
 

Features of Civilization 
A civilization is a complex, highly organized social order. The world’s first civilizations started independently in river valleys. These rivers provided a 

water supply, means of transportation, source of food, and the conditions necessary for farming. Food surpluses led to a rise in population, which in 

turn led to the growth of cities. 

Cities 
 

Population centers that are larger and more 
organized that towns or villages and that 
support the other features of civilization. 

Organized Governments 
 

Structured governments that coordinate 
large-scale projects such as food production 
or construction, establish laws, and organize 
defense systems, such as an army. 

Complex Religions 
 

Systems of religious beliefs that usually 
include rituals and worship of one or more 
gods and/or goddesses.  
 

Writing 
 

Structured writing systems used initially by 
governments or religious leaders to record 
important information. 
     Ex) hieroglyphics, cuneiform.  

Job Specialization 
 

System in which there are different types of 
jobs and each worker focuses on one 
particular type. 

What Defines a 
Civilization? 

Public Works 
 

Large-scale and often costly projects that 
benefit the city and its people. 
     Ex) bridges, canals, roads. 

Arts and Architecture 
 

Various types of artwork and buildings that 
express the talents, beliefs, and values of 
people in a society. 

Social Classes 
 

Ranked groups within society that are 
determined by job, economic standing, or 
birth. 



 

Although the Sumerian 

civilization had been replaced by 

other civilizations and empires 

by 1900 B.C., Sumer left behind 

a lasting legacy. Cuneiform was 

adopted by conquering people and contributed to the 

spread of ideas to other regions. Advances in astronomy 

and math led to the development of number systems, 

basic algebra and geometry, and accurate calendars. 

These achievements spread around the Middle Eastern 

world and contributed to the growth of Greece and Rome.  

City-States of Ancient Sumer 
The Fertile Crescent and Mesopotamia 
 
A number of early civilizations arose in the Fertile Crescent, a region of 
the Middle East named for its rich soils and its shape like a crescent 
moon. The Fertile Crescent curves from the Persian Gulf to the eastern 
coast of the Mediterranean Sea. Within the Fertile Crescent lies a region 
that the ancient Greeks later named Mesopotamia, which means 
“between two rivers.” These rivers are the Tigris and the Euphrates. 
Historians believe the world earliest civilization developed in the 
southern portion of Mesopotamia around 3300 B.C., in a region called 
Sumer. Today, this land is mostly located in the country of Iraq. 

Sumerian Civilization Takes Shape 
 
Within a few hundred years of its beginning, Sumer included at least 12 separate city-states. Two of the greatest cities were called Ur and Uruk. Although 
the people within these cities had similar cultures, they competed for resources in the region, which resulted in wars. Most of the cities were built with 
clay bricks that were dried in the sun. They were ruled over by a warrior who was also responsible for maintaining the city walls and irrigation systems, 
leading the army, enforcing laws, and employing scribes to carry out important functions. The ruler was seen as the chief servant of, or even descended 
from, the gods. Each Sumerian city-state had a distinct social hierarchy, or system of ranking groups, called “classes.”  

 
Sumerian Social Hierarchy 
 
 Ruler, High Priests 

 

 Lesser Priests, Scribes, 
Artisans, Merchants 

 

 Peasant Farmers 
 

 Slaves 

Religion in Sumer 
 
Like most ancient peoples, the 
Sumerians were polytheistic, 
worshiping many gods. They believed 
these gods controlled every aspect of 
life, especially the forces of nature. 
Sumerians worshipped their gods in a 
ziggurat, a large, stepped platform 
with a temple at the top dedicated to 
the city-states’ main god or goddess.  

Sumerian Writing  
 
By 3200 B.C., Sumerians had invented the 
earliest known writing. It was called cuneiform, 
meaning wedged shape symbol. Scribes wrote by 
making these symbols, called pictographs, on 
clay tablets, which enabled them to record goods 
and other information. Literature also developed 
in Sumer. The Epic of Gilgamesh tells the story of 
a great flood and depicts common themes, such 
as heroism and the quest for eternal life.  



 

Empires in Mesopotamia 
The Babylonian Empire and the Code of Hammurabi 
     Hammurabi, a king of the city-state of Babylon in Mesopotamia, was able to conquer other city-states in the region by around 1790 B.C. His most 
lasting legacy is the publication of a set of laws known as Hammurabi’s Code. Most of the laws had been around since Sumerian times, but Hammurabi 
wanted to ensure that everyone in his empire knew the legal principles of his government. He had artisans collect and carve nearly 300 laws on a stone 
pillar for all to see. Hammurabi’s Code was the first important attempt by a ruler to codify, or arrange and set down in writing, all the laws that would 
govern a state.  
     Hammurabi’s Code is often described as harsh or cruel, because it followed the principle of “an eye for an eye.” Punishments were usually equal to 
the crime committed. However, most of Hammurabi’s laws dealt with civil law, including property rights, business contracts, taxes, and marriage. The 
Code encouraged social order by setting out specific punishments for specific offenses, rather than allowing people to take matters into their own hands.   
 

The Assyrian Empire  
     The Assyrians had established an empire by about 1350 B.C., and by 1100 B.C., they began expanding their empire 
across Mesopotamia and into Egypt. They were able to conquer vast territory because of new technologies that had 
been developed and spread by another Mesopotamian civilization, the Hittites. These people had developed iron tools 
and weapons, as well as horse-drawn chariots. Over the course of 500 years Assyrians used this technology to conquer 
neighboring lands, earning them a reputation for being among the most feared warriors in history. Assyrians rulers also 
encouraged a well-ordered society and built great cities in which people followed a code of laws. At Nineveh, King 
Assurbanipal founded one of the world’s first libraries. There, he kept cuneiform tablets from all over the Fertile 
Crescent. These collections have provided modern scholars with a wealth of information about the ancient Middle East. 

The Persian Empire 
     In 539 B.C., Babylon fell to the Persian armies of Cyrus the Great. Cyrus and his successors went on to 
build one of the largest empires in history. The Persians eventually controlled territory from India to the 
Mediterranean Sea. The Persian rulers were tolerant of the people they conquered, letting them 
practice their own customs.  
     After Cyrus, King Darius I unified and strengthened the empire. Darius set up a bureaucracy, or a 
system of government divided up to perform different tasks. The empire itself was vast, so Darius also 
divided it up into provinces called satrapies, with each ruled by a governor called a satrap. Darius 
established a code of laws, like Hammurabi, and ordered the construction of many roads to facilitate 
trade within his empire. To improve trade, Darius encouraged the use of coins. Most people continued 
in a barter economy, exchanging one set of goods or services for another, but merchants and traders 
began to use these coins in a money economy. This created links between people in the Persian Empire. 

Zoroaster 
     A Persian thinker and religious leader 
named Zoroaster also helped unite the 
empire. He rejected old Persian gods and 
taught that a single god ruled the world. He 
also believed in a conflict between good 
and evil, heaven and hell, and a final day of 
judgement. Two later religions that 
emerged in the Middle East, Christianity 
and Islam, are influenced by 
Zoroastrianism, as they stress similar ideas 
about the world and our place within it. 



 

Egyptian Civilization 
Kingdom on the Nile 
 
Located in northeastern Africa, the Nile River is the longest river in the world and was home to one of the earliest civilizations in history. Egypt developed 
as a civilization out of farming villages that lined the river and its surrounding rich land. Every year, the river flooded, soaking the land with water and 
depositing a layer of rich silt. Early governments took the responsibility of organizing efforts to control the Nile’s floods, building dikes, reservoirs, and 
irrigation ditches to channel the river to farmland and store water for the dry season.  

Upper and Lower Egypt  
 
Ancient Egypt had two distinct regions, Upper Egypt in the south and Lower Egypt in the north.  
Lower Egypt formed around the delta region where the Nile empties into the Mediterranean Sea. A 
delta is a triangular area of very fertile land formed by deposits of silt at the mouth of a river. 
Around 3100 B.C., King Menes of Upper Egypt united the two regions. The Nile River was then used 
for communication between the two former halves of Egypt and for trade that brought goods from 
Egypt to the entire Mediterranean region. Egyptian civilization grew in both size and power. 

Old Kingdom  
(2575 – 2130 B.C.) 
During the Old Kingdom, Egyptians kings, called pharaohs, 
organized a strong, centralized state. Pharaohs held 
absolute power and played key roles in government and 
religion. They were even worshipped by Egyptians as a god. 
The social hierarchy of Egypt was dominated by the pharaoh 
at the top, and the vizier, or chief minister and supervisor of 
the government, beneath him. Aristocrats, warriors, 
merchants, and scribes made up the middle classes of Egypt, 
while most of the people were poor peasant farmers. One of 
the most memorable accomplishments of this time was the 
construction of the Great Pyramids of Giza, which still stand 
to this day. These pyramids were built over many years as 
tombs for the pharaohs to protect them in the afterlife. 

Middle Kingdom 
(1983 – 1630 B.C.) 
The Middle Kingdom 
was a time in which 
Egypt was regularly 
divided and weak. 
Although trade 
expanded within the 
Mediterranean and 
Middle Eastern regions, 
Egyptian civilization 
was often taken over 
and controlled by 
foreign invaders such 
as the Hyksos.  

New Kingdom  
(1539 – 1075 B.C.) 
During the New Kingdom, a number of powerful and ambitious 
pharaohs created a large empire. Hatshepsut became the first 
female pharaoh of Egypt. Ramses II expanded Egyptian 
territory all the way into parts of the Fertile Crescent. 
Additionally, he fought many battles against the Hittite Empire 
until a peace treaty was signed, the first such document in 
history known to have survived. At its height around 1450 B.C., 
the Egyptian empire reached as far north as Syria and the 
Euphrates River and as far south as Nubia. After 1100 B.C. 
Egyptian power slowly declined as invaders, such as the 
Assyrians and Persians, conquered the Nile region. Later, the 
Greeks and then Romans conquered the land, eager to add the 
fertile Nile River Valley to their growing empires. 
 
 



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Egyptian Civilization: Religion 
Religion in Egypt 
 
In Egypt the chief god was the sun god. During the Old Kingdom, Egyptians worshipped a sun god named Re. By the Middle Kingdom, Egyptians associated 
Re with another god Amon, and called this great lord of the gods Amon-Re. The pharaohs, whom Egyptians viewed as gods as well as kings, were believed 
to receive their right to rule from Amon-Re. Other important gods included Osiris and Isis. Osiris was the god of the dead and judge of souls seeking 
admission to the afterlife. He also was god of the Nile, and controlled the annual flood that made the land fertile. Isis was especially worshipped by 
women, who believed Isis first taught women to grind corn, spin flax, weave cloth, and care for children.  Despite being a polytheistic society, a pharaoh 
named Akhenaton challenged traditional order by ordering all priests to only worship one god, called Aton. However, after Akhenaton’s death the 
worship of many gods returned to Egyptian life and continued to greatly influence their society.  

Egyptian Views of the Afterlife 
 
The Egyptians believed that each soul had to pass a test to win eternal life. To 
survive the dangerous journey through the underworld, Egyptians relied on the Book 
of the Dead, which contained spells, charms, and other things for the dead to use in 
the afterlife. Egyptians believed that the afterlife would be much like life on Earth. 
As a result, they buried their dead with everything they would need for eternity. To 
give a soul use of its body in the afterlife, Egyptians perfected skills in 
mummification, the preservation of dead bodies by embalming them and wrapping 
them in cloth.  

King Tut 
 
Much of what historians know about Egyptians, their religious 
customs, and their civilization as a whole is due to evidence found 
in tombs of great pharaohs. One of the most famous examples is 
the tomb of Tutankhamen, or King Tut, which was unearthed by 
archaeologist Howard Carter in 1922. The body of 18-year-old 
King Tut was found in a solid-gold coffin and surrounded by 
treasures including chariots, weapons, furniture, jewelry, toys, 
and games.  



 

 

Egyptian Writing 
 
Egyptians developed three systems of writing, each with a different use. The first was hieroglyphics, a 
system in which symbols or pictures called hieroglyphs represent objects, concepts, or sounds. The 
Egyptians used hieroglyphs to record important economic, administrative, and royal information. Around 
the time that hieroglyphics emerged, scribes also developed hieratic writing, a simple script for everyday 
use. Over time, hieratic script was replaced by a similar one called demotic. The Egyptians carved symbols 
into stone, but also learned to make a paper-like writing material from papyrus, which they could write on.  

Egyptian Civilization: Achievements 
The Rosetta Stone 
 
After ancient Egypt declined, the 
meanings of hieroglyphs were lost. 
Not until the early 1800s did a French 
scholar, Jean Champollion, unravel the 
then mysterious writings on Egypt’s 
great monuments. Champollion did so 
by figuring out the meaning of 
passages written on the Rosetta 
Stone. This flat, black stone was 
discovered in Egypt and presents the 
same passage carved in hieroglyphics, 
demotic script, and Greek. As a result 
of this breakthrough, scholars could 
begin to read the thousands of 
surviving records from ancient Egypt.  

Achievements in Math and Science 
 
Egyptians learned a great deal about the human body through their knowledge 
of mummification. They also performed complex surgical operations and 
developed medicines from plants that are still used in some ways today. 
Egyptians developed a calendar that included 12 months of 30 days each as 
well as 5 days added at the end of each year. This became the basis for our 
modern calendar. Scholars developed geometry to survey the land and 
became experts in engineering. This was especially important in designing 
huge projects such as pyramids.  

Achievements in Arts and Literature 
 
The arts of ancient Egypt included statues, wall paintings in tombs, and carvings on temples. Artists 
presented gods and pharaohs as much larger than other figures – size indicated the subjects’ importance. 
Artists also developed a very unique way of depicting people. Typically, their heads and limbs were drawn in 
profile but their eyes and shoulders faced the viewer. Statues often showed people in stiff, standard poses 
and some human figures have animal heads that represent special qualities. For example, the Sphinx that 
lies near the Great Pyramids at Giza portrays an early pharaoh as a powerful lion-man.  
 
The most important story of ancient Egypt is The Tale of Sinuhe, which tells of the wanderings of Sinuhe, his 
victorious battles against other civilizations, and his eventual return home. Similar stories help us see how 
Egyptians viewed both themselves and the people of the surrounding desert.  


