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Evolution of Western Civilization


Week 3
The River Valley Civilizations – Mesopotamia

The Fertile Crescent

· Mesopotamia – first known civilization in the world

· Appears to have started from scratch 

· Starting point for the rest of civilization

· Tigris Euphrates rivers in the (cradle of civilization)

· The river basins in the Fertile Crescent allowed people to renew their soil for agriculture. Mesopotamia was located there.

· Had repeated process of mineral deposits that allowed them to live there for a longer time

· Complex irrigation system

· A lot of population density in Sumer

The culture of Mesopotamia 

· Composed of many independent “CITY-STATES”

· Mesopotamians were more fractured/fragmented caused relationship issues (fighting regularly)

· City-states were used in other times as well, Greeks, Italians in particular

· Settlements were surrounded by walls and the people controlled the areas around them

· Effected belief systems

Religion

· Agriculture depended on sudden flood to bring in river silts, vulnerable to floods/droughts

· Believed in supernatural forces that controlled their lives

· Polytheistic faith, made up of Gods/goddesses all based on sky, earth, water and wind

· Each city state was linked to a specific God/goddesses

· Pay respect to deity of another state

· The gods/ goddesses were the ones who controlled life

· If things go bad, the gods were displeased and if things go good the gods/goddesses were pleased

· Religion offered a way to understand the world in a way that aligned with (very limited) scientific knowledge

· Gods were allowed to act in ways mortals were not (immorality was permissible for the gods)

Political and Social Organization

Three Classes

1. Nobles

· Priest and priestesses

· Were the technological and political innovators

· Highest on the social ladder

2. Commoners

· Farmers, Fishers, merchants, craftspeople and scribes

3. Slaves

· Captured people forced into labor by the Nobles

Regional Conflict 

· Sumerian people were constantly at war

· First wars in History were fought here

· Gave rise to technology such as the chariot 

· Only when conquered would there be times of peace

· Gave rise to a new member of the social hierarchy, the king
Economy

· Agriculture was the main staple for this civilization

· Commerce and trade grew in importance

· Mastered copper, tin and the Bronze
· Trade flourished with overland routes to the Mediterranean/sea routes to India

· Results to currency coming into being – Silver

· First wheel appeared in Sumer around 3000 B.C.E

Development of Writing 

· First civilization to develop writing, known as cuneiform, it evolved from picture symbols

Cuneiform

· Develops out of necessity at first

· They were producing so much food/large surpluses

· Floods/droughts – needed to store large amounts of food

· Arises out of an organizational need to organize food storage
Significant Accomplishments

· Development of Mathematics (10, 60, 360), Astronomy, Irrigation, code of law: Code of Hammurabi (1772)

· The Epic of Gilgamesh was the first great work of Literature in civilization

The River Valley Civilizations - Egypt

The Gift of the Nile

· Egypt had a great river to provide water for life

· River flooded more gradually, ease/stability

Unification of Upper and Lower Egypt (Narmer Palette)

· Egypt was unusually stable/refined

· Unification was a bloody process (Narmer Palette)
· Egyptians fid not tolerate instability

Religion 

· Gods/goddesses and regarded their ruler, the Pharaohs as living Gods

· Pharaohs had responsibility for crops

· Great unification, compared to Mesopotamia

· Believed in an elaborate afterlife which led to mummification and tomb building

· Only Pharaohs were guaranteed a good life in the afterlife, eventually everyone met Osiris in the afterlife

Political Organization
Nobles – Landowners

· The king (Pharaoh) had supreme power based on a religious foundation
· Priest class shared in power (helped in government)

Merchants and Artisans

· Were held in high regard but merchants had less status than other river cultures

· Important (selling goods, trading roots)

Commoners

· The serf that worked the land

Art and Literature 

· Buildings, monuments adorned with scenes of every day life, life of nobles and the afterlife

· Highly stylized, focused on profile, semi- profile

· Writing in the form of picture symbols hieroglyphics 

· Never developed an alphabet

Science

· Excelled in mathematics, astronomy and engineering 

· Created idea of a day, 24 hrs, 30 day month, 365 day/year calendar

· Medicine – still “mystic” but researched remedies

· Advancements in sailboats (boats already existed)

Similarities and Differences (Between Mesopotamia and Early Egypt)
Similarities 






Differences

· Religion




- Worship

· Writing




- Optimistic vs. Pessimistic

· Agriculture




- Hieroglyphics vs. Cuneiform


· Technology (calendar, math, anatomy)
- Social Structure (hierarchy) 

· Division of Labor

What does this tells us?

· Agriculture leads to settlements

· Settlements leads to technological advancements 

· Technological advancements lead to more diverse division of labor

