Egypt showed a hint of its former greatness during
the reign of Ramses II (1279–1213 B.C.), who
reestablished the imperial frontiers in Syria and re-
stored peace under Egypt’s traditional gods. Ramses
negotiated a treaty with the Hittites that is believed
to be the first recorded nonaggression pact. Ramses’
success in bringing peace allowed him to free re-
sources for huge building projects, most notably a
great temple carved out of the rocky cliffs along the
Nile. But the prosperity proclaimed by the colossal
buildings was not enduring. Subsequent pharaohs,
through the end of the New Kingdom in 1085 B.C.,
tried to shore up the fragile empire. However, major
challengers arose to confront the god-kings. Libyans
to the west and Nubians from the south invaded the
Nile valley and took power for a while. Eventually,
greater empires to the east and north would conquer
Egypt permanently, and the center of Western civi-
lization would move to other lands. However, the ad-
vanced culture, ordered life, and intense spirituality
of the rich land of the Nile would again exert a pro-
found impact on the early peoples of the West, as we
will see in Chapter 3. 

Merchants and Monotheists:
Peoples of the Mediterranean

Coast, ca. 1300–500 B.C.
=

Along the eastern coast of the Mediterranean Sea,
various civilizations arose and became part of the
power struggles plaguing the Middle East. Most of
these Mediterranean cultures eventually were ab-
sorbed by their neighbors and disappeared. How-
ever, two of them—the Phoenicians and the He-
brews—made a lasting impact as they vigorously
expanded their fortunes and furthered the worship
of their gods.

_ The Phoenicians: Traders on the
Sea

The Phoenicians were successful traders whose cul-
ture was based in the coastal cities of Sidon, Tyre, and
Byblos (see Map 1.2 on page 23). These seagoing
merchants made the most of their location by engag-
ing in prosperous trade with Egypt and the lands in
the Fertile Crescent. The Phoenicians controlled
forests of cedar trees that were highly prized in both
Mesopotamia and Egypt. They also had an even more
lucrative monopoly on purple dye made from coastal
shellfish. Phoenician weavers dyed cloth purple and
sold it throughout the Middle East and western
Mediterranean for huge profits to wealthy people who
wanted to appear noble. 

Explorers from the Phoenician cities traveled
widely throughout the Mediterranean Sea. By 950
B.C., these remarkable sailors traded as far west as
Spain, and even into the Atlantic
down the west coast of Africa. Like
all ancient sailors, they hugged the coast as they trav-
eled so they could stop each night to beach the ships
and sleep. To guarantee safe harbors, Phoenician
traders established merchant colonies all along the
north coast of Africa, and by some estimates there
was a colony about every thirty miles. The most im-
portant colony was Carthage, which was founded
about 800 B.C. and would become a significant power
in the Mediterranean. Through these colonies, the
Phoenicians spread the culture of the ancient Middle
East—from their trading expertise to their gods and
goddesses—around the Mediterranean. Among the
Phoenician remains, archaeologists have discovered
the solid gold belt shown in Figure 1.13. The designs
on the belt portray men fighting lions—a typical
theme in the Middle East. This belt was found in
Spain, testifying to the spread of eastern culture to
the western edges of the Mediterranean. The gold
also confirms the amazing wealth the Phoenicians ac-
cumulated through their trade. 

The Phoenicians’ most important contribution to
Western culture was their remarkable alphabet. In
developing a writing system, the Phoenicians im-
proved on the Sumerian script
by creating a purely phonetic al-
phabet of only twenty-two letters. This system was
simpler than the unwieldy cuneiform and hieroglyph
that dominated the rest of the Middle East. The

Merchants and Monotheists: Peoples of the Mediterranean Coast, ca. 1300–500 B.C.

27

Trading colonies

Phoenician alphabet



Phoenician alphabet spread rapidly and allowed
other later cultures, such as the Greeks, to write with-
out the long apprenticeships that characterized the
proud scribes like the one shown at the beginning of
this chapter. Through adopting a Phoenician-style
alphabet, cultures of the West achieved a significant
advantage over cultures whose written languages re-
mained the exclusive province of the elite.

_ The People of the One God: Early
Hebrew History, 1500–900 B.C.

Phoenician society in the Near East ultimately disap-
peared as an independent state, but not before it had
performed an immense service as a transmitter of cul-
ture throughout the Mediterranean. The Phoeni-
cians’ neighbors, the Hebrews, followed an entirely
different course. The Hebrews resiliently withstood
both time and conquest, and emerged from a difficult
journey with their culture intact.

While the Sumerians and their successors in
Mesopotamia developed complex civilizations based

on irrigation and built ziggurats to
their many deities, the seminomadic
Hebrews moved their flocks from
Mesopotamia into the land of
Canaan, comprising much of the
modern states of Israel, Lebanon,
and western Syria. As they traveled,
they shared many of the ancient sto-
ries of Mesopotamia, such as the tale
of a great flood that destroyed the
land (present in The Epic of Gil-
gamesh described earlier) and a lost
Garden of Eden. The Hebrews, per-
haps seeing the Mesopotamian ziggu-
rats from a distance, also viewed
their neighbors as overly proud. The
Hebrew story of the ill-fated Tower
of Babel captures this theme of over-
weening pride.

Sometime before 1500 B.C., the
early leaders of the Hebrews, the pa-
triarchs—Abraham, Isaac, and Ja-
cob—led these seminomadic tribes
that roamed the eastern Mediter-
ranean and beyond. Jacob
changed his name to “Is-

rael” (“he who prevails with God”), and this name
marked Jacob’s followers as having a special relation-
ship with one God. Consequently, historians refer to
these tribes as the Israelites. Several clans traveled to
Egypt, where Israelite texts claim they were enslaved
by the Egyptians, although their status is not clear.
They might simply have been employed in the labor-
intensive Egyptian work projects, and their position
may have changed over time to a more restrictive re-
lationship. Some historians identify the Israelites
with a group who helped build the huge projects of
the Egyptian pharaoh Ramses II (r. 1279–1213 B.C.).
According to the Bible, Moses led this same group
from Egypt. This “Exodus” (which means “journey
out” in Greek) transformed them into a nation with
a specific religious calling.

The details of the history of the Israelites are
found in the Hebrew Scriptures (called the Old Tes-
tament by subsequent Chris-
tians). Made up of writings from
oral and written traditions and dating from about
1250 to 150 B.C., these scriptures record laws, wis-
dom, legends, literature, and the history of the an-
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Figure 1.13
Phoenician gold belt found in Spain, fifth century B.C.



cient Israelites. The Bible contains some informa-
tion that is historically accurate and can be gener-
ally confirmed by archaeological evidence. For ex-
ample, we can confirm that settlements existed in
ancient Palestine during the Biblical period, as did
walled cities in areas of warring tribes. Furthermore,
as early as 1208 B.C., the pharaoh Marneptah, the
son of Ramses II, erected a victory stone recording
his triumphs, including the conquest of Israel: “Is-
rael is laid waste, his seed is no more. . . . ” The
Egyptian god-king would not have bothered to brag
about the conquest of the Israelites if this accom-
plishment had not been fairly substantial, so we
know that the Bible’s descriptions of a strong Is-
raelite kingdom in Palestine during the second mil-
lennium B.C. are well-founded.

Historians must be cautious when using the Bible
as a source, because it is basically a religious book
that reveals faith, not science. Archaeology and
history can illuminate the events of the ancient Is-
raelites, but these sciences can shed no light on the
faith that underlies the text. Used carefully, though,
the Bible is an important source of information on
these early Israelites, for they made a point to
record and remember their own history—they
wove teachings and morality into a historical narra-
tive. Thus, Hebrew religion was rooted in history
rather than myth, and from this text we can begin
to re-create the early history of this profoundly in-
fluential people.

According to the Bible, the He-
brews from Egypt eventually re-
turned to ancient Palestine and
slowly reconquered the land, uniting

the other
nearby He-

brew tribes in the process. During
this period of settlement, between
about 1200 and 1050 B.C., Israelites
experienced a change in leadership.
Instead of relying solely on tribal
leaders, people turned to “judges”—
charismatic leaders who helped
unite the people against the threats
of their neighbors. In time, the eld-
ers of the tribes felt they needed a
king to lead the people, declaring,
“then we shall be like other nations,
with a king to govern us, to lead us
out to war and fight our battles” 

(1 Sam. 8:20). The people insisted that Samuel, the
last of the judges, anoint their first king Saul 
(r. 1024?–1000? B.C.).

Saul’s successor, David (r. 1000?–961? B.C.), began
encouraging the tribes to settle in a fixed location,
with their capital at Jerusalem. David’s successor,
Solomon (r. 961?–922? B.C.), brought Phoenician
craftsmen to Jerusalem to build a great temple there.
The artist’s rendition in Figure 1.14 shows what ar-
chaeologists imagine the temple looked like, with its
large interior and great sacrificial altar in front. Now
a territorial power like others in the Fertile Crescent,
the Hebrews worshiped their God, Yahweh, in the
temple overlooking a majestic city. But the costs of
the temple were exorbitant, causing increased taxes
and the growth of an administrative structure to col-
lect them. 

Solomon was a king in the Mesopotamian style.
If the biblical account is to be believed, he used
marriage to forge political al-
liances, accumulating 300
wives and many hundreds more concubines, includ-
ing the daughter of an Egyptian pharaoh. However,
the unified kingdom of tribes barely outlasted
Solomon’s reign. After his death, the northern
tribes—particularly angry about Solomon’s taxa-
tion and administrative innovations—broke away
to form the separate kingdom of Israel (Map 1.3).
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Figure 1.14
Artist’s rendition of Solomon’s Temple in Jerusalem.

Dividing a kingdom
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Map 1.3 Mediterranean Coast in the First
Millennium B.C.
This map shows the major kingdoms of the Mediterranean coast,
including the Philistines, Hebrews and Phoenicians. ) Locate the
important Phoenician cities and the city of Jerusalem. Notice the
scale of the map and the distances between these places. Consider
how their proximity contributed to the many ties between them.
) Locate the Philistines. Consider why there were so many bat-
tles between the Philistines and the Hebrews. ) Notice where the
Hebrew kingdoms split into Judah and Israel. Locate their respec-
tive capitals.

The southern state was called Judah,
with its capital at Jerusalem, and at
this time the southern Israelites be-
gan to be called Jews. Israel was the
more prosperous of the two king-
doms, and was tied more closely to
Phoenicia by trade and other con-
tacts. Judah adhered more rigorously
to the old Hebrew laws. The two
kingdoms often fought one another
as they participated in the shifting
alliances of their neighbors. Domi-
nating all politics, however, was
their commitment to their one God,
Yahweh.

The authors of the Scriptures de-
veloped an overriding theme in Jew-
ish history: the intimate relation-
ship between obedience to God’s
laws and the unfolding of the history
of the Jewish people. As these au-
thors recorded their recollection of
events, they told of periodical viola-
tions of the uncompromising
covenant with God and the result-
ing punishments that God imposed.

_ A Jealous God, 
1300–587 B.C.

When Moses led his people out of
Egypt, they reportedly wandered for
forty years in the wilderness of the
Sinai Peninsula before returning to
the land of Canaan
(see Map 1.3). During
that time, Moses bound his people to
Yahweh in a special covenant, or
agreement, through which the Jews
would be God’s “chosen people” in
return for their undivided worship.
The ancient Hebrews were not
strictly monotheistic, for they be-
lieved in the existence of the many
deities of their neighbors. For them,
however, there was only one God,
and this God demanded their exclu-
sive worship. As the historian of the
sixth century B.C. wrote in the Bible’s
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Book of Deuteronomy, “He is the faithful God, keep-
ing his covenant of love to a thousand generations of
those who love him and keep his commands.” This
promise was a conditional one: God would care for
his people only if they practiced his laws, and there
were many laws.

The core of the Hebrew legal tradition lay in the
Ten Commandments that the Bible claims Yahweh

gave to Moses during his exodus from
Egypt, and these were supplemented

by other requirements listed in the Scriptures. Ad-
hering to these laws defined one as a Jew. While the
laws bound the Jewish people together—to “love
thy neighbor as thyself”—they also set the Jews
apart from their neighbors. For example, boys were
circumcised as a mark of the covenant between
Yahweh and his people. In addition, Jews observed
strict dietary laws that separated them from
others—for example, they could eat no pork nor
any animal that had been improperly slaughtered.
But the fundamental commandment that allowed
for no compromise with non-Jews was the injunc-
tion against worshiping the idols, or deities, of their
neighbors. A jealous god, Yahweh demanded exclu-
sive worship.

Around the eighth century B.C., Jews were called
to even higher ethical standards by a remarkable se-

ries of charismatic men—the prophets.
These men, such as Amos, Micah, Hosea,

Jeremiah, and Isaiah, were neither kings nor priests
nor soldiers. Instead, they were common people—
shepherds or tradesmen—who cared nothing for
power or glory. They were brave men who urged their
people to return to the covenant and traditional He-
brew law. In times of social distress, they became the
conscience of Israel, and in turn they helped shape
the social conscience that was to become part of
Western civilization. The prophets reminded the
Jews to care for the poor: “Seek justice, relieve the op-
pressed, Judge the fatherless, plead for the widow”
(Isa. 1:17). In doing so, they emphasized the direct
ethical responsibility of every individual. Unlike the
other religions of the ancient Middle East, Judaism
called to individuals to follow their consciences to
create a more ethical world. Religion was no longer a
matter of rituals of the temple, but a matter of peo-
ple’s hearts and minds. The prophets preached a reli-
gion that would be able to withstand turmoil and po-
litical destruction, and it is fortunate that they did so,
for the Jews would be sorely tested by their God.

According to the Bible, King Solomon had a
weakness that stemmed from his polygamy. Not only
did he violate the biblical com-
mand not to take foreign wives,
but to please them he allowed the worship of other
deities (especially the fertility goddess Astarte), even
in the holy city of Jerusalem. Prophets claimed that it
was his impiety that had divided the kingdom against
itself. Later events showed a similar theme. Ahab 
(r. 869–850 B.C.), king of the northern kingdom of
Israel, married a Phoenician princess, Jezebel, and
erected an altar to her god Baal in order to please her.
When Israel was conquered in 721 B.C. by the Assyr-
ians, prophets who had predicted its downfall
pointed to Ahab’s breach of the covenant as the
cause of the misfortune. The southern kingdom of
Judah fared little better than Israel in trying to es-
cape the wrath of God (or the aggressions of its
neighbors). In 587 B.C., the Babylonians captured
Jerusalem and destroyed Solomon’s magnificent tem-
ple. Many Jews were exiled and enslaved in Babylon,
and the “chosen people” were once more without a
country or a religious center. From then on, there
would be substantial numbers of Jews who lived out-
side Israel or Judah, who later would be collectively
known as the Diaspora. Instead of renouncing their
God, however, the Jews reaffirmed their covenant in
a different way.

_ Judaism in Exile
Hebrew priests in exile worried that Diaspora Jews
living among non-Jews would forget the old tradi-
tions and be assimilated into the cultures of their
neighbors. Therefore, they carefully compiled and ed-
ited the scriptures to preserve their unique view of re-
ligion and history. These written accounts helped Ju-
daism survive without a geographic center. The
authors of the scriptures arranged the history of the
Jews to show that, despite hardships, God had always
cared for his people. The priests felt convinced that
the destruction of the two Hebrew kingdoms had
come because people either did not know the laws or
had failed to obey them. As a result, Hebrew teachers
emphasized the study of and strict adherence to the
purity laws to keep the followers of Yahweh separate
from others even when they lived in close proximity
as neighbors.

Without the temple in Jerusalem to serve as the
center of worship, Jewish worship began to convene
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in more local establishments—synagogues and the
home itself. This movement had an important im-
pact on the status of women in Jewish culture. The
emphasis on details of purity law to keep the chosen
people separate reduced women’s roles in formal
prayer because the law stressed that anyone wor-
shipping Yahweh had to be “clean.” Women, seen
as sometimes unclean because of menstrual blood or
childbirth, were excluded from participating in the
formal worship rituals. On the other hand, the ex-
perience of exile strengthened the family as a social
and religious unit, a change that improved women’s
lives in other ways. For example, concubinage dis-
appeared and women presided over the household,
upholding the dietary laws and household rituals
that preserved the Jewish culture wherever they
lived.

In time, however, the Hebrews were able to
reestablish their religious center in Jerusalem. After
ruling Judah for forty-eight years, the Babylonians

were in turn conquered by
new peoples, the Persians.

The Persians proved much more tolerant than the
Babylonians of the varied beliefs of their subject
people. In 538 B.C. the Persian king, Cyrus, let the
Jewish exiles return to Jerusalem. The Jews built a
new temple in 515 B.C., an event that introduced
the “Second Temple” Period. Once again, the Jews
had a temple and center of worship like other
Mesopotamian peoples. However, all Jews did not
return to Israel, and the question of the relationship
between Diaspora Jews and the cultures in which
they lived would reemerge periodically throughout
history as followers of this old covenant interacted
with their neighbors.

The ancient Hebrews made a tremendous impact
on the future of Western civilization. They believed
that God created the world at a specific point in

time, and this notion set them
apart dramatically from their

neighbors like the Egyptians, who believed in the
eternity of the world. Their view of history as a series
of purposeful, morally significant events was un-
precedented in the ancient world. Their concept of
ethical monotheism, in which a single God of justice
interacted with humans in a personal and spiritual
way, offered a vision of religion that would eventu-
ally dominate in the West. The many deities and
demons that ruled the Mesopotamian and Egyptian
worlds would in time be rendered insignificant by the

God of the Hebrews, who transcended nature. The
Hebrews believed that there was a profound distance
between people and God, and thus individuals took
more responsibility for the events of this world even
as they worshiped and held in awe the deity who had
made a deep and abiding covenant with the Jewish
people.

Terror and Benevolence: The
Growth of Empires, 

1200–500 B.C.
=

By the second millennium B.C., many people could
see the value of centralized control over larger terri-
tories. The Egyptians were establishing an empire,
and the Hebrews had united into a kingdom. Size not
only offered the potential for larger armies, but ex-
pansion westward also secured access to valuable
seaborne trade (that was making the Phoenicians
wealthy) and would secure the strategically important
region of Syria and Palestine. Perhaps most impor-
tantly, people wanted to expand to acquire the metals
so necessary for military and economic success. These
impulses led to the growth of a new political form in
the West—huge empires based on a new technology,
iron.

_ The Age of Iron
Before the eleventh century B.C., ancient civiliza-
tions depended on bronze, an alloy of copper and
tin. All across Europe and the Middle East, people
used bronze plows to cultivate the land and em-
ployed bronze-tipped weapons to make war. While
agriculture remained the most important enterprise,
the economies of these civilizations were fueled by
trade in copper and tin. Initially, these essential
metals came largely from Asia Minor (see Map 1.2
on page 23), Arabia, and India. Later, sources of
these metals were also found in the western
Mediterranean. 

In about 1200 B.C. warfare disrupted the usual
trade routes, making tin scarce. Pure copper is a soft
metal, and without the tin needed to make
bronze, smiths could not produce effective
tools and weapons. To overcome the tin shortage,
Hittite metalworkers in Asia Minor first began to
employ iron, an abundant mineral in that region.
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Unforged iron is not much stronger than copper.
However, when it is repeatedly heated in a hot char-
coal furnace, carbon molecules combine with iron
molecules to form a very reliable metal known as car-
bon steel. Even low-carbon steel is stronger than
bronze, and when it is cold-hammered, the strength
more than doubles. People—and particularly sol-
diers—would gain a huge advantage by using the
new metal.

The technology used to create the superior forged
iron spread rapidly throughout the Mediterranean
world, and from about 1000 B.C. on it was used in
tools, cookware, and weapons. Soldiers wielding iron
weapons easily vanquished those armed with bronze.
The Age of Iron had dawned, and it dominated the
world until the late nineteenth century when metal-
smiths developed new ways to make
iron into steel without the carbon
method (Bessemer steel). Iron Age
kings in Mesopotamia forged enough
weapons and fielded armies so large
that their extensive conquests intro-
duced a new political entity into the
history of Western civilization: multi-
ethnic empires.

_ Rule by Terror: The
Assyrians, 911–612 B.C.

The Assyrians, a people living origi-
nally in the northern Tigris-Eu-
phrates valley, had traded profitably
with their neighbors for centuries. In
the early tenth century B.C. they be-
gan arming themselves with iron
weapons and following the one com-
mand of their god Assur: expand the
frontiers of Assyria so that Assur fi-
nally rules over all. Map 1.4 shows the
striking success of the Assyrians as
they cut a swath through the civiliza-
tions of the ancient Near East. 

The Assyrians’ success stemmed
from the skill of their armies and their
willingness to engage in almost con-
stant warfare to follow the command
of Assur. Assyrian histories recounting
their military campaigns were written
as propaganda pieces to instill fear in

their enemies. The historians accomplished their goal:
the cold-blooded details have cemented the Assyrians’
reputation for ruthlessness. King Sargon II’s 
(r. 722–706 B.C.) description of his conquest of Baby-
lon is one chilling example of these accounts: “I blew
like the onrush of a hurricane and enveloped the city
like a fog. . . . I did not spare his mighty warriors, young
or old, but filled the city square with their corpses.”

Beyond sheer brutality, the Assyrians relied on
some of the most advanced military techniques that
the ancient world had seen. They employed a corps of
military engineers to build bridges, tunnels, and effi-
cient siege weapons capable of penetrating strongly
fortified cities. Furthermore, they had a highly trained
and well-rewarded officer corps who became the elite
in Assyrian society. 
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Map 1.4 The Assyrian Empire, ca. 662 B.C.
This map shows the expansion of the Assyrian Empire in the sev-
enth century B.C. as it conquered the older centers of Western civ-
ilization. ) Notice the extent of the Assyrian Empire. 
Compare it to the Egyptian Empire shown in Map 1.2. 
) Compare this map with Maps 1.1, 1.2, and 1.3. Notice how
many cultures were included in this large empire. ) What prob-
lems might you expect to arise when governing such a diverse 
empire? ) Notice the location of the Assyrian homeland. 
Consider why that location might have facilitated Assyrian 
conquests.
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The Assyrians portrayed their military achieve-
ments in their art as well as their writings. But along
with interminable portrayals of destruction and car-
nage, Assyrian art occasionally reveals unusual details
of experience during the ninth century B.C. The carv-
ing shown in Figure 1.15 depicts three men fleeing
Assyrian archers as they swim the river toward the
fortified town on the right. Two of the swimmers hold
pig skins filled with air to breathe under water, offer-
ing a surprising glimpse of an underwater swimming
technique. This carving captures an incident that
may have been particularly memorable due to the
fugitives’ creative escape. However, although the
fugitives eluded the archers, the Assyrians later con-
quered the town.

The Assyrians were first both to acquire such a
large territory and to try to govern it cohesively. In
many ways, they proved to be skilled administrators.

For example, they built roads to
unify their holdings, and kings

appointed governors and tax collectors to serve as
their representatives in the more distant territories.
One of the elements that facilitated governing and
trade over large area was the Assyrians’ use of Ara-
maic as a common language. This was a Semitic lan-
guage originally spoken by the Aramaeans, successful
merchants who lived in Mesopotamia in about 1100
B.C. Aramaic remained the official language of subse-
quent empires—it was even spoken by Jesus. In spite
of the Assyrians’ reputation for violence, the Greek
historian Herodotus (484?–424? B.C.) recalled the

peaceful accomplishments of Queen Semiramis, who
built “magnificent embankments to retain the river
[Euphrates], which till then used to overflow and
flood the whole country around Babylon.”

Many Assyrian rulers also appreciated the wealth
of knowledge and culture that had accumulated in
these lands for centuries. The great Assyrian king
Ashurbanipal (669–627 B.C.) collected a huge library
from which 20,000 clay tablets
have survived. Within this col-
lection, the king preserved the best of Mesopotamian
literature, including The Epic of Gilgamesh. The
highly educated Ashurbanipal took pride in his ac-
complishments: “I acquired the hidden treasure of all
scribal knowledge, the signs of the heaven and the
earth. . . . I have solved the laborious problems of di-
vision and multiplication . . . I have read the artistic
script of Sumer and the obscure Akkadian.” This quo-
tation offers an excellent example of how a written
language served to preserve and disseminate the cul-
ture developing in the ancient Middle East.

Although the Assyrians were skilled in making
both war and peace, they still faced the problem that
confronted all empire builders: how to keep the 
empire together when subject peoples resisted. The
Assyrians used terror to control
their far-flung territories. When in-
dividuals dissented, they were publicly tortured; when
cities revolted, they were razed to serve as examples to
others. To break up local loyalties, Assyrian coman-
ders uprooted and moved entire populations. These
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methods worked for a while; eventually, however,
they catalyzed effective opposition. 

Ashurbanipal ruled from his capital in Nineveh—
reputedly so well fortified that three chariots could
ride abreast along the top of the walls surrounding the
city. However, even those great walls could not save
the king’s successors. A coalition including Babyloni-
ans from southern Mesopotamia; Medes, an Indo-Eu-
ropean tribe from western Iran; and Egyptians gath-
ered against the Assyrian domination. Because the
empire was so large it overextended the Assyrians’ re-
sources, and the provinces gave way quickly. Nineveh
itself finally collapsed in 612 B.C. after a brutal two-
year siege. In an ironic turn of events, the great city
was defeated by the very river that had sustained it for
so long—the Tigris flooded higher than normal and
eroded Nineveh’s defensive wall. Assyrian rule came
to an ignominious end. However, the Assyrians left
an enduring legacy for Western civilization: central-
ized empires that ruled over extended lands and dif-
ferent peoples.

_ Babylonian Rule, 612–539 B.C.

After vanquishing the Assyrians, the Medes left
Mesopotamia and returned to their homeland near
the Zagros Mountains. (see Map 1.4). The Babyloni-
ans (also called Chaldeans or Neo-Babylonians to
distinguish them from the earlier kingdom of Ham-
murabi) remained, and ruled the lands of the former
Assyrian Empire. The new rulers emulated the Assyr-
ian use of terror to enforce their will on subject peo-
ples. King Nebuchadrezzar (r. 605–561 B.C.) kept
penalties similar to the Code of Hammurabi for civil
crimes, but introduced extreme punishments for en-
emy rulers and their followers. When captured, these
people were often flayed or burned alive. It was this
severity that led Nebuchadrezzar to destroy Jerusalem
in 587 B.C. and lead the Jews into captivity. This in-
cident was the formative “Babylonian Captivity” dis-
cussed earlier that shaped much of subsequent Jewish
history.

The Babylonians also continued the Assyrian pas-
sion for art and education. The king rebuilt his capi-
tal city of Babylon in such splendor that it was ad-

mired throughout the ancient
world. His architects con-

structed huge ziggurats in praise of the Babylonian
god Marduk, and fortified the structures with walls
more impressive than even Nineveh’s had been. Un-

der Nebuchadrezzar, Babylon blossomed into a im-
pressive city graced by gardens, palaces, and temples. 

The magnificent architecture that marked Baby-
lon cost a fortune, and the Babylonian kings obtained
these funds largely through fostering the commerce
that often guided their military policies. One king, for
example, besieged Tyre for thirteen years, hoping to
win control over the Phoenicians’ far-reaching trade.
Another king established himself in Arabia in an at-
tempt to control a new trade—in incense—that
came from south Arabia to the Mediterranean Sea. 

Kings used their new wealth not only to decorate
their cities, but also to foster learning. Within the
cosmopolitan city, Babylonian priests excelled in as-
tronomy and mathe-
matics. They observed
the heavens in an effort to understand the will of the
gods, and in the process they charted the skies with
impressive accuracy; they could predict solstices,
equinoxes and other heavenly phenomena. Their
passion for predictions led them to develop another
innovation with which they sought to foretell the fu-
ture for individuals: astrology. By the fifth century
B.C., Babylonian astrologers had divided the heavens
into twelve signs—including the familiar Gemini,
Scorpio, Virgo, and others—and began to cast horo-
scopes to predict people’s futures based on their birth
dates. The earliest surviving example of a horoscope
was for a child born in 410 B.C., and marks the begin-
ning of a long-standing practice.

As part of their astronomical calculations, Babylo-
nians developed advanced mathematics. Their
tablets show that they regularly used multiplication,
division, calculations of square and cube roots, alge-
bra, and other operations. In addition, they based
their numerical system on the number 60, working
out an elaborate method of keeping time that led to
the division of hours and minutes that we use today.
The benefits of the Babylonians’ impressive intellec-
tual achievements were not spread widely through so-
ciety. More subjects resented Babylonian rule than
benefited from its accomplishments.

_ Rule by Tolerance: The Persian
Empire, ca. 550–330 B.C.

In 553 B.C. the fate of the Babylonian Empire took a
new turn. The Persians, a people from east of the 
Zagros Mountains, overran the land of their Indo-Eu-
ropean relatives, the Medes. Under their wise king,
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Cyrus the Great (r. 559–530 B.C.), the Persians ex-
panded westward to establish an empire even larger
than that of the Assyrians (Map 1.5). They quickly
conquered the kingdom of Lydia in Asia Minor and
then turned southeast to the Babylonian Empire. 
The Babylonian rulers found few supporters against
the invaders even among their own people, and in
539 B.C. Babylon fell to the Persians virtually without
a struggle. 

Cyrus rejected the Assyrian policies of terror and
sought to hold his vast empire together by tolerating
differences among his many subject peoples. As men-

tioned earlier, in 538 B.C. he allowed the Jewish cap-
tives in Babylon to return to Jerusalem and rebuild
their temple. At the same time, he appeased Babylo-
nians by claiming he was “friend and companion” 
to their god Marduk. In 
the conquered provinces—or
“satrapies”—Cyrus retained local officials, but in-
stalled Persian governors called “satraps.” He con-
trolled the satraps’ power by appointing additional of-
ficials who were directly responsible to the king. The
Persians required subject peoples to pay reasonable
taxes and serve in their armies, but Cyrus’ system pre-
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Map 1.5 The Persian Empire, ca. 500 B.C.
This map shows the Persian Empire that replaced and greatly expanded the previous Assyrian domain.
) Notice how many miles the Persian Empire encompassed. ) Compare the extent of this empire with
that of the Assyrians shown in Map 1.4. What additional problems might the Persians have encountered
due to these increased distances and diverse cultures? ) Notice the long Royal Road. How might that
road help to meet some of the challenges in administering such a large empire? ) Notice the location of
the Persian capital Persepolis. Consider what additional influences Mesopotamian culture might have
faced by having an imperial capital so far to the east.
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vented local officials from abusing their power exces-
sively. Conquered peoples could worship their own
gods and follow their own customs, and under Cyrus’
reign, the ancient civilizations enjoyed a long period
of peace. The great king (as his subjects called him)
was seen as a semidivine figure, and ruled benignly
from his golden throne.

A unified empire allowed the Persians to adopt
ideas that had proven successful in the civilizations
that preceded them. For example, Persians retained
Aramaic as the common language of commerce, mak-
ing communication easier across many cultures, and
they fostered the trade routes that had brought so
much wealth to the Babylonians. Persian astrologers
learned from their Babylonian predecessors as well.
These wise men, or “magi,” became celebrated for
their knowledge of the heavens. 

Of all the conventions the Persians borrowed from
the inhabitants of their diverse empire, the adoption
of coinage had the greatest long-term impact. The 
Lydians seem to have invented the use of coins in the
seventh century B.C. Before this time, traders either
bartered or used cumbersome bars of precious metals
to purchase goods. For example, in Egypt in 1170 B.C.
a burial vault that was priced at five pounds of copper
might have been bought with two and one-half
pounds of copper, one hog, two goats, and two trees.
By minting coins with precise, identifiable values,
kingdoms greatly facilitated trade. The kings of Lydia
were said to have grown fabulously rich after their in-
vention, and the Persians rapidly spread the use of
coins throughout their far-flung lands. From this time
on, coins became a valuable primary source of infor-
mation about the societies that produced them.

While the Persians adopted many novelties of their
predecessors, they also made a unique contribution of

their own: a new movement in religious thought initi-
ated by the talented prophet Zoroaster (628?–551
B.C.). One of the most important reli-
gious reformers of the ancient world,
Zoroaster founded a new religion (later called Zoroas-
trianism) that contained the seeds of many modern
belief systems. Zoroaster experienced a revelation
given to him by the one god, Ahura Mazda, the Lord
of Light. In this revelation, recorded in a holy book
called the Avesta, Zoroaster was called to reform Per-
sian religion by eliminating polytheism and animal
sacrifice. In the tradition of Uruinimgina, Hebrew
prophets, and others throughout the early history of
Western civilization who called for social justice,
Zoroaster also urged people to live ethical lives and to
show care for others. Finally, the prophet believed
that the history of the world was one of ongoing con-
flict between Ahura Mazda and the forces of the evil
god Ahriman. Zoroaster also felt confident that
Ahura Mazda would ultimately prevail over evil, and
eventually the dead would be resurrected. Believers
would go to paradise, while evildoers would fall into a
hell of perpetual torture.

The Persian kings claimed to rule the earth as
Ahura Mazda’s viceroys, but Zoroaster’s ideas had an
influence that far outlasted the Persian rulers. Follow-
ers of Zoroastrianism still exist today, but many of the
prophet’s ideas influenced other religions as well. Over
time, some believers transformed Zoroaster’s monothe-
ism into a dualistic belief in two gods, one good and
one evil. Judaism—and, later, Christianity—seem to
have been influenced by his vision, for Jewish texts be-
gan to write of the power of a devil and of a final strug-
gle between good and evil. Zoroaster was the first
prophet whose ideas would spread throughout a large
political empire, but he would not be the last.
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In the 3000 years that make up the history of the ancient Middle East, many elements

that characterize Western civilization emerged. Great cities sprang up, introducing

commerce, excitement, diversity, and extremes of wealth and poverty that the West

both values and struggles with even today. Tyranny and oppression arose, as did the

laws and principles designed to hold them in check. Sophisticated religions provided vehicles for metaphysical

reflection, and artists expressed those hopes and dreams in beautiful forms. Perhaps most important, writing sys-

tems evolved to let people preserve their accumulated knowledge for future generations, including ours. Finally,

these early centuries established a pattern of interaction and cross-fertilization of goods and ideas that would mark

Western civilization from its beginnings through today.

Summary
=

Zoroastrianism
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Timeline: A Closer Look

The great civilizations of the Tigris-Euphrates valley—the Sumerians, Akkadians, Babylonians, and others—

were ultimately absorbed by larger empires. Yet their contributions endured as a result of the mutual influence

that always occurs when cultures mingle. The same was true for the complex civilization of Egypt. The Hebrews,

too, contributed much to the growing body of Western ideas and values. By 500 B.C., the Persian kings had united

the region, creating an empire rich with the diversity of many peoples and thousands of years of history. The Per-

sian Empire marks a culmination of the first stirrings of Western civilization in the ancient Middle East. The next

developments in the story of the West would come from different peoples: the Greeks. 
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Review and Analyze This Chapter
Chapter 1 traces the development of Western civi-
lization from its earliest beginnings in the cities of the
ancient Middle East through the establishment of
great empires. One of the significant themes through-

REVIEW, ANALYZE, AND ANTICIPATE
out this chapter is the interaction among the various
cultures that allowed each to assimilate and build on
the innovations of the others.

1. What environmental advantages did the ancient Mid-
dle East have that permitted the growth of agriculture
and cities? What disadvantages did the Middle East
have?

2. Review the long-standing contributions of the Sumeri-
ans, Egyptians, Phoenicians, and Hebrews.



3. How were the Jews able to maintain their integrity
while being part of the Diaspora?

4. Review the empires—Assyrian, Babylonian,
Persian—that arose in the ancient Middle East, and
note the strengths and weaknesses of each.

5. Review the map of the Persian Empire (Map 1.5). 
In Chapter 2, we will see the Persian Empire going to
war once again. What peoples do you believe will
next come into conflict with that empire?

Anticipate the Next Chapters
In Chapters 3 and 4—“The Poleis Become Cos-
mopolitan” and “Pride in Family and City”—we will
see new empires established in the Western world
that, like the replaced Persians, will face problems of
governing multiethnic lands. 

1. What lessons do you think future empires will learn
from the different governance styles of the Assyrians
and Persians?

2. Consider the Jews’ history of preserving their identity
while living outside Israel, and consider what kinds of
relationships they might have with future empires.
What problems might they face?
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