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In this module you will follow the development of the earliest 
civilizations that formed on fertile river plains in Africa and Asia. 

About the Photo: The photo shows a tile 
painting from the Chinese Shang Dynasty. 
Skilled artisans emerged throughout the early 
river valley civilizations as agricultural surplus 
made way for the growth of skilled workers. 
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Essential Question
How did geography play a role in the development and organization of early civilizations? 
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What You Will Learn …
Lesson 1: Civilization .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  38
The Big Idea Prosperous farming villages, food surpluses, and new 
technology led to the rise of civilization. 

Lesson 2: City-States in Mesopotamia .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  44
The Big Idea The earliest civilization in Asia arose in Mesopotamia 
and organized into city-states. 

Lesson 3: Pyramids on the Nile  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  51
The Big Idea Using mathematical knowledge and engineering skills, 
Egyptians built magnifi cent monuments to honor dead rulers.

Lesson 4: Planned Cities on the Indus .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  62
The Big Idea The fi rst Indian civilization built well-planned cities on 
the banks of the Indus River.

Lesson 5: River Dynasties in China .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  70
The Big Idea The early rulers introduced ideas about government 
and society that shaped Chinese civilization.
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Explore ONLINE!

WORLD

1000 BC

Timeline of Events 3000 BC–1000 BC

2000 BC Babylonian 
empire begins to develop in 
Mesopotamia.

2660 BC Egypt’s Old 
Kingdom develops.

1027 BC Zhou Dynasty 
forms in China.  

1750 BC Indus Valley 
civilization continues  
its decline.  

2350 BC Sargon defeats 
the city-states of Sumer. 

1792 BC Hammurabi begins 
to develop code of laws for 

Babylonian Empire. 

3000 BC City-states form 
in Sumer, Mesopotamia.  

2556 BC Construction on the 
Great Pyramid of Giza is complete.

2500 BC Sumerian metalworkers 
produce bronze spearheads by the 

thousands.

2000 BC Cities in China’s Xia 
Dynasty begin to form.

1700 BC China’s 
Shang Dynasty forms.

3000 BC
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Case Study

Ur in Sumer

The Big Idea
Prosperous farming  villages, 
food surpluses, and new 
 technology led to the rise of  
civilizations.

Why It Matters Now
Contemporary civilizations share 
the same characteristics typical 
of ancient civilizations.

Key Terms and People
specialization
artisan
institution
scribe
cuneiform
Bronze Age
barter
ziggurat

Civilization

Lesson 1

Setting the Stage
Agriculture marked a dramatic change in how people 
lived together. They began dwelling in larger, more 
organized communities, such as farming villages and 
towns. From some of these settlements, cities gradually 
emerged, forming the backdrop of a more complex way 
of life—civilization.

Villages Grow into Cities
Over the centuries, people settled in stable communities that 
were based on agriculture. Domesticated animals became more 
common. The invention of new tools—hoes, sickles, and plow 
sticks—made the work of farming easier. As people gradually 
developed the technology to control their natural environment, 
they reaped larger harvests. Settlements with a plentiful supply 
of food could support larger populations.

As the population of some early farming villages increased, 
social relationships became more complicated. The change 
from a nomadic hunting-gathering way of life to settled vil-
lage life took a long time. Likewise, the change from village 
life to city life was a gradual process that spanned several 
generations.

Economic Changes To cultivate more land and to 
produce extra crops, ancient people in larger vil-
lages built elaborate irrigation systems. The result-
ing food surpluses freed some villagers to pursue 
other jobs and to develop skills besides farming. 
Individuals who learned to become craftspeople 
created valuable new products, such as pottery, 
metal objects, and woven cloth. In turn, people 
who became traders profited from a broader range 
of goods to exchange—craftwork, grains, and 
many raw materials. Two important inventions—
the wheel and the sail—also enabled traders to 
move more goods over longer distances.

The people of Sumer could find almost everything they 
needed in a city marketplace.
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Reading Check  
Summarize  

How did the social 
structure of village 

life change as the 
economy became 

more complex? 

Social Changes A more complex and prosperous economy affected the 
social structure of village life. For example, building and operating large 
irrigation systems required the labor of many people. As other special 
groups of workers formed, social classes with varying wealth, power, and 
influence began to emerge. A system of social classes would become more 
clearly defined as cities grew.

Religion also became more organized. During the Old Stone Age, prehis-
toric people’s religious beliefs centered around nature, animal spirits, and 
some idea of an afterlife. During the New Stone Age, farming peoples wor-
shiped the many gods and goddesses who they believed had power over the 
rain, wind, and other forces of nature. Early city dwellers developed rituals 
founded on these earlier religious beliefs. As populations grew, common 
spiritual values became lasting religious traditions.

How Civilization Develops
Most historians believe that one of the first civilizations arose in 
Sumer. Sumer was located in Mesopotamia, a region that is part of 
modern Iraq. A civilization is often defined as a complex culture 
with five characteristics: (1) advanced cities, (2) specialized workers, 
(3) complex institutions, (4) record keeping, and (5) advanced 
technology. Just what set the Sumerians apart from their neighbors?

Advanced Cities Cities were the birthplaces of the first civilizations. A 
city is more than a large group of people living together. The size of the 
population alone does not distinguish a village from a city. One of the key 
differences is that a city is a center of trade for a larger area. Like their 
modern-day counterparts, ancient city dwellers depended on trade.  
Farmers, merchants, and traders brought goods to market in the cities. 
The city dwellers themselves produced a variety of goods for exchange.

Specialized Workers As cities grew, so did the need for more specialized 
workers, such as traders, government officials, and priests. Food surpluses 
provided the opportunity for specialization—the development of skills 
in a specific kind of work. An abundant food supply allowed some people 
to become expert at jobs besides farming. Some city dwellers became 
 artisans—skilled workers who make goods by hand. Specialization helped 
artisans develop their skill at designing jewelry, fashioning metal tools 
and weapons, or making clothing and pottery. For example, early Sumeri-
ans learned how to pound wool or goat hair into felt. Some artisans who 
excelled at using textiles developed a sense of fashion. Fabrics were used as 
gifts, to design elaborate outfits, and for trading. The wide range of crafts 
artisans produced helped cities become centers of trade.

Complex Institutions The soaring populations of early cities made 
 government, or a system of ruling, necessary. In civilizations,  leaders 
emerged to maintain order among people and to establish laws.  
Government is an example of an institution—a long-lasting pattern of 
organization in a community. Complex institutions, such as government, 
religion, and the economy, are another characteristic of civilization.

An artist’s rendering of the 
Sumerian city of Ur.
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Reading Check  
Draw Conclusions  

Why were cities 
essential to 

the growth of 
civilizations?

With the growth of cities, religion became a formal insti tution. Most 
cities had great temples where dozens of priests took charge of religious 
duties. Sumerians believed that every city belonged to a god who governed 
the city’s activities. The temple was the hub of both government and 
religious affairs. It also served as the city’s economic center. There, food, 
clothing, and trade items were distributed.

Record Keeping As government, religion, and the economy became more 
complex, people recognized the need to keep records. In early civilizations, 
government officials had to document tax collections, the passage of  
laws, and the storage of grain. Priests needed a way to keep track of the 
calendar and important rituals. Merchants had to record accounts of debts 
and payments.

Most civilizations developed a system of writing, 
though some devised other methods of record keeping. 
Around 3000 BC, Sumerian scribes—or professional 
record keepers—invented a system of writing called 
cuneiform (KYOO•nee•uh•fawrm), meaning “wedge-
shaped.” (Earlier Sumerian writing consisted of 
pictographs—symbols of the objects or what they 
represented.) The scribe’s tool, called a stylus, was a 
sharpened reed with a wedge-shaped point. It was 
pressed into moist clay to create symbols. Scribes 
baked their clay tablets in the sun to preserve the 
writing.

People soon began to use writing for other purposes 
besides record keeping. They also wrote about their 
cities’ dramatic events—wars, natural disasters, the 
reign of kings. Thus, the beginning of civilization in 
Sumer also signaled the beginning of written history.

Improved Technology New tools and techniques are 
always needed to solve problems that emerge when 
large groups of people live together. In early civiliza-
tions, some farmers harnessed the powers of animals 
and nature. For example, they used ox-drawn plows to 
turn the soil. They also created irrigation systems to 
expand planting areas.

Sumerian artisans relied on new technology to make their tasks easier. 
Around 3500 BC, they first used the pot ter’s wheel to shape jugs, plates, 
and bowls. Sumerian metalworkers discovered that melting together cer-
tain amounts of copper and tin made bronze. After 2500 BC, metal workers 
in Sumer’s cities turned out bronze spearheads by the thousands. The 
period called the Bronze Age refers to the time when people began using 
bronze, rather than copper and stone, to fashion tools and weapons. The 
Bronze Age started in Sumer around 3000 BC, but the date varied in other 
parts of Asia and in Europe.

The wedge-shaped symbols of 
cuneiform are visible on this clay tablet.
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Civilization Emerges in Ur
Ur, one of the earliest cities in Sumer, stood on the banks of the Euphrates 
River in what is now southern Iraq. Some 30,000 people once lived in this 
ancient city. Ur was the site of a highly sophisticated civilization.

After excavating from 1922 to 1934, English archaeologist Leonard 
Woolley and his team unraveled the mystery of this long-lost civilization. 
From archaeological evidence, Woolley concluded that around 3000 BC, 
Ur was a flourishing urban civ ilization. People in Ur lived in well-defined 
social classes. Rulers, as well as priests and priestesses, wielded great 
power. Wealthy merchants profited from foreign trade. Artists and arti-
sans created lavish jewelry, musical instruments, and gold daggers. 
Woolley’s finds have enabled historians to reconstruct Ur’s 
advanced culture.

Case Study         Ur in Sumer

The aerial photograph of Ur taken in 
the 1930s shows the placement of 

important infrastructure, such as the 
ziggurat. The Great Ziggurat of Ur 

was completely revealed in the 1920s 
by Leonard Woolley and his team. 

Woolley’s excavation team found a 
huge, rectangular pyramidal structure 
made with mud and baked bricks. The 

ziggurat housed the temple of the 
city’s patron god. Ur’s patron god was 

the moon goddess, Nanna.

1. Ziggurat A massive temple

2. Court of Nanna Sacred place of Ur’s 
moon god

3. Home of the High Priestess Place 
where a woman with great religious 
authority lived

4. Surrounding Wall Defense for 
protecting Ur residents

5. Temple and Treasury Administrative 
centers in Ur

6. Royal Cemetery Burial site of the 
queen and king of Ur

The City of Ur
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An Agricultural Economy Imagine a time nearly 5,000 years ago. Outside 
the mud-brick walls surrounding Ur, ox-driven plows cultivate the fields. 
People are working barefoot in the irrigation ditches that run between 
patches of green plants. With stone hoes, the workers widen ditches to 
carry water into their fields from the reservoir a mile away. This large-
scale irrigation system was developed to provide Ur with food surpluses, 
which keep the economy thriving. The government officials who direct 
this public works project ensure its smooth operation.

Life in the City A broad dirt road leads from the fields to the city’s wall. 
Inside, city dwellers go about their daily lives. Most live in windowless, 
one-story, boxlike houses packed tightly along the street. A few wealthy 
families live in two-story houses with an inner courtyard.

Down another street, artisans work in their shops. A metalworker 
makes bronze by mixing molten copper with just the right quantity of tin. 
Later, he will hammer the bronze to make spearheads—weapons to help 
Ur’s well-organized armies defend the city. As a potter spins his potter’s 
wheel, he expertly shapes the moist clay into a large bowl. These artisans 
and other craftworkers produce trade goods that help Ur prosper.

Ur’s Thriving Trade The narrow streets open into a broad avenue where 
merchants squat under awnings and trade farmers’ crops and artisans’ 
crafts. This is the city’s bazaar, or marketplace. Coins are not used to make 
purchases because money has not yet been invented. But merchants and 
their customers know roughly how many pots of grain a farmer must give 
to buy a jug of wine. This way of trading goods and services without money 
is called barter. More complicated trades require a scribe. He carefully 
forms cuneiform signs on a clay tablet. The signs may show how much 
barley a farmer owes a merchant for a donkey.

The Temple: Center of City Life Farther down the main avenue stands 
Ur’s tallest and most important building—the temple. Like a city within 
a city, the temple is surrounded by a heavy wall. Within the temple gate, a 
massive, tiered structure towers over the city. This pyramid-shaped monu-
ment is called a ziggurat (ZIHG•uh•rat), which means “mountain of god.” 
On the exterior of the ziggurat, a flight of perhaps 100 mud-brick stairs 
leads to the top. At the peak, priests conduct rituals to worship the city 
god who looms over Ur. Every day, priests climb these stairs. They often 
drag a goat or sheep to sacrifice. The temple also houses storage areas for 
grains, woven fabrics, and gems—offerings to the city’s god. Sumerians 
had elaborate burial rituals and believed in an afterlife.

An early city, such as Ur, represents a model of civilizations that con-
tinued to arise throughout history. While the Sumerians were advancing 
their culture, civilizations were developing in Egypt, China, and elsewhere 
in Asia.

Reading Check  
Analyze Causes  

How did Ur’s 
agricultural way 
of life foster the 
development of 

civilization there? 

Module 242

DO NOT EDIT--Changes must be made through “File info” 
CorrectionKey=NL-A



• Uruk—population of 
about 50,000, which 
doubled in two centuries

• Lagash—population of 
about 10,000 to 50,000

• Umma—population of 
about 10,000 to 50,000

• Cuneiform tablets—
records of business 
transactions, 
historical events, 
customs, and 
traditions

• merchants • teachers
• soldiers • metalworkers
• priests • government officials
• potters • farmers
• scribes • weavers

By around 3000 BC:
• The wheel, the plow, and 

the sailboat probably in 
daily use

• Bronze weapons and body 
armor that gave Sumerians 
a military advantage over 
their enemies

• Formal governments 
with officials and laws

• Priests with both 
religious and political 
power

• A rigorous education 
system for training 
of scribes

Advanced Technology

Complex Institutions

Advanced Cities

Specialized Workers

Record Keeping

CHARACTERISTICS
OF CIVILIZATION

in Sumer

Lesson 1 Assessment

Reading Check 
Analyze Events 

Why do groups attack 
these ancient sites?

Damage to Ancient Treasures
The ziggurat at Ur was damaged during the Persian Gulf War of 1991. Iraq 
parked military planes near the ziggurat, hoping coalition forces would 
not risk harming the ancient structure. While it was not attacked, bombs 
caused large craters nearby, and it was hit by stray machine gun fire. Dur-
ing the 2003 war, the Iraqi National Museum in Baghdad was damaged 
and then attacked by looters. Some of the treasures of the area’s ancient 
civilizations were either stolen or destroyed.

In March 2016, Syrian government forces regained control of Palmyra, 
Syria, from the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS). Experts reported 
mass destruction of antiquities and museums at the hands of ISIS, who 
claimed these ancient structures and relics promoted paganism. Videos 
show the militants with sledgehammers, bulldozers, and dynamite 
destroying temples, museums, sculptures, and other ancient treasures.

Critical Thinking 
Make Inferences Judging from the information on 
this graphic, what economic activities probably took 
place in Sumerian cities? 

Civilization
As the history of Sumer demonstrates, 
civilization first developed in  cities. In fact, 
the very word civilization comes from the Latin 
word for citizen, or city-dweller. However, the 
development of cities is only one aspect of 
civilization. Many scholars define civilization 
as a complex culture with five characteristics. 
The graphic organizer to the right shows how 
Sumer displayed these five characteristics.

ANALYZE KEY CONCEPTS

1. Organize Information Make a chart that lists five 
characteristics needed for the  development of civiliza-
tion. Which do you think is most important? Why?

 2. Key Terms and People For each key term or person in 
the lesson, write a sentence explaining its significance.

 3. Draw Conclusions How did life in Sumer differ from 
life in a small farming community of the region?

 4. Analyze Eff ects Why was writing a key invention for 
the Sumerians?

 5. Make Inferences In what ways does the ziggurat of 
Ur reveal that Sumerians had developed an advanced 
civilization?

Characteristics

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
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City-States in Mesopotamia

Lesson 2

The Big Idea
The earliest civilization in Asia 
arose in Mesopotamia and  
organized into city-states.

Why It Matters Now
The development of this 
 civilization reflects a  settlement 
pattern that has occurred 
repeatedly throughout history.

Key Terms and People
Fertile Crescent
Mesopotamia
city-state
dynasty
cultural diffusion
polytheism
empire
Hammurabi

Setting the Stage
Two rivers flow from the mountains of what is now 
Turkey, down through Syria and Iraq, and finally to the 
Persian Gulf. Over six thousand years ago, the waters 
of these rivers provided the lifeblood that allowed the 
formation of farming settlements. These grew into 
villages and then cities.

Geography of the Fertile Crescent
A desert climate dominates the landscape between the Persian 
Gulf and the Mediter ranean Sea in Southwest Asia. Yet within 
this dry region lies an arc of land that provided some of the 
best farming in Southwest Asia. The region’s curved shape 
and the richness of its land led scholars to call it the Fertile 
Crescent. It includes the lands facing the Mediterranean 
Sea and a plain that became known as Mesopotamia 
(mehs•uh•puh•TAY•mee•uh). The word in Greek means “land 
between the rivers.”

The rivers framing Mesopotamia are the Tigris (TY•grihs) 
and Euphrates (yoo•FRAY•teez). They flow southeastward to the 
Persian Gulf. The Tigris and Euphrates rivers flooded Mesopo-
tamia at least once a year. As the flood water receded, it left a 
thick bed of mud called silt. Farmers planted grain in this rich, 
new soil and irrigated the fields with river water. The results 
were large quantities of wheat and barley at harvest time. The 
surpluses from their harvests allowed villages to grow.

Environmental Challenges People first began to settle and 
farm the flat, swampy lands in southern Mesopotamia before 
4500 BC. Around 3300 BC, the Sumerians arrived on the scene. 
Good soil was the advantage that attracted these settlers. How-
ever, there were three disadvantages to their new environment.

• Unpredictable flooding combined with a period of little or 
no rain. The land sometimes became almost a desert. 
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In 2500 BC, the Persian Gulf 
was larger than it is today. 
Over time the Tigris and 
Euphrates have joined together 
and filled in this shallow area. 
The ancient coastline is shown 
on this map with a blue line.

Explore ONLINE!

Reading Check 
Summarize What 

are three solutions to 
the environmental 

challenges of 
Mesopotamia?

Interpret Maps

1. Location Where are the Tigris and Euphrates river valleys found?

2. Place What is the most likely cause of the change in the Persian Gulf coastline?

• With no natural barriers for protection, a Sumerian village was nearly 
defenseless.

• The natural resources of Sumer were limited. Building materials and 
other necessary items were scarce.

Solving Problems Through Organization Over a long period of time, the 
people of Sumer created solutions to deal with these problems.

• To provide water, they dug irrigation ditches that carried river water 
to their fields and allowed them to produce a surplus of crops. 

• For defense, they built city walls with mud bricks. 
• Sumerians traded their grain, cloth, and crafted tools with the 

peoples of the mountains and the desert. In exchange, they received 
raw materials such as stone, wood, and metal.

These activities required organization, cooperation, and leadership. It 
took many people working together, for example, for the Sumerians to 
construct their large irrigation systems. Leaders were needed to plan the 
projects and supervise the digging. These projects also created a need 
for laws to settle disputes over how land and water would be distributed. 
These leaders and laws were the beginning of organ ized government—and 
eventually of civilization.

The Fertile Crescent, 2500 BC
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Reading Check  
Analyze Causes  
How did military 

leaders gain power in 
the city-states?

Sumerians Create City-States
The Sumerians stand out in history as one of the first groups of people to 
form a  civilization. As you may have learned, five key characteristics tra-
ditionally define a civilization: (1) advanced cities, (2) specialized workers, 
(3) com plex institutions, (4) record keeping, and (5) improved technology. 
All the later peoples who lived in this region of the world built upon the 
innovations of Sumerian civilization.

By 3000 BC, the Sumerians had built a number of cities, each sur-
rounded by fields of barley and wheat. Although these cities shared the 
same culture, they developed their own governments, each with its 
own rulers. Each city and the surrounding land it controlled formed a 
 city-state. A city-state functioned much as an independent country does 
today. Sumerian city-states included Uruk, Kish, Lagash, Umma, and Ur. 
As in Ur, the center of all Sumerian cities was the walled temple with a 
 ziggurat in the middle. There, the priests and rulers appealed to the gods 
for the well-being of the city-state.

Priests and Rulers Share Control Sumer’s earliest governments were 
controlled by the temple priests. The farmers believed that the success 
of their crops depended upon the blessings of the gods, and the priests 
acted as go-betweens with the gods. In addition to being a place of wor-
ship, the ziggurat was like a city hall. From the ziggurat the priests man-
aged the irrigation system. Priests demanded a portion of every farmer’s 

crop as taxes.
In time of war, however, the priests did not lead the city. Instead, the 

men of the city chose a tough fighter who could command the city’s sol-
diers. At first, a commander’s power ended as soon as the war was over. 
After 3000 BC, wars between cities became more and more frequent. 
Gradually, Sumerian priests and people gave commanders permanent 
control of standing armies. 

In time, some military leaders became full-time rulers. These rulers 
usually passed their power on to their sons, who eventually passed it on 
to their own heirs. Such a series of rulers from a single family is called a 

dynasty. After 2500 BC, many Sumerian city-states came under the rule of 
dynasties.

The Spread of Cities Sumer’s city-states grew prosperous from the sur-
plus food produced on their farms. These surpluses allowed Sumerians to 
increase long-distance trade, exchanging the extra food and other goods 
for items they needed. 

By 2500 BC, new cities were arising all over the Fertile Crescent, in what 
is now Syria, northern Iraq, and Turkey. Sumerians exchanged products 
and ideas, such as living in cities, with neighboring cultures. This process 
in which a new idea or a product spreads from one culture to another is 
called cultural diffusion.

Iku-Shamagen, King of Mari,  
a city-state in Sumer, offers 
prayers to the gods.
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Vocabulary  
epic a long heroic 
poem that tells the 
story of a historical or 
legendary figure

Sumerian Culture
The belief systems, social structure, 
technology, and arts of the Sumerians 
reflected their civilization’s triumph over 
its dry and harsh environment.

A Religion of Many Gods Like many peoples in 
the Fertile Crescent, the Sumerians believed that 
many different gods controlled the various forces 
in nature. The belief in more than one god is called 
polytheism (PAHL•ee•thee•ihz•uhm). Enlil, the god of 
storms and air, was among the most powerful gods. 
Sumerians feared him as “the raging flood that has 
no rival.” Demons known as Ugallu protected 
humans from the evil demons who caused  
disease, misfortune, and misery.

Sumerians described their gods as doing 
many of the same things humans do— 
falling in love, having children, quarreling, 
and so on. Yet the Sumerians also believed that their gods were both 
immortal and all-powerful. Humans were nothing but their servants. 
At any moment, the mighty anger of the gods might strike, sending a 
fire, a flood, or an enemy to destroy a city. To keep the gods happy, the 
Sumerians built impressive ziggurats for them and offered rich sacrifices 
of animals, food, and wine.

Sumerians worked hard to earn the gods’ protection in this life. Yet they 
expected little help from the gods after death. The Sumerians believed 
that the souls of the dead went to the “land of no return,” a dismal, gloomy 
place between the earth’s crust and the ancient sea. No joy awaited souls 
there. A passage in a Sumerian poem describes the fate of dead souls: 
“Dust is their fare and clay their food.”

Some of the richest accounts of Mesopotamian myths and legends 
appear in a long poem called the Epic of Gilgamesh. 

Life in Sumerian Society With civilization came the begin ning of what we 
call social classes. Kings, landholders, and some priests made up the high-
est level in Sumerian society. Wealthy merchants ranked next. The vast 
majority of ordinary Sumerian people worked with their hands in fields 
and workshops. At the lowest level of Sumerian society were the slaves. 
Some slaves were foreigners who had been captured in war. Others were 
Sumerians who had been sold into slavery as children to pay the debts of 
their poor parents. Debt slaves could hope to eventually buy their freedom.

Social class affected the lives of both men and women. Sumerian women 
could work as merchants, farmers, or artisans. They could hold property in 
their own names. Women could also join the priesthood. Some upper-class 
women did learn to read and write, though Sumer’s written records men-
tion few female scribes. However, Sumerian women had more rights than 
women in many later civilizations.

This gold and lapis ram with a 
shell fleece was found in a royal 
burial tomb.
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Reading check  
Summarize  

How did Sumerians 
view their gods?

Sumerian Science and Technology Historians believe that Sumerians 
invented the wheel, the sail, and the plow and that they were among the 
first to use bronze. Many new ideas and inventions arose from the  
Sumerians’ practical needs. 

• Arithmetic and geometry In order to erect city walls and buildings, 
plan irrigation systems, and survey flooded fields, Sumerians needed 
arithmetic and geometry. They developed a number system in base 60, 
from which stem the modern units for measuring time (60 seconds = 
1 minute) and the 360 degrees of a circle. 

• Architectural innovations Arches, columns, ramps, and the pyramid 
shaped the design of the ziggurat and permanently influenced 
Mesopotamian civilization.

• Cuneiform Sumerians created a system of writing. One of the first 
known maps was made on a clay tablet in about 2300 BC. Other 
tablets contain some of the oldest written records of scientific 
investigations in the areas of astronomy, chemistry, and medicine.

The First Empire Builders
From 3000 to 2000 BC, the city-states of 
Sumer were almost constantly at war with 
one another. The weakened city-states 
could no longer ward off attacks from 
the peoples of the surrounding deserts 
and hills. Although the Sumerians never 

recovered from the attacks on their cities, their civilization 
did not die. Succeeding sets of rulers adapted the basic ideas of 
Sumerian culture to meet their own needs.

Sargon of Akkad About 2350 BC, a conqueror named Sargon defeated the 
city-states of Sumer. Sargon led his army from Akkad (AK•ad), a city-state 
north of Sumer. The Akkadians had long before adopted most aspects of 
Sumerian culture. Sargon’s conquests helped to spread that culture even 
farther, beyond the Tigris-Euphrates Valley.

By taking control of both northern and southern Mesopo tamia, Sargon 
created the world’s first empire. An empire brings together several 
peoples, nations, or previously independent states under the control of one 
ruler. At its height, the Akkadian Empire loosely controlled land from the 
Mediterranean Coast in the west to present-day Iran in the east. Sargon’s 
dynasty lasted only about 200 years, after which it declined due to internal 
fighting, invasions, and a famine.

Babylonian Empire In about 2000 BC, nomadic warriors known as 
Amorites invaded Mesopotamia. Gradually, the Amorites overwhelmed 
the Sumerians and established their capital at Babylon, on the Euphrates 
River. The Babylonian Empire reached its peak during the reign of  
Hammurabi, from 1792 BC to 1750 BC. Ham murabi’s most enduring 
legacy is the code of laws he put together.

Over the course of 3,000 years, cuneiform  
developed from a system of simple symbols  
to symbols representing ideas and sounds.
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Hammurabi’s Code Hammurabi recognized that a single, uniform code of 
laws would help to unify the diverse groups within his empire. He collected 
existing rules, judgments, and laws into the Code of Hammurabi. The code 
was engraved in stone, and copies were placed all over his empire.

The code lists 282 specific laws dealing with everything that affected 
the community, including family relations, business conduct, and crime. 
Since many people were merchants, traders, or farmers, for example, many 
of the laws related to property issues. Additionally, the laws sought to pro-
tect women and children from unfair treatment. The laws tell us a great 
deal about the Mesopo tamians’ beliefs and what they valued.

Hammurabi’s Code of Laws

Hammurabi’s law code prescribed punishments ranging from fines to 
death. Often the punishments were based on the social class of the victim. 
Here are some examples of the laws:

  8.  If a man steal ox or sheep,...or pig, or boat – if it 
be from a god (temple) or a palace, he shall restore 
thirtyfold; if it be from a freeman, he shall render 
tenfold. If the thief have nothing wherewith to pay 
he shall be put to death.

142.  If  a woman hate her husband, and say: “Thou 
shalt not have me,” they shall inquire into her 
antecedents for her defects; and if she have been 
a careful mistress and be without reproach and 
her husband have been going about and greatly 
belitting her, that woman has no blame. She shall 
receive her dowry and shall go to her father’s house. 

143.  If she have not been a careful mistress, have gadded 
about, have neglected her house and have belitted 
her husband, they shall throw that woman into the 
water.

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 break the 
bone of a freeman, he shall pay one mana of silver.

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

—The Code of Hammurabi King of Babylon About 2259 BC, 
translated by Robert Francis Harper

DOCUMENTBASED INVESTIGATION Historical Source

Analyze Historical Sources
1. Why might the punishments for the 

crimes be based on social class?

2. What do you think the value was 
in making the punishments for the 
crimes known to all?

The top of a pillar that had Hammurabi’s 
Code engraved on it.
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Reading check  
Recognizing Effects  

How did Hammurabi’s 
law code advance 

civilization?

Although the code applied to everyone, it set different punishments for 
rich and poor and for men and women. It frequently applied the principle 
of retaliation (an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth) to punish crimes.

The prologue of the code set out the goals for this body of law. It said,  
“To bring about the rule of righteousness in the land, to destroy the wicked 
and the evil-doers; so that the strong should not harm the weak.” Thus, 
Hammurabi’s Code reinforced the principle that government had a respon-
sibility for what occurred in society. For example, if a man was robbed and 
the thief was not caught, the government was required to  
compensate the victim.

Nearly two centuries after Hammurabi’s reign, the Babylonian Empire, 
which had become much smaller, fell to the neighboring Kassites. Over the 
years, new groups dominated the Fertile Crescent. Yet the later peoples, 
including the Assyrians, Phoenicians, and Israelites, would adopt many 
ideas of the early Sumerians. Meanwhile, a similar pattern of development, 
rise, and fall was taking place to the west, along the Nile River in Egypt. 

Hammurabi (? –1750 BC)

The noted lawgiver Hammurabi was also an able military 
leader, diplomat, and administrator of a vast empire. 
Hammurabi himself described some of his accomplishments:

As for the land of Sumer and Akkad, I collected the scat tered peoples 
thereof, and I procured food and drink for them. In abundance 
and plenty I pastured them, and I caused them to dwell in peaceful 
habitation.

 1. Organize Information Make a columned chart that 
lists the problems and solutions of life in Mesopota-
mia. The first problem has been listed for you.

  Which of these problems required the most complex 
solution? Explain.

 2. Key Terms and People For each key term or person in 
this lesson, write a sentence explaining its significance.

 3. Summarize How was Sumerian culture spread 
throughout Mesopotamia?

 4. Analyze Effects Why is the development of a written 
code of laws important to a society?

 5. Analyze Causes How did the need to  interact with the 
environment lead to advances in civilization?

Lesson 2 Assessment

Problems Solutions

1. flooding

2.

3.

1.

2.

3.

BIOGRAPHY
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Pyramids on the Nile

Lesson 3

The Big Idea
Using mathematical knowledge 
and engineering skills, Egyptians 
built magnificent monuments to 
honor dead rulers.

Why It Matters Now
Many of the monuments built 
by the Egyptians stand as a 
testament to their ancient 
civilization.

Key Terms and People
delta
Narmer
pharaoh
theocracy
pyramid
mummification
hieroglyphics
papyrus 

Setting the Stage
To the west of the Fertile Crescent in Africa, another river 
makes its way to the sea. While Sumerian civilization 
was on the rise, a similar process took place along the 
banks of this river, the Nile in Egypt. Yet the Egyptian 
civilization turned out to be very different from the 
collection of city-states in Mesopotamia. Early on, Egypt 
was united into a single kingdom, which allowed it 
to enjoy a high degree of unity, stability, and cultural 
continuity over a period of 3,000 years.

The Geography of Egypt
From the highlands of East Africa to the Mediterranean 
Sea, the Nile River flows northward across Africa for over 
4,100 miles, making it the longest river in the world. A thin rib-
bon of water in a parched desert land, the great river brings its 
water to Egypt from distant mountains, plateaus, and lakes in 
present-day Burundi, Tanzania, Uganda, and Ethiopia.

Egypt’s settlements arose along the Nile on a narrow strip of 
land made fertile by the river. The change from fertile soil to 
desert—from the Black Land to the Red Land—was so abrupt 
that a person could stand with one foot in each.

The Gift of the Nile As in Mesopotamia, yearly flooding 
brought the water and rich soil that allowed settlements to 
grow. Every year in July, rains and melting snow from the 
mountains of East Africa caused the Nile River to rise and 
spill over its banks. When the river receded in October, it left 
behind a rich deposit of fertile black mud called silt.

Before the scorching sun could dry out the soil, the  peasants 
would prepare their wheat and barley fields. All fall and winter 
they watered their crops from a network of  irrigation ditches.

In an otherwise parched land, the abundance brought by  
the Nile was so great that the Egyptians worshiped it as a  

Early River Valley Civilizations 51

DO NOT EDIT--Changes must be made through “File info” 
CorrectionKey=NL-A



Nile
Delta

R
e d

  S
e a  

M e d i t e r r a n e a n
S e a

   R i ver 

N i l e 

First
Cataract

S I N A I

W
E

S
T

E
R

N
  D

E
S

E
R

T
 

E A
S T

E
R

N
      D

E
S

E
R

T
 

A R A B I A N

D E S E R T
U P P E R  E G Y P T

L O W E R
E G Y P T

N U B I A

Memphis

Thebes

30°N

25°N

Tropic of Cancer

35
°E

40
°E

45
°E

50
°E

30
°E

Region of
Great Pyramids
Prevailing winds
River current
Nile Valley

HMH — HSWH Full Survey — 2016
HS_SNLESE668225_229M

2nd proof 7/26/16
3rd proof 7/28/16

Explore ONLINE!

god who gave life and seldom turned against them. As the ancient Greek 
historian Herodotus (hih•RAHD•uh•tuhs) remarked in the fifth century BC, 
Egypt was the “gift of the Nile.”

Environmental Challenges Egyptian farmers were much more fortunate 
than the villagers of Mesopotamia. Compared to the unpredictable Tigris 
and Euphrates rivers, the Nile was as regular as clockwork. Even so, life in 
Egypt had its risks. 

• When the Nile’s floodwaters were just a few feet lower than normal, 
the amount of fresh silt and water for crops was greatly reduced. 
Thousands of people starved. 

• When floodwaters were a few feet higher than usual, the unwanted 
water destroyed houses, granaries, and the precious seeds that farm-
ers needed for planting.

• The vast and forbidding deserts on either side of the Nile acted as 
natural barriers between Egypt and other lands. They forced Egyp-
tians to live on a very small portion of the land and reduced interac-
tion with other people. 

Interpret Maps

1. Movement In which direction does the Nile flow?

2. Location Describe the location of Upper Egypt and Lower Egypt.

The MighTy Nile
The Landsat image (left) 
shows the Nile flowing 
into its delta. An outline 
of the continental 
United States (below) 
shows the length of the 
Nile’s course. The actual 
length of the Nile with 
all its twists and turns is 
more than 4,100 miles.

HMH — HSWH Full Survey — 2016
HS_SNLESE668225_247M

First proof 7/12/16

Ancient Egypt, 3000–2000 BC
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Reading Check  
What was the main 
difference between 

the flooding of 
the Nile and that 

of the rivers in 
Mesopotamia?

However, the deserts shut out invaders. For much of its early history, 
Egypt was spared the constant warfare that plagued the Fertile Crescent.

Upper Egypt and Lower Egypt Ancient Egyptians lived along the Nile 
from the mouth well into the interior of Africa. River travel was common, 
but it ended at the point in the Nile where boulders turn the river into 
churning rapids called a cataract (KAT•uh•rakt). This made it impossible 
for riverboats to pass this spot, known as the First Cataract, to continue 
upstream south to the interior of Africa.

Between the First Cataract and the Mediterranean lay two very dif-
ferent regions. Because its elevation is higher, the river area in the south 
is called Upper Egypt. It is a skinny strip of land from the First Cataract 
to the point where the river starts to fan out into many branches. To the 
north, near the sea, Lower Egypt includes the Nile delta region. The delta 
begins about 100 miles before the river enters the Mediterranean. The 
delta is a broad, marshy, triangular area of land formed by deposits of silt 
at the mouth of the river. 

The Nile provided a reliable system of transportation between Upper 
and Lower Egypt. The Nile flows north, so northbound boats simply 
drifted with the current. Southbound boats hoisted a wide sail. The pre-
vailing winds of Egypt blow from north to south, carrying sailboats 
against the river current. The ease of contact made possible by this watery 
highway helped unify Egypt’s villages and promote trade.

Egypt Unites into a Kingdom
Egyptians lived in farming villages as far back as 5000 BC, perhaps even 
earlier. Each village had its own rituals, gods, and chieftain. By 3200 BC, 
the villages of Egypt were under the rule of two separate kingdoms, Lower 
Egypt and Upper Egypt. Eventually the two kingdoms were united. There 
is conflicting historical evidence over who united Upper and Lower Egypt. 
Some evidence points to a king called Scorpion. More solid evidence points 
to a king named Narmer.

The king of Lower Egypt wore a red crown, and the king of Upper Egypt 
wore a tall, white crown shaped like a bowling pin. A carved piece of slate 
known as the Narmer Palette shows Narmer wearing the crown of Lower 
Egypt on one side and the crown of Upper Egypt on the other side. Some 
scholars believe the palette celebrates the unification of Egypt around 
3000 BC.

Narmer created a double crown from the red and white crowns. It 
symbolized a united kingdom. He shrewdly settled his capital, Memphis, 
near the spot where Upper and Lower Egypt met, and established the first 
Egyptian dynasty. Even tually, the history of ancient Egypt would consist 
of 31 dynasties, spanning 2,600 years. Historians suggest that the pat-
tern for Egypt’s great civilization was set during the period from 3200 to 
2700 BC. The period from 2660 to 2180 BC, known as the Old Kingdom, 
marks a time when these patterns became widespread.
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Pharaohs Rule as Gods The role of the king was one striking difference 
between Egypt and Mesopotamia. In Mesopotamia, kings were considered 
to be representatives of the gods. To the Egyptians, kings were gods. The 
Egyptian god-kings, called pharaohs (FAIR•ohz), were thought to be almost 
as splendid and powerful as the gods of the heavens. This type of govern-
ment in which rule is based on religious authority is called a theocracy.

The pharaoh stood at the center of Egypt’s religion as well as its 
 government and army. Egyptians believed that the pharaoh bore full 
responsibility for the kingdom’s well-being. It was the pharaoh who 
caused the sun to rise, the Nile to flood, and the crops to grow. It was the 
 pharaoh’s duty to promote truth and justice. 

Builders of the Pyramids Egyptians believed that their king ruled even 
after his death. He had an eternal life force, or ka, which continued to take 
part in the gov erning of Egypt. In the Egyptians’ mind, the ka remained 
much like a living king in its needs and pleasures. Since kings expected to 
reign forever, their tombs were even more important than their palaces. 
For the kings of the Old Kingdom, the rest ing place after death was an 
immense structure called a pyramid. The Old Kingdom was the great age 
of pyramid building in ancient Egypt.

These magnificent monuments were remarkable engineering achieve-
ments, built by people who had not even begun to use the wheel. Unlike 
the Sumerians, however, the Egyptians did have a good supply of stone, 
both granite and limestone. For the Great Pyramid of Giza, for example, 
the limestone facing was quarried just across the Nile. Each perfectly 
cut stone block weighed at least 2 1/2 tons. Some weighed 15 tons. More 
than 2 million of these blocks were stacked with precision to a height of 
481 feet. The entire structure covered more than 13 acres.

Scorpion King

In 1999, Egyptologists discovered a series of 
carvings on a piece of rock about 18 by 20 inches. 
The tableau scene has symbols that may refer to a 
king named Scorpion. 

The rock shows a figure carrying a staff. Near the 
head of the figure is a scorpion. Another artifact, 
a macehead, also shows a king with the scorpion 
symbol. Both artifacts suggest that Egyptian 
history may go back to around 3250 BC. Some 
scholars believe the Scorpion is the earliest king 
to begin unification of Egypt, represented by the 
double crown shown at far right.

Now and Then

crown of 
Upper Egypt

crown of 
Lower Egypt

crown of Upper 
and Lower Egypt
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Vocabulary  
deities gods or 
goddesses

Reading Check  
Make Inferences  
Why were Egypt’s 

pharaohs unusually 
powerful rulers?

The pyramids also reflect the strength of the Egyptian civilization. They 
show that Old Kingdom dynasties had developed the economic strength 
and technological means to support massive public works  projects, as well 
as the leadership and government organization to carry them out.

Egyptian Culture
With nature so much in their favor, Egyptians tended to approach life 
more confi dently and optimistically than their neighbors in the Fertile 
Crescent. Religion played an important role in the lives of Egyptians.

Religion and Life Like the Mesopotamians, the early Egyptians were poly-
theistic, believing in many gods. The most important gods were Re, the 
sun god, and Osiris (oh•SY•rihs), god of the dead. The most important god-
dess was Isis, who represented the ideal mother and wife. In all, Egyptians 
worshiped more than 2,000 gods and goddesses. They built huge temples 
to honor the major deities.

In contrast to the Mesopotamians, with their bleak view of death,  
Egyptians believed in an afterlife, a life that continued after death. 
Egyptians believed they would be judged for their deeds when they died. 
Anubis, god and guide of the underworld, would weigh each dead person’s 
heart. To win eternal life, the heart could be no heavier than a feather. 
If the heart tipped the scale, showing that it was heavy with sin, a fierce 
beast known as the Devourer of Souls would pounce on the impure heart 
and gobble it up. But if the soul passed this test for purity and truth, it 
would live forever in the beautiful Other World.

People of all classes planned for their burials, so that they might safely 
reach the Other World. Kings and queens built great tombs, such as the 
pyramids, and other Egyptians built smaller tombs. Royal and elite Egyp-
tians’ bodies were preserved by mummification, which involves embalm-
ing and drying the corpse to prevent it from decaying. 

Attendants placed the mummy in a coffin inside a tomb. Then they 
filled the tomb with items the dead person could use in the afterlife, such 
as clothing, food, cosmetics, and jewelry. Many Egyp tians purchased 
scrolls that contained hymns, prayers, and magic spells intended to guide 
the soul in the afterlife. This collection of texts is known as the Book of 
the Dead. 

Life in Egyptian Society
Like the grand monuments to the kings, Egyptian society formed a pyra-
mid. The king, queen, and royal family stood at the top. Below them were 
the other members of the upper class, which included wealthy landowners, 
government officials, priests, and army commanders. The next tier of the 
pyramid was the middle class, which included merchants and artisans. 
At the base of the pyramid was the lower class, by far the largest class. It 
consisted of peasant farmers and laborers.

Reading Check  
Synthesize  

Why did Egyptians 
mummify their dead? 
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History in Depth

Pyramids and Mummies

Etched into some of the stones of the 
pyramids are the nicknames of the 
teams of workers who built them—“the 
Vigorous Gang,” “the Enduring Gang,” 
and “the Crafts man Gang,” for example. 
Just as construction workers today leave 
their marks on the skyscrapers they 
build, the pyramid builders scratched 
messages for the ages inside the 
pyramids.

Who were the pyramid builders? 
Peasants provided most of the labor. 
They worked for the government when 
the Nile was in flood and they could not 
farm. In return for their service, though, 
the country provided the workers with 
food and housing during this period.

▼ The largest of the 
pyramids is the Great 
Pyramid (right background) 
at Giza, completed about 
2556 BC. The diagram 
shows how the interior of a 
pyramid looks.

▼ This solid gold death mask of the 
pharaoh Tutankhamen covered 
the head of his mummy. The mask, 
which weighs 22.04 pounds, is part 
of a popular exhibit in the Egyptian 
Museum in Cairo, Egypt.

 The ancient Egyptians mummified 
the body so the soul could return to 
it later. Egyp tian embalmers were so 
skillful that modern archaeologists 
have found mummies that still have 
hair, skin, and teeth.

▲ These clay vessels are called 
Canopic jars. After preparing the 
mummy, embalmers placed the 
lungs, liver, and other internal 
organs of the mummy in these jars.

Analyze Visuals
1. Make Inferences What does the elaborate 

nature of Egyptian burials suggest about their 
culture?

2. Compare and Contrast In what ways are 
modern burial practices similar to those of the 
ancient Egyptians? How are they different?

King’s chamber

Air shaft
Grand Gallery

Queen’s chamber

Ascending passage

Escape passage

Unfinished chamber
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In the later periods of Egyptian history, slavery became a widespread 
source of labor. Slaves, usually captives from foreign wars, served in the 
homes of the rich or toiled endlessly in the gold mines of Upper Egypt.

The Egyptians were not locked into their social classes. Lower- and 
middle-class Egyptians could gain higher status through marriage or 
 success in their jobs. Even some slaves could hope to earn their freedom 
as a reward for their loyal service. To win the highest positions, people 
had to be able to read and write. Once a person had these skills, many 
careers were open in the army, the royal treasury, the priesthood, and the 
king’s court.

Women in Egypt held many of the same rights as men. For example, a 
wealthy or middle-class woman could own and trade property. She could 
propose marriage or seek divorce. If she were granted a divorce, she would 
be entitled to one-third of the couple’s property. 

Egyptian Writing As in Mesopotamia, the development of writing was 
one of the keys to the growth of Egyptian civilization. Simple pictographs 
were the earliest form of writing in Egypt, but scribes quickly developed a 
more flexible writing system called hieroglyphics (hy•uhr•uh•GLIHF•ihks). 
This term comes from the Greek words hieros and gluph, meaning 
“sacred carving.”

Analyze Historical Sources
What does this description suggest about the 
Egyptians’ knowledge of the human body?

Historical Source

“First with a crooked iron tool they draw out the 
brain through the nostrils, . . . and after this with 
a sharp stone of Ethiopia they make a cut along the 
side and take out the whole contents of the belly, . . . 
then they fill the belly with pure myrrh pounded up 
and with cassia and other spices except frankincense, 
and sew it together again. Having so done they keep 
it for embalming covered up in natron [a mineral salt] 
for seventy days, . . . and when the seventy days are 
past, they wash the corpse and roll its whole body up 
in fine linen cut into bands, smearing these beneath 
with gum, which the Egyptians use generally instead 
of glue.”

—Herodotus, The History of Herodotus

Scholars still accept Herodotus’s description 
of the process of mummification as one of 
the methods used by Egyptians.
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As with Sumerian cuneiform writing, in the earliest form of hiero-
glyphic writing, a picture stood for an idea. For instance, a picture of a 
man stood for the idea of a man. In time, the system changed so that 
 pictures stood for sounds as well as ideas. The owl, for example, stood for 
an m sound or for the bird itself. Hieroglyphs could be used almost like let-
ters of the alphabet.

Although hieroglyphs were first written on stone and clay, as in  
Mesopotamia, the Egyptians soon invented a better writing surface—
papyrus (puh•PY•ruhs) reeds. These grew in the marshy delta. The  
Egyptians split the reeds into narrow strips, placed them crosswise in  
two layers, dampened them, and then pressed them. As the papyrus dried, 
the plant’s sap glued the strips together into a paperlike sheet.

Egyptian Science and Technology Practical needs led to many Egyptian 
inventions. For example, the Egyptians developed a calendar to help them 
keep track of the time between floods and to plan their planting season. 
Priests observed that the same star—Sirius—appeared above the eastern 
horizon just before the floods came. They calculated the number of days 
between one rising of the star and the next as 365 days—a solar year. 
They divided this year into 12 months of 30 days each and added five days 
for holidays and feasting. This calendar was so accurate that it fell short of 
the true solar year by only six hours.

Egyptians developed a system of written numbers for counting, add-
ing, and subtracting. The system would have helped to assess and collect 

History in Depth

The Rosetta Stone

In 1799, near the delta village of Rosetta, some French 
soldiers found a polished black stone inscribed with a 
message in three languages. One version was written 
in hiero glyphics (top inset). A second version was in 
a simpler form of hieroglyphics, and the third was in 
Greek (both are shown in the bottom inset).

Since ancient Greek was a well-known language, it 
provided clues to the meaning of the hiero glyphics. 
Still, deciphering the Rosetta Stone took many 
years. In 1822, a French scholar named Jean François 
Champollion (shahm•paw•LYAWN) finally broke the 
code of the hieroglyphics.
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Reading Check  
Summarize  

What were the main 
achievements of the 

ancient Egyptians?

taxes. Scribes used an early form of geometry to survey and reset prop-
erty boundaries after the annual floods. Mathematical knowledge helped 
Egypt’s skillful engineers and architects make accurate meas urements to 
construct their remarkable pyramids and palaces. Egyptian architects were 
the first to use stone columns in homes, palaces, and temples.

Egyptian medicine was also famous in the ancient world. Egyptian  
doctors knew how to check a person’s heart rate by feeling for a pulse in 
different parts of the body. They set broken bones with splints and had 
effective treatments for wounds and fevers. They also used surgery to  
treat some conditions. 

Invaders Control Egypt
The power of the pharaohs declined about 2180 BC, marking the end of 
the Old Kingdom. Strong pharaohs regained control during the Middle 
Kingdom  (2040–1640 BC) and restored law and order. They improved 
trade and transportation by digging a canal from the Nile to the Red Sea. 
They built huge dikes to trap and channel the Nile’s floodwaters for irriga-
tion. They also created thousands of new acres of farmland by draining the 
swamps of Lower Egypt.

The prosperity of the Middle Kingdom did not last. In about 1640 BC, 
a group from the area of present-day Israel moved across the Isthmus of 
Suez into Egypt. These peo ple were the Hyksos (HIHK•sahs), which meant 
“the rulers of foreign lands.” The Hyksos ruled much of Egypt from 1630 
to 1523 BC. 

Egypt would rise again for a new period of power and glory, the New 
Kingdom. During approximately the same time period as the Old Kingdom 
and Middle Kingdom had existed in Egypt, civilization was emerging in 
the Indus River Valley.

Reading Check  
Summarize  

Why didn’t the 
prosperity of the 

Middle Kingdom last?

 1. Organize Information Create a word web listing 
the most important achievements from the ancient 
Egyptians.

   Which achievement do you consider the most impor-
tant? Explain.

 2. Key Terms and People For each key term or person in 
this lesson, write a sentence explaining its significance.

 3. Draw Conclusions Which of the three natural features 
that served as boundaries in ancient Egypt was most 
important to Egypt’s history? Explain.

 4. Analyze Effects What impact did Egyptian religious 
beliefs have on the lives of Egyptians?

 5. Compare and Contrast How were cuneiform and 
hieroglyphic writing similar? different?

Lesson 3 Assessment

Egyptian 
Achievements
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SOCIAL HISTORY

Work and Play in Ancient Egypt
For ancient Egyptians, life often involved 
hard work. When the weather was good, most 
worked in the fields, producing food for their 
families and for export. During flood season, 
thousands of these farmers were called upon 
to help build the pharaohs’ temples.

But life was not all about work. 
Archaeological digs offer evidence that both 
upper-class Egyptians and the common 
people found ways to enjoy themselves.

▼ gaMes
Games were popular with all classes of Egyptian society. 
The board shown below is for the game senet—also 
depicted in the painting. Players threw sticks or knuckle 
bones to move their pieces through squares of good 
or bad fortune. A player won by moving all his or her 
pieces off the board.

▲ FarMers
This detail from a tomb painting shows Egyptian 
farmers at work. Egyptians grew enough wheat 
and barley to have food reserves for themselves 
and for export to other civilizations. They also 
grew fruit and vegetables in irrigated fields.
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SOCIAL HISTORY

▼ Temple Builders
The artist’s colorful drawing of what the Karnak Temple Complex might have looked like 
explains why Egyptian pharaohs needed thousands of laborers to build their temples. 
Some historians believe the laborers may have been part of a rotating workforce drafted 
from the agricultural classes around Egypt. The photo at lower left shows the temple as 
it is today. Although faded and eroded, the temple still inspires awe.

▲

 COSMETICS
Ancient Egyptians used cosmetics 
for both work and play. They 
protected field workers from sun 
and heat and were used to enhance 
beauty. Egyptian men and women 
applied makeup called kohl to their 
eyes. They made kohl from minerals 
mixed with water. They also soaked 
flowers and fragrant woods in oil 
and rubbed the oil into their skin. 
The dark eye makeup softened the 
glare of the sun. The oils protected 
their skin from the dry air. Egyptians 
kept their cosmetics in chests such 
as the one shown at right.

Analyze Visuals
1. Make Inferences From what you have 

read here, what inferences can you 
make about Egyptian society?

2. Compare and Contrast How are the 
work and leisure activities of ancient 
Egypt different from those in the United 
States today? How are they similar?
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Planned Cities on the Indus

Lesson 4

The Big Idea
The first Indian civilization built 
well-planned cities on the banks 
of the Indus River.

Why It Matters Now
The culture of India today has 
its roots in the civilization of the 
early Indus cities.

Key Terms and People
subcontinent
monsoon
Harappan civilization

Setting the Stage
The great civilizations of Mesopotamia and Egypt rose 
and fell. They left behind much physical evidence about 
their ways of life. This is the case in what today is the 
area known as Pakistan and part of India where another 
civilization arose about 2500 BC. However, historians 
know less about this civilization’s origins and the reasons 
for its eventual decline than they do about the origins 
and decline of Mesopotamia and Egypt. That is because 
the language of the culture has not been translated.

The Geography of the Indian 
Subcontinent
Geographers often refer to the landmass that includes India, 
Pakistan, and Bangladesh as the Indian subcontinent. A wall 
of the highest mountains in the world—the Hindu Kush,  
Karakoram, and Himalayan ranges—separates this region 
from the rest of the Asian continent.

Rivers, Mountains, and Plains The world’s tallest mountains 
to the north and a large desert to the east helped protect the 
Indus Valley from invasion. The mountains guard an enormous 
flat and fertile plain formed by two rivers—the Indus and the 
Ganges (GAN•jeez). Each river is an important link from the 
interior of the subcontinent to the sea. The Indus River flows 
southwest from the Himalayas to the Arabian Sea. Much of the 
lower Indus Valley is occupied by the Thar Desert. Farming is 
possible only in the areas directly watered by the Indus. The 
Ganges drops down from the Himalayas and flows eastward 
across northern India. It joins the Brahmaputra River as it 
flows to the Bay of Bengal.

The Indus and Ganges and the lands they water make up a 
large area that stretches 1,700 miles across northern India  
and is called the Indo-Gangetic Plain. Like the Tigris, the  
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Euphrates, and the Nile, these rivers carry not only water for irrigation but 
also silt, which produces rich land for agriculture. 

Below the Indo-Gangetic Plain, the southern part of the subcontinent 
is a peninsula that thrusts south into the Indian Ocean. The center of the 
peninsula is a high plateau cut by twisting rivers. This region is called the 
Deccan (DEK•uhn) Plateau. The plateau is framed by low mountain ranges 
called the Eastern and Western Ghats. These mountains keep moist air 
from reaching the plateau, making it a dry region. A narrow border of lush, 
tropical land lies along the coasts of southern India.

Monsoons Seasonal winds called monsoons dominate India’s climate. 
From October to February, winter monsoons from the northeast blow dry 
air westward across the country. Then, from the middle of June through  

Interpret Maps

1. Human-Environment Interaction What landforms presented natural 

barriers around the Indus Valley?

2. Movement Why do the winter monsoon winds carry so little moisture?

Ancient India, 2500–1500 BC
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Reading Check  
Contrast What 

environ mental 
challenge did the 

farmers of the Indus 
Valley face that 

the Sumer ians and 
Egyptians did not?

October, the winds shift. These monsoons blow eastward from the south-
west, carrying moisture from the ocean in great rain clouds. The powerful 
storms bring so much moisture that flooding often happens. When the 
summer monsoons fail to develop, drought often causes crop disasters.

Environmental Challenges The civilization that emerged along the Indus 
River faced many of the same challenges as the ancient Mesopotamian and 
Egyptian civilizations.

•	Yearly floods spread deposits of rich soil over a wide area. However, 
the floods along the Indus were unpredictable. 

•	The rivers sometimes changed course. 
•	The cycle of wet and dry seasons brought by the monsoon winds was 

unpredictable. If there was too little rain, plants withered in the fields 
and people went hungry. If there was too much rain, floods swept 
away whole villages.

Civilization Emerges on the Indus
Historians know less about the civilization in the Indus Valley than about 
those to the west. They have not yet deciphered the Indus system of writ-
ing. Evidence comes largely from archaeological digs, although many sites 
remain unexplored, and floods probably washed away others long ago. At 
its height, however, the civ  ilization of the Indus Valley influenced an area 
much larger than did either Mesopotamia or Egypt.

Earliest Arrivals No one is sure how human settlement began in the 
Indian sub continent. Perhaps people who arrived by sea from Africa 
settled the south. Northern migrants may have made their way through 
the Khyber Pass in the Hindu Kush mountains. Archaeolo gists have found 
evidence in the highlands of agricul ture and domesticated sheep and goats 
dating to about 7000 BC. By about 3200 BC, people were farming in vil-
lages along the Indus River.

Planned Cities Around 2500 BC, while Egyptians were building pyramids, 
peo ple in the Indus Valley were laying the bricks for India’s first cities. 
They built strong levees, or earthen walls, to keep water out of their cities. 
When these were not enough, they constructed human-made islands to 
raise the cities above possi  ble floodwaters. Archaeologists have found the 
ruins of more than 100 settlements along the Indus and its tributaries 
mostly in modern-day Pakistan. The largest cities were Kaliban gan, 
Mohenjo-Daro, and Harappa. Indus Valley civilization is sometimes called 
Harap pan civilization, because of the many archaeological discoveries 
made at that site.

One of the most remarkable achievements of the Indus Valley people 
was their sophisticated city planning. The cities of the early Mesopota-
mians were a jumble of buildings connected by a maze of winding  
streets. In contrast, the people of the Indus laid out their cities on a  
precise grid system. Cities featured a fortified area called a citadel, which  
contained the major buildings of the city. Buildings were constructed of  
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Reading Check  
Contrast How did 

the planned cities 
of the Indus Valley 

differ from other 
early cities?

oven-baked bricks cut in standard sizes, unlike the simpler, irregu lar, sun-
dried mud bricks of the Mesopotamians.

Early engineers also created sophisticated plumbing and sewage sys-
tems. These systems could rival any urban drain age systems built before 
the 19th century. The uniformity in the cities’ planning and construc-
tion suggests that the Indus peoples had dev el oped a strong central 
government.

Harappan Planning Harappa itself is a good example of this city plan-
ning. The city was partially built on mud-brick platforms to protect it from 
flooding. A thick brick wall about three and a half miles long surrounded 
it. Inside was a citadel, which provided protection for the royal family and 
also served as a temple. 

The streets in its grid system were as wide as 30 feet. Walls divided 
residential districts from each other. Houses varied in size. Some may have 
been three stories high. Narrow lanes separated rows of houses, which 
were laid out in block units. Houses featured bathrooms where wastewater 
flowed out to the street and then to sewage pits outside the city walls.

Harappan Culture
Harappan culture spread throughout the Indus val-
ley. Like the Egyptian and Mesopotamian civiliza-
tions, the culture was based on agriculture. Artifacts 
help to explain some aspects of the culture.

Language Like the other two river valley civiliza-
tions, the Harappan culture developed a written 
language. In contrast to cuneiform and hieroglyph-
ics, the Harappan language has been impossible 
to decipher. This is because, unlike the other two 
languages, linguists have not found any inscriptions 
that are bilingual. The Harappan language is found 
on stamps and seals made of carved stone used for 
trading pottery and tools. About 400 symbols make 
up the language. Scientists believe the symbols, like 
hieroglyphs, are used both to depict an object and 
also as phonetic sounds. Some signs stand alone and 
others seem to be combined into words.

A map of the citadel portion of Mohenjo-Daro 
shows an organized pattern of buildings and streets.
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SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY

Plumbing in Mohenjo-Daro
From the time people began living in cities, they have faced the 
problem of plumbing: how to obtain clean water and remove 
human wastes? In most ancient cities, people retrieved water 
from a river or a central well. They dumped wastes into open 
drainage ditches or carted them out of town. Only the rich had 
separate bathrooms in their homes.

By contrast, the Indus peoples built extensive and modern-
looking plumbing systems. In Mohenjo-Daro, almost every house 
had a private bathroom and toilet. No other civilization achieved 
this level of convenience until the 19th and 20th centuries. 
The toilets were neatly built of brick with a wooden seat. Pipes 
connected to each house carried wastewater into an underground 
sewer system.

 Wastes drained through clay pipes 
into brick sewers running below the 
streets. These sewers had manholes, 
through which sanitation workers 
could inspect the drains and clean 
out the muck.

 In their private baths, people took 
showers by pouring pitchers of 
water over their head.

Analyze Visuals
1. Make Inferences What does the attention the Indus people gave to the plumbing and 

sewer  systems suggest about their culture?

2. Compare and Contrast Find out how water is supplied and wastewater disposed of in 
your home or community. How does the system in your home or community compare with 
what was used in Mohenjo-Daro?

Plumbing Facts
•	 The ancient Romans also built 

sophisticated plumbing and sewage 
systems. Aqueducts supplied Roman cities 
with water.

•	 In the 17th century, engineers installed 
a series of water wheels to pump water 
for the fountains of Versailles, the palace 
of French king Louis XIV. The water was 
pumped from a river three miles away. 
This was the largest water-supply system 
powered by machine rather than gravity.

•	 The flush toilet was patented in 1775 
by Alexander Cumming, a British 
mathematician and watchmaker.
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Culture The Harappan cities show a remarkable uniformity in religion and 
culture. The housing suggests that social divisions in the society were not 
great. Artifacts such as clay and wooden children’s toys suggest a relatively 
prosperous society that could afford to produce nonessential goods. Few 
weapons of warfare have been found, suggesting that conflict was limited.

The presence of animal images on many types of artifacts suggests that 
animals were an important part of the culture. Animals are seen on pot-
tery, small statues, children’s toys, and seals used to mark trade items. 
The images provide archaeologists with information about ani mals that 
existed in the region. However, some of the seals portray beasts with parts 
of several different animals—for example, the head of a man, an elephant 
trunk and tusks, horns of a bull, and the rump of a tiger. As in the case 
of the Harappan language, the meaning of these images has remained a 
mystery.

Harappan seals show an 
elephant (top left), an Indian 
rhinoceros (top right), and a 

zebu bull (bottom).

Early River Valley Civilizations 67

DO NOT EDIT--Changes must be made through “File info” 
CorrectionKey=NL-A



Reading Check  
Synthesize What 
is the main reason 

Harappan language 
has not been 
deciphered?

Role of Religion As with other cultures, the rulers of the Harappan civili-
zation are believed to have close ties to religion. Archaeologists think that 
the culture was a theocracy. But no site of a temple has been found. Priests 
likely prayed for good harvests and safety from floods. Religious artifacts 
reveal links to modern Hindu culture. Figures show what may be early rep-
resentations of Shiva, a major Hindu god. Other figures relate to a mother 
goddess, fertility images, and the worship of the bull. All of these became 
part of later Indian civilization.

Trade The Harappans conducted a thriving trade with peoples in the 
region. Gold and silver came from the north in Afghanistan. Semiprecious 
stones from Persia and the Deccan Plateau were crafted into jewelry. The 
Indus River provided an excellent means of transportation for trade goods. 
Brightly colored cotton cloth was a desirable trade item since few people 
at the time knew how to grow cotton. Overland routes moved goods from 
Persia to the Caspian Sea.

The Indus River provided a link to the sea. This access allowed Indus 
Valley inhabitants to develop trade with distant peoples, including the 
Mesopotamians. Seals probably used by Indus merchants to identify their 
goods have been found in Sumer. Ships used the Persian Gulf trade routes 
to bring copper, lumber, precious stones, and luxury goods to Sumer.  
Trading began as early as 2600 BC and continued until 1800 BC.

This bearded figure might 
represent a Harappan god or 

perhaps a priest king.
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Vocabulary  
tectonic plates  
moving pieces of 
Earth’s crust

Reading Check  
Analyze Causes  

What factors may 
have con tributed 
to the decline of 
the Indus Valley 

civilization?

Indus Valley Culture Ends
Around 1750 BC, the quality of building in the Indus Valley cities declined. 
Gradu ally, the great cities fell into decay. The fate of the cities remained 
a mystery until the 1970s. Then, satellite images of the subcontinent of 
India revealed evidence of shifts in tectonic plates. The plate movement 
probably caused earthquakes and floods and altered the course of the 
Indus River.

Some cities along the rivers apparently suffered through these disasters 
and survived. Others were destroyed. The shifts may have caused another 
river, the Sarasvati, to dry up. Trade on this river became impossible, and 
cities began to die. Harappan agriculture, too, would have been influenced 
by these events. It is likely that these environmental changes prevented 
production of large quantities of food. Furthermore, Harappan agriculture 
may have suffered as a result of soil that was exhausted by overuse. This 
too, may have forced people to leave the cities in order to survive.

Other factors had an impact on the Indus Valley. The Aryans, a nomadic 
people from north of the Hindu Kush mountains, may have entered 
the area around 1500 BC and influenced the development of Indian 
 civilization. At the same time, farther to the east, another  civiliza tion was 
arising that was isolated from outside influences.

 1. Organize Information Complete the chart with facts 
about life in the Indus Valley.  

  What is one conclusion you can draw about the Indus 
Valley civilization?

 2. Key Terms and People For each key term or person in 
this lesson, write a sentence explaining its significance.

 3. Draw Conclusions What evidence suggests Indus Val-
ley cities were run by a strong central government?

 4. Synthesize What skills would the construction of 
planned cities require? Explain.

 5. Make Inferences How were the people of the Indus 
Valley connected to Mesopotamia?

Lesson 4 Assessment

Indus Valley

Cities

Language

Trade fact

fact

fact
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River Dynasties in China

Lesson 5

The Big Idea
The early rulers introduced ideas 
about government and society 
that shaped Chinese civilization.

Why It Matters Now
The culture that took root  during 
ancient times still affects Chinese 
ways of life today.

Key Terms and People
loess
oracle bone
Mandate of Heaven
dynastic cycle
feudalism

Setting the Stage
The walls of China’s first cities were built 4,000 years ago. 
This was at least 1,000 years after the walls of Ur, the 
great pyramids of Egypt, and the planned cities of the 
Indus Valley were built. Unlike the other three river val-
ley civilizations, the civilization that began along one of 
China’s river systems continues to thrive today.

The Geography of China
Natural barriers somewhat isolated ancient China from all 
other civilizations. To China’s east lies the Yellow Sea, the  
East China Sea, and the Pacific Ocean. Mountain ranges and 
deserts dominate about two-thirds of China’s landmass. In 
west China lies the Taklimakan (tah•kluh•muh•KAHN)  
Desert and the icy 15,000-foot Plateau of Tibet. To the  
southwest are the Himalayas. And to the north are the  
desolate Gobi Desert and the Mongolian Plateau. 

River Systems Two major river systems flow from the 
mountainous west to the Pacific Ocean. The Huang He 
(hwahng•HUH), also known as the Yellow River, is found in the 
north. In central China, the Chang Jiang (chang jyhang), also 
called Yangtze (yang•SEE), flows east to the Yellow Sea. The 
Huang He, whose name means “yellow river,” deposits huge 
amounts of yellowish silt when it overflows its banks. This silt 
is actually fertile soil called loess (LOH•uhs), which is blown by 
the winds from deserts to the west and north.

Environmental Challenges Like the other ancient civilizations 
in this module, China’s first civilization developed in a river 
valley. China, too, faced the dangers of floods—but its geo-
graphic isolation posed its own challenges.

• The Huang He’s floods could be disastrous. Sometimes 
floods devoured whole villages, earning the river the nick-
name “China’s Sorrow.” 
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Reading Check  
Summarize  

Between which two 
rivers is the heartland 

of China found?

• Because of China’s relative geographic isolation, early settlers had to 
supply their own goods rather than trading with outside peoples. 

• China’s natural boundaries did not completely protect these settlers 
from outsiders. Invasions from the west and north occurred again and 
again in Chinese history.

China’s Heartland Only about 10 percent of China’s land is suitable for 
farming. Much of the land lies within the small plain between the Huang 
He and the Chang Jiang in eastern China. This plain, known as the North 
China Plain, is China’s heartland. Throughout China’s long history, its 
political boundaries have expanded and contracted depending on the 
strength or weakness of its ruling fam ilies. Yet the heartland of China 
remained the center of its civilization. 

Civilization Emerges in Shang Times
Fossil remains show that ancestors of modern humans lived in southwest 
China about 1.7 million years ago. In northern China near Beijing, a Homo 
erectus skele ton was found. Known as Peking man, his remains show that 
the river valley attracted settlers as many as 500,000 years ago.

Interpret Maps

1. Location Describe the location of the Huang He and Chang Jiang in 

terms of where they begin and end.

2. Region What area did the Shang and Zhou dynasties control?

Ancient China, 2000–200 BC
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Reading Check  
Compare  

What did Shang cities 
have in common with 

those of Sumer?

The First Dynasties Even before the Sumerians settled in southern  
Mesopotamia, early Chinese cultures were building farming settlements 
along the Huang He. Around 2000 BC, some of these settlements grew  
into China’s first cities. According to legend, the first Chinese dynasty, the  
Xia (shyah) Dynasty, emerged about this time. Its leader was an engineer 
and mathematician named Yu. His flood-control and irrigation projects 
helped tame the Huang He and its tributaries so that settlements could 
grow. The legend of Yu reflects the level of technology of a society making 
the transition to civilization.

About the time the civilizations of Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the Indus 
Valley fell to outside invaders, a people called the Shang rose to power 
in northern China. The Shang Dynasty lasted from around 1700 BC to 
1027 BC. It was the first family of Chinese rulers to leave written records. 
The Shang kings built elaborate palaces and tombs that have been uncov-
ered by archaeologists. The artifacts reveal much about Shang society.

Early Cities Among the oldest and most important Shang cities was 
Anyang (ahn•YAHNG), one of the capitals of the Shang Dynasty. Unlike 
the cities of the Indus Valley or Fertile Crescent, Anyang was built mainly 
of wood. The city stood in a forest clearing. The higher classes lived in 
timber-framed houses with walls of clay and straw. These houses lay inside 
the city walls. The peasants and crafts people lived in huts outside the city.

The Shang surrounded their cities with massive earthen walls for pro-
tection. The archaeological remains of one city include a wall of packed 
earth 118 feet wide at its base that encircled an area of 1.2 square miles. It 
likely took 10,000 men more than 12 years to build such a structure. Like 
the pyramids of Egypt or the cities of the Indus Valley, these walls demon-
strate the Shang rulers’ ability to raise and control large forces of workers. 

Shang peoples needed walled cities because they were constantly waging 
war. The chariot, one of the major tools of war, was probably first intro-
duced by contact with cultures from western Asia. Professional warriors 
underwent lengthy training to learn the techniques of driving and shoot-
ing from horse-drawn chariots.

History in Depth

Lady Hao’s Tomb

Lady Hao was a wife of King Wu Ding, a Shang ruler, during the 1200s BC. Her 
relatively small grave contained some 460 bronze artifacts, 750 jade objects, and 
more than 6,880 cowry shells. Also found in the tomb beside Lady Hao’s coffin were 
the remains of 16 people and 6 dogs.

Writings found in other places reveal a remarkable figure in Lady Hao. On behalf of 
her husband, she led more than one military cam paign, once with a force of 13,000 
troops. She also took charge of rituals dedicated to the spirits of Shang ancestors, a 
duty reserved for the most distinguished members of the royal family.

Module 272

DO NOT EDIT--Changes must be made through “File info” 
CorrectionKey=NL-A



Vocabulary  
tribute payment 
made to keep peace

The Development of Chinese Culture
In the Chinese view, people who lived outside of Chinese civilization were 
barbarians. Because the Chinese saw their country as the center of the 
civilized world, their own name for China was the Middle Kingdom.

The culture that grew up in China had strong unifying bonds. From ear-
liest times, the group seems to have been more important than the indi-
vidual. A person’s chief loyalty throughout life was to the family. Beyond 
this, people owed obedience and respect to the ruler of the Middle King-
dom, just as they did to the elders in their family.

Family The family was central to Chinese society. The most important 
virtue was respect for one’s parents. The elder men in the family controlled 
the family’s property and made important decisions. Women, on the other 
hand, were treated as inferiors. They were expected to obey their fathers, 
their husbands, and later, their own sons. When a girl was between 13 and 
16 years old, her marriage was arranged, and she moved into the house of 
her husband. Only by bearing sons for her husband’s family could she hope 
to improve her status.

Social Classes Shang society was sharply divided between nobles and 
peasants. A ruling class of warrior-nobles headed by a king governed the 
Shang. These noble families owned the land. They governed the scattered 
villages within the Shang lands and sent tribute to the Shang ruler in 
exchange for local control.

Religious Beliefs In China, the family 
was closely linked to religion. The Chi-
nese believed that the spirits of family 
ancestors had the power to bring good 
fortune or disaster to living members of 
the family. The Chinese did not regard 
these spirits as mighty gods. Rather, 
the spirits were more like troublesome 
or helpful neighbors who demanded 
attention and respect. Every family paid 
respect to the father’s ancestors and 
made sacrifices in their honor.

Through the spirits of the ances-
tors, the Shang consulted the gods. The 
Shang worshiped a supreme god, Shang 
Di, as well as many lesser gods. Shang 
kings consulted the gods through the 
use of oracle bones, animal bones and 
tortoise shells on which priests had 
scratched questions for the gods.  

The earliest evidence of Chinese writing is 
seen on oracle bones like this one found 
in the city of Anyang.
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Chinese Writing

The earliest writing systems in the world—including 
Chinese, Sumerian, and Egyptian—developed from 
pictographs, or simplified drawings of objects. The 
writing system used in China today is directly related 

to the pictographic writing found on Shang oracle 
bones. As you can see in the chart below, the ancient 
pictographs can still be recognized in many modern 
Chinese characters. 

ox         goat, sheep       tree              moon           earth           water            field           heaven        to pray

Ancient
symbol

Modern
character

Reading Check  
Analyze Effects  

How did writing help 
unite China?

After inscribing a question on the bone, a priest applied a hot poker to it, 
which caused it to crack. The priests then interpreted the cracks to see how 
the gods had answered.

Development of Writing In the Chinese method of writing, each charac-
ter generally stands for one syllable or unit of language. Recall that many 
of the Egyptian hieroglyphs stood for sounds in the spoken language. In 
contrast, there were practically no links between China’s spoken language 
and its written language. One could read Chinese without being able to 
speak a word of it. (This seems less strange when you think of our own 
number system. Both a French person and an American can understand 
the written equation 2 + 2 = 4. But an American may not understand the 
spoken statement “Deux et deux font quatre.”)

The Chinese system of writing had one major advantage. People in all 
parts of China could learn the same system of writing, even if their spoken 
languages were very different. Thus, the Chinese written language helped 
unify a large and diverse land, and made control much easier.

The disadvantage of the Chinese system was the enormous number of 
written characters to be memorized—a different one for each unit of lan-
guage. A person needed to know over 1,500 characters to be barely literate. 
To be a true scholar, one needed to know at least 10,000 characters. For 
centuries, this severely limited the number of literate, educated Chinese. 
As a general rule, a nobleperson’s children learned to write, but peasant 
children did not. 

Zhou and the Dynastic Cycle
Around 1027 BC, a people called the Zhou (joh) overthrew the Shang and 
established their own dynasty. The Zhou had adopted much of the Shang 
culture. Therefore, the change in dynasty did not bring sweeping cultural 
change. Nevertheless, Zhou rule brought new ideas to Chinese civilization.
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Vocabulary  
mandate a com-
mand or instruc-
tion from a higher 
authority

Mandate of Heaven To justify their conquest, the Zhou leaders  
declared that the final Shang king had been such a poor ruler that the  
gods had taken away the Shang’s rule and given it to the Zhou. This  
justification developed over time into a broader view that royal author-
ity came from heaven. A just ruler had divine approval, known as the 
Mandate of Heaven. A wicked or foolish king could lose the Mandate of 
Heaven and so lose the right to rule.

The Mandate of Heaven became central to the Chinese view of govern-
ment. Floods, riots, and other calamities might be signs that the ancestral 
spirits were dis pleased with a king’s rule. In that case, the Mandate of 
Heaven might pass to another noble family. This was the Chinese expla-
nation for rebellion, civil war, and the rise of a new dynasty. Historians 
describe the pattern of rise, decline, and replacement of dynasties as the 
dynastic cycle.

Control Through Feudalism The Zhou Dynasty controlled lands that 
stretched far beyond the Huang He in the north to the Chang Jiang in the 
south. To govern this vast area, it gave control over different regions to 
members of the royal family and other trusted nobles. This established a 
system called feudalism. Feudalism is a political system in which nobles, 
or lords, are granted the use of lands that legally belong to the king. In 
return, the nobles owe loyalty and military service to the king and protec-
tion to the people who live on their estates. Similar systems would arise 
centuries later in both Japan and Europe.

At first, the local lords lived in small walled towns and had to submit 
to the superior strength and control of the Zhou rulers. Gradually, how-
ever, the lords grew stronger as the towns grew into cities and expanded 
into the surrounding territory. Peoples who had been hostile toward the 
lords gradually accepted their rule and adopted Zhou ways. As a result, the 
local lords became less dependent on the king. Over time, they increasingly 
fought among themselves and with neighboring peoples for wealth and 
territory.

New dynasty gains 
power, restores 
peace and order, and 
claims to have 
Mandate of Heaven.

Strong dynasty  
establishes peace  
and prosperity; it is con-
sidered to have Mandate 
of Heaven.

In time, dynasty 
declines and becomes 
corrupt; taxes are 
raised; power grows 
weaker.

Disasters such as 
floods, famines,  
peasant revolts,  
and invasions occur.

Old dynasty is seen as 
having lost Mandate 
of Heaven; rebellion is 
justified.

Dynasty is  
overthrown through 
rebellion and  
bloodshed; new  
dynasty emerges.

Dynastic cycle in china
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Reading Check  
Synthesize  

According to Chinese 
beliefs, what role  

did the Mandate of 
Heaven play in the 

dynastic cycle?

Improvements in Technology and Trade The Zhou Dynasty produced 
many innovations. 

• Roads and canals were built to stimulate trade and agriculture.
• Coined money was introduced, which further improved trade. 
• Blast furnaces that produced cast iron were developed. 

Zhou cast iron production would not be matched in Europe until 
the Middle Ages. The Zhou used iron to create weapons, especially 
dagger-axes and swords. They also used it for common agricultural 

tools such as sickles, knives, and spades. Iron tools made 
farm work easier and more productive. The ability to 
grow more food helped Zhou farmers support thriving 
cities.

A Period of Warring States The Zhou ruled from 
around 1027 to 256 BC. The Zhou empire was 
generally peaceful and stable. Gradually, however, 
Zhou rule weakened. In 771 BC, nomads from 
the north and west sacked the Zhou capital and 
murdered the Zhou monarch. A few members of 
the royal family escaped and set up a new capital 
at Luoyang.

However, the Zhou kings at Luoyang were 
almost powerless, and they could not control the noble families. The lords 
sought every opportunity to pick fights with neighboring lords. As their 
power grew, these warlords claimed to be kings in their own territory. As a 
result, the later years of the Zhou are often called “the time of the warring 
states.”

Amid the bloodshed, traditional values collapsed. The very heart of  
Chinese civilization—love of order, harmony, and respect for authority—
had been replaced with chaos, arrogance, and defiance. The dynastic cycle 
was about to bring a new start to Chinese civilization. 

Sanxingdui Culture
The powerful Huang He river dynasties of ancient China were not alone in 
shaping Chinese culture. The river systems of southwest China, located in 
modern-day Sichuan Province, also nourished dynasties with large cities 
and distinctive cultures. Little was known, however, about the ancient 
kingdoms and cultures of this region and their importance until the dis-
covery of the Sanxingdui (san•shing•dway) culture in the 20th century.

Unearthing a Lost Culture First discovered in 1929, significant archaeo-
logical findings at the Sanxingdui site, located near Sichuan’s capital city 
Chengdu, did not occur until the site’s rediscovery in 1986. Sanxingdui 
culture became identifiable for its bronze metalwork. The bronze artifacts 
discovered at the site were unlike anything unearthed before. Researchers 
initially had difficulty pinpointing the origins of the bronze statues and 
the jade and gold artifacts at the site. They later concluded that they likely  

These Chinese 
coins are made 
of bronze. Their 
shape resembles a 
digging tool such 
as a hoe or spade.
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event 1 event 3

event 2

Reading Check  
Summarize  

What is important 
about the discovery 

of the Sanxingdui 
civilization?

belonged to the ancient Shu Kingdom. While research continues, the dis-
covery of the Sanxingdui culture challenges the theory of Huang He river 
dynasties forming the cradle of Chinese civilization.

The Mysterious Sanxingdui Civilization Artifacts and some geological 
clues have helped archaeologists speculate about the mysterious civiliza-
tion that lived in the walled city along the Minjiang River. Some archae-
ologists and historians believe the people of the Sanxingdui culture 
purposefully dismantled the city itself between 3,000 and 2,800 years 
ago. Historians are still trying to find out why they might have done this. 
Other experts believe the culture disappeared as a result of war and flood, 
but there isn’t enough evidence to support this conclusion. How the  
Sanxingdui civilization came to an end still remains a mystery.

 1. Organize Information Create a timeline with three 
important events in Chinese history.  

   Which event do you think was a turning point in  
Chinese history? 

 2. Key Terms and People For each key term or person in 
this lesson, write a sentence explaining its significance.

 3. Analyze Effects In your judgment, what are the ben-
efits and drawbacks of the belief that the group was 
more important than the individual?

 4. Contrast How did the social classes in Shang society 
differ from those in Egyptian society? 

 5. Analyze Motives Do you think that the Zhou Dynas-
ty’s downfall resulted from its method of control? Why 
or why not?

Lesson 5 Assessment

This gold-plated mask is on display at the Sanxingdui Museum. Similar masks and other artifacts surprised 
researchers as this style of art was unknown in Chinese art history until 1986. 
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Key Terms and People
For each term or name below, write a sentence explaining its connection to early river 
valley civilizations from 3500 to 450 BC.

 1. Fertile Crescent

 2. city-state

 3. polytheism

 4. empire

 5. pharaoh

 6. hieroglyphics

 7. Harappan civilization

 8. Mandate of Heaven

Main Ideas
Use your notes and the information in the module to answer the following questions.

Case Study: Civilization
 1. What economic changes resulted from food 

surpluses in agricultural villages?
 2. Why did the growth of civilization make 

government necessary?
 3. Why did a system of record-keeping 

develop in civilizations?

City-States in Mesopotamia
 4. What is the Fertile Crescent, and why is it 

called that?
 5. Name three disadvantages of Sumer’s 

natural environment.
 6. What circumstances led to the beginning of 

organized government?

Pyramids on the Nile
 7. Why did the Egyptians build pyramids?
 8. Herodotus remarked that Egypt was the 

“gift of the Nile.” What did he mean by that?

Planned Cities on the Indus
 9. What does the uniformity of Indus Valley 

cities tell us about their government?
 10. What evidence exists to show that Indus 

Valley civilizations traded with Sumer?

River Dynasties in China
 11. What was the great advantage of the 

Chinese written language?
 12. According to the dynastic cycle in China, 

what consequences can occur when 
dynasties fail to meet the basic needs of 
their people?

Module 2 Assessment
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Module 2 Assessment, continued

Critical Thinking
 1. Organize Information Create a chart that 

compares religious beliefs among Sumer, 
Egypt, and China. 

 2. Draw Conclusions Why was it necessary to 
develop writing before civilization could 
advance? 

 3. Make Inferences What reasons might be 
suggested for the location of civilizations 
along river valleys? 

 4. Compare How do the archaeological and 
historical artifacts found in the Mesopota-
mian, Shang, and Indus River valley civiliza-
tions show similarities between these early 
civilizations?

Engage with History
Now that you have read about the develop-
ment of four civilizations, think about how laws 
differ from place to place and how they have 
developed. Consider the laws written in Ham-
murabi’s Code. Imagine you are a government 
official. Create talking points for a debate to 
support your take on the following question: 
What should be the main purpose of laws—to 
promote good behavior or to punish bad behav-
ior? Compare your talking points with those of 
at least one other classmate.

Focus on Writing
Write an essay comparing the ways different 
geographic issues influenced settlement, trad-
ing networks, and the sustainability of each 
ancient civilization discussed in this module. 
Include details of how each civilization inter-
acted with its environment. 

Consider the following issues:

• flooding
• the junction of two rivers (Fertile Crescent)
• limited fertile lands

Multimedia Activity
Using the Internet, the library, or other credible 
resources, research family structure in Sumer, 
Egypt, Indus Valley, and early Chinese civiliza-
tions in relation to their social classes. 

• Explain family structure in each of the 
civilizations (such as matriarchal, nuclear, 
extended, multiple spouses). 

• Describe the social class structure of each 
civilization. 

• Compare the differences in family structure 
based on social class within each civilization.
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