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Such an interpretation, however, represents a serious 

distortion of  the process. During most of  the course of  

human history, the most advanced civilizations have been 

not in the West, but in East Asia or the Middle East. A 

relatively brief  period of  European dominance culminated 

with the era of  imperialism in the late nineteenth cen-

tury, when the political, military, and economic power of  

the advanced nations of  the West spread over the globe. 

During recent generations, however, that dominance has 

gradually eroded, partly as a result of  changes taking place 

within Western societies and partly because new centers 

of  development are emerging elsewhere on the globe—

notably in Asia, with the growing economic strength of  

China and India and many of  their neighbors.

World history, then, has been a complex process in 

which many branches of  the human community have 

taken an active part, and the dominance of  any one area of  

the world has been a temporary rather than a permanent  

phenomenon. It will be our purpose in this book to  

present a balanced picture of  this story, with all respect for the 

richness and diversity of  the tapestry of  the human experi-

ence. Due attention must be paid to the rise of  the West, 

of  course, since that has been the most dominant aspect 

of  world history in recent centuries. But the contributions 

made by other peoples must be given adequate consider-

ation as well, not only in the period prior to 1500 when  

the major centers of  civilization were located in Asia,  

but also in our own day, when a multipolar pattern of  

development is clearly beginning to emerge.

Anyone who wishes to teach or write about world his-

tory must decide whether to present the topic as an inte-

grated whole or as a collection of  di�erent cultures. The 

world that we live in today, of  course, is in many respects an 

interdependent one in terms of  economics as well as cul-

ture and communications, a reality that is often expressed 

by the phrase “global village.” The convergence of  peoples 

across the surface of  the earth into an integrated world 

system began in early times and intensi�ed after the rise 

of  capitalism in the early modern era. In growing recogni-

tion of  this trend, historians trained in global history, as 

well as instructors in the growing number of  world history 

courses, have now begun to speak and write of  a “global 

approach” that turns attention away from the study of  

individual civilizations and focuses instead on the “big pic-

ture” or, as the world historian Fernand Braudel termed it, 

interpreting world history as a river with no banks.

FOR SEVERAL MILLION YEARS after primates �rst 

appeared on the surface of  the earth, human beings lived 

in small communities, seeking to survive by hunting, �sh-

ing, and foraging in a frequently hostile environment. 

Then suddenly, in the space of  a few thousand years, there 

was an abrupt change of  direction as human beings in 

a few widely scattered areas of  the globe began to mas-

ter the art of  cultivating food crops. As food production 

increased, the population in those areas rose correspond-

ingly, and people began to gather in larger communities. 

They formed governments to provide protection and other 

needed services to the local population. Cities appeared 

and became the focal point of  cultural and religious devel-

opment. Historians refer to this process as the beginnings 

of  civilization.

For generations, historians in Europe and the United 

States pointed to the rise of  such civilizations as marking 

the origins of  the modern world. Courses on Western 

civilization conventionally began with a chapter or two 

on the emergence of  advanced societies in Egypt and 

Mesopotamia and then proceeded to ancient Greece and 

the Roman Empire. From Greece and Rome, the road led 

directly to the rise of  modern civilization in the West.

There is nothing inherently wrong with this approach. 

Important aspects of  our world today can indeed be traced 

back to these early civilizations, and all human beings the 

world over owe a considerable debt to their achievements. 

But all too often this interpretation has been used to imply 

that the course of  civilization has been linear in nature,  

leading directly from the emergence of agricultural societies  

in ancient Mesopotamia to the rise of  advanced industrial 

societies in Europe and North America. Until recently, 

most courses on world history taught in the United States  

routinely focused almost exclusively on the rise of  the  

West, with only a passing glance at other parts of  the world, 

such as Africa, India, and East Asia. The contributions  

made by those societies to the culture and technology of   

our own time were often passed over in silence.

Two major reasons have been advanced to justify this 

approach. Some have argued that it is more important that 

young minds understand the roots of  their own heritage 

than that of  peoples elsewhere in the world. In many cases, 

however, the motivation for this Eurocentric approach has 

been the belief  that since the time of  Socrates and Aristotle 

Western civilization has been the sole driving force in the 

evolution of  human society.
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On the whole, this development is to be welcomed as 

a means of  bringing the common elements of  the evolu-

tion of  human society to our attention. But this approach 

also involves two problems. For the vast majority of  their 

time on earth, human beings have lived in partial or virtu-

ally total isolation from each other. Di�erences in climate, 

location, and geographic features have created human 

societies vastly di�erent from each other in culture and 

historical experience. Only in relatively recent times (the 

commonly accepted date has long been the beginning of  

the age of  European exploration at the end of  the �fteenth 

century, but some would now push it back to the era of  

the Mongol Empire or even further) have cultural inter-

changes begun to create a common “world system,” in 

which events taking place in one part of  the world are rap-

idly transmitted throughout the globe, often with momen-

tous consequences. In recent generations, of  course, the 

process of  global interdependence has been proceeding 

even more rapidly. Nevertheless, even now the process 

is by no means complete, as ethnic and regional di�er-

ences continue to exist and to shape the course of  world 

history. The tenacity of  these di�erences and sensitivities 

is re�ected not only in the rise of  internecine con�icts in 

such divergent areas as Africa, India, and eastern Europe, 

but also in the emergence in recent years of  such regional 

organizations as the African Union, the Association for the 

Southeast Asian Nations, and the European Union.

The second problem is a practical one. College students 

today are all too often not well informed about the distinc-

tive character of  civilizations such as China and India and, 

without su�cient exposure to the historical evolution of  

such societies, will assume all too readily that the peoples 

in these countries have had historical experiences similar to 

ours and will respond to various stimuli in a similar fashion 

to those living in western Europe or the United States. If  

it is a mistake to ignore those forces that link us together, 

it is equally a mistake to underestimate those factors that 

continue to divide us and to di�erentiate us into a world 

of  diverse peoples.

Our response to this challenge has been to adopt a 

global approach to world history while at the same time 

attempting to do justice to the distinctive character and 

development of  individual civilizations and regions of  the 

world. The presentation of  individual cultures is especially 

important in Parts I and II, which cover a time when it 

is generally agreed that the process of  global integration 

was not yet far advanced. Later chapters begin to adopt a 

more comparative and thematic approach, in deference to 

the greater number of  connections that have been estab-

lished among the world’s peoples since the �fteenth and 

sixteenth centuries. Part V consists of  a series of  chapters 

that center on individual regions of  the world while at the 

same time focusing on common problems related to the 

Cold War and the rise of  global problems such as terror-

ism, climate change, and environmental pollution.

We have sought balance in another way as well. Many 

textbooks tend to simplify the content of  history courses 

by emphasizing an intellectual or political perspective or, 

most recently, a social perspective, often at the expense 

of  su�cient details in a chronological framework. This 

approach is confusing to students whose high school 

social studies programs have often neglected a systematic 

study of  world history. We have attempted to write a well- 

balanced work in which political, economic, social,  

religious, intellectual, cultural, and military history have 

been integrated into a chronologically ordered synthesis.

FEATURES OF THE TEXT
To enliven the past and let readers see for themselves the 

materials that historians use to create their pictures of  the 

past, we have included primary sources (boxed documents) 

in each chapter that are keyed to the discussion in the text. 

The documents, appearing in two features called Historical 

Voices and Opposing Viewpoints, include examples of   

the religious, artistic, intellectual, social, economic, and  

political aspects of  life in di�erent societies and reveal in a 

vivid fashion what civilization meant to the individual men 

and women who shaped it by their actions. Questions at the 

end of  each source aid students in analyzing the documents.

Each chapter has a lengthy introduction to help 

maintain the continuity of  the narrative and to provide 

a synthesis of  important themes. Anecdotes in the chap-

ter introductions dramatically convey the major theme 

or themes of  each chapter. A timeline at the end of  each 

chapter enables students to see the major developments 

of  an era at a glance and within cross-cultural categories, 

while the more detailed chronologies reinforce the events 

discussed in the text.

Updated maps and extensive illustrations serve to 

deepen the reader’s understanding of  the text. Detailed 

map captions are designed to enrich students’ awareness 

of  the importance of  geography to history, and numerous 

spot maps enable students to see at a glance the region 

or subject being discussed in the text. Map captions also 

include a question to guide students’ reading of  the map. 

To facilitate understanding of  cultural movements, illustra-

tions of  artistic works discussed in the text are placed near 

the discussions. A Chapter Outline and Focus Questions, 

as well as Critical Thinking questions at the beginning 

of  each chapter give students a useful overview and guide 

them to the main subjects of  each chapter. The focus  

questions are then repeated at the beginning of  each major 

section in the chapter to reinforce the main themes. A focus 
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question entitled Connections to Today is intended to 

help students appreciate the relevance of  history by asking 

them to draw connections between the past and present. A 

glossary of important terms (boldfaced in the text when 

they are introduced and de�ned) is provided at the back of  

the book to maximize reader comprehension. A guide to 

pronunciation is provided in parentheses in the text fol-

lowing the �rst mention of  a complex name or term. 

Comparative Essays, keyed to the seven major 

themes of  world history (see p. xxxviii), enable us to more  

concretely draw comparisons and contrasts across geo-

graphic, cultural, and chronological lines. Some new 

essays have been added to the ninth edition. Comparative 

Illustrations, also keyed to the seven major themes of  

world history, continue to be a feature in each chapter. 

Both the comparative essays and the comparative illus-

trations conclude with focus questions to help students 

develop their analytical skills. We hope that the compara-

tive essays and the comparative illustrations will assist 

instructors who wish to encourage their students to adopt 

a comparative approach to their understanding of  the 

human experience. The Film & History feature, included 

in many chapters, now appears in a new, brief  format. 

The Opposing Viewpoints feature presents a com-

parison of  two or three primary sources to facilitate stu-

dent analysis of  historical documents. This feature has 

been expanded and now appears in almost every chapter. 

Focus questions are included to guide students in evaluat-

ing the documents.

To help students examine how and why historians 

di�er in their interpretation of  speci�c topics, new his-

toriographical subsections were introduced in the eighth 

edition. Each of  these sections is now preceded by the 

heading Historians Debate to make students more aware 

of  the interpretive nature of  history.

End-of-chapter elements, �rst added in the seventh 

edition, provide study aids for class discussion, individual 

review, and/or further research. The Chapter Summary is 

illustrated with thumbnail images of  chapter illustrations. 

Re�ection Questions and the Chapter Timeline aid stu-

dents in reviewing the chapter. 

New to This Edition
After reexamining the entire book and analyzing the com-

ments and reviews of  many colleagues who have found 

the book to be a useful instrument for introducing their 

students to world history, we have also made a number of  

other changes for the ninth edition.

We have continued to strengthen the global frame-

work of  the book, but not at the expense of  reducing the 

attention assigned to individual regions of  the world. New 

material has been added to most chapters to help students 

be aware of  similar developments globally, including new 

comparative sections. New illustrations appear in every 

chapter. A number of  the Part I through Part V opening 

essays have been substantially revised, and questions relat-

ing to the issues discussed in these essays have been added 

in the chapters that follow. The enthusiastic response to 

the primary sources (boxed documents) led us to evalu-

ate the content of  each document carefully and add new 

documents throughout the text, including new compara-

tive documents in the Opposing Viewpoints features.

To keep up with the ever-growing body of  histori-

cal scholarship, new or revised material has been added 

throughout the book on the following topics: 

Chapter 1 Possible discovery of  new hominids in 

Indonesia; Neanderthals and modern humans; cave 

painting; new Historians Debate section, “Why did Early 

Civilizations Develop?”; the Hebrew Bible, including the 

Documentary Hypothesis; new illustration and material 

on the Ten Commandments.

Chapter 2 A new opening vignette focusses on the 

Indus Valley Civilization; section on Indian religion and 

the Comparative Essay have been revised; new document 

“The Duties of  a King.”

Chapter 3 The comparative essay on metals has been 

revised; new document “The Mandate of  Heaven.” 

Chapter 4 Minoan Crete; Mycenaean Greece; the 

so-called “Dark Age” in Greece; the polis; Greek cultural 

identity; Greek settlements abroad; the Persian Wars; role 

of  Persian threat for a growing sense of  Greek cultural 

identity; growing sense of  Greek cultural identity due to 

athletic games; new document feature “The Character of  

Alexander”; Hellenistic political institutions.

Chapter 5 Aeneas and Romulus and Remus and 

the legendary founding of  Rome; citizenship policy and 

the Roman army; Roman imperialism; comparison of  

Augustus and Julius Caesar; revolts against Roman rule 

during the Pax Romana; new Historians Debate section 

“What was Romanization?”; contacts with Han China; 

Roman women; revolts against Roman rule in Judaea.

Chapter 6 The section on stateless societies has been 

revised and repositioned in the chapter; comparative essay 

on the environment revised; added material on Inka civi-

lization; new document “The Legend of  the Feathery 

Serpent.”

Chapter 7 Revised opening vignette on Muhammad; 

new Historians Debate question on reasons for Islamic 

expansion; new document “Ibn Khaldun: Islam’s Greatest 

Historian.”

Chapter 8 New document “Beware the Troglodytes.”

Chapter 9 The section on Indian religion has been 

substantially revised; new Historians Debate section “The 
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Indian Economy: Promise Unful�lled?”; much new mate-

rial has been added on early statehood in Southeast Asia 

and the role of  the region in the maritime trade network; 

new document “Education of  a Brahmin.”  

Chapter 10 New material on Empress Wu; revised 

section on traditional society in China; new document 

“Confucianism and its Enemies”; section on Admiral 

Zheng He revised and expanded. 

Chapter 11 Revised section on Japanese borrowing 

from China; added information on Korean technology; 

two new documents: “Seduction of  the Akashi Lady” and 

“The First Vietnam War.”

Chapter 12 Monks as missionaries, particularly St. 

Patrick; Charlemagne as emperor; new Historians Debate 

section “What was Feudalism?”; peasant women; role 

of  agriculture in the development of  trade in the High 

Middle Ages; Bernard of  Clairvaux; the Fourth Crusade; 

new material in Historians Debate section “What were  

the E�ects of  the Crusades?”

Chapter 13 The Fourth Crusade; new Historians 

Debate section “Why did the Eastern Roman Empire 

(Byzantine Empire) Last a Thousand Years Longer Than 

the Western Roman Empire?”; the English use of  the long-

bow; the Great Schism; new C-head section “The Artist 

and Social Status”; new document feature “The Genius of  

Michelangelo.”

Chapter 14 Revised introduction; new document “For 

God, Gold, and Glory in the Age of  Exploration.” New 

information on maritime trade in Asia and the motives for 

European exploration. 

Chapter 15 Luther; the Jesuits; women and witch-

craft; the Thirty Years’ War; new document feature “The 

Destruction of  Magdeburg in the Thirty Year’s War.”

Chapter 16 New document “A Portrait of  Suleyman 

the Magni�cent;” added discussion on Ottoman technology;  

revised and expanded section on Safavid Persia; revised  

comparative essay on war; new Historians Debate section 

“The Ottoman Empire: A Civilization in Decline?”

Chapter 17 New Historians Debate section “The Qing 

Economy: Ready for Takeo� ?” New Opposing Viewpoints 

document “The Debate over Christianity.”

Chapter 18 Women and the Scienti�c Revolution; 

Rococo art; global trade; the consumer revolution; new 

Historians Debate section “Was There an Agricultural 

Revolution?”; Jamestown; the Seven Years’ War; new doc-

ument feature “Frederick the Great and His Father”; the 

Three Estates; the French clergy; the Reign of  Terror.

Chapter 19 New document feature “The Steam Engine 

and Cotton”; early railroad transportation; the Industrial 

Revolution on the Continent; British policies in India.

Chapter 20 Latin America; the United States; new 

document feature “A Radical Critique of  the Land Problem 

in Mexico”; new Film & History feature, Su�ragette; 

Courbet; Impressionism; Mary Cassatt; Japanese in�uence 

in the arts.

Chapter 21 Revised opening vignette on Cecil Rhodes; 

new Film & History vignette A Passage to India; revised 

discussion on colonial policies in Africa; new Historians 

Debate section “Imperialism: Drawing up the Balance 

Sheet.” 

Chapter 22 Two new Historians Debate sections 

“Was the October Revolution a Success or a Failure?” and 

“The Meiji Restoration: A Revolution from Above?” New 

documents “An Insigni�cant and Detestable Race” and 

“The Rules of  Good Citizenship in Meiji Japan.” 

Chapter 23 New document “The Reality of  War: The 

Views of  British Poets”; life in the trenches; the end of  

World War I; the Great Depression.

Chapter 24 New opening vignette on Lenin and 

the East; revised section on the early Nanjing Republic; 

new Historians Debate section “Taisho Democracy: An 

Aberration?”; revised section on communism in Asia.

Chapter 25 New material on socialism and the rise 

of  fascism in Italy and Germany; the Enabling Act; eco-

nomic di�erences between fascism and communism; the 

Nazi economy; the Soviet economy; naval battles, includ-

ing Battle of  North Atlantic and Battle of  Leyte Gulf; new 

B-head section “The Impact of  Technology”; Japan and 

war crimes. 

Chapter 26 New opening vignette on the rise of  the 

Iron Curtain; new information on the Soviet takeover of  

Eastern Europe; new Film & History vignette Bridge of  

Spies; new information on the collapse of  Soviet power in 

Eastern Europe; new closing section on “The Revenge of  

History.” 

Chapter 27 New document feature “One Day in the 

Life of  Ivan Denisovich”; sections on Eastern Europe 

moved to Chapter 26; revised section on the collapse of  

the USSR; substantial updating and revision of  material on 

contemporary China. 

Chapter 28 French politics and immigration; France 

and terrorism; Germany, Great Britain and Brexit, Poland, 

Czech Republic, and Russia; the European Union; Canada; 

Argentina and Mexico; the Women’s Movement; terror-

ism; immigration; new document feature “The West and 

Islam”; the environment; technology; new C-head section 

on “Art in the Contemporary World.”

Chapter 29 New opening vignette on terrorism in 

West Africa; substantial revisions and updating of  contem-

porary situation in Africa; new document on the OAU; 

fully revised an updated material on politics, economics, 

religion, and the recent crisis in the Middle East; new mate-

rial on the Syrian civil war; revised Comparative Essay 

“Religion and Society.”
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Chapter 30 Revised opening vignette; revised section 

on communalism in India; new document “The Golden 

Throat of  President Sukarno”; current conditions in South 

Asia, Southeast Asia, Japan, and the Little Tigers substan-

tially revised. New Historians Debate section “The East 

Asian Miracle: Fact or Myth?” 

Epilogue New material on the global economy.

Instructor Resources
 MindTap for The Essential World History 

9e is a �exible, online learning platform that provides stu-

dents with a relevant and engaging learning experience 

that builds their critical thinking skills and fosters their 

argumentation and analysis skills. Through a carefully 

designed chapter-based learning path, MindTap supports 

students as they develop historical understanding, improve 

their reading and writing skills, and practice critical think-

ing by making connections between ideas. 

Students read sections of  the ebook and take Check 

Your Understanding quizzes that test their reading com-

prehension. They put higher-level critical thinking skills 

into practice to complete chapter tests. They also use these 

skills to analyze textual and visual primary sources in each 

chapter through an autograded image primary source 

activity and a manually graded short essay in which stu-

dents write comparatively about multiple primary sources. 

Beyond the chapter-level content, students can increase 

their comfort in analyzing primary sources through the-

matically-organized primary source autograded activi-

ties that span the text. They also practice synthesizing 

their knowledge and articulating what they have learned 

through responding to essay prompts that span broader 

themes in the book.

MindTap also allows instructors to customize their con-

tent, providing tools that seamlessly integrate YouTube 

clips, outside websites, and personal content directly into 

the learning path. Instructors can assign additional pri-

mary source content through the Instructor Resource 

Center and Questia, primary- and secondary-source data-

bases located on the MindTap app dock that house thou-

sands of  peer-reviewed journals, newspapers, magazines, 

and books.

The additional content available in MindTap mirrors 

and complements the authors’ narrative, but also includes 

primary-source content and assessments not found in  

the printed text. To learn more, ask your Cengage sales 

representative to demo it for you—or go to www.cengage 

.com/mindtap.

Instructor’s Companion Website The Instructor’s 

Companion Website, accessed through the Instructor 

Resource Center (login.cengage.com), houses all of  the 

supplemental materials you can use for your course. This 

includes a Test Bank, Instructor’s Manual, and PowerPoint 

Lecture Presentations. The Test Bank contains essay,  

multiple-choice, true-or-false, and historical identifica-

tion questions for each chapter. The Instructor’s Resource 

Manual includes instructional objectives and focus  

questions, chapter summaries, suggested lecture topics, 

map exercises, discussion questions for the primary sources, 

topics for student research, relevant websites, suggestions 

for additional videos, and online resources for information 

on historical sites. Finally, the PowerPoint Lectures are 

ADA-compliant slides that collate the key takeaways from 

the chapter in concise visual formats perfect for in-class  

presentations or for student review.

Cengage.com/student Save your students time and money. 

Direct them to www.cengage.com/student for a choice 

in formats and savings and a better chance to succeed in 

your class. Cengage.com/student, Cengage’s online store, 

is a single destination for more than 10,000 new textbooks, 

ebooks, study tools, and audio supplements. Students have 

the freedom to purchase à la carte exactly what they need 

when they need it. Students can save up to 70% o� on the 

ebook electronic textbook.

 We now o�er CENGAGE UNLIMITED, 

the first-of-its-kind digital subscription designed specifi-

cally to lower costs. Students get everything Cengage has 

to o�er—in one place.  For $119.99 per term (or $179.99 per 

year), students have access to:

 ● Award-winning products proven to boost outcomes 

and increase engagement
 ● Over 20,000 digital products, covering 70 disciplines and 

675 courses
 ● A free print rental with any activated digital learning 

product (like MindTap)
 ● Dozens of  study guides matched to the most common 

college courses
 ● Twelve-month free access for up to six ebooks

Currently available in selected markets. For more infor-

mation, please contact your local Learning Consultant or 

visit cengage.com/unlimited 

Learn more at Cengage.com about books that build 

skills in doing history, including: 

 ● Doing History: Research and Writing in the Digital Age, 2e 

(ISBN: 9781133587880) Prepared by Michael J. Galgano, 

J. Chris Arndt, and Raymond M. Hyser of  James 

Madison University. 
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 ● Writing for College History, 1e (ISBN: 9780618306039) 

Prepared by Robert M. Frakes of  Clarion University. 

 ● The Modern Researcher, 6e (ISBN: 9780495318705) 

Prepared by Jacques Barzun and Henry F. Gra�  of  

Columbia University. 

Reader Program Cengage publishes a number of  readers. 

Some contain exclusively primary sources, others are 

devoted to essays and secondary sources, and still others 

provide a combination of  primary and secondary sources. 

All of  these readers are designed to guide students 

through the process of  historical inquiry. Visit www 

.cengage.com/history for a complete list of  readers.

Custom Options Nobody knows your students like you, 

so why not give them a text that is tailor-�t to their needs? 

Cengage o�ers custom solutions for your course—whether 

it’s making a small modification to The Essential World 

History 9e, to match your syllabus or combining multiple 

sources to create something truly unique. Contact your 

Cengage representative to explore custom solutions for 

your course.
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AS THEY PURSUE THEIR CRAFT, historians often organize 

their material according to themes that enable them to ask 

and try to answer basic questions about the past. Such is our 

intention here. In preparing the ninth edition of  this book, 

we have selected several major themes that we believe are 

especially important in understanding the course of  world 

history. Thinking about these themes will help students 

to perceive the similarities and di�erences among cultures 

since the beginning of  the human experience.

In the chapters that follow, we will refer to these themes 

frequently as we advance from the prehistoric era to the 

present. Where appropriate, we shall make comparisons 

across cultural boundaries or across di�erent time periods. 

To facilitate this process, we have included a comparative 

essay in each chapter that focuses on a particular theme 

within the speci�c time period covered by that chapter. For 

example, the comparative essay in Chapter 6 deals with 

the human impact on the natural environment during the 

premodern era, while the essay in Chapter 30 discusses the 

same issue in the contemporary world. Each comparative 

essay is identi�ed with a particular theme, although many 

essays touch on multiple themes.

We have sought to illustrate these themes using com-

parative illustrations in each chapter. These illustrations are 

comparative in nature and seek to encourage the reader to 

think about thematic issues in cross-cultural terms, while 

not losing sight of  the unique characteristics of  individual 

societies. Our seven themes, each divided into two subtop-

ics, are listed below.

Politics & 
Government 

1. Politics and Government The study of  

politics seeks to answer certain basic ques-

tions that historians have about the structure of  a soci-

ety: How were people governed? What was the 

relationship between the ruler and the ruled? What 

people or groups of  people (the political elites) held 

political power? What actions did people take to guaran-

tee their security or change their form of  government?

Art &  
Ideas

2. Art and Ideas We cannot understand a 

society without looking at its culture, or 

the common ideas, beliefs, and patterns of  behavior 

that are passed on from one generation to the next. 

Culture includes both high culture and popular  

culture. High culture consists of  the writings of  a  

society’s thinkers and the works of  its artists. A society’s  

popular culture encompasses the ideas and experiences 

of  ordinary people. Today, the media have embraced 

the term popular culture to describe the current trends 

and fashionable styles.

Religion & 
Philosophy 

3. Religion and Philosophy Throughout 

history, people have sought to �nd a deeper 

meaning to human life. How have the world’s great 

religions, such as Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, 

Chris tianity, and Islam, in�uenced people’s lives? How 

have they spread to create new patterns of  culture in 

other parts of  the world?

Family &  
Society

4. Family and Society The most basic social 

unit in human society has always been the 

family. From a study of  family and social patterns, we 

learn about the di�erent social classes that make up a 

society and their relationships with one another. We also 

learn about the role of  gender in individual societies. 

What di�erent roles did men and women play in their 

societies? How and why were those roles di�erent?

Science &  
Technology

5. Science and Technology For thousands of  

years, people around the world have made 

scienti�c discoveries and technological innovations that 

have changed our world. From the creation of  stone 

tools that made farming easier to advanced computers 

that guide our airplanes, science and technology have 

altered how humans have related to their world.

Earth &  
Environment

6. Earth and the Environment Throughout 

history, peoples and societies have been 

a�ected by the physical world in which they live. 

Climatic changes alone have been an important factor in 

human history. Through their economic activities, peo-

ples and societies, in turn, have also made an impact on 

their world. Human activities have a�ected the physical 

environment and even endangered the very existence of  

entire societies and species.

Interaction  
& Exchange

7. Interaction and Exchange Many world his-

torians believe that the exchange of  ideas and 

innovations is the driving force behind the evolution of  

human societies. Knowledge of  agriculture, writing and 

printing, metalworking, and navigational techniques, for 

example, spread gradually from one part of  the world to 

other regions and eventually changed the face of  the 

entire globe. The process of  cultural and technological 

exchange took place in various ways, including trade, 

conquest, and the migration of  peoples.

THEMES FOR UNDERSTANDING WORLD HISTORY
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One of  the most di�cult challenges in studying world 

history is coming to grips with the multitude of  names, 

words, and phrases in unfamiliar languages. Unfortunately, 

this problem has no easy solution. We have tried to alle-

viate the di�culty, where possible, by providing an 

English-language translation of  foreign words or phrases, 

a glossary, and a pronunciation guide in parentheses in 

the text. The issue is especially complicated in the case 

of  Chinese because two separate systems are commonly 

used to transliterate the spoken Chinese language into the 

Roman alphabet. The Wade-Giles system, invented in the 

nineteenth century, was the most frequently used until 

recent years, when the pinyin system was adopted by the 

People’s Republic of  China as its own o�cial form of  trans-

literation. We have opted to use the latter, as it appears to 

be gaining acceptance in the United States.

In our examination of  world history, we also need 

to be aware of  the dating of  time. In recording the past, 

historians try to determine the exact time when events 

occurred. World War II in Europe, for example, began on 

September 1, 1939, when Adolf  Hitler sent German troops 

into Poland, and ended on May 7, 1945, when Germany 

surrendered. By using dates, historians can place events in 

order and try to determine the development of  patterns 

over periods of  time.

If  someone asked you when you were born, you would 

reply with a number, such as 2000. In the United States, we 

would all accept that number without question, because it 

is part of  the dating system followed in the Western world 

(Europe and the Western Hemisphere). In this system, 

events are dated by counting backward or forward from 

the birth of  Christ (assumed to be the year 1). An event 

that took place 400 years before the birth of  Christ would 

commonly be dated 400 b.c. (before Christ). Dates after 

the birth of  Christ are labeled as a.d. These letters stand 

for the Latin words anno domini, which mean “in the year 

of  the Lord” (or the year of  the birth of  Christ). Thus, an 

event that took place 250 years after the birth of  Christ is 

written a.d. 250, or in the year of  the Lord 250. It can also 

be written as 250, just as you would not give your birth 

year as a.d. 2000, but simply as 2000.

Some historians now prefer to use the abbreviations 

b.c.e. (“before the common era”) and c.e. (“common era”) 

instead of  b.c. and a.d. This is especially true of  world his-

torians who prefer to use symbols that are not so Western 

or Christian oriented. The dates, of  course, remain the 

same. Thus, 1950 b.c.e. and 1950 b.c. are the same year, as 

are a.d. 40 and 40 c.e. In keeping with the current usage by 

many world historians, this book will use the terms b.c.e. 

and c.e.

Historians also make use of  other terms to refer to 

time. A decade is 10 years; a century is 100 years; and a mil-

lennium is 1,000 years. The phrase “fourth century b.c.e.” 

refers to the fourth period of  100 years counting backward 

from 1, the assumed date of  the birth of  Christ. Since the 

�rst century b.c.e. would be the years 100 b.c.e. to 1 b.c.e., 

the fourth century b.c.e. would be the years 400 b.c.e. to 

301 b.c.e. We could say, then, that an event in 350 b.c.e. took 

place in the fourth century b.c.e.

The phrase “fourth century c.e.” refers to the fourth 

period of  100 years after the birth of  Christ. Since the 

�rst period of  100 years would be the years 1 to 100, the 

fourth period or fourth century would be the years 301 to 

400. We could say, then, for example, that an event in 350 

took place in the fourth century. Likewise, the �rst mil-

lennium b.c.e. refers to the years 1000 b.c.e. to 1 b.c.e.; the 

second millennium c.e. refers to the years 1001 to 2000.

The dating of  events can also vary from people to peo-

ple. Most people in the Western world use the Western 

calendar, also known as the Gregorian calendar after Pope 

Gregory XIII, who re�ned it in 1582. The Hebrew calendar, 

on the other hand, uses a di�erent system in which the year 

1 is the equivalent of  the Western year 3760 b.c.e., consid-

ered by Jews to be the date of  the creation of  the world. 

Thus, the Western year 2018 is the year 5778 on the Jewish 

calendar. The Islamic calendar begins year 1 on the day 

Muhammad �ed from Mecca, which is the year 622 c.e. on 

the Western calendar.

A NOTE TO STUDENTS ABOUT LANGUAGES  
AND THE DATING OF TIME

Copyright 2020 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.  WCN 02-200-208



2 2 

THE FIRST CIVILIZATIONS  
AND THE RISE OF EMPIRES 
(PREHISTORY TO 500 C.E.)

 1 Early Humans and the First Civilizations

 2 Ancient India

 3 China in Antiquity

 4 The Civilization of the Greeks

 5 The Roman World Empire

FOR HUNDREDS OF THOUSANDS OF YEARS, human 

beings lived in small groups or villages, surviving by 

hunting, fishing, and foraging in an often hostile envi-

ronment. Then, in the space of a few thousand years, 

an abrupt change occurred as people in a few areas of 

the world began to master the art of cultivating food 

crops. As food production increased, the population in 

these areas grew, and people began to live in larger 

communities. Cities appeared and became centers of 

cultural and religious development. Historians refer to 

these changes as the beginnings of civilization.

How and why did the first civilizations arise? What 

role did cross-cultural contacts play in their develop-

ment? What was the nature of the relationship between 

these permanent settlements and nonagricultural peo-

ples living elsewhere in the world? Finally, what brought 

about the demise of these early civilizations, and what 

legacy did they leave for their successors in the region? 

The first civilizations that emerged in Mesopotamia, 

Egypt, India, and China in the fourth and third mil-

lennia B.C.E. all shared several basic characteristics. 

Perhaps most important was that each developed in 

a river valley that provided the agricultural resources 

needed to maintain a large population.

The emergence of these sedentary societies had 

major effects on the social organizations, religious 

beliefs, and ways of life of the peoples living in them. As 

populations increased and cities sprang up, centralized 

authority became a necessity. And in the cities, new 

forms of livelihood arose to satisfy the growing demand 

for social services and consumer goods. Some people 

became artisans or merchants; others became warriors, 

scholars, or priests. In some cases, the early cities 

reflected the hierarchical character of the society as 

a whole, with a central royal palace surrounded by an 

imposing wall to separate the rulers from the remainder 

of the urban population.

Although the emergence of the first civilizations led 

to the formation of cities governed by elites, the vast 

majority of the population consisted of peasants or 

slaves working on the lands of the wealthy. In general, 

the changes affected rural peoples less than their urban 

counterparts. Farmers continued to live in simple mud-

and-thatch huts, and many continued to face legal 

restrictions on their freedom of action and movement. 

Slavery was common in virtually every ancient society.

Within these civilizations, the nature of social orga-

nization and relationships also began to change. As the 

concept of private property spread, people were less likely 

to live in large kinship groups, and the nuclear family 

became increasingly prevalent. Gender roles came to be 

differentiated, with men working in the fields or at vari-

ous specialized occupations and women remaining in 

the home. Wives were less likely to be viewed as partners 

than as possessions under the control of their husbands.

These new civilizations were also the sites of signifi-

cant religious and cultural developments. All of them 

gave birth to new religions that sought to explain and 

even influence the forces of nature. Winning the approval 

of the gods was deemed crucial to a community’s 

PART I

Copyright 2020 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part.  WCN 02-200-208



3 

success, and a professional class of priests emerged to 

handle relations with the divine world.

Writing was an important development in the 

evolution of these new civilizations. Eventually, all of 

them used writing as a means of communication and 

as an avenue of creative expression.

From the beginnings of the first civilizations around 

3000 B.C.E., the trend was toward the creation of larger 

territorial states with more sophisticated systems of con-

trol. This process reached a high point in the first millen-

nium B.C.E. Between 1000 and 500 B.C.E., the Assyrians 

and Persians amassed empires that encompassed large 

areas of the Middle East. The conquests of Alexander the 

Great in the fourth century B.C.E. created an even larger, if 

short-lived, empire that soon divided into four kingdoms. 

Later, the western portion of these kingdoms, along with 

the Mediterranean world and much of Western Europe, fell 

subject to the mighty empire of the Romans. At the same 

time, much of India became part of the Mauryan Empire. 

Finally, in the last few centuries B.C.E., the Qin and Han 

Dynasties of China created a unified Chinese empire.

At first, these new civilizations had relatively little 

contact with peoples in the surrounding regions. But evi-

dence is growing that a regional trade had started to take 

hold in the Middle East, and probably in southern and 

eastern Asia as well, at an early date. As the population 

increased, the volume of trade rose with it, and the new 

civilizations moved outward to acquire new lands and 

access needed resources. As they expanded, they began 

to encounter peoples along the periphery of their empires.

Little evidence has survived to show us the nature of 

these first encounters, but the results probably varied 

widely according to time and place. In some cases, the 

growing civilizations found it relatively easy to absorb 

the isolated communities of agricultural or food- 

gathering peoples they encountered. Such was the 

case in southern China and southern India. But in other 

instances, notably among the nomadic or seminomadic 

peoples in the Central and northeastern parts of Asia, 

the problem was more complicated and often resulted 

in bitter and extended conflict.

Over a long period of time, contacts between these 

nomadic or seminomadic peoples and settled civiliza-

tions gradually developed. At least initially, the relation-

ships were mutually beneficial because each needed 

goods produced by the other. As early as 3000 B.C.E., 

nomadic peoples in Central Asia also served as an 

important link for goods and ideas transported over 

distances between sedentary civilizations. Overland 

trade throughout southwestern Asia was already well 

established by the third millennium B.C.E.

Eventually, the relationship between the settled 

peoples and the nomadic peoples became increasingly 

tense. Where conflict occurred, the governments of the 

sedentary civilizations used a variety of techniques to 

resolve their problems, including negotiations, con-

quest, and alliances with other pastoral peoples to iso-

late their primary tormentors.

In the end, these early civilizations collapsed not 

only as a result of nomadic invasions but also because 

of their own weaknesses, which made them increasingly 

vulnerable to attacks along the frontier. Some of their 

problems were political, and others were related to 

climatic change or environmental problems.

The fall of the ancient empires did not mark the 

end of civilization, of course, but rather served as a 

transition to a new stage of increasing complexity in 

the evolution of human society.

Experience an interactive version of this period in  3
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Critical Thinking
In what ways were the civilizations of  Mesopotamia 

and North Africa alike? In what ways were they 

di�erent? What accounts for the similarities and 

di�erences?

Connections to Today
What lessons can you learn from the decline and 

fall of  early civilizations in Mesopotamia, Egypt, 

Assyria, and Persia, and how do those lessons apply 

to today’s civilizations?

Chapter Outline and  
Focus Questions

1-1 The First Humans
How did the Paleolithic and Neolithic 

Ages di�er, and how did the Neolithic 

Revolution a�ect the lives of  men  

and women?

1-2 The Emergence of  Civilization
What are the characteristics of  

civilization, and where did the �rst 

civilizations emerge?

1-3 Civilization in Mesopotamia
How are the chief  characteristics 

of  civilization evident in ancient 

Mesopotamia?

1-4 Egyptian Civilization: “The Gift  
of  the Nile”

What are the basic features of  the 

three major periods of  Egyptian 

history? What elements of  continuity 

are evident in the three periods?  

What are their major di�erences?

1-5 New Centers of  Civilization
What was the signi�cance of  the Indo-Europeans? 

How did Judaism di�er from the religions of  

Mesopotamia and Egypt?

1-6 The Rise of  New Empires
What methods and institutions did the Assyrians 

and Persians use to amass and maintain their 

respective empires?

IN 1849, A DARING YOUNG ENGLISHMAN made a hazard-

ous journey into the deserts and swamps of south-

ern Iraq. Braving high winds and temperatures that 

reached 120 degrees Fahrenheit, William Loftus led 
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the Australopithecines, was the earliest toolmaking homi-

nid. Their larger brains and ability to walk upright allowed 

these hominids to become more sophisticated in searching 

for meat, seeds, and nuts for nourishment.

New hominids continue to be found, although consid-

erable controversy often surrounds those discoveries. The 

contention that a 2003 discovery in Indonesia of  a distinct 

hominid species known as the “hobbit” because of  its small 

body is a distinct hominid species has been challenged by 

other scientists.

A new phase in early human development occurred 

around 1.5 million years ago with the emergence of Homo 

erectus (“upright human”). As a more advanced human 

form, Homo erectus made use of  larger and more varied 

tools and was the �rst hominid to leave Africa and move 

into Europe and Asia.

1-1a The Emergence of Homo sapiens
Around 250,000 years ago, a crucial stage in human 

development began with the emergence of Homo sapi-

ens (HOH-moh SAY-pee-unz) (“wise human being”). The 

�rst anatomically modern humans—Homo sapiens sapiens  

(“wise, wise human being”)— appeared in Africa between 

200,000 and 150,000 years ago. Recent evidence indi-

cates that they began to spread outside Africa around 

70,000  years ago. Map 1.1 on p. 6 shows probable dates 

for di�erent movements, although many of  these are still 

controversial.

These modern humans, who were our direct ances-

tors, soon encountered other hominids such as the 

Neanderthals, whose remains were �rst found in the 

Neander Valley in Germany. Neanderthal remains have 

since been found in both Europe and western Asia and 

have been dated to between 200,000 and 30,000 b.c.e. New 

genetic evidence indicates that European humans interbred 

with Neanderthals—and East Asian humans even more so. 

Neanderthals relied on a variety of  stone tools and were 

the �rst early people to bury their dead. By 30,000 b.c.e., 

Homo sapiens sapiens had replaced the Neanderthals, who 

had largely become extinct.

The Spread of Humans: Out of Africa or Multiregional? The 

movements of  the �rst modern humans were rarely sud-

den or rapid. Groups of  people advanced beyond their old 

hunting grounds at a rate of  only two to three miles per 

generation. This was enough, however, to populate the 

world in some tens of  thousands of  years. Some schol-

ars who advocate a multiregional theory have suggested 

that advanced human creatures may have emerged inde-

pendently in di�erent parts of  world rather than in Africa 

alone. But the latest genetic, archaeological, and climatic 

evidence strongly supports the out-of-Africa theory as the 

1-1 THE FIRST HUMANS

Focus Question: How did the Paleolithic and 

Neolithic Ages di�er, and how did the Neolithic 

Revolution a�ect the lives of  men and women?

a small expedition southward along the banks of the 

Euphrates River in search of the roots of civilization. 

As he said, “From our childhood we have been led to 

regard this place as the cradle of the human race.”

Guided by native Arabs into the southernmost 

reaches of Iraq, Loftus and his small band of 

explorers were soon overwhelmed by what they 

saw. He wrote, “I know of nothing more exciting 

or impressive than the first sight of one of these 

great piles, looming in solitary grandeur from the 

surrounding plains and marshes.” One of these 

piles, known to the natives as the mound of Warka, 

contained the ruins of Uruk, one of the first cities in 

the world and part of the world’s first civilizations.

Southern Iraq, known to the ancient Greeks as 

Mesopotamia, was one of the areas in the world where 

civilization began. In the fertile valleys of large riv-

ers—the Tigris and Euphrates in Mesopotamia, the 

Nile in Egypt, the Indus in India, and the Yellow in 

China— intensive agriculture became capable of 

supporting large groups of people. In these regions, 

civilization was born. The first civilizations emerged 

in western Asia (now known as the Middle East) and 

Egypt, where people developed organized societies 

and created the ideas and institutions that we associ-

ate with civilization.

Before considering the early civilizations of western 

Asia and Egypt, however, we must briefly examine our 

prehistory and observe how human beings made the 

shift from hunting and gathering to agricultural com-

munities and ultimately to cities and civilizations.

The earliest humanlike creatures—known as hominids—

lived in Africa some 3 million to 4 million years ago. Called 

Australopithecines (aw-stray-loh-PITH-uh-synz), or “southern 

ape men,” by their discoverers, they �ourished in eastern 

and southern Africa and were the �rst hominids to make 

simple stone tools. Australopithecines may also have been 

bipedal—that is, they may have walked upright on two 

legs—a trait that would have enabled them to move over 

long distances and make use of  their arms and legs for  

di�erent purposes.

In 1959, Louis and Mary Leakey discovered a new 

form of  hominid in Africa that they labeled Homo habilis 

(“skilled human”). The Leakeys believed that Homo habilis, 

which had a brain almost 50 percent larger than that of  

Experience an interactive version of this period in  1-1 The First Humans  ■  5
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nomadic, moving from place to place to follow animal 

migrations and vegetation cycles. Over the years, their 

tools became more re�ned and more useful. The inven-

tion of  the spear and later the bow and arrow made hunt-

ing considerably easier. Harpoons and �shhooks made of  

bone increased the catch of  �sh.

Both men and women were responsible for �nd-

ing food—the chief  work of  Paleolithic people. Because 

women bore and raised the children, they generally stayed 

close to the camps, but they played an important role in 

acquiring food by gathering berries, nuts, and grains. Men 

hunted for wild animals, an activity that often took them 

far from camp. Because both men and women played 

important roles in providing for the band’s survival, many 

scientists believe that a rough equality existed between 

men and women.

Some groups of  Paleolithic people found shelter in 

caves, but over time they also created new types of  shel-

ter. Perhaps the most common was a simple structure 

of  wood poles or sticks covered with animal hides. The 

systematic use of  �re, which archaeologists believe began 

around 500,000 years ago, made it possible for the caves 

and human-made structures to have light and heat. Fire 

also enabled early humans to cook their food, which made 

it taste better, last longer, and, in the case of  some plants 

such as wild grain, easier to chew and digest.

most likely explanation of  human origin. In any case, by 

10,000 b.c.e., members of  Homo sapiens sapiens could be 

found throughout the world. By that time, only the human 

species was left. All humans today—whether Europeans, 

Australian Aborigines, or Africans—belong to the same 

subspecies of  human being.

1-1b The Hunter-Gatherers  
of the Paleolithic Age
One of  the basic distinguishing features of  the human spe-

cies is the ability to make tools. The earliest tools were 

made of  stone, and so this early period of  human his-

tory (ca. 2,500,000–10,000 b.c.e.) has been designated the 

Paleolithic Age (paleolithic is Greek for “old stone”).

For hundreds of  thousands of  years, humans relied 

on gathering and hunting for their daily food. Paleolithic 

peoples had a close relationship with the world around 

them, and over time they came to know which plants to eat 

and which animals to hunt. They gathered wild nuts, ber-

ries, fruits, and a variety of  wild grains and green plants. 

Around the world, they captured and consumed various 

animals, including bu�alo, reindeer, and �sh.

Gathering wild plants and hunting animals no doubt 

led to certain patterns of  living. Paleolithic people prob-

ably lived in small bands of  twenty or thirty. They were 
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Map 1.1 The Spread of Homo sapiens sapiens. Homo sapiens sapiens spread from Africa beginning 

some 70,000 years ago. Living and traveling in small groups, these anatomically modern humans were 

hunter-gatherers.

 
Given that some diffusion of humans occurred during ice ages, how would such climate change affect 

humans and their movements, especially from Asia to Australia and Asia to North America?
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established in Central Europe and the coastal regions of  

the Mediterranean. The cultivation of  wheat and barley 

also spread from western Asia into the Nile River Valley of  

Egypt by 6000 b.c.e. and soon spread up the Nile to other 

areas of  Africa. In the woodlands and tropical forests of  

Central Africa, a separate farming system emerged, based 

on the cultivation of  tubers or root crops such as yams. The 

cultivation of  wheat and barley also moved eastward into 

the highlands of  northwestern and Central India between 

7000 and 5000 b.c.e. By 5000 b.c.e., rice was being cultivated 

in Southeast Asia, and from there it spread into southern 

China. In northern China, the cultivation of  millet and the 

domestication of  pigs and dogs seemed well established 

by 6000 b.c.e. In the Western Hemisphere, Mesoamericans 

(inhabitants of  present-day Mexico and Central America) 

domesticated beans, squash, and maize (corn) as well as 

dogs and fowl between 7000 and 5000 b.c.e.

Consequences of the Neolithic Revolution Growing 

crops on a regular basis gave rise to more permanent 

settlements that historians refer to as Neolithic farming 

villages or towns. Although they appeared in Europe, 

India, Egypt, China, and Mesoamerica, the oldest and 

most extensive Neolithic villages were in the Middle East. 

Çatal Hüyük (chaht-ul hoo-YOOK) in modern Turkey had 

walls that enclosed thirty-two acres, and its population 

probably reached 6,000 inhabitants during its high point 

from 6700 to 5700 b.c.e. People lived in simple mud-brick 

houses that were built so close to one another that there 

were few streets. To get to their homes, people had to 

walk along the rooftops and enter their homes through 

holes in their roofs.

Religious shrines housing �gures of  gods and god-

desses have been found at Çatal Hüyük, as have many 

female statuettes. Molded with noticeably large breasts 

and buttocks, these “earth mothers” perhaps symboli-

cally represented the fertility of  both “our mother” Earth 

and human mothers. The shrines and the statues point 

to the important role of  religious practices in the lives of  

these Neolithic peoples.

The Neolithic agricultural revolution had far-reaching 

consequences. Once people settled in villages or towns, 

they built houses for protection and other structures to 

store goods. As organized communities stored food and 

accumulated material goods, they began to engage in 

trade. People also began to specialize in certain crafts, 

and a division of  labor developed. Pottery was made from 

clay and baked in a �re to make it hard. The pots were 

used for cooking and to store grains. Stone tools became 

more re�ned as �int blades were used to make sickles 

and hoes for use in the �elds. Vegetable �bers from such 

plants as �ax and cotton were used to make thread that 

The making of  tools and the use of  �re—two impor-

tant technological innovations of  Paleolithic peoples—

remind us how adaptation is crucial to human survival. But 

Paleolithic peoples did more than just survive. The cave 

paintings of  large animals found in southwestern France 

and northern Spain bear witness to the cultural activity of  

Paleolithic peoples. A cave discovered in southern France 

in 1994 contains more than 300 paintings of  lions, oxen, 

owls, bears, and other animals. Most of  these are animals 

that Paleolithic people did not hunt, which suggests that 

the paintings were made for religious or even decorative 

purposes. To make their paintings, Paleolithic artists used 

stone lamps that burned animal fat to illuminate the cave 

walls and mixed powdered mineral ores with animal fat to 

create red, yellow, and black pigments. Some artists even 

made brushes out of  animal hairs to apply their paints.

1-1c The Neolithic Revolution,  
ca. 10,000–4000 B.C.E.
The end of  the last ice age around 10,000 b.c.e. was fol-

lowed by what is called the Neolithic Revolution, a sig-

ni�cant change in living patterns that occurred in the 

New Stone Age. The name New Stone Age is misleading, 

however. Although Neolithic peoples made a new type 

of  polished stone axes, this was not the most signi�cant 

change they introduced.

A Revolution in Agriculture The biggest change was the 

shift from gathering plants and hunting animals for suste-

nance (food gathering) to producing food by systematic agri-

culture (food production). Planting grains and vegetables 

provided a regular supply of  food, whereas the domestica-

tion of  animals such as sheep, goats, cattle, and pigs added 

a steady source of  meat, milk, and �bers such as wool 

for clothing. Growing crops and taming food-producing  

animals created new relationships between humans and 

nature, something historians have described as an agricul-

tural revolution (see the Comparative Essay “From Hunter-

Gatherers and Herders to Farmers,” p. 8). Revolutionary 

change is dramatic and requires great e�ort, but the abil-

ity to acquire food on a regular basis gave humans greater 

control over their environment and enabled them to give  

up their nomadic ways of  life and live in settled communi-

ties. The increase in food supplies also led to a noticeable 

expansion of  the population.

Systematic agriculture developed independently in dif-

ferent areas of  the world between 8000 and 5000 b.c.e.  

Inhabitants of  the Middle East began cultivating wheat 

and barley and domesticating pigs, cattle, goats, and 

sheep by 8000 b.c.e. From the Middle East, farming spread 

into southeastern Europe and by 4000 b.c.e. was well 

Experience an interactive version of this period in  1-1 The First Humans  ■  7
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Some 10,000 years ago, human beings 

began to cultivate crops and domesticate 

animals. The �rst farmers undoubtedly used simple tech-

niques and still relied primarily on other forms of  food 

production such as hunting, foraging, and pastoralism 

(herding). The real breakthrough came when farmers 

began to cultivate crops along the �oodplains of  river sys-

tems. The advantage was that crops grown in such areas 

were not as dependent on rainfall and therefore produced 

more reliable harvests. In addition, sediments carried by 

river waters deposited nutrients in soils, enabling farmers 

to cultivate single plots of  ground for many years without 

moving to new locations. Thus, the �rst truly sedentary 

(nonmigratory) societies were born.

The spread of  river valley agriculture in various parts 

of  Asia and Africa was the decisive factor in the rise of  the 

�rst civilizations. The increase in food production in these 

regions made possible a signi�cant growth in population, 

while e�orts to control the �ow of  water to maximize 

the irrigation of  cultivated areas and to protect the local 

inhabitants from hostile forces outside the community 

led to the �rst cooperative activities on a large scale. The 

need to oversee the entire process brought about the 

emergence of  an elite that was eventually transformed 

into a government.

We shall investigate this process in the next several 

chapters as we explore the rise of  civilizations in the 

Mediterranean, the Middle East, South Asia, China, and 

the Americas. We shall also raise many important ques-

tions: Why did some human communities not take the 

leap to farming even though they had the capacity to sup-

port agriculture? Why did other groups that mastered the 

cultivation of  crops not take the next step and create large 

and advanced societies? Finally, what happened to the 

existing communities of  hunter-gatherers who were over-

run or driven out as the agricultural revolution spread 

throughout the world?

Over the years, many possible explanations—some 

biological and others cultural or environmental in 

nature—have been advanced to answer such questions. 

According to Jared Diamond in Guns, Germs, and Steel: 

The Fates of  Human Societies, the ultimate causes of  such 

di�erences lie not within the character or cultural values 

of  the resident population but in the nature of  the local 

climate and topography. These in�u-

ence the degree to which local crops and 

animals can be put to human use and 

then transmitted to adjoining regions. 

In Mesopotamia, for example, the wide-

spread availability of  edible crops such 

as wheat and barley helped promote the 

transition to agriculture in the region. At 

the same time, the absence of  land barri-

ers between Mesopotamia and neighbors 

to the east and west facilitated the rapid 

spread of  agricultural techniques and 

crops to climatically similar regions in 

the Indus River Valley and Egypt. 

From Hunter-Gatherers and Herders to Farmers

COMPARATIVE ESSAY

1.2 Women’s Work. This rock painting from a cave in modern-day Algeria, dating from around 

the fourth millennium b.c.e., shows women harvesting grain.
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What role did agriculture play in 

the emergence of civilization?

Earth &  
Environment

was woven into cloth. Many of  the food plants consumed 

today began to be cultivated in the Neolithic Age.

The change to systematic agriculture in the Neolithic 

Age also had consequences for the relationship between 

men and women. Men assumed the primary responsibil-

ity for working in the �elds and herding animals, jobs 

that kept them away from the home. Women remained 

behind, grinding grain into �our, caring for the children, 
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As human societies grew and developed greater complex-

ity, civilization came into being. A civilization is a 

complex culture in which large numbers of  people 

share a variety of  common elements. Historians 

have identi�ed many basic characteristics of  civili-

zation, including the following:

1.  An urban focus. Cities became the cen-

ters for political, economic, social, cul-

tural, and religious development.

2.  New political and military structures. 

An organized government bureau-

cracy arose to meet the administrative 

demands of  the growing population, 

and armies were organized to acquire 

land and power and for defense.

3.  A new social structure based on economic 

power. Although kings and an upper 

class of  priests, political leaders, and 

warriors dominated, large groups of  

free common people (farmers, artisans, 

craftspeople) also existed. At the bot-

tom of  the social hierarchy was a class 

of  slaves.

4.  The development of  more complexity in 

a material sense. Surpluses of  agricul-

tural crops freed some people to work 

in occupations other than farming. 

Demand among ruling elites for luxury 

items encouraged the creation of  new 

products. And as urban populations 

exported �nished goods in exchange 

for raw materials from neighboring 

populations, organized trade grew 

substantially.

5.  A distinct religious structure. The gods 

were deemed crucial to the communi-

ty’s success, and a professional priestly 

class, serving as stewards of  the gods’ 

property, regulated relations with the 

gods.

6.  The development of  writing. Kings, priests, 

merchants, and artisans began to use 

writing to keep records.

1-2 THE EMERGENCE 
OF CIVILIZATION

weaving clothes, and performing other household tasks 

that required considerable labor. In time, as work outside 

the home was increasingly perceived as more important 

than work done at home, men came to play the more 

dominant role in society, which gave rise to the practice 

of  patriarchy (PAY-tree-ark-ee), or a society dominated 

by men, a basic pattern that has persisted to our own 

times.

Other patterns set in the Neolithic Age also proved 

to be enduring elements of  human history. Fixed 

dwellings, domesticated animals, regular 

farming, a division of  labor, men holding 

power—all of  these are part of  the human 

story. For all of  our scientific and technologi-

cal progress, human survival still depends on 

growing and storing food, an accomplishment 

of  people in the Neolithic Age. The Neolithic 

Revolution was truly a turning point in human 

history.

Between 4000 and 3000 b.c.e., signi�cant 

technical developments began to trans-

form Neolithic towns. The invention of  

writing enabled records to be kept, and 

the use of  metals marked a new level of  

human control over the environment and 

its resources. Already before 4000 b.c.e., 

artisans had discovered that metal-bearing 

rocks could be heated to liquefy metals that 

could then be cast in molds to produce 

tools and weapons that were more useful 

than stone instruments. Although copper 

was the �rst metal to be used for produc-

ing tools, after 4000 b.c.e. metalworkers 

in western Asia discovered that combin-

ing copper and tin formed bronze, a much 

harder and more durable metal than copper 

alone. Its widespread use has led historians 

to speak of  the Bronze Age from around 

3000 to 1200 b.c.e.; thereafter, bronze was 

increasingly replaced by iron.

At first, Neolithic settlements 

were hardly more than villages, 

but as their inhabitants mastered 

the art of  farming, more complex 

human societies gradually emerged. 

As wealth increased, these societies 

began to develop armies and wall 

off  their cities for protection. By the 

beginning of  the Bronze Age, the 

concentration of  larger numbers of  

people in river valleys was leading to 

a whole new pattern for human life.

1.3 Statue from Ain Ghazal. This life-

sized statue made of  plaster and bitumen 

was discovered in 1984 in Ain Ghazal, an 

archaeological site near Amman, Jordan. 

Dating from 6500 b.c.e., it is among the 

oldest known statues of  the human �gure. 

Although it appears lifelike, the features 

are too generic to represent a particular 

individual. The purpose and meaning of  

this sculpture may never be known.

Er
ic

h 
Le

ss
in

g/
A

rt
 R

es
ou

rc
e,

 N
Y

Focus Question: What are the characteristics 

of  civilization, and where did the �rst 

civilizations emerge?
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The Greeks called the valley between the Tigris and 

Euphrates Rivers Mesopotamia (mess-uh-puh-TAY-mee-uh), 

the “land between the rivers.” The region receives little 

rain, but the soil of  the plain of  southern Mesopotamia 

was enlarged and enriched over the years by layers of  silt 

deposited by the two rivers. In late spring, the Tigris and 

Euphrates over�ow their banks and deposit their fertile 

silt, but because this �ooding depends on the melting of  

snows in the upland mountains where the rivers begin, 

it is irregular and sometimes catastrophic. In such cir-

cumstances, farming could be accomplished only with 

human intervention in the form of  irrigation and drainage 

ditches to control the �ow of  the rivers and produce the 

crops. Large-scale irrigation made possible the expansion 

of  agriculture in this region, and the abundant food pro-

vided the material base for the emergence of  civilization 

in Mesopotamia.

1-3a The City-States of Ancient Mesopotamia
The creators of  the �rst Mesopotamian civilization were 

the Sumerians (soo-MER-ee-unz or soo-MEER-ee-unz), a 

people whose origins remain unclear. By 3000 b.c.e., they 

had established several independent cities, including Eridu, 

Ur, Uruk, Umma, and Lagash (see Map 1.2). As these cit-

ies expanded, they came to exercise political and economic 

control over the surrounding countryside, forming city-

states, the basic units of  Sumerian civilization.

Sumerian Cities Sumerian cities were surrounded by 

walls. Uruk, for example, was encircled by a wall six miles 

long with defense towers located every thirty to thirty-

�ve feet along its length. City dwellings built of  sun-dried 

bricks included both the small �ats of  peasants and the 

larger dwellings of  civic and priestly o�cials. Although 

Mesopotamia had little stone or wood for building pur-

poses, it did have plenty of  mud. Mud bricks, easily shaped 

by hand, were left to bake in the hot sun until they were 

bureaucratic control and led to civilized cities. Other his-

torians have argued that nonmaterial forces, primarily 

religious, provided the sense of  unity and purpose that 

made such organized activities possible. Finally, some 

scholars doubt that we will ever discover the actual causes 

of  early civilization.

1-3 CIVILIZATION IN MESOPOTAMIA

7.  New forms of  signi�cant artistic and intellectual activity. 

For example, monumental architectural structures, 

usually religious, occupied a prominent place in urban 

environments.

The �rst civilizations that developed in Mesopotamia and 

Egypt will be examined in detail in this chapter. But civiliza-

tions also developed independently in other parts of  the world. 

Between 3000 and 1500 b.c.e., the valleys of  the Indus River 

in India supported a �ourishing civilization that extended 

hundreds of  miles from the Himalayan Mountains to the 

coast of  the Arabian Sea (see Chapter 2). Another river val-

ley civilization emerged along the Yellow River in northern 

China around 4,000 years ago (see Chapter 3). Under the 

Shang Dynasty, whose kings ruled from around 1570 b.c.e. 

to 1045 b.c.e., this civilization contained impressive cities 

with huge city walls and royal palaces.

Scholars have long believed that civilization emerged 

only in these four areas: the fertile river valleys of  the 

Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, the Nile River, the Indus 

River, and the Yellow River. Recently, however, archaeolo-

gists have discovered other early civilizations. One of  these 

�ourished in Central Asia (in what are now the republics 

of  Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan) around 4,000 years ago. 

People in this civilization built mud-brick buildings, raised 

sheep and goats, had bronze tools, used a system of  irriga-

tion to grow wheat and barley, and developed a writing 

system. Another early civilization was discovered in the 

Supe River Valley of  Peru in South America. At the center 

of  this civilization was the city of  Caral, which �ourished 

around 2600 b.c.e. (see Chapter 6). It contained buildings 

for o�cials, apartment buildings, and grand residences, all 

built of  stone.

HISTORIANS  
DEBATE 1-2a Why did Early 

Civilizations Develop?
Because civilizations developed independently in di�er-

ent parts of  the world, can general causes be identi�ed 

that would explain why all of  these civilizations emerged? 

Several possible explanations of  how civilization began 

have been suggested. One theory maintains that chal-

lenges forced human beings to make e�orts that resulted 

in the rise of  civilization. Some scholars have adhered to a 

material explanation and have argued that material forces 

such as the accumulation of  food surpluses made pos-

sible the specialization of  labor and development of  large 

communities with bureaucratic organization. But some 

areas such as the Fertile Crescent, where civilization 

emerged in Southwest Asia, were not naturally conducive 

to agriculture. Abundant food could be produced only 

through a massive human e�ort to manage vast amounts 

of  water, an undertaking that required organization and 

Focus Question: How are the chief  

characteristics of  civilization evident in ancient 

Mesopotamia?
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Sumerian city-states, however, was primarily in the hands 

of  kings.

Sumerians viewed kingship as divine in origin. Kings, 

they believed, derived their power from the gods and were 

their agents. As one person said in a petition to his king, 

“You in your judgment, you are the son of  Anu [god of  the 

sky]; your commands, like the work of  a god, cannot be 

reversed. Your words, like rain pouring down from heaven, 

are without number.”1 Regardless of  their origins, kings 

had power—they led armies and organized workers for 

the irrigation projects on which Mesopotamian farming 

depended. The army, the government bureaucracy, and 

the priests and priestesses all aided the kings in their rule.

hard enough to use for building. People in Mesopotamia 

were remarkably creative with mud bricks, inventing the 

arch and the dome and constructing some of  the largest 

brick buildings in the world.

The most prominent building in a Sumerian city was the 

temple, which was dedicated to the chief  god or goddess 

of  the city and often built atop a massive stepped tower 

called a ziggurat (ZIG-uh-rat). The Sumerians believed that 

gods and goddesses owned the cities, and much wealth 

was used to build temples as well as elaborate houses for 

the priests and priestesses who served the deities. Because 

they supervised the temples and their property, these 

priests and priestesses had great power. Ruling power in 
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Map 1.2 The Ancient Near East. The Fertile Crescent encompassed land with access to water at the Persian 

Gulf, the Mediterranean Sea, and the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers. Employing flood management and 

irrigation systems, the peoples of the region established civilizations based on agriculture. These civilizations 

developed writing, law codes, and economic specialization.

 
What geographic aspects of the Mesopotamian city-states made conflict between them likely?
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city-state for control of  land and water. Located in the 

�atland of  Mesopotamia, the Sumerian city-states were 

also open to invasion. To the north of  the Sumerian city-

states were the Akkadians (uh-KAY-dee-unz). We call them 

a Semitic people because of  the type of  language they 

spoke (see Table 1.1). Around 2340 b.c.e., Sargon, leader 

of  the Akkadians, overran the Sumerian city-states and 

established an empire that included most of  Mesopotamia 

as well as lands westward to the Mediterranean. Attacks 

from neighboring hill peoples eventually caused the 

Akkadian empire to fall, and its end by 2100 b.c.e. brought 

a return to independent city-states and renewed con�icts 

between them. It was not until 1792 b.c.e. that a new 

empire came to control much of  Mesopotamia under 

Hammurabi (ham-uh-RAH-bee), who ruled over the 

Amorites or Old Babylonians, a large group of  Semitic-

speaking seminomads.

1-3b Economy and Society
The economy of  the Sumerian city-states was primarily 

agricultural, but commerce and industry became impor-

tant as well. The people of  Mesopotamia produced woolen 

textiles, pottery, and metalwork. The Sumerians imported 

copper, tin, and timber in exchange for dried �sh, wool, 

barley, wheat, and metal goods. Traders traveled by land to 

the eastern Mediterranean to the west and by sea to India 

in the east. The introduction of  the wheel, which had been 

invented around 3000 b.c.e. by nomadic people living in the 

region north of  the Black Sea, led to carts with wheels that 

made transporting goods easier.

Sumerian city-states probably contained four major social 

groups: elites, dependent commoners, free commoners, and 

slaves. Elites included royal and priestly o�cials and their 

families. Dependent commoners included the elites’ clients, 

who worked for the palace and temple estates. Free common-

ers worked as farmers, merchants, �shers, scribes, and crafts-

people. Probably 90 percent or more of  the population were 

farmers. Slaves belonged to palace o�cials, who used them in 

building projects; to temple o�cials, who used mostly female 

slaves to weave cloth and grind grain; and to rich landowners, 

who used them for farming and domestic work.

1-3c Empires in Ancient Mesopotamia
As the number of  Sumerian city-states grew and the 

states expanded, new con�icts arose as city-state fought 

1.4 The “Royal Standard” of Ur. This detail is from the “Royal Standard” of  Ur, a box dating from around 2700 b.c.e. that 

was discovered in a stone tomb from the royal cemetery of  the Sumerian city-state of  Ur. The scenes on one side of  the 

box depict the activities of  the king and his military forces. Shown in the bottom panel are four Sumerian battle chariots. 

Each chariot held two men, one holding the reins and the other armed with a spear for combat. A special compartment 

in the chariot held several spears. The charging chariots are seen defeating the enemy. In the middle band, the Sumerian 

soldiers round up the captured enemies. In the top band, the captives are presented to the king, who has alighted from his 

chariot and is shown standing above all the others in the center of  the panel.
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Some Semitic LanguagesTABLE 1.1

Akkadian Assyrian Hebrew

Arabic Babylonian Phoenician

Aramaic Canaanitic Syriac

Note: Languages in italics are no longer spoken.
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The largest category of  laws in the Code of  Hammurabi 

focused on marriage and the family. Parents arranged mar-

riages for their children. After the marriage, the parties 

involved signed a marriage contract; without it, no one 

was considered legally married. The 

husband provided a bridal payment to 

the bride’s parents, and the woman’s 

parents were responsible for a dowry 

to the new husband.

As in many patriarchal societies, 

women possessed fewer privileges and 

rights in the married relationship than 

men. A woman’s place was in the home, 

and failure to ful�ll her expected duties 

was grounds for divorce. If  she was not 

able to bear children or tried to leave 

home to engage in business, her hus-

band could divorce her. Furthermore, a 

wife who was a “gadabout, . . . neglect-

ing her house [and] humiliating her 

husband, shall be prosecuted” (Code 

of  Hammurabi, No. 143).

Sexual relations were strictly regu-

lated as well. Husbands but not wives 

were permitted sexual activity outside marriage. A wife 

and her lover caught committing adultery were pitched 

into the river, although if  the husband pardoned his wife, 

the king could pardon the guilty man. Incest was strictly 

forbidden. If  a father had incestuous relations with his 

daughter, he would be banished. Incest between a son and 

his mother resulted in both being burned.

Fathers ruled their children as well as their wives. 

Obedience was duly expected: “If  a son has struck his 

father, he shall cut o�  his hand” (Code of  Hammurabi, 

No. 195). If  a son committed a serious enough o�ense, his 

father could disinherit him.

1-3d The Culture of Mesopotamia
A spiritual worldview was of  fundamental importance to 

Mesopotamian culture. To the peoples of  Mesopotamia, 

the gods were living realities who a�ected all aspects of  

life. It was crucial, therefore, that correct hierarchies be 

observed. Leaders could prepare armies for war, but suc-

cess really depended on a favorable relationship with the 

gods. This helps explain the importance of  the priestly 

class and the reason why even kings took great care to dedi-

cate o�erings and monuments to the gods.

The Importance of Religion The physical environment 

obviously a�ected the Mesopotamian view of  the universe. 

Ferocious �oods, heavy downpours, scorching winds, and 

oppressive humidity were all part of  the Mesopotamian 

Hammurabi’s Empire Hammurabi (1792–1750 b.c.e.) 

employed a well-disciplined army of  foot soldiers who 

carried axes, spears, and copper or bronze daggers. He 

learned to divide his opponents and subdue them one by 

one. Using such methods, he gained 

control of  Sumer and Akkad, creating 

a new Mesopotamian kingdom with 

its capital at Babylon.

Hammurabi, the man of  war, was 

also a man of  peace who took a strong 

interest in state a�airs. He built tem-

ples, defensive walls, and irrigation 

canals; encouraged trade; and brought 

about an economic revival. Indeed, 

Hammurabi saw himself  as a shepherd 

to his people: “I am indeed the shep-

herd who brings peace, whose scep-

ter is just. My benevolent shade was 

spread over my city. I held the people 

of  the lands of  Sumer and Akkad safely 

on my lap.”2 After his death, however, 

a series of  weak kings were unable to 

keep Hammurabi’s empire united, and 

it �nally fell to new invaders.

The Code of Hammurabi: Society in Mesopotamia  

Hammurabi is best remembered for his law code, a col-

lection of  282 laws. Although many scholars today view 

Hammurabi’s collection less as a code of  laws and more as 

an attempt by Hammurabi to portray himself  as the source 

of  justice to his people, the code still gives us a glimpse of  

the values of  the Mesopotamian society of  his time (see 

Historical Voices, “The Code of  Hammurabi,” p. 14).

The Code of  Hammurabi reveals a society with a 

system of  strict justice. Penalties for criminal offenses 

were severe and varied according to the social class of  

the victim. A crime against a member of  the upper class 

(a noble) by a member of  the lower class (a commoner) 

was punished more severely than the same offense 

against a member of  the lower class. Moreover, the 

principle of  “an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth” was 

fundamental to this system of  justice. This meant that 

punishments should fit the crime: “If  a free man has 

destroyed the eye of  a member of  the aristocracy, they 

shall destroy his eye” (Code of  Hammurabi, No. 196). 

Hammurabi’s code also had an impact on legal ideas in 

Southwest Asia for hundreds of  years, as the following 

verse from the Hebrew Bible demonstrates: “If  anyone 

injures his neighbor, whatever he has done must be 

done to him: fracture for fracture, eye for eye, tooth for 

tooth. As he has injured the other, so he is to be injured” 

(Leviticus 24:19–20).
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universe; Enlil (EN-lil), god of  wind; Enki (EN-kee), god of  

the earth, rivers, wells, and canals, as well as inventions and 

crafts; and Ninhursaga (nin-HUR-sah-guh), a goddess asso-

ciated with soil, mountains, and vegetation, who came to 

be worshiped as a mother goddess, the “mother of  all chil-

dren.” Ninhursaga manifested her power by giving birth to 

kings and conferring the royal insignia on them.

The Cultivation of Writing and Sciences The realiza-

tion of  writing’s great potential was another aspect 

of  Mesopotamian culture. Around 3000 b.c.e., the 

Sumerians invented a cuneiform (kyoo-NEE-uh-form) 

(“wedge-shaped”) system of  writing. Using a reed stylus, 

they made wedge-shaped impressions on clay tablets, 

which were then baked or dried in the sun. Once dried, 

these tablets were virtually indestructible, and the sev-

eral hundred thousand that have been found so far have 

been a valuable source of  information for modern schol-

ars. Sumerian writing evolved from pictures of  concrete 

objects to simpli�ed and stylized signs, leading eventually 

climate. These conditions and the resulting famines easily 

convinced Mesopotamians that this world was controlled 

by supernatural forces, which often were not kind or reli-

able. In the presence of  nature, people in Mesopotamia 

could easily feel helpless, as this poem relates:

The rampant �ood which no man can oppose,

Which shakes the heavens and causes earth to tremble,

In an appalling blanket folds mother and child,

Beats down the canebrake’s full luxuriant greenery,

And drowns the harvest in its time of  ripeness.3

The Mesopotamians discerned cosmic rhythms in the uni-

verse and accepted its order but perceived that it was not 

completely safe because of  the presence of  willful, pow-

erful cosmic powers that they identi�ed with gods and 

goddesses.

With its numerous gods and goddesses animating all 

aspects of  the universe, Mesopotamian religion was a form 

of  polytheism. The four most important deities were An, 

god of  the sky and hence the most important force in the 

The Code of Hammurabi
ALTHOUGH IT IS NOT THE EARLIEST 

MESOPOTAMIAN LAW CODE, Hammurabi’s is 

the most complete. The code emphasizes the principle of 

retribution (“an eye for an eye”) and punishments that vary 

according to social status. Punishments could be severe. 

The following examples illustrate these concerns.

The Code of Hammurabi

 25. If  a fire break out in a man’s house and a man, who 
goes to extinguish it cast his eye on the furniture of  
the owner of  the house, and take the furniture of  
the owner of  the house, that man shall be thrown 
into that fire.

129. If  the wife of  a man be taken in lying with another 
man, they shall bind them and throw them into the 
water. If  the husband of  the woman would save his 
wife, or if  the king would save his male servant (he 
may). 

131. If  a man accuse his wife, and she has not been taken 
in lying with another man, she shall take an oath in 
the name of  god and she shall return to her house. 

196. If  a man destroy the eye of  another man, they shall 
destroy his eye.

198. If  one destroy the eye of  a freeman or broke the 
bone of  a freeman, he shall pay one mina of  silver.

199. If  one destroy the eye of  a man’s slave or break the 
bone of  a man’s slave, he shall pay one-half  his price.

209. If  a man strike a man’s daughter and bring about a 
miscarriage, he shall pay ten shekels of  silver for her 
miscarriage.

210. If  that woman die, they shall put his daughter to 
death.

211. If  through a stroke, he brings about a miscarriage to 
the daughter of  a freeman, he shall pay five shekels 
of  silver.

212. If  that woman die, he shall pay one-half  mina of  
silver.

213. If  he strike the female slave of  a man and bring 
about a miscarriage, he shall pay two shekels of  
silver.

214. If  that female slave die, he shall pay one-third mina 
of  silver.

 What do these points of law from the Code of 

Hammurabi reveal to you about Mesopotamian 

society?

Source: Hammurabi, The Code of  Hammurabi, King of  Babylon, ed. R. F. Harper, 2nd ed. (Chicago: The University of  Chicago Press, 1904).
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one of  humankind’s great searches, ends in complete 

frustration. “Everlasting life,” as this Mesopotamian epic 

makes clear, is only for the gods.

People in Mesopotamia also made outstanding achieve-

ments in mathematics and astronomy. In math, the 

Sumerians devised a number system based on 60, using 

combinations of  6 and 10 for practical solutions. Geometry 

was used to measure �elds and erect buildings. In astron-

omy, the Sumerians made use of  units of  60 and charted 

the heavenly constellations. Their calendar was based on 

twelve lunar months and was brought into harmony with 

the solar year by adding an extra month from time to time.

to a phonetic system that made possible the written 

expression of  abstract ideas.

Writing enabled a society to keep records and main-

tain knowledge of  previous practices and events (see 

Comparative Illustration, “Early Writing”). Writing also  

allowed people to communicate ideas in new ways, 

which is especially evident in the most famous piece 

of  Mesopotamian literature, the Epic of  Gilgamesh, an 

epic poem that records the exploits of  a legendary king, 

Gilgamesh (GILL-guh-mesh), who embarks on a search  

for the secret of  immortality. But his e�orts fail and 

Gilgamesh remains mortal. The desire for immortality, 

CUNEIFORM SCRIPT FROM AN EARLY SUMERIAN 

DYNASTY covers the upper part of the cone 

of Uruinimgina, as shown in Image 1.5a. The first Egyptian 

writing was also pictographic, as shown in the hieroglyphs 

in the detail from the mural in the tomb of Ramesses I in 

Image 1.5b. In Central America, the Maya civilization had a 

well-developed writing system, also based on hieroglyphs, as 

seen in 1.5c in the text carved on a stone platform in front 

of the Palace of the Large Masks in Kabah, Mexico.

 
What common feature is evident in these early writing 

systems? How might you explain that?

COMPARATIVE ILLUSTRATION
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“The Egyptian Nile,” wrote one Arab 

traveler, “surpasses all the rivers of  the 

world in sweetness of  taste, in length 

of  course and usefulness. No other 

river in the world can show such a 

continuous series of  towns and vil-

lages along its banks.” The Nile River 

was crucial to the development of  

Egyptian civilization (see Historical 

Voices, “The Signi�cance of  the Nile 

River and the Pharaoh,” p. 17). Egypt, 

like Mesopotamia, was a river valley 

civilization.

1-4a The Importance  
of Geography
The Nile is a unique river, beginning 

in the heart of  Africa and coursing 

northward for thousands of  miles. 

The longest river in the world, the 

Nile was responsible for creating an 

area several miles wide on both banks 

of  the river that was fertile and capable 

of  producing abundant harvests. The 

“miracle” of  the Nile was its annual 

�ooding. The river rose in the summer 

from rains in Central Africa, crested 

in Egypt in September and October, 

and left a deposit of  silt that enriched 

the soil. The Egyptians called this 

fertile land the “Black Land” because 

it was dark in color from the silt and 

the crops that grew on it so densely. 

Beyond these narrow strips of  fertile 

�elds lay the deserts (the “Red Land”). 

Around 100 miles before it empties 

into the Mediterranean, the river splits 

into two major branches, forming the 

Delta, a triangular-shaped territory 

called Lower Egypt to distinguish it 

from Upper Egypt, the land upstream 

to the south (see Map 1.4). Egypt’s important cities devel-

oped at the apex of  the Delta.

Unlike with Mesopotamia’s rivers, the �ooding of  the 

Nile was gradual and usually predictable, and the river itself  

was seen as life enhancing, not life threatening. Although 

a system of  organized irrigation was still necessary, the 

small villages along the Nile could create such systems 

without the massive state intervention that was required in 

Mesopotamia. Egyptian civilization consequently tended 

to remain more rural, with many small population centers 

congregated along a narrow band on both sides of  the Nile.

1-4 EGYPTIAN CIVILIZATION: 
“THE GIFT OF THE NILE”

Focus Questions: What are the basic features 

of  the three major periods of  Egyptian history? 

What elements of  continuity are evident 

in the three periods? What are their major 

di�erences?
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How did the lands to the east and west of the river help protect Egypt from invasion?
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