THE FIRST R1IVER-VAILLEY
CIVILIZATIONS,
3500-1500 B.C.E.

ENVIRONMENT AND TECHNOLOGY: Environmental Stress in the Indus Valley
Society AND CuLture: The Babylonian New Year's Festival
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Painted Wooden Models from the Tomb of an Egyptian Nobleman, ca. 2000 B.CE.
Meketre, seated at right, oversees inspection of his cattle with the help of herdsmen and other servants.



he Epic of Gilgamesh, whose roots date to some
time before 2000 B.C.E., making it one of the
2 oldest surviving works of literature, provides a

definition of civilization as the people of ancient
Mesopotamia (present-day' Iraq) understood it. Gil-
gamesh, an early king, sends a temple-prostitute to tame
Enkidu®, a wild man who lives like an animal in the
grasslands. After using her sexual charms to win Enkidu’s
trust, she says to him:

Come with me to the city, to Uruk’,

to-the temple of Anu and the goddess Ishtar...

to Uruk, where the processions are and music,

let us go together through the dancing
to the palace hall where Gilgamesh presides.!

She then clothes Enkidu and teaches him to eat cooked
food, drink brewed beer, and bathe and oil his body. By
her words and actions she indicates some of the behav-
jor that ancient Mesopotamians associated with civi-
lized life.

The tendency of the Mesopotamians, like other
peoples throughout history, to equate civilization
with their own way of life should serve as a caution for
us. What assumptions are hiding behind the fre-
quently made claim that the “first” civilizations, or the
first “advanced” or “high” civilizations, arose in west-
ern Asia and northeastern Africa sometime before
3000 B.C.E.2 Given that civilization is aloaded and am-
biguous concept, the idea that the first civilizations
emerged in ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt needs to
be explained carefully.

Scholars agree that certain political, social, eco-
nomic, and technological phenomena are indicators
of civilization: (1) cities that served as administrative
centers, (2) a political system based on control of a
defined territory rather than on connections of kin-
ship, (3) a significant number of people engaged in
specialized, non-food-producing activities, (4) status
distinctions, usually linked to the accumulation of
substantial wealth by some groups, (5) monumental

Enkidu (EN-kee-doo) Urﬁk (0O0-rook)
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building, (6) a system for keeping permanent records,
(7) long-distance trade, and (8) major advances in sci-
ence and the arts. The earliest societies in which those
features are apparent developed in the floodplains
of great rivers in Asia and Africa: the Tigris® and Eu-
phrates® in Iraq, the Indus in Pakistan, the Yellow
(Huang He") in China, and the Nile in Egypt (see Map
2.1). The periodic flooding of the rivers brought bene-
fits—deposits of fertile silt and water for agriculture—
but also threatened lives and property. To proteci
themselves and channel these powerful forces of
nature, people living near the rivers created new tech-
nologies and forms of political and social organiza-
tion.

In this chapter we trace the rise of complex soci-
eties in Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the Indus River
Valley from approximately 3500 to 1500 B.C.E. Our
starting point roughly coincides with the origins of
writing, so we can observe aspects of human expe-
rience that scholars cannot deduce from archaeo-
logical evidence alone. Because the independen
emergence of civilization based on river floods and ir-
rigation occurred somewhat later in China than ir
Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the Indus Valley, early Chinz
is taken up in the next chapter.

As you read this chapter, ask yourself the follow
ing questions:

« Why did the earliest civilizations rise in such chal
lenging environments?

« How did the need to organize labor resources shap
the political and social structures of these societies

» To what degree did new technologies, such as met
allurgy, writing, and monumental constructior
contribute to the power and wealth of elite groups

« How is the interaction of these societies with th
environment reflected in their religious beliefs an
world-views?

Tigris (TIE-gris) Euphrates (you-FRAY-teez)
Huang He (hwang huh)



CHRONOLOGY

Mesopotamia

3000-2350 B.C.E.
Early Dynastic (Sumerian)

2350-2230 B.C.E.

Akkadian (Semitic)
2112-2004 B.CE.

Third Dynasty of Ur (Sumerian)
1900-1600 B.C.E.

0Old Babylonian {Semitic)

1500~1150 B.C.E.
Kassite
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MESOPOTAMIA

B ecause of the unpredictable nature of the Tigris and
Euphrates Rivers and the weather, the peoples of an-
cient Mesopotamia saw the world as a hazardous place
Wwhere human beings were at the mercy of gods who em-
bodied the forces of nature. One of their explanations for
the origins and characteristics of their world is what we
know as the Babylonian Creation Myth (Babylon was the
most important city in southern Mesopotamia in the
second and first millennia B.c.z.). The high point of the
myth is a cosmic battle between Marduk, the chief god of
Babylon, and Tiamat®, a female figure who personifies
the salt sea. Marduk euts up Tiamat and from her body
fashions the earth and sky. He then creates the divisions
of time, the celestial bodies, rivers, and weather phe-
Nomena, and from the blood of a defeated rebel god
he creates human beings. Creation myths of this sort

2575-2134 B.C.E
Old Kingdom
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Egypt Indus Valley

3100-2575 B.C.E.
Early Dynastic

2600 B.CE.  Beginning of
Indus Valley civilization

2134-2040 B.C.E. -
First Intermediate Perio
2040~1640 B.CE.
Middle Kingdom

1900 8.CE.. End of Indus
Valley civilization

1640-1532 B.C.E.

Second Intermediate Period
1532-1070 B.C.E.

New Kingdom

provided the ancient inhabitants of Mesopotamia with a
satisfactory explanation for the environment in which
they were living.

Mesopotamia is a Greek word

§ettledAgriculture meaning “land between the
in an Unstable rivers.” It reflects the centrality
Landscape of the Euphrates and Tigris

Rivers to the way of life in this
region (see Map 2.2). Mesopotamian civilization devel-
oped in the plain alongside and between the Tigris and
Euphrates, which originate in the mountains of eastern
Anatolia (modern Turkey) and empty into the Persian
Gulf. This is an alluvial plain—a flat, fertile expanse built
up over many millennia by silt that the rivers deposited.

Mesopotamia lies mostly within modern Iraq. Cer-
tain natural features establish its boundaries. To the
north and east, an arc of mountains extends from north-

‘ern Syria and southeastern Anatolia to the Zagros®

Tiamat (TIE-ah-mat)

Zagros (ZAG-ruhs)







