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Prehistory

Eugene Berger

1.1 CHRONOLOGY

8 — 6 million years ago Bi-pedal hominids in Africa

2.6 million years ago Homo habilis begin to use tools

43,000 BCE Homo sapiens expand out of Africa

50,000 — 10,000 BCE Homo sapiens complete their migration to all continents
22,000 — 14,000 BCE Last Glacial Maximum

¢. 9,000 BCE Younger Dryas event

¢. 9,000 BCE Jericho reaches its height

¢. 7,000 BCE Catalhiiyiik reaches several thousand inhabitants
2,000 BCE Paleo-Eskimos appear in the Arctic

2,000 BCE Humans begin to make pottery

1.2 INTRODUCTION

In 1952, at the age of 77 and suffering with an abdominal hernia long overdue for surgery,
Sellards returned to Vero to collect charcoal or bone suitable for the newly invented
technique of radiocarbon dating. ... His longtime field assistant Glen Evans accompanied
him, having left Texas with careful instructions from Sellard’s physician about what to do
if the hernia suddenly bulged. It did, and Sellards collapsed unconscious at the excavation.
... But the moment Sellards regained consciousness he insisted on continuing to excavate.

The above case of Florida State Geologist Elias Sellards demonstrates that the study of
“human antiquity” or man’s earliest origins is one surrounded by passion, controversy, and
a deep well of curiosity. Our curiosity about our earliest origins has not only given birth to
fictional characters like Indiana Jones and Captain Kirk, but also is largely responsible for the
growth of archaeology in the early twentieth century. Western scholars and explorers were

1 David J. Meltzer, The Great Paleolithic War: How Science Forged an Understanding of America’s Ice Age Past (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2015), 1.
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not content with simply reaching remote places; they were curious about their earliest human
inhabitants. While the motives of early excavators may have been quite simple (Well-known
paleoanthropologist Richard Leakey got his start collecting stones as a child), archaeologists
and paleoanthropologists eventually created an entirely new field of historical investigation:
prehistory. Multiple pioneers have hacked through underbrush or spent months excavating
Paleolithic sites. Not until recently, however, have scientific advances, local knowledge, and
anthropological theory merged with the curiosity of western explorers to craft a more accurate
version of human origins and evolution.

Written texts are the primary sources most historians are trained to work with and are those
they are most comfortable using. However, if we are to understand humanity’s origins, we have
to recognize that written language is a relatively recent invention (around 5,000 years old);
therefore, much of what we know about human beginnings must be borrowed from the findings
of colleagues in other disciplines like geology, botany, and archaeology. In all of the regions
mentioned below, archaeologists have excavated and analyzed physical evidence relating to our
pre-historic ancestors. Up until recent times, though, it was difficult to understand migration
patterns and chronology without a method to determine the age of anything from a human skull
to a cutting tool. Archaeologists in the 1930s and 40s used imprecise terms like “stone bowl
cultures,” a nomenclature that referred more to the details of the articles unearthed than their
historical context.? This began to change with the advent of radiocarbon dating or C14 dating in the
1940s. Through this method, we were able to place thousands of organic archaeological materials
in their proper historical context even without textual evidence. For artifacts over 40,000 years
old, the amount of radioactive carbon we can recover doesn’t permit accurate measurement.
However, we do have a number of techniques to trace human origins even further back, including
aerial photography, side-scanning radar, and potassium-argon dating. All these techniques get
around the lack of radioactive carbon in that they don’t date the organic material, but instead the
terrain in which they were found, allowing us to trace human origins back millions of years to the
beginnings of bipedalism.

The goal of this chapter, though, is not to trace human evolution from its beginnings, but
to set the scene for the beginnings of civilization. In this chapter we will explore why hominids
moved, how they survived, and how they came to develop agriculture. We also hope to lay out why
humans in far flung parts of the world responded similarly to changing conditions around them
and hence developed civilizations at roughly the same time.

This chapter begins at the origins of bipedalism some eight million years ago and brings us up
to eight thousand years ago with the the Neolithic Era or “new stone age.” Bipedal hominids would
develop during the Pliocene era and our closest ancestors during the more recent Pleistocene.
Finally, modern Homo sapiens would appear during the Holocene. During the Holocene
humans would perfect tool usage during the Paleolithic Era, and would usher in agriculture during
the Neolithic. Our chapter ends as humans prepare to enter the Bronze and Iron Ages.

2 J.E.G Sutton, “Archeology and Reconstructing History in the Kenya Highlands: The Intellectual Legacies of G.W.B.
Huntingford and Louis S.B. Leakey,” History in Africa 34, (2007): 313.
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CHAPTER 1: PREHISTORY

1.3 QUESTIONS TO GUIDE YOUR READING

1. What were some factors that led to hominid bipedalism?
2. How did climate affect hominid development?

3. How and why did Homo sapiens expand out of Africa?

4. How and when did Homo sapiens populate the Americas?
5. What was a hunter-gatherer existence like?

6. Why did Homo sapiens start to prefer agriculture?

7. How did agriculture start to change human relationships?

1.4 KEY TERMS

« Abu Hureya » Ice Age

+ Beringia « Jericho
 Catalhiiyiik « Natufians

+ Dolni Vetonice » Neanderthals

« Holocene + Neolithic

e Homo erectus « Oldowan Industry
e Homo habilis « Paleolithic

« Homo sapiens « Pleistocene

1.5 HUMAN BEGINNINGS IN AFRICA

The fossil record in Africa clearly establishes that a human lineage diverged there from African
apes sometime between eight to six million years ago. Beginning as far back as eight million years
ago, various species of hominids (the ancestors of modern humans or Homo sapiens) began to
walk upright. This bipedalism would allow these hominids to use their hands to develop, craft, and
use tools. Bipedalism would also eventually contribute to a move out of forests into the savanna
and turn hominids into big game hunters and gatherers. Paleoanthropologists once theorized
that hominids became bipedal to adapt to life in the grasslands. However, the fact that fossils of
bipedal hominids were found alongside fossil remains of wood, seeds, and other forest dwellers
has cast some doubt on that theory. In fact, bipedal hominids may have lived in the forest for
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some time. While some bipedal hominids may have stayed in the forest, climate changes did drive
others to move into new areas within Africa and beyond it.

1.5.1 Climate, Hominin in Evolution, and Migrations

As far as thirty million years ago hominids were reacting to changes in their environment.
(“Hominids” refers to all Great Apes including humans and their ancestors. “Hominins” is often
used when speaking more specifically
about modern humans and their more
recently extinct ancestors. We will use
“hominids” here because it covers all of
the groups we will reference including
modern humans). The earth cooled,
producing more fragmented environ-
ments. As already mentioned, some
hominids may have stayed in the trees,
but those that left the forest began to
thrive in grasslands. These savannas
and prairies expanded during the
Miocene, the geologic era lasting from
24 — 2 million years ago. This grassland
expansion prompted baboons and
hominids to move out of the forest.

During the Pliocene epoch (5 — 1.6
million years ago), another series of en-
vironmental changes made these grass-
S — lands even more prevalent, leading to a

R Sar transformation that geologists call the
o “turnover-pulse hypothesis.” Animals
Map 1.1 | Early Hominid Fossil Sites with adaptations such as angled knee
Author: Corey Parson joints and arched feet survived on the
SOIEz8 OTEIEL Ui grasslands, while those with longer arms
License: CC BY-SA 4.0 .
or curved fingers who were better suited
to the woodlands did not. For hominids,
this favorable grassland environment meant the “development of several closely related species.
Large-toothed hominids known as robust australopithecines appeared in Southern and Eastern
Africa.” 3 Towards the end of the Pliocene, around 2.4 million years ago, the first members of our
genus—homo (Homo habilis)—appeared, the first hominid to make stone tools.

The Pleistocene epoch (1.6 million — 10,000 years ago) saw at least twenty-five periods

of glaciation and warming. Glaciation resulted from dips in global temperature which had two

3 Lauren Ristvet, In the Beginning: World History from Human Evolution to the First States (Boston: McGraw Hill, 2007), 4.
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CHAPTER 1: PREHISTORY

major effects on hominid development. First, with sea levels dropping due to glaciation, hominids
migrated to Australia and the Americas for the first time. Second, while many migrated out of
colder climates, those that remained developed physical adaptations. Homo neanderthalensis
(Neaderthals), a hominid that disappeared 28,000 years ago, became stockier and more powerful
to deal with the difficulties of this icy climate.

While not as dramatic as previous developments, the current Holocene period has seen its
share of significant climatic events. The Younger Dryas event (c. 12,000 BCE) was a drop in global
temperatures accompanied by a corresponding change in vegetation distribution. Reduced rainfall
from 2200 — 1900 BCE made conditions very difficult for civilizations in the Eastern Mediterranean.
Finally, the Medieval Warm Period represents “one of the most recent periods of climate change.”

Like neanderthalensis, Homo sapiens, Homo erectus, Homo habilis, and other
hominids all reacted to changing climate conditions. Homo erectus and Homo habilis migrated,
hunted, and used fire, while neanderthalensis had some use of language and tools and buried their
dead. For millions of years, in fact, hominids had been using slivers of volcanic stone and cutters
probably to hack through animal skin. The cutters were often found close together, suggesting
that early hominids even had a division of labor between hunters who would have to pursue their
prey and butchers who could wait nearby at the butchering site. There is even evidence of task
division by gender among neanderthalensis. Multiple sites in Europe show different patterns of
wear on male and female teeth, indicating a gendered task division in tasks where teeth were used
to hold, break, or strip objects.5

However, by 25,000 years ago all other hominins were extinct; only Homo sapiens sapiens,
our species, survived. Paleoanthropologists attribute this survival to larger brains, durability, and
ability to adapt to changing environmental conditions. Based on migration patterns and archaeo-
logical evidence, Homo sapiens sapiens appear to have been the only hominids to build sea-wor-
thy boats, create art, have organized religion, and live in any climate.®

1.5.2 Homo sapiens Migration

While Homo sapiens were decidedly more advanced than other hominids, when they first
moved out of Africa some 45,000 years ago, they were only equipped with stone tools for hunting
and cutting. Despite those initial limitations, 30,000 years later Homo sapiens would inhabit
almost every environment on earth and had a presence in every continent except Antarctica. Homo
sapiens in fact moved further and faster than all other hominids. While it is hard to attribute a
single factor to all Homo sapiens migration, we do see that multiple human societies required
migration to arrive at a more sophisticated level of development. Homo sapien migration acceler-
ated close to 40,000 years ago, where humans reached continental Eurasia.

Modern humans (50,000 — 10,000 years ago) completed the migration to all the continents
except Antartica, moving first into Australia, Eastern Siberia, the Pacific margins, Japan, and the

4 Ibid., 3-5.

5 Almudena Estalrrich and Antonio Rosas, “Division of Labor by Sex and Age in Neandertals: An Approach Through the
Study of Activity-Related Dental Wear,” Journal of Human Evolution 80, (March 2015): 51-63.

6 Ristvet., 24-26.
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Homo erectus

Map 1.2 | The Spreading of Homo sapiens
Author: NordNordWest

Source: Wikimedia Commons

License: Public Domain

Americas. Then from 10,000 years ago to 1,500 CE, humans arrived in the Arctic, the Indian Ocean,
the deep Pacific, and tropical rain forests. Migration occurred in a “staccato” pattern with “easiest”
areas colonized quickly, while more “difficult” areas remained uninhabited for thousands of years.
A region’s “easiness” is calculated from estimates about available plant and animal biomass and
net productivity—that is, how quickly it returns—in each habitat. For example, tropical savannas
and grasslands of East Africa were colonized first as the biomass there sustained the first bipedal
hominids.

Hominids first left “sub-Saharan Africa ... through the northern savannahs, up the Nile corridor
or across the straits of Bab el Mandeb to the Arabian Peninsula.”” Evidence exists of Homo erectus in
Morocco, Chad, and Algeria, and it appears that they eventually left Africa via the Arabian Peninsula.
After leaving Africa about 1.5 million years ago, choppers, handaxes, and spheroids found at sites
like Ubeidiya in Israel put Homo erectus in the Levant. Some scholars argue for the existence of a

second migration out of Africa and into the Jordan Valley 500 to 600 thousand years ago.

Asia

Some evidence suggests the presence of Homo ergaster and Homo erectus as having occurred
in Java over a million years ago. Chinese Homo erectus fossils date between 800,000 to 400,000
years ago. Homo sapiens began to leave Africa around 40,000 years ago, and hunter gatherers
appeared in China by the end of the last Ice Age (36,000 to 16,000 BCE) as continental ice in
central Asia began to melt.

7 Clive Gamble, Timewalkers: Prehistory of Global Colonization (Bath, Avon: The Bath Press, 1993), 125-128.
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CHAPTER 1: PREHISTORY

Europe

Animal bones and pebble tools place hominids near Rome just before the beginning of the
Middle Pleistocene (730,000 years ago). This seems to be the first hominid incursion into
Europe. Hominid remains in Spain suggest colonization in Iberia up to two million years ago,
but there are not nearly enough remains (no more than twenty inhabitants in any given site) to
provide any certainty in terms of which hominids they correspond to or when they lived there.
Either way, colonization of Europe can be considered “late.” This tardiness may have been related
to a lack of animal food sources. Not until around 500,000 years ago did “new species of deer,
bovid, rhino, and horse appear”® in Europe. Around the same time, the cheetah, saber-tooth tiger,
and dirk-tooth cat declined in the region, making more carcasses from the aforementioned species
available to hominid foragers.

Australia, Papua New Guinea, Sahul

Evidence of tools from 30,000 years ago exists in Australia, and from even longer in New
Guinea. The lack of “a dry land crossing to Sahul” (the land mass that once connected New Guinea
and Australia) meant that an ocean journey of somewhere between sixty-five and 100 kilometers
was required from mainland Asia. This made Australians and New Guineans the first sea-going
colonizers. Once in Sahul, how humans populated Australia is still the subject of some debate
between those who support the “coastal hugger” theory and those who support the idea of popu-
lation by “overlanders.” The more difficult of the two means of populating Australia is overland,
as it is more arid than the coasts, and the evidence for tools overland is not as advanced as that
for the coast.

Peopling the New World

North and South America were the last continents to be settled by humans. Most scholars think
that the Americas were populated from Beringia over land. Around 12,000 years ago, mammoth
hunting became more common and supported larger populations on both the Asian and American
sides of Beringia, a landmass (now divided by the Bering Strait) which at that time connected
North America and Asia. On the Asian side, outlines of houses with stone-lined hearths have been
found, remnants indicating permanent settlement that didn’t necessarily have colonization as an
end goal. But colonize they did, one group pushing southward between 10,000 and 3,000 years
ago and establishing settlements that would become the origins of modern Korean, Japanese,
Chinese, and Inuit populations. Another group migrated southeastward through Alaska, their
descendants making it as far as Chile and Argentina.

While we know about when American colonization began, the pace and means of coloniza-
tion are still debated. Complicating the discussion of timing is the fact that the Late Wisconsin
Ice sheet blocked the overland route from about 30,000 years ago, when two sheets merged,
up until about 12,000 years ago, when they opened after a thaw. At this point in time, only a
handful of sites support possible pre-10,000 BCE occupation: Monte Verde in Chile, Meadowcraft
near Pittsburgh, and Page-Ladson in Florida. As recently as 2015, excavations at Monte Verde and

8 Ibid., 135.
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Chinchihuapi have strengthened the “possibility of an earlier human presence on the continent”
to as far back as 17,000 BCE. This date has continued to move back in time as archeologists
consider evidence of more mobile humans who did not leave large artifact clusters because of
their ephemeral nature, but nonetheless may have been present before more sedentary groups.
For now, however, the

clearest evidence for when e oy S
the Americas were widely * Subsidiarysandar lns ‘
populated comes through ransensen
the Clovis point, a specific
arrowhead shape that was
unique in its ubiquity and so-
phistication. The Clovis point
was also found in mammoths
that had grown extinct by
10,500yearsago, thisdiscovery
meaning that humans were
common in North America by
then. From Beringia, humans
moved at a rate of roughly 10
miles a year until they reached
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The Arctic

The first Paleo-Eskimo populations appeared around 4,000 years ago after arriving from
Eastern Siberia, populations that were left behind by the American colonists already mentioned.
The Arctic climate is harsh, to say the least, and these populations needed sophisticated weapons
and tools to be able to survive it, which explains their late arrival.

The Arctic colonists expanded rapidly across Alaska, through Canada, and into Greenland,
assisted by their arctic “small tool kits” that included the important toggle headed harpoons to
kill walrus and seal.

Polynesian origins

The origins of Polynesian humans are still very much in doubt. Groups of Polynesian mariners
had existed 50,000 years ago, but they were not colonizers. In fact, many scholars argue that
eventual colonization actually began as exploration. Around 2,500 years ago, we see more
permanent settlements in Fiji, Tonga, and other areas of the “remote” Pacific, as remnants of pottery

9 Dillehay TD, Ocampo C, Saavedra ], Sawakuchi AO, Vega RM, Pino M, et al. (2015) “New Archaeological Evidence for
an Early Human Presence at Monte Verde, Chile,” PLoS ONE 10(11): €0141923. doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0141923: 208.
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have been found there. Based on linguis-
tic and technological similarities among
Polynesian cultures, some scholars
argue that Fiji, Somoa, and Tonga were a
crucible of sorts where Polynesians were
“made” from groups from throughout
Asia. Once these cultural groups had a Y ,TZ,;,;\, ey
certain identity, they began to colonize | AN
Easter Island, Hawaii, and New Zealand
about and beyond 1,000 CE.

We can’t use land migration patterns
to understand oversea migration. The
Pacific was somewhat of a highway,
where currents and winds were well-
known and frequently used by mariners.
Migrating humans were much more
likely to wander aimlessly on land than
they were to let currents take them to

Map 1.4 | Polynesian Migration
unknown parts of the ocean. Pacific = Author: David Eccles

mariners tacked to use the winds in their Source: Wikimedia Commons

. . License: CC BY 3.0
favor and, despite population pressures,

Pacific mariners were too adept at

seafaring to suggest a simple casting out of people into the Pacific in hopes of finding something.
Once Pacific colonization did commence, settlers were very deliberate about it, taking with them
families, and plants, and animals. It seems that they had every intention of recreating “home.” In
sum, the exploration was neither extremely heroic nor extremely risky but instead was calculated
and not left to chance.

1.5.3 Hunter-gatherers

Chapter Two explores the importance of farming to the creation and expansion of early civili-
zations. However, farming was only invented 13,000 years ago, meaning that for most of human
history, our food has come through foraging. Early hominids like australopithecines, Homo
habilis, and Homo erectus ate mostly plant food. Homo sapiens became more sophisticated
foragers as they began to fish with hooks and, more recently, nets, and as they used stone grinding
tools to produce flour.

As food gathering techniques evolved for these Paleolithic foragers, so did their behavior as
organized groups. Modern humans became mobile to prevent resource depletion; they controlled
population through dispersion or infanticide, and they began to “live and work cooperatively.”
Modern foragers also began to divide tasks and share food with others, a feature that distin-
guishes them from other animals like chimpanzees that live in communities but feed individually.
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Sharing food is, of course, much easier to do when there is a surplus, and, with increasing tool
use, Paleolithic humans became even more adept at foraging, leading to the higher likelihood of
food surpluses.

Tool use not only helped humans live cooperatively, but it also may have helped hominids
develop abstract thought—evidence of tool use may give us a clue as to when this development
began. We know that other animals use tools, but even as long as 2.6 million years ago, we see
evidence of the creative thinking required to make more effective tools. Homo habilis in fact
takes its name (“handy man”) from the fact that they were the first known hominid tool-makers.
Soon after individual tools appeared, the Oldowan Industry became the first widely used toolset,
“consisting of flaked and smashed quartz
riverside pebbles made into poorly formed
choppers and sharp stone flakes, [and]
lasted for 1 million years with little change
[from 2.6 to 1.5 million years ago].”*° The
Oldowan were followed about 1.5 million
years ago by hand axes that remained
unchanged for more than a million years.
Many scholars argue that these small-
er-brained hominids like Homo habilis,
homo ergaster, and Australopithecus
were both unable and unwilling to
innovate much beyond their simple but
effective tools, especially considering how
harsh their environment could become.
Fire was another important tool, first
used by Homo erectus about 1.6 million

Figure 1.1 | Paleolithic Chopper
Author: User “Archaeodontosaurus"
Source: Wikimedia Commons years ago. Fire would become important

B to migrants to colder climes in Europe

and Asia and to foragers who could now
eat foods that were poisonous if ingested raw. Homo erectus also cooked foods they had previously
eaten raw, thereby expanding their lifespan by eliminating toxins found in raw meats.

Homo sapiens would add more meat to their diet when advances in tool-making led to an
increase in big game hunting during the late Pleistocene. For example, excavations near Dolni
Vetonice in the Czech Republic have helped reveal a society that “used mammoth remains not
only for meat, but for fuel, construction, jewelry, and portable art.” The inhabitants of Dolni
Vetonice also made thousands of ceramic figurines, bird bone flutes, and ivory carvings of human
heads. The cave paintings of Lascaux also reflect this increased skill as hunters and painters both.
The colors and types of paint they used were vibrant and durable, and the scenes they depicted
demonstrated their use of diverse hunting techniques. There we see depictions of humans hunting
not only deer, but also woolly rhinoceros and mammoths.

10 Ristvet, 17-22.
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Also at Lascaux, we see evidence that hunter-gatherers had both religious beliefs and gender
specific tasks, reflecting a sophistication that we usually only attribute to sedentary humans. The
fact the humans and animals were depicted together so often at Lascaux may be evidence of a
belief that man descended from these animals. Or perhaps the bison, rhinoceri, and birds were
painted on the walls to produce “hunting magic” designed to make expeditions more successful.
Finally, it was mostly men depicted in these higher-risk hunting activities, suggesting that women
were the artists, participated less in the hunt, or both.

Closer to the Neolithic era, societies began to experience a growing role for women reflected
through their representation in “Venus” statuettes. (See Figure 1.5) As we get closer to the Neolithic
era, we see the relative role of women increasing; their place in ritual increases, their stature
increases, their economic importance increases, and their childbearing uniqueness becomes more
greatly emphasized.

Increased sophistica-
tion was not limited to big
game hunters, however.
Campsites, rock art, and
burial sites near Lake
Mungo in Australia reveal
how these early humans
used pottery for cooking
and had a diverse diet of
birds, fish, and shellfish,
a diet that seems to have
kept them well-nourished.
1 Australia was a society
of hunter-gatherers until
European colonization.
Mobility was essential,
with the continent’s lack

Figure 1.2 | Bull, Bird, and Human from Lascaux Cave
of widespread rainfall and Author: User “Peter80”

I'iCh SOil As a result ab_ Source: Wikimedia Commons
M )

. . . License: CC BY-SA 2.5
original Australians needed

an extensive knowledge of

their terrain and where to move when. Tasmanians would ambush wallabies at their seasonal
grazing territory, while aborigines in the central deserts had to know when water holes would go
dry. We also learn from the remains of Australian aborigines that foragers could be quite complex
if they continued to hunt and gather for thousands of years. Aborigines painted, developed
advanced weapons like the boomerang, warred against one another, developed creation myths,
passed down oral histories, and played musical instruments.

11 Ibid., 27-30.
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1.6 AGRICULTURE AND THE “"NEOLITHIC REVOLUTION"”

Historian Lauren Ristvet defines agriculture as the “‘domestication’ of plants... causing it to
change genetically from its wild ancestor in ways [that make] it more useful to human consum-
ers.”2 She and hundreds of other scholars from Hobbes to Marx have pointed to the Neolithic
Revolution, that is, the move from a hunter-gatherer world to an agricultural one, as the root of
what we today refer to as civilization. Without agriculture we don’t have empires, written language,
factories, universities, or railroads. Despite its importance, much remains unclear about why and
where agriculture began. Instead, scholars hold a handful of well-regarded theories about the
roots (pun intended) of agriculture.

Most scholars agree that the Ice Age played a fundamental role in the rise of agriculture,
in the sense that it was impossible during the much colder and often tundra-covered period of
the Pleistocene, but inevitable during the Holocene thawing. Only 4,000 years before the origins
of agriculture, the planting of anything would have been an exercise in futility. During the Last
Glacial Maximum (24,000 — 16,000 years ago), average temperatures dropped “by as much as
57° F near the great ice sheets...” This glaciation meant not only that today’s fertile farmlands
of Spain or the North American Great Plains were increasingly covered in ice, but also that other
areas around the world could not depend on constant temperatures or rainfall from year to year.
Pleistocene foragers had to be flexible. The warming trend of the Holocene, by contrast, resulted
in consistent rainfall amounts and more predictable temperatures. The warming also altered the
habitats of the megafauna that humans hunted, alterations that in some cases contributed to their
extinction. Therefore, as animal populations declined, humans were further encouraged to plant
and cultivate seeds in newly-thawed soil.

When we start to examine other factors that allowed humans to transition to agriculture, we
find that the climate factor looms even larger. For example, agriculture was usually accompa-
nied by sedentarism, but we see communal living and permanent settlements among multiple
groups of hunter-gatherers. Homo sapiens had also begun to domesticate animals and plants
alike during the Pleistocene. Humans were already being buried alongside dogs as early as 14,000
years ago.* As we'll see below, gatherers were developing an increasing taste for grains long
before they would abandon a foraging lifestyle. Essentially, humans were ready for agriculture
when climate permitted it.

We discuss elsewhere the timing of agriculture’s appearance in all of the continents, but
generally speaking by about 8,000 years ago, farmers in West Asia were growing rye, barley, and
wheat. In northern China, millet was common 8,500 years ago. In the Americas, the domestication
of maize began around 8,000 years ago in Mesoamerica, while at about the same time, Andean
residents began cultivating potatoes. Once all of these areas realized agriculture’s potential as a
permanent food source, they began to adapt their societies to increase their crop consistency and
crop yields. We’ll discuss how agriculture affected societal development below.

12 Ibid., 36.
13 Ibid., 36-37.
14 Chris Scarre, ed. The Human Past: World Prehistory and the Development of Human Societies. 2nd ed. (London: Thames

& Hudson, 2009), 183-84.
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1.6.1 First farmers of West Asia [or the Fertile Crescent]

In later chapters we will discuss Mesopotamia, the area between the Euphrates and Tigris Rivers
that agriculture would make the “cradle of civilization.” (See Map 2.1). However, the incubator of
Mesopotamian and Fertile Crescent agriculture and cultural patterns dated back to the foragers of

the nearby Eastern Mediterranean, thousands of
Q years before. The rye, barley, and wheat in West
Asia were first harvested by late Pleistocene
foragers called the Kebarans who ground wild
wheat and barley into a porridge.’® Kebarans
consumed the porridge as part of their broad
spectrum diet that also included land mammals,
birds, and fish. Advancing into the Holocene
we see the “Natufian Adaptation,” where
residents of this same area began to see the

Mureyhb

®
Abu Hurayra

-4

. E
Hayomin

Nahal Oren ® e
El Viad \\ o Ein Gev benefits of sedentary living in a precursor to the
B (i Uwainid advent of agriculture. The Natufians consumed
y * the same rye, barley, and wheat that their
° Bsidha Kebaran predecessors had, but because their
teeth were well-worn it appears they ate relative-
ly more of it. Having a constant source of these
grains enabled their eschewing long hunting
or gathering soujourns; instead, the Natufians

S | e S drew more of their meat from in and around

S —— Lake Huleh in modern Israel. Near Lake Huleh

Source: Wikimedia Commons was Ain Mallaha, one of the earliest examples of

ISR GBI AR year-round human settlement and an important
precursor to sedentary agriculture.

Another permanent settlement in Southwest Asia seems to have been more directly respon-
sible for the decision to actually domesticate grain, rather than simply cultivate wild varieties.
Abu Hureya in Syria was deeply affected by the Younger Dryas event of 11,000 years ago, an
event which caused many of their wild food staples to disappear. Rather than migrating out of the
area, the Abu Hureyrans cultivated rye. Soon afterward, other sites in the Levant began to see the
planting of barley, while wheat was cultivated in both the Levant and Anatolia.*

1.6.2 First Permanent Settlements in West Asia [of the Fertile Crescent]

The transition from foraging, to collecting to cultivating took place over several centuries, but
these gradual changes did serve to mark a very distinct era of permanent settlement during the
Neolithic Period. Increased rainfall around 9600 BCE meant that the Jordan River would swell

15 Ristvet, 41.
16 Ristvet, 41-42.
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yearly, in the process depositing layers of fertile soil ‘ 7 I o
along its banks. This fertile soil allowed locals to rely Cewapen

on agriculture for survival. Soon after they founded
Jericho just north of the Dead Sea: “perhaps the
very first time in human history that a complete-
ly viable population was living in the same place
at the same time.”” By Jericho’s height, around / I
9000 BCE, the settlements population reached the 3
hundreds. This increase cannot be considered an (‘>‘ Bank
urban boom of course, and the transition away from ' ‘;
foraging occurred gradually. For example, excava- p
tions from this area have unearthed no separation
of tasks or dwellings by gender or skill. However, # ¢
by the end of Jericho’s development, maintain- n/
ing large populations in one place would prove to
produce other extensive adjustments.*®

Jericho’s residents did distinguish themselves
from their hunter-gatherer predecessors, however,

. . . . Map 1.6 | The Jordan River
through their relatively extensive construction — , . " vierior
projects. They used mud bricks to build a wall that Source: Wikimedia Commons
encircled the settlement probably for flood control, License: Public Domain
a tower, and separate buildings for grain storage.

The former foragers now living at Jericho could rely on fish or other aquatic creatures for
meat as they experimented with permanent settlement, but those foragers living further away
from large bodies of water would need another source of meat. This need increasingly was met
by animal domestication. Domestication would prove to be a slow process, as humans learned
the hard way that zebras bite, impalas are claustrophobic, and bighorn sheep do not obey orders.
In other words, some animals cannot be domesticated, but this is information only under-
stood through trial and error. By about 7,500 BCE, however, humans in the Taurus and Zagros
mountains employed selective breeding to eventually domesticate mountain sheep and goats. The
temperament and size of pigs and cows delayed their domestication until the 6,000s BCE, but this
process proved equally, if not more important, than that of sheep and goats.

As agriculture and animal domestication progressed, settlements around the Mediterranean
became larger and more sophisticated. By 7,000 BCE on the Anatolian plateau, Catalhiiyiik
reached several thousands of inhabitants. The residents at Catalhiiyiik buried their dead, con-
structed uniform adjacent houses with elaborate designs painted on their interior walls, and
had multiple workshops where (among other activities) they wove baskets, and made obsidian
mirrors as well as daggers with “carved bone handles.” Catalhiiyiik denizens wove wool into

Banias River
() Hulah \alley

Syria -

Sea of Galilee

Israel

]

Dead Sea Jordan

17 Steven Mithen, After the Ice: A Global Human History, 20,000 — 5,000 BC. (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2003), 59.
18 Robert Strayer, Ways of the World: A Brief Global History with Sources, 2nd ed (New York, Bedford St. Martins, 2013), 40
19 Mithen, 94.
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cloth; developed a varied diet of peas, nuts, vegetable oil, apples, honey, and the usual grains;
and improved weapons technology with sharper arrows added to their use of daggers and lances.
These gains may seem modest by our standards, but the legacy of communal living and, ultimate-
ly, political centralization that they introduced was extraordinary.

Figure 1.3 | Catalhiiyiik at the Time of the First Excavations
Author: Omar Hoftun

Source: Wikimedia Commons

License: CC BY-SA 3.0

Jericho and Catalhiiylik were surely some of the most notable early settlements, but they were
not alone. The appearance of these two settlements was accompanied by the increasing presence
of village life across the world. Most early agricultural villages in Southwest Asia and around the
world were very similar in appearance; they had around twenty residents and were organized
around grain cultivation and storage. Small huts were organized in a “loose circle,” and grain silos
were placed between each hut. Labor was a communal activity, and village members all spent
time hoeing the fields or hunting. The most valuable asset to a community was the grain itself, but
neither it nor the land where it grew it belonged to one individual.

This model existed for hundreds and even thousands of years in some areas, until the villages
stopped hunting and domesticated animals. For many scholars, the abandonment of hunting
represents the “real” Neolithic Revolution. As communities completely abandoned hunting and
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gathering, they dedicated more energy to warfare, religion, and construction; in consequence,
dwellings and settlements grew, along with a concomitant focus on tool and weapon making.2°

1.6.3 Leaving Paleolithic Culture Behind

While the Neolithic Era is described in greater detail elsewhere, it is important to understand
Paleolithic and Neolithic differences in order to convey a sense of just how revolutionary the shift
to agriculture was for humanity. For example, agriculture contributed to (along with religion and

3cm

Figure 1.4 | Khiam Point from Nahal Hemar
Author: User “Illujanka”

Source: Wikimedia Commons

License: CC BY-SA 4.0

trade) the development of class. Before agriculture,
hunter-gatherers divided tasks like seed gathering,
grinding, or tool-making. However, without large scale
building projects like aqueducts or canals required
for agriculture, hierarchies were much less pro-
nounced. The intensification of agriculture during the
Neolithic required irrigation, plowing, and terracing,
all of which were labor intensive. The amount of
labor required could not be met through simple task
division; someone had to be in charge. This meant the
establishment of ruling elites, a societal grouping that
had not existed during the Paleolithic.

While violence -certainly existed during the
Paleolithic period, organized warfare was an invention
of the Neolithic. Agriculture meant larger popula-
tions and settlements that were more tightly packed
and closer to one another. These closer quarters
created new social and economic pressures that could
produce organized violence. Agricultural intensifica-
tion produced stores of food and valuables that could
be seized by neighbors. During the 9,000s BCE, set-
tlements like Jericho began to build defensive walls,
while skeletons unearthed in the area reveal wounds
from new types of projectiles (like the Khiam Point)
developed during the era.>

Family life also changed significantly during the
Neolithic. Sedentary communities invested more time
and resources into the construction of permanent homes

housing nuclear families. People spent less time with the community as a whole and within homes it
became easier to accumulate wealth and keep secrets.

The shift in gender roles after agriculture seems to be even more pronounced, as the role of
women became more important as humans moved out of the Paleolithic and into the Neolithic era.

20 Ristvet, 66.
21 Scarre, 192, 215.
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During the Paleolithic Era,
and until recently in fact,
a child would be breastfed
until he or she was three or
four years old, a necessity
preventing mothers
from joining long-dis-
tance hunting expeditions
without their toddlers.
However, a breastfeeding
woman could complete
tasks that “don’t require
rapt concentration, are rel-
atively dull and repetitive;
they are easily interrupt- ) ) o

s . Figure 1.5 | Different types of carved Venus figurines, Anthropos Museum,
ed, don’t place the child in Brno, Czech Republic
danger, and don’t require Author: Mercy from Wikimedia Commons
the participant to stray far Source: Wikimedia Commons
from home.”? Spinning, License: CC BY-SA 3.0
weaving, and sewing were
some of these tasks. Also, the essential tasks of preparing food and clothing could be accomplished
with a nursing toddler nearby. These tasks that may be consigned as “women’s work” today are
among the most important tasks (and very time consuming ones before the industrial revolution)
that a human could perform. In fact, they were so time consuming that women would spend most
of their day on them, often being assisted by men.

Over time, Paleolithic women gathered new species of berries as well as bird eggs, and learned
which mushrooms were nontoxic. Women also were the principal gatherers of mosses for sleeping
mats and other plants for shelter. When men returned with a kill, the women then began an involved
process of dressing and butchering it. Sinews from animals and fibers from plants became rope to
tie or fasten the hides as well as baskets. Women thus were essential to any kind of productivity or
progress associated with hunting. Women used sinews and fibers to create netting for transport and
for hunting and fishing. In hunting societies with elements of horticulture, women were respon-
sible for, and could provide, such food as legumes, eggs, and grains. Food gathering and weaving,
especially in the dry Mediterranean, was an outdoor and community activity that also served as a
preschool and apprentice system for children. So women were also community educators.

a a W

Neolithic Women
While Paleolithic women certainly had important responsibilities, the added tasks of herding
and animal domestication expanded their roles tremendously in the Neolithic era. Neolithic

22 Elizabeth Wayland Barber, Women’s Work: The First 20,000 Years - Women, Cloth and Society in Early Times, (New
York: Norton, 1995), 30.
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survival required not only effective food storage, but also increased production. Children on a
farm can be more helpful and put in less danger than those on a hunt. Neolithic women increas-
ingly bore more children, either because of increased food production or to help augment it. This
increase in child bearing may also have offset an increase in mortality due, for example, to disease.
Because dangers from disease grew in new villages due to the ease with which deadly diseases
spread in close quarters, and nearby domesticated animals whose diseases spread from animal to
humans, more children would be necessary to replace those who had succumbed to illness.

While Neolithic women carried an increased child-bearing responsibility, their other respon-
sibilities did not necessarily wane. Though women may not have fired pottery when it began to
appear some 6,000 years ago, they appeared on it in decorative symbols of female fertility. Around
4,000 BCE, gendered tasks shifted again with the domestication of draft animals. Food produc-
tion once again became men’s domain, as herding was incompatible with childrearing. Later, in
Neolithic herding societies, women were often responsible for the actual domestication of feral
babies, nursing them and raising them. Men would shear sheep, help weave, market the textiles,
and cultivate the food that was prepared in the home.

We should say that this was not the case with all agricultural societies, as many horticultural-
ists who were able to cultivate crops closer to home were able to remain matrilineal. For example,
we have the case of Minoan women on the Mediterranean island of Crete that we discuss in more
detail in Chapter Five. On Crete’s hilly terrain, women were able to cultivate terraced horticul-
ture and keep herds of sheep and goats nearby. Therefore, as women lost power and influence
elsewhere due to more intensive agriculture, Minoan women actually expanded their control over
Crete’s economic and cultural life and would help give rise to Classical Greece.

1.6.4 Toward First Civilizations

We will discuss the Bronze Age elsewhere, but we should mention here that new pursuits like
mining added to the domestic burden on women. The advent of the Bronze Age led to far-spread
searching and mining for copper and other metals like arsenic or tin to harden it and create the
bronze alloy. Mining consequently become a male pursuit. Between 9,000 and 4,000 BCE, as
metal become a source for wealth and subsistence, men’s roles shifted from being secondary to
being both the food collectors and the economic backbone of individual families and societies.

These Neolithic developments in sedentary agriculture and village life would be the foundation
for an explosion of cultural development three thousand years later in Egypt and Mesopotamia
(addressed later in this text). By the Age of Exploration in the 1500s CE, most of the world had
adopted agriculture as a primary means of subsistence, and the foundation of great civilizations.

1.7 SUMMARY

The story of world civilizations really begins six to eight million years ago when ancestors of
modern humans began to walk upright. Millions of years of evolutionary response to changing
climates and environment led to the existence of our species, Homo sapiens. While other
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hominids migrated out of Africa, had language, and made fire and tools, it was Homo sapiens
who were able to navigate open oceans and eventually populate the entire planet. Over the last
50,000 years or so, Homo sapiens became modern humans by improving their hunting, their
building techniques, their community living, and their food gathering and storage. About 10,000
years ago, the Neolithic Era began. Humans began to live in larger, permanent settlements where
a permanent food source needed to be nearby. These were the beginnings of agriculture. This
“agricultural revolution” deeply affected gender relationships, class distinctions, and economic
priorities as most humans left their foraging days behind them, the importance of which will be
discussed in later chapters.
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1.9 LINKS TO PRIMARY SOURCES

Bering Land Bridge National Preserve
https://www.nps.gov/nr/travel/cultural_diversity/Bering_Land_Bridge_National_Preserve.html

Oldowan & Acheulean Stone Tools
https://anthromuseum.missouri.edu/minigalleries/handaxes/intro.shtml

Dolni Vetonige
http://australianmuseum.net.au/dolni-vstonice-archaeological-site

Natufian site of Eyan/Ain Mallaha
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/eyna/hd_eyna.htm

Catalhiiyiik
http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1405
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Early Middle Eastern and
Northeast African Civilizations

Charlotte Miller

2.1 CHRONOLOGY

Ancient Mesopotamia

¢. 10,000 BCE

¢. 3500 BCE

¢. 3200 BCE

¢. 2900 BCE
2334 — 2100 BCE
¢. 2000 BCE
1792 — 1595 BCE
1792 — 1750 BCE

900 — 612 BCE
626 — 539 BCE
605 — 562 BCE

Ancient Israel
c. 1300 — 1200 BCE
¢. 1050 — 1010 BCE
¢. 1000 — 970 BCE
¢. 979 — 930 BCE
931 BCE
586 — 539 BCE

Beginnings of the Agricultural Revolution
Appearance of Sumerian city-states in lower Mesopotamia
Early use of cuneiform

Production of bronze

Akkadian Empire

Gilgamesh first recorded in cuneiform
Babylonian Empire

Reign of Hammurabi

Assyrian Empire

New Babylonian Empire

Reign of Nebechadnezzar

Israelites leave Egypt (following Moses)
Israelites establish a kingdom

Reign of King David

Reign of King Solomon

Israel divides into two kingdoms
Babylonian captivity of Israelites

Northeast Africa (Egypt and Nubia)

c. 7000 BCE

c. 6000 — 3500 BCE

Beginnings of Agricultural Revolution in Northeast Africa
Desiccation of the Sahara Desert pushed people towards Nile River Valley
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c. 4000 BCE

¢. 3100 BCE

3100 — 2600 BCE
2660 — 2160 BCE
2400 — 1450 BCE
2040 — 1640 BCE
1640 — 1570 BCE
1530 — 1070 BCE
1350 — 1325 BCE

1040 — 332 BCE

Towns and villages grew along the Nile River

Unification of Egypt

Egyptian Archaic Period

Egyptian Old Kingdom

The Kingdom of Kerma

Egyptian Middle Kingdom

Egypt’s Second Intermediate Period (Egypt under Hyksos Rule)
Egyptian New Kingdom

Amarna Period (under Pharaoh Akhenaten)

Egyptian Late Period

750 — 656 BCE The Kingdom of Kush ruled Egypt, creating the “Ethiopian Dynasty”
750 — 593 BCE Kingdom of Kush (with capital at Napata)

656 — 639 BCE Assyrians occupied Egypt

593 BCE Egyptian army sacked Napata, the capital of Kush

593 BCE The Kingdom of Kerma moved its capital to Meroe

525 BCE Persian conquest of Egypt

323 BCE Alexander the Great conquered Egypt/Ptolemaic Kingdom of Egypt

30 BCE Roman conquest of Egypt

2.2 INTRODUCTION: DEFINING CIVILIZATION

The term civilization often elicits mostly idealized images of ancient empires, monumental
architecture, and the luxurious lives of ruling classes. Civilization, however, is a tricky term. In
the United States, students of history studied Western Civilization, almost exclusively, through
the 1950s. In their studies, civilizations were advanced societies with urban centers, rooted in
European or Middle Eastern culture. America’s origins in these western civilizations was used
to explain our own high level of development. However, more recent scholars have definitely
broadened the geographical focus by recognizing that worldwide from 3500 to 1000 BCE at least
seven independent civilizations emerged in different regions. These recent scholars also continue
to debate the definition of civilization, and the current compromise amongst World Historians
is to recognize characteristics that civilizations tended to share. Common characteristics of
civilizations included food surpluses, higher population densities, social stratification, systems of
taxation, labor specialization, regular trade, and accumulated learning (or knowledge passed down
from generation to generation). The list here is not all-inclusive by any means, but it indicates the
complexity of the societies that scholars have labeled civilizations.

In addition to heated debates about its exact definition, civilization is a loaded term, meaning
that it can contain a value judgment. If we use the term carelessly, it seems to indicate that some
societies are deemed civilized and worthy of inclusion, while others are uncivilized and thus
not worth our study. In part, our sensitivity to this issue is a response to the tendency of past
historians, including many of those working in Europe in the 1800s, to assume that there was a
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natural progression from an uncivilized state to civilization. These historians viewed people who
had values, ways of living, and religious beliefs different than theirs as uncivilized. They further
believed that these allegedly uncivilized peoples were behind or needed to catch up with those who
were civilized. Today, World Historians try to appreciate the great diversity of human experiences
and consciously remove these sorts of value judgments. World Historians avoid assumptions
that some societies in the past were better or further along than others. Therefore, many World
Historians remain wary of the uncritical use of the term civilization.

For our purposes, let us leave aside any value judgments. Societies labeled as civilizations
were not inherently better than any others. In fact, as we will see, civilizations demonstrated
various vulnerabilities. Considering things like war, slavery, and the spread of diseases, there
were sometimes advantages to living outside the nexus of civilizations. For example, in comparing
societies, scholars have found that in many instances people residing in decentralized states were
healthier and lived longer than did their counterparts in early civilizations. However, people
living in societies with social stratification, labor specialization, and trade usually left more
written records and archeological evidence, which historians can analyze to narrate our past. The
available resources mean that civilizations tend to be better represented in the written historical
records. As you read about past civilizations, keep in mind that historians are currently enhancing
our understanding of societies that perhaps remained mobile, rejected hierarchies, or preserved
their histories orally. These societies were also part of our shared past, even if they are harder to
study or have received less scholarly attention.

This chapter focuses on early civilizations in the Fertile Crescent and Northeast Africa.
The civilizations in these regions left written records. They also all initially had economies based
on farming and developed alongside rivers. Their locations alongside rivers allowed populations
in the Fertile Crescent and Northeast Africa to grow the surplus food that they used to support
urbanization, social stratification, labor specialization, and trade.

2.3 QUESTIONS TO GUIDE YOUR READING

1. Explain why the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers were significant for ancient Mesopotamians.
2. Describe the characteristics of civilizations that were found in ancient Mesopotamia.

3. What does the Epic of Gilgamesh tell scholars about Mesopotamian values, views of the
environment, and conceptions of the afterlife?

4. How did the rulers of ancient Mesopotamian empires attempt to bring together and control
the people within their realms?

5. Describe the legacies of the civilization in ancient Mesopotamia.

6. Explain the central beliefs of Judaism that are evident in the early written tradition.
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

How did the United Kingdom of Israel develop and who were its key leaders?
Describe how the Israelites and their traditions have been influential.

How did the Nile River and the region’s climate and geography influence the development of
Egyptian civilization?

Which characteristics of civilizations were seen in Ancient Egypt?
What major continuities were evident throughout Dynastic Egypt?
Describe Egypt’s intermediate periods.

Explain the significance of pyramids.

Describe the major innovations of the New Kingdom.

What are the legacies of Ancient Egypt?

Compare the civilizations of Mesopotamia and Egypt.

What were the defining features of Nubian civilization?

Describe Kerma and Kush’s relationship with Egypt.

2.4 KEY TERMS

« Amarna Period Hieroglyphics

+ Assyrian Empire Kerma

« Aten Kush

+ Cataract Levant
 City-states Meroe

« Civilization Meroitic

« Covenant Mesopotamia

+ Cuneiform Middle Kingdom
 Desiccation Monotheism

« Divine kingships Nebuchadnezzar IT
« Empire New Kingdom

« Exodus Nile River

« Hammurabi’s Code Nubia
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+ Old Kingdom « Sargon of Akkad

e Ostraca « Sumerian King List

« Palette of Narmer + The Ten Commandments
« Polytheistic « Valley of Kings

» Prophets » Western Deffufa

« Pyramids « Ziggurat

2.5 ANCIENT MESOPOTAMIA

Mesopotamia is located in an area known as the Fertile Crescent. Archeologists have found some
of the earliest known sites of agricultural production in the Fertile Crescent. Although much of this
region received little or irregular rainfall, the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers provided large amounts
of freshwater, facilitating agricultural production and the development of early civilizations. The
Greeks later recognized the significance of the river systems to these ancient societies and referred

to the region as “the Land between the
Rivers” or Mesopotamia.

The Tigris and Euphrates Rivers
both originate in the Taurus Mountains
of eastern Anatolia and flow southward
to empty into the Persian Gulf. The
rivers carry and deposit silt downstream,
enriching the soil. In general, the richer
soils and availability of water in areas that
in the north otherwise had little rain, or
else towards the south had concentrated
months of rainfall followed by long, dry
spells, encouraged settlement near the
rivers. The areas closer to the Persian
Gulf, known as Lower Mesopotamia,
in particular, were attractive to early
settlers because they had extremely
fertile soils. People built some of the
earliest cities, including Uruk, Eridu,
and Ur, in Lower Mesopotamia.

While the Tigris and Euphrates
Rivers did provide water to the region,
their floods were unpredictable and could
even be catastrophic when they washed
away entire settlements. In response, the
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Map 2.1 | The Fertile Crescent
Author: User “Ras67”

Source: Wikimedia Commons

License: CC BY-SA 3.0
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region’s residents created irrigation canals and drainage ditches to control the flow of water. They
also stored water in reservoirs to use during the dry months of the year. Additionally, in parts of
Lower Mesopotamia, the courses of the rivers and their tributaries changed frequently, so people
either had to move to follow the water’s new path or divert a river to continue supplying water
for their settlement. As regular access to water supported agricultural surpluses and population
growth, people tended to fare better against the unpredictability of the floods, seasonal changes,
and the rivers’ changing courses when they lived in settlements capable of maintaining irrigation
canals, drainage ditches, and water reservoirs.

The rivers offered
another benefit to ancient
Mesopotamians. Just as
the rivers were definitely
important to meet people’s
everyday needs for water and
for agricultural production,
so they also facilitated trade.
While people made use of
local resources, like mud to
build their homes, in general,
Lower Mesopotamia lacked :
other desired resources, Trade Route
including wood, stone, and
precious metals.  Traders Map 2.2 | Trade Routes in Early Mesopotamia | In the third
were able to use the rivers millennium BCE, people in Lower Mesopotamia used river routes to trade

to bring in these resources northward. They also used sea routes through the Persian Gulf, and they

£ As . A 1i h connected with traders to the east by crossing the Iranian Plateau.
rom syrna, natola, the Author: Corey Parson

Levant, and areas adjacent Source: Original Work

to the Persian Gulf. Early = lcense: CCBY-SA4.0

Mesopotamians also obtained

goods from as far away as what today are northern Pakistan and India. Merchants used overland
routes that crossed the Iranian Plateau and sea routes, exchanging Mesopotamian products like
grains and textiles for luxury goods from the east. Royal cemeteries show that by 2500 BCE
Mesopotamian elites were buried with a variety of imports, including beads brought from the
Indus River Valley. The rivers and the overland trade routes also facilitated communication and,
with it, the sharing of ideas and technologies.

2.6 SUMERIAN CITY-STATES

Lower Mesopotamia, or the southern areas of Mesopotamia towards the Persian Gulf,
drew settlers, who moved to take advantage of rich soils and the availability of water in the
area commonly known as Sumer. The people who lived in Sumer are generally referred to as
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Sumerians. Prior to 3,000 BCE, Sumerians, whose origins remain a subject of debate, founded a
number of independent cities in Lower Mesopotamia. In these cities, Sumerians had organized
religions, centralized governments, social hierarchies, and access to trade networks. As these
cities expanded, their leaders claimed control over adjacent territories, forming at least a dozen
city-states, which became the basic organizational structure of Sumerian civilization in the third
millennium BCE. By incorporating the surrounding territories into city-states, urban centers were
able to draw on more resources.

Sumerian cities had certain characteristics in common. First, a temple complex or a ziggurat
was usually the visual focus of the urban landscape. Sumerians believed that their entire city
belonged to its main deity, and built a massive temple, the most important building in the city, to
be the dwelling place of their city’s main god or goddess. A complex that comfortably housed many
of the priests and priestesses who served the city’s deity surrounded each temple. In addition to
attending to the religious needs of the community, temples complexes also owned land, managed
industries, were involved in trade, and acted as banks. Their wide-ranging roles meant that temples
often had additional outbuildings, like granaries and storage sheds, in the surrounding countryside.
Sumerians were polytheistic, meaning they worshipped multiple gods and goddesses. Because
Sumerians believed each god had a family, they also built smaller shrines and temples dedicated
to these divine family members. Therefore, each city would have a number of temples while many
Sumerian homes had small altars dedicated to other gods. Sometimes, urban temples or ritual
spaces were built atop a ziggurat, a solid rectangular tower made of sun-dried mud bricks.
Archaeological evidence shows that
temple complexes were expanded and
rebuilt over time and, by the late third
millennium BCE, temples in many of
the Sumerian city-states were raised on
platforms or else situated on a ziggurat.
The towering architecture of the ziggurat
stressed the significance of the temple to
the surrounding community. The best-
preserved ziggurat, the Great Ziggurat of
Ur, was constructed with an estimated
720,000 baked bricks and rose to a
height of about 100 feet. The people of
Ur constructed this ziggurat for their
patron deity, the moon goddess Nanna.

Figure 2.1 | The Great Ziggurat of Ur | Located in what is
today the Dhi Qar Province of Iraq, Sumerians originally built They likely brought regular offerings to

the ziggurat in the Third Dynasty of Ur (c. 2100 BCE). It has
been restored several times since, including fairly recently in

Nanna and also received food rations

the 1980s. from the Great Ziggurat of Ur.
Author: User “GDK" Viewing nature as unpredictable,
Source: Wikimedia Commons people brought offerings to their city’s

License: CC BY 3.0 . .
temple complexes or ziggurat, hoping to
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please the gods who controlled the natural forces of their world. Priests and priestesses collected
and redistributed the offerings, demonstrating the vital roles they played in Sumerian society.
The relatively privileged position of priests and priestesses at the temple complex also shows
Sumerian social stratification (the development of a hierarchy) and how agricultural surpluses
supported the specialization of labor. Some of the early leaders of Sumerian cities may have been
“priest-kings,” who attained elevated positions through their association with the temples. The
later rulers of city-states definitely supported the temples, claiming to be acting on behalf of the
gods who brought divine favor to their followers.

Sumerian city-states had local rulers, who lived in large palaces, but most of these local rulers
were not considered kings. So far, archeologists have dated the earliest known royal palaces to
c. 2600 BCE and conclude that Sumerian city-states had centralized governments with secular
rulers by at least that timeframe. While there does seem
to have been a sense of inhabiting a shared space in
Southern Mesopotamia, referred to as “the Land” in written
records, city-states had distinctive identities. In part, their
distinctive identities revolved around their main deity.
The rulers of city-states alternately supported, competed
with, and fought against one another. The Sumerian
King List (Figure 2.2), a manuscript that listed early kings
and described their reigns (with some presumably fictive
and exaggerated elements), provides evidence of these
alliances, competition, and war. For example, it describes
En-mebarages as the second to last king of the 15t Dynasty of
Kish, “...who carried away as spoil the weapons of the land of
Elam, became king, and reigned 900 years...”" Local rulers
often came to power after proving themselves militarily.

Furthermore, the Sumerian King List recognized only
rulers who had established control over multiple city-states
as kings (with the title of lugal in the Sumerian language)
belonging to distinct dynasties. While it lasted, a dynasty
generally passed down the kingship through the male line.
According to the Sumerian King List, the seat of power, held
by hereditary kings, shifted from city-state to city-state with

Figure 2.2 | The Sumerian King List
Author: Taiwania Justo the rise and fall of dynasties through the third millennium

Source: Wikimedia Commons BCE. Significantly, the Sumerian King List began its

License: Public Domain . . .
recorded history “when kingship came down from heaven,”

legitimizing secular kings through their association with
gods.? Sumerian kings, often along with more local rulers, led armies, collected taxes, organized
labor for state projects, and meted out justice. At the top of the hierarchy and with control over

1 J.N. Postgate, Early Mesopotamia: Society and Economy at the Dawn of History, (London: Routledge, 1994): 28.
2 Ibid.
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multiple city-states, kings expected obedience from local rulers and their subjects, and support
from the priests and priestesses of the temples.

Kings, local rulers, priests, and priestesses held influential positions in Sumerian societies.
However, farmers, taken as a whole, made up an estimated 90% of the population. Other skilled
peopleincluded animal-breeders, merchants, craftspeople, fishermen, doctors, soldiers, architects,
and scribes. Surplus agricultural production collected as tribute as well as wealth generated by
trade supported such labor specialization. One important outcome of labor specialization was
innovation in metalworking. In approximately 2900 BCE, metalworkers began producing bronze,
which was stronger than copper. Stronger weapons and farming tools gave Sumerians advantages
when it came to combat and agricultural production.

Social stratification is further evident as some Sumerians and even institutions, including
temples, owned slaves. Slaves performed a variety of tasks like construction, weaving, agricultural
and domestic labor, tending animals, and even administrative work as scribes. Some slaves were
chattel slaves, meaning that society treated them as property with no rights. Usually, chattel slaves
were prisoners of war or slaves bought from outside communities. They were branded by barbers or
tattoo artists and forced to work at the will of their masters. If they tried to run away, the law required
slaves to be returned. The more widespread type of servitude in most Sumerians societies was likely
debt slavery, which was generally temporary until a debtor paid off a loan and its interest. Over the
past century or so, archaeologists have added a great deal to our understanding of Sumerian social
distinctions through their work at
numerous excavation sites, but many
gaps in our knowledge still exist.

The archaeological discovery of
cuneiform tablets at these excavation
sites has aided efforts to learn
about this civilization. Sumerians
developed cuneiform, a written
script of wedge shaped marks, around
3200 BCE. Cuneiform was one of the
earliest, if not the very first, written
script in the world. The Sumerian
King List, discussed above, was
recorded in cuneiform. Merchants,
scribes, administrators, priests,

Figure 2.3 | Cuneiform | Cuneiform script on a clay tablet
currently housed at the National Archaeological Museum in Tehran.
and others kept written records Author: A. Davey

describing financial transactions, =~ Seurce: Wikimedia Commons

. .. . License: CC BY 2.0
court proceedings, administrative

decisions, and architectural plans.

They also wrote legends, epic poems, chants, and prayers. Most people were not literate, so
scribes—who had been specially trained in scribal schools—generated many of the records. While
in school, in addition to copying written passages, scribes learned arithmetic. The Sumerians
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system of arithmetic was based on the number 60, which we still use to divide time into hours,
minutes, and seconds. Scribes used styluses made of reed to write on clay tablets that were dried
and could be stored. The discovery of cuneiform tablets has greatly aided archaeologists, but only
a small percentage of the tablets found to date have been translated.

Using archaeological and written evidence, scholars have pieced together what they can about
everyday life for Sumerians, though some questions remain. For instance, it has been a challenge
to determine the layout of urban spaces beyond the prominence of the temples and the relative
grandeur of palaces. From archaeological finds, scholars suspect that Sumerian cities were divided
into neighborhoods by occupation and according to kinship groups, but uncertainties about
specifics linger. Legal documents and tax records show that people owned property in both the
cities and the countryside. Also, evidence suggests social stratification, as some Sumerians owned
fairly large chunks of land, while others had much smaller plots or presumably no land at all. Wills,
court proceedings, and temple documents show that land and temple offices were usually bought
or else acquired through military or other service to the state. A man inherited land, property,
offices, and their attendant obligations to the state (like reoccurring military service) from his
father. The eldest son seems to have frequently inherited a larger share than younger brothers
and have been given control over the family home. He was tasked with performing regular rituals
to honor dead ancestors, who were usually buried underneath the home. From the written
documents, we also get glimpses into other aspects of Sumerian life, like marriage and divorce.

Sumerians viewed marriage as a contract between two families and, as a result, the male heads
of the two families arranged a couple’s marriage. Documents show that both families contributed
resources to seal the union or complete the marriage contract. The man’s family gave gifts or
money and hosted a feast, while the woman’s family amassed a dowry. Although a woman did
not automatically receive an inheritance upon the death of her father, she could expect (and use
the court system to make sure she got) to receive a dowry, even if it came from her father’s estate
after his death. Divorce was possible but sometimes led to social ostracism or even punishment
if there were accusations of misconduct, such consequences being especially the case for the
woman. Records indicate that polygamy was not common, but wealthier men did keep slave-girls
as concubines. Overall, Sumerians considered marriage an essential institution in that it brought
families together and ensured the continuation of the family lineage.

Legends, myths, poems, and literary texts tell us about Sumerians, too. For example, we
can explore their values and views of the afterlife through reading the Epic of Gilgamesh. The
Epic of Gilgamesh relates the adventures of Gilgamesh, a legendary king, who may have lived
around 2700 BCE. The epic has multiple versions and was told orally before it was first written
down in cuneiform in about 2000 BCE. The epic follows the heroic exploits of Gilgamesh and his
companion, Enkidu, to emphasize the importance of values such as loyalty and humility. In one
section, the epic describes a very gloomy afterlife where “people see no light, they sit in darkness,”3
reflecting Mesopotamian beliefs that the afterlife was miserable for all, even those who had lived
virtuously. Additionally, it portrays the environment as potentially violent and hostile as in its

3 Excerpt from: The Epic of Gilgamesh, trans. Nancy Sandars (New York: Penguin Books, 1960), http://web.archive.org/
web/20010217041824/http://www.humanities.ccny.cuny.edu/history/reader/gilgames.htm
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account of Noah and the flood found in Genesis.
Ultimately, Gilgamesh fails at his quest to find
eternal life but learns to work for the glory of the
gods and for worthwhile human achievements.
Other archaeological finds and the written
documents also give some hint of the wider
popular culture and artistic conventions in
ancient Mesopotamia. For example, cuneiform
tablets with pictures of dancers and singers, as
well as instruments found in graves, suggest
that Sumerians placed importance on music,

~ — “}57 flood story, which in some ways resembles the

OO GOOCOUS using it for entertainment and ritual purposes.
Figure 2.4 | The Queen’s Lyre | The Queen’s Trying to learn more about Sumerian music,
Lyre is a reconstructed musical instrument modeled scholars and other enthusiasts have replicated
after a lyre found by archaeologist Leonard Wooley these instruments and presented their best
in one of the graves at the Royal Cemetery of Ur. . . . .
The original instrument has been dated to c. 2500 estimation of Sumerian scales and tuning. The
BCE. The reconstructed instrument is held at the documentary evidence suggests that hymns
BritisiiFusetimyinlEon Con from the ancient Sumerian city-states were
Author: User “Fae” . . .
S shared with later Mesopotamian empires and
License: Public Domain even spread into the Mediterranean world.

2.7 MESOPOTAMIAN EMPIRES

In the second half of the third millennium BCE, Sumerian city-states fought each other, and
dynasties rose and fell. Kings consolidated power over multiple city-states in the region. Then, King
Sargon of Akkad enlarged the scale by conquering the Sumerian city-states and parts of Syria, Anatolia,
and Elam. In doing so, he created one of the world’s first empires in approximately 2334 BCE. For
generations, Mesopotamian literature celebrated the Akkadian Empire (c. 2334 — 2100 BCE) that
King Sargon founded. Like the Akkadian Empire, three subsequent empires, the Babylonian Empire
(c. 1792 — 1595 BCE), the Assyrian Empire (c. 900 — 612 BCE), and the Neo-Babylonian Empire (c.
605 — 539 BCE), also ruled large parts of Mesopotamia and the Fertile Crescent.

2.7.1 The Akkadian Empire (c. 2334 - 2100 BCE)

Sargon of Akkad founded the first empire in Mesopotamia. Legends about Sargon of Akkad
stress that he rose from obscurity to become a famous, powerful king. While the legends all tend
to describe him as coming from humble origins and rising to the top using his own wits, there
are many variations. One much later Babylonian tablet, from the seventh century BCE, describes
his background as descendent of a high priestess and an anonymous father. His mother hid her
pregnancy and the birth of Sargon, secreting him away in a wicker basket on a river, where he was
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rescued and then raised by Aqqi, a water-drawer. This version of the legend links Sargon with a
more elite family through his birth-mother, a high priestess, but also shows how he had to advance
himself up to king after being adopted by the rather more humble figure of a water-drawer.
From his allegedly humble origins, Sargon of Akkad conquered Sumerian city-states one by
one, creating an empire, or a large territory, encompassing numerous states, ruled by a single
authority. It’s quite possible that Sargon of Akkad’s predecessor, who claimed to rule over the large
region stretching from the Mediterranean Sea to the Persian Gulf, began the process of building
the empire, but Sargon is remembered for accomplishing the task. One of the reasons we attribute
the empire to him is his use of public monuments. He had statues, stellae (tall, upright pillars),
and other monuments built throughout his realm to celebrate his military victories and to build a
sense of unity within his empire. Archaeologists have not found the empire’s capital city, Akkad.
However, from the available information, archaeologists have estimated its location, placing it to
the north of the early Mesopotamian city-states, including Ur and Sumer. It is clear that Sargon of
Akkad turned the empire’s capital at Akkad into one of the wealthiest and most powerful cities in the
world. According to documentary sources, the city’s splendor stood as another symbol of Sargon’s
greatness. The city grew into a cosmopolitan center especially because of its role in trade. Akkadian
rulers seized and taxed trade goods, with trade routes extending as far as India. Sargon ruled the
empire for over fifty years. His sons, grandson, and great grandson attempted to hold the empire

Page | 32



CHAPTER 2: EARLY MIDDLE EASTERN AND NORTHEAST AFRICAN CIVILIZATIONS

together. After about 200 years, attacks from neighboring peoples caused the empire to fall. After
the fall of the Akkadian Empire, Hammurabi founded the next empire in the region in 1792 BCE.

2.7.2 The Babylonian Empire (1792 - 1595 BCE)

Hammurabi, who aspired to follow Sargon’s example, created the next empire in the region, the
Babylonian Empire. With well-disciplined foot soldiers armed with copper and bronze weapons,
he conquered Mesopotamian city-states, including Akkad and Sumer, to create an empire with its
capital at Babylon. Although he had other achievements, Hammurabi is most famous for the law
code etched into a stele that bears his name, the Stele of Hammurabi.

The Stele of Hammurabi records a comprehensive set of laws. Codes of law existed prior to
Hammurabi’s famous stele, but Hammurabi’s Code gets a lot of attention because it is still
intact and has proven very influential. As seen in Figure 2.5, the upper part of the stele depicts
Hammurabi standing in front of the Babylonian
god of justice, from whom Hammurabi derives
his power and legitimacy. The lower portion of
the stele contains the collection of 282 laws. One
particularly influential principle in the code is
the law of retaliation, which demands “an eye
for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.” The code listed
offenses and their punishments, which often
varied by social class. While symbolizing the
power of the King Hammurabi and associating
him with justice, the code of law also attempted
to unify people within the empire and establish
common standards for acceptable behavior. An
excerpt of Hammurabi’s Code appears below:

6. If anyone steal the property of a temple
or of the court, he shall be put to death,
and also the one who receives the stolen
thing from him shall be put to death.

8. If any one steal cattle or sheep, or
an ass, or a pig or a goat, if it belong to
a god or to the court, the thief shall pay
thirtyfold therefore; if they belonged to a
freed man of the king he shall pay tenfold;
if the thief has nothing with which to pay

Figure 2.5 | The Stele of Hammurabi
he shall be put to death. Author: User “Mbzt”

Source: Wikimedia Commons

License: CC BY 3.0

Page | 33



15. If any one receive into his house a runaway male or female slave of the court, or of a
freedman, and does not bring it out at the public proclamation of the major domus, the
master of the house shall be put to death.

53. If any one be too lazy to keep his dam in proper condition, and does not so keep it;
if then the dam break and all the fields be flooded, then shall he in whose dam the break
occurred be sold for money, and the money shall replace the corn which he has caused to
be ruined.

108. If a tavern-keeper (feminine) does not accept corn according to gross weight in
payment of drink, but takes money, and the price of the drink is less than that of the corn,
she shall be convicted and thrown into the water.

110. If a “sister of god” open a tavern, or enter a tavern to drink, then shall this woman be
burned to death.

127. If any one “point the finger” (slander) at a sister of a god or the wife of any one, and
can not prove it, this man shall be taken before the judges and his brow shall be marked.

(by cutting the skin or perhaps hair)

129. If aman’s wife be surprised (in flagrante delicto) with another man, both shall be tied
and thrown into the water, but the husband may pardon his wife and the king his slaves.

137. If a man wish to separate from a woman who has borne him children, or from his
wife who has borne him children: then he shall give that wife her dowry, and a part of the
usufruct of field, garden, and property, so that she can rear her children. When she has
brought up her children, a portion of all that is given to the children, equal as that of one
son, shall be given to her. She may then marry the man of her heart.

195. If a son strike his father, his hands shall be hewn off.

196. If a man put out the eye of another man his eye shall be put out. (An eye for an eye)

197. If he break another man’s bone, his bone shall be broken.

198. If he put out the eye of a freed man, or break the bone of a freed man, he shall pay
one gold mina.

199. If he put out the eye of a man’s slave, or break the bone of a man’s slave, he shall pay
one-half of its value.
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202. If any one strike the body of a man higher in rank than he, he shall receive sixty blows
with an ox-whip in public.

203. If a free-born man strike the body of another free-born man or equal rank, he shall
pay one gold mina.

205. If the slave of a freed man strike the body of a freed man, his ear shall be cut off.4

Hammurabi also improved infrastructure, promoted trade, employed effective administrative
practices, and supported productive agriculture. For example, he sponsored the building of roads
and the creation of a postal service. He also maintained irrigation canals and facilitated trade
all along the Persian Gulf. After Hammurabi’s death, his successors lost territory. The empire
declined, shrinking in size. The Hittites, from Anatolia, eventually sacked the city of Babylon in
1595 BCE, bringing about the official end of the Babylonian Empire.

2.7.3 The Assyrian Empire (c. 900 - 612 BCE)

The Assyrian Empire, which saw its height of power at the end of the first millennium to the
seventh century BCE, was larger than any empire that preceded it.

Dominating the region, its well-equipped soldiers used their stronger iron weapons to extend
the empire’s control through Mesopotamia, Syria, parts of Anatolia, Palestine, and up the Nile
into Egypt. They used siege warfare, along with battering rams, tunnels, and moveable towers, to
get past the defenses of cities. The Assyrians had a large army (with perhaps as many as 150,000
soldiers) that utilized a core of infantry, a cavalry, as well as chariots. As part of their military
strategy, the Assyrians purposefully tried to inspire fear in their enemies; they decapitated
conquered kings, burnt cities to the ground, destroyed crops, and dismembered defeated enemy
soldiers. One Assyrian soldier claimed:

In strife and conflict I besieged [and] conquered the city. I felled 3,000 of their fighting
men with the sword...I captured many troops alive: I cut off of some of their arms [and]
hands; I cut off of others their noses, ears, [and] extremities. I gouged out the eyes of many
troops. I made one pile of the living [and] one of heads. I hung their heads on trees around
the city.s

The Assyrians expected these methods to deter potential rebellions and used their spoils of
war, like precious metals and livestock, to finance further military campaigns. After conquering
an area, they conscripted men into their army, and employed resettlement and deportation as
techniques to get laborers where they wanted them and deal with communities who opposed

4 “The Code of Hammurabi, c. 1780 BCE” Ancient History Sourcebook. Fordham University. https://legacy.fordham.edu/
halsall/ancient/hamcode.asp#text
5 Quoted in Erika Belibtreau, “Grisly Assyrian Record of Torture and Death,” http://faculty.uml.edu/ethan_Spanier/

Teaching/documents/CP6.0AssyrianTorture.pdf
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their regime. They also collected annual tributes that were apparently high enough to, at least
occasionally, spur rebellions despite the Assyrians’ reputation for violent retribution.

In addition to its military strength, the Assyrian empire also stands out for the size of its cities and
its administrative developments. The empire’s biggest cities, such as Nineveh and Assur, each had
several million people living within them. Administratively, kings ruled Assyria, appointing governors
to oversee provinces and delegates to keep tabs on the leaders of allied states. There were between
100 and 150 governors, delegates, and top officials entrusted by the king with ruling in his place and
helping him maintain the empire. In the later centuries of the Assyrian Empire, kings chose these
officials on the basis of merit and loyalty. Kings met with large groups of officials for rituals, festivals,
and military campaigns. Evidence of such meetings has led some scholars to propose the possibility
that the king and his officials might have worked together in something resembling a parliamentary
system, though there is no scholarly consensus on the point. Ultimately, the Assyrian Empire became
too large to control; rebellions occurred with more frequency and were difficult for its overextended
military to quell. The empire fell after the conquest of Nineveh in 612 BCE.
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2.7.4 The New Babylonian Empire (c. 626 — 539 BCE)

With the weakening of the Assyrian Empire, the New Babylonian Empire began to dominate
Mesopotamia. Lasting for less than 100 years, the New Babylonian Empire is best known for
its ruler, Nebuchadnezzar II, and its great architectural projects. As described in the Hebrew
Scriptures (also known as the Old Testament), Nebuchadnezzar II, who ruled from 605 — 562
BCE, was a ruthless leader. He gained notoriety for destroying the city of Jerusalem and deporting
many of the city’s Jews to Babylon. The captive Jews suffered in exile, as they were not allowed
to return to their homeland. Nebuchadnezzar II also rebuilt Babylon with fortresses, temples,
and enormous palaces. He associated the New Babylonian Empire with the glory of ancient
Babylonia by reviving elements of Sumerian and Akkadian culture. For example, he had artists
restore ancient artwork and celebrated the kings of old, like Hammurabi. Nebuchadnezzar is often
also credited with rebuilding the city’s ziggurat, Etemanaki, or the “Temple of the Foundation of
Heaven and Earth.” When completed, the ziggurat rose several stories above the city and seemed
to reach to the heavens. Some scholars claim that the Babylonian ziggurat was the famous Tower
of Babel described in the Old Testament. Another one of Nebuchadnezzar’s purported projects,
the Hanging Gardens of Babylon, was considered by the later Greek historian Herodotus to be
one of the Seven Wonders of the World. According to legend, Nebuchadnezzar had the hanging
gardens built for his wife. He made the desert bloom to remind her of her distant homeland;
the elaborate gardens planted on rooftops and terraces were designed so that the plants’ leaves
would spill down high walls. Since definitive archaeological evidence of the Hanging Gardens
of Babylon has not been found, scholars continue to debate its most likely location and even
its very existence. After the death of Nebuchadnezzar II, outside military pressures as well as
internal conflict weakened the empire until the much larger Persian Empire conquered the New
Babylonian Empire in 539 BCE.

2.8 THE SIGNIFICANCE OF MESOPOTAMIA FORWORLD HISTORY

Mesopotamia saw the emergence of some of the first cities and the world’s first empires. The
city-states of the region flourished from about 3000 to 2300 BCE. Then, Sargon of Akkad and
subsequent rulers built empires, expanding their control and influence over even larger territories.

There were cultural links and commonalities found in the Sumerian city-states of the third
millennium BCE. With agricultural production dependent on access to water, cities initially grew in
Southern Mesopotamia near rivers, namely the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers and their tributaries.
Sumerians tried to control their environment using irrigation, drainage ditches, water reserves, and
other methods. With unpredictable floods and other environmental challenges, the Sumerians viewed
nature as hostile and their expectations of the afterlife tended to be pessimistic. Their understanding
of nature as unpredictable also spurred engineering innovations as Sumerians prepared for floods,
water shortages, and other natural events. While farming was the mainstay of their economies,
city-states were also involved in robust long-distance trade networks, which allowed them to garner
the many resources not available in their region. These city-states alternately allied with, competed
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against, and waged war on one another, with kingship emerging as rulers dominated multiple city-
states. As evidenced by the centrality of temples and the belief that kingship came from heaven,
religion was of fundamental importance to these societies. Archaeologists have also uncovered ample
evidence of social stratification and labor specialization in these ancient city-states. Archeologists
have been able to recognize Sumerian developments, in part, because the Sumerians left behind a
wealth of information documented in cuneiform, one of the world’s first written scripts. Scholars
have begun to describe life in ancient Sumerian societies and appreciate the many Sumerian
achievements, like those in math, where they introduced a computation system based on 60 (which
we still use to divide time and in geometry as a circle has 360°). Overall, Sumerians were innovators,
with some of the first cities, one of the first systems of writing, notable achievements in engineering
and architecture, the creation of larger political entities, and more.

Starting with the Akkadian Empire, four empires controlled vast territories in Mesopotamia
and the Fertile Crescent. Over a period of almost 1800 years, these empires brought together
diverse communities, often by military conquest and force. The empires facilitated trade, and
spread ideas and culture. Their rulers developed administrative, military, and other techniques to
try to ensure compliance and recognition of their authority. As intended, the rulers and the cities
they built live on in legends, even though their empires eventually withered and fell.

2.9 THE ISRAELITES AND ANCIENT ISRAEL

The Israelites, “or children of Israel,” were Semetic-speakers who lived in Canaan and traced
their descent back to Abraham through his grandson Israel. Hebrew tradition begins their
history with Abraham’s departure from Ur in southern Mesopotamia (see Map 2.1). Therefore,
Abraham is important in Jewish tradition, as he has been recognized as the first Jew, the
patriarch from whom all Jews trace their descent, and a role model. As described in the Hebrew
Scriptures, known to Christians as the Old Testament, Abraham also made a covenant with God,
which blessed his descendants. Jews, Christians, and Muslims of today all recognize Abraham
as a significant figure, though these major monotheistic religions view him a little differently.
Respect for Abraham by believers in all three of these religions is just one indication that the
world’s three major monotheistic religions are connected. Examining these connections reveals
the extraordinary contributions that the Israelites made to World History. The Israelites were
highly influential in developing the idea of monotheism, or belief in one god. Furthermore,
they recorded their history orally at first, until their tradition was written down in the Hebrew
Scriptures (alternatively referred to as the Tanakh, the Hebrew Bible, or the Old Testament of the
Christian Bible). The Hebrew Scriptures has been one of the most important texts ever written.

Eventually, by the end of the second millennium BCE (likely between 1200 and 1000 BCE),
the Israelites established small kingdoms in the Levant. The Levant refers to areas adjacent to
the eastern Mediterranean; in the ancient world, it comprised roughly the area from southern
Anatolia through coastal areas of the eastern Mediterranean south and westward to the Egyptian
delta. The Israelite kingdoms were concentrated along the Mediterranean coast in what are today
Israel and the contested territory of the West Bank/Palestine.
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Much debate exists amongst scholars about the sources used to reconstruct the history of the
Israelites with much of the debate revolving around the use and interpretation of religious texts,
particularly the Hebrew Scriptures. Right now, scholars rely fairly heavily on the Hebrew Scriptures
to discuss periods before about 1200 BCE because other sources just do not exist. Some main points
of contention have centered on dates, the purpose of religious texts, the reality that the Hebrew
Scriptures were written centuries after the events they described, and the relationship between the
scriptures and historical fact. Additionally, there has been back and forth discussion about whether
archaeological finds confirm or disprove the narrative in the religious texts. These heated debates have
led some scholars to question whether it is even possible to write a history of the ancient Israelites.
For our purposes, this section will give an overview of Hebrew tradition and, using archaeological
and collaborating evidence when possible, describe the development of the Israelite civilization.

2.10 EARLY ISRAELITES

By leading people out of Ur, his homeland in Southern Mesopotamia, to eventually settle in
Canaan, later called Palestine, Abraham began the traditional history of the Israelites. According
to Hebrew tradition, even before leaving Ur, Abraham taught his followers about the existence of a
single, creator god and rejected the idol-worship and sin of Ur. The narrative continues to explain
how when Abraham agreed to God’s directive to leave his homeland, God blessed him and all of his
descendants. God entered into a covenant with Abraham, saying, “...And I will make you into a
great nation, and I will bless you, and I will make your name great...and by you all the families of the
earth shall bless themselves.” Jews recognize this covenant as indicating their special relationship
with God, and it remains one of the most important aspects of the Jewish faith.

Tradition recounts how several generations later Abraham’s grandson, Israel (also called
Jacob), had twelve sons, who became the ancestors of the Twelve Tribes of Israel. One of these
twelve sons, Joseph, led followers from Canaan during a famine to settle in Egypt. As the biblical
text describes, the Israelites were prosperous at first and were becoming powerful, leading the
Egyptian pharaoh to fear their influence. To try to stem the Israelite influence, the pharaoh put
restrictions on births and forced them into slave labor. Then, Moses, whose mother had secreted
him away in a waterproof basket on the Nile River, played an important role in delivering his
people from subjugation. According to Hebrew tradition, God tasked Moses with leading his
people out of Egypt, a flight to freedom called Exodus. Moses led “the children of Israel” into
Sinai, where they entered into the Sinai Covenant. This covenant bound all Israelites into a pact
with God. Israelites agreed to worship God alone and obey his law, while God confirmed the
place of the Israelites as his “Chosen People,” whom he would protect. As part of the covenant,
Israelites agreed to follow the Ten Commandments. According to Hebrew tradition, God gave
the Ten Commandments to the Israelites at Mount Sinai, instructing the Israelites to worship only
him, keep the Sabbath, and honor their parents. The Ten Commandments also prohibit idolatry,
blasphemy, murder, adultery, theft, dishonesty, and coveting.

6 As quoted in “Abraham and the Covenant,” Israel and Judaism Studies. http://www.ijs.org.au/Abraham-and-the-Cove-
nant/default.aspx
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These written traditions established important elements of the Jewish faith. For example,
the Hebrew Scriptures trace Jewish descent from the Hebrew patriarchs: Abraham, Isaac, Israel
(alternatively known as Jacob), and the twelve sons of Israel. They also describe the transition to
monotheism and the covenant relationship between God and “the children of Israel.” Israelites
believed in one god, Yahweh, who created and ruled over everything in the universe, and overall,
they perceived Yahweh as being just and merciful. The ideas that there is a single, universal god
and that his laws apply to everyone have been defining tenets of other monotheistic religions.
Subsequent written and oral traditions, like the Talmud, reflect further development of Jewish
beliefs, ethics, laws, and practice.

2.11 THE UNITED KINGDOM OF ISRAEL

After Exodus, the Israelites resettled in Canaan and in time began to unify. They formed
kingdoms in the Levant just prior to 1000 BCE. King Saul (c. 1030 — 1009 BCE), a member of
one of the Twelve Tribes of Israel, established the first Israelite monarchy, but ruled over a fairly
limited territory and died in battle with the Philistines. He was crowned king and began the
process of unification, but did not completely defeat his enemies and finish unification before he
died. His son, King David, (d. 969 BCE), is often portrayed as Israel’s greatest ruler or a model
king. He established the United Kingdom of Israel, with its capital at Jerusalem. King David’s
successor, his son Solomon, further shaped the kingdom.

In popular memory, King David is probably most remembered for defeating Goliath. Historical
traditions also celebrate him for expanding the borders of a newly unified Israel, contributing to
the Book of Psalms, and, in Christian tradition, for being a forbear of Jesus. David was a “warrior
king,” who defeated both internal and external enemies to unite Israel. He maintained a large
standing army that helped extend his influence and create neighboring tributary states. With
control of trade routes and tribute coming in from neighboring territories, Israel became a wealthy
state under David. With this wealth, David began to build Jerusalem into the capital city of the
Israelites, with further plans to build a temple to house the Ark of the Covenant (which according
to Hebrew tradition held the Ten Commandments). David died before building this temple, but
tradition credits him with other achievements, including composing many of the hymns and
prayers in the Book of Psalms. Like Abraham, David is considered an important figure by Jews,
Christians, and Muslims.

King Solomon, David’s son, ruled a mostly peaceful realm. He accomplished his father’s goal of
building the first Jewish temple in Jerusalem. The temple exemplified monumental architecture and
became a focal point for the Jews of Jerusalem. Its ruins, known as the Western Wall or the Wailing
Wall, are still a site of Jewish prayer and pilgrimage. Solomon also directed the building of a royal
palace, a defensive wall around the city of Jerusalem, and fortresses along the kingdom’s frontier.
Administratively, Solomon set up twelve districts, overseen by purveyors, who collected tribute
in kind (usually as crops or foodstuffs). Each of the twelve districts was charged with supplying
the king and the court for one month a year. Finally, Solomon used treaties and reciprocal trade
agreements to maintain relatively peaceful relationships with Israel’s neighbors. He also forged
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2.12 THE IMPORTANCE OF THE ISRAELITES AND ANCIENT ISRAEL

The Israelites left an extraordinary religious and ethical legacy. They were some of the first
monotheists, worshipping a single god, whom they referred to as Yahweh. Their religious texts
from the ancient world, including the Hebrew Scriptures, served as the foundational texts of
Judaism. The Hebrew Scriptures were also the basis of the Christian Old Testament, and Islam
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recognizes parts of the scriptures as divine revelations. There were other, widespread religious
influences as well. For example, Christians and Muslims consider many of the figures, including
Abraham, Moses, and David, and teachings, like the Ten Commandments, from the Hebrew
Scriptures to be very important. Furthermore, the Hebrew Scriptures contained the idea that
everyone, regardless of status, was bound to obey the law.

The United Kingdom of Israel was a “golden age,” associated with the creation of a unified,
wealthy state with its new capital in Jerusalem. This civilization had well-developed religious
traditions, political power vested in a king, monumental architecture, and administrative
innovations. It also maintained a strong military, multiple tributary states, long-distance trade
networks, and well-established diplomatic relationships with foreign states.

2.13 ANCIENT EGYPT

In our study of World History, ancient Egypt serves as an excellent example of a complex
society with cross-cultural connections, adaption to and control over changing environments,
and sophisticated political and religious developments. All of these themes are evident in an
examination of the origins of Egypt. Egyptian leaders unified Upper and Lower Egypt around
3100 BCE, creating a powerful ancient state. Developments in the millennia preceding unification,
including the sharing of innovations and responses to environmental change, set the stage for the
emergence of the Egyptian civilization.

Cross-cultural connections introduced the people of Northeast Africa to domesticated wheat
and barley, two of the crops that they grew and whose surpluses supported the process of social
differentiation and eventually the pharaonic, elite, and skilled classes of ancient Egypt. People in
Northeast Africa had likely been gathering wild barley since before 10,000 BCE. However, sharing
in the knowledge spreading from the Fertile Crescent around 7,000 BCE, they began cultivating
wheat and barley and also keeping domesticated animals, including sheep and goats. At that time,
agricultural production and herding were possible in areas that are today part of the Sahara Desert.
The period was much wetter than now. People in the region settled into small communities, and
archaeological evidence of hearths, grinding stones, and storage silos show the growth of settlements
in areas that today are not well watered enough for agricultural production. The presence of crocodile
bones, along with similar pottery styles, also suggest a history of contact between communities
emerging along the Nile River and these settlements farther west. However, environmental change
was leading to the desiccation or drying out of areas not adjacent to the Nile River, and by about
5,000 BCE, it was no longer possible to farm much beyond the floodplain of the Nile River. Many
people adapted by moving towards the Nile River, and the Nile River became increasingly important
to Egypt’s populations.

The Nile River flows south to north, fed by two main river systems: the White Nile and
the Blue Nile. The White Nile flows steadily throughout the year and has its origins in the Great
Lakes Region of East Africa. The Blue Nile originates in the Ethiopian highlands, and brings
floodwaters up past the first cataract in the summers. (The first cataract lies roughly at Aswan on
the map in Map 2.6.) Cataracts are generally considered impassable by boat due to their shallows,
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rocks, and rapids. Comparatively, the flood plain of the Nile River is narrow, leading, especially
with the desiccation of the surrounding areas, to high population densities close to the river.
The winds also blow north to south, in the opposite direction of the river flow, thus facilitating
trade and contact between Upper Egypt (to the south) and Lower Egypt (to the north). Upper and
Lower Egypt lie north of the first cataract, usually allowing river traffic to proceed uninterrupted
throughout the territory. Egyptian views of the Nile generally recognized the river’s centrality to
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License: CC BY-SA 3.0

life as demonstrated in the “Hymn to the Nile,” dated
to approximately 2100 BCE. The praise-filled ode
to the Nile River begins, “Hail to thee, O Nile! Who
manifests thyself over this land, and comes to give
life to Egypt.”” The course of the Nile River definitely
impacted settlement patterns, while the river also
allowed for trade and the development of larger
agricultural communities.

At the tail end of that era of desiccation, from
about 3600 to 3300 BCE, complex societies formed in
areas adjacent to the Nile River. These communities
exerted increased influence over their environments,
exhibited social differentiation, and showed evidence
of labor specialization. For example, people in the
settlements of Naganda and Hierakonpolis in Upper
Egypt cleared trees and built dykes, canals, and
early irrigation systems. By about 3500 BCE, they
used these methods to quadruple the amount of
cleared, arable land and could support population
densities of up to one thousand people per square
mile. Just as one example, recent archaeological finds
at Hierakonpolis also show evidence of both social
differential and specialization with separate burials
for the settlement’s elite, the oldest known painted
tomb, and the remnants of a large-scale brewery,
capable of producing up to 300 gallons of beer a
day. It is believed that early leaders in Naganda,
Hierakonpolis, and similar communities cemented
their roles by claiming control over the environment
as rainmakers or commanders of the floods. Over time,
some of these leaders created divine kingships,
asserting their right to even more power and access
to resources, power that they legitimized by claiming

7 “Hymn to the Nile, c. 2100 BCE.” Ancient History Sourcebook Fordham University. http://legacy.fordham.edu/halsall/

ancient/hymn-nile.asp
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special relationships with, or even descent from, gods. Once Egypt was unified, pharaohs ruled as
divine kings, as the personification of the gods. They promised order in the universe. When things
went well, the pharaohs were credited with agricultural productivity and the success of the state.
There was no separation between religion and the state in ancient Egypt.

The Palette of Narmer (see Figure 2.6 and Figure 2.7), which is used to date the unification
of Egypt, shows signs that King Narmer legitimized his rule, in part, by claiming a special

Figure 2.6 | Both Sides of the Palette of Narmer
Author: User “Jean88"”

Source: Wikimedia Commons

License: CCO 1.0

Figure 2.7 | Detail of Palette of Narmer | Close-
up of the left side of the Palette of Narmer. Note the
larger figure of King Narmer, with celebratory flag
bearers preceding him.

Author: User “NebMaatRa”

Source: Wikimedia Commons

License: CC BY-SA 3.0

relationship with the gods. King Narmer,
who is referred to in some text as Menes, is
commonly recognized as the first unifier of
Upper (to the south) and Lower (to the north)
Egypt in approximately 3100 BCE (see Map
2.7). Unification brought together Egypt from
the first cataract at Aswan to the Nile Delta.
The Palette of Narmer, which was found in
Hierakonpolis, shows King Narmer’s conquest
of both regions. The right side in Figure 2.6
shows him slaying an enemy of Upper Egypt.
The largest figure, Narmer is wearing the crown
of Upper Egypt and beheading a rival king, while
standing atop conquered enemies. The left side
also shows him as a conqueror, wearing the
crown of Lower Egypt and directing flag bearers
to mark his victory. Religious imagery appears
in the inclusion of the goddess Hathor at the top
of the palette as well as the falcon, a reference
to Horus, the patron god of Hierakonpolis, who
later in dynastic Egypt became the god of sun
and kingship.

Both sides of the Palette of Narmer also
have some of the earliest known hieroglyphs.
Hieroglyphics emerged as written text,
combining pictograms (a pictorial symbol for
a word or phrase) and phonograms (a symbol
representing a sound), during the period of
unification. Tax assessment and collection
likely necessitated the initial development of
Hieroglyphics. Ancient Egyptians eventually used
three different scripts: Hieroglyphic, Hieratic,
and Demotic. Hieroglyphics remained the script
of choice for ritual texts. Students of Egyptian
history are most familiar with hieroglyphics as
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they were usually what artists used to record the history of Egypt’s elite. For example, skilled artisans
used hieroglyphs to chronicle glorified accounts of their patrons’ lives on the sides of their tombs.
The Egyptians developed Hieratic and Demotic, the two other scripts, slightly later and used them
for administrative, commercial, and many other purposes. The Egyptian administration tended to
use ink and papyrus to maintain its official records. On the other hand, literate people used ostraca,
pieces of broken pottery and chips of limestone, for less formal notes and communications. Over
the past decades, archaeologists have uncovered a treasure trove of ostraca that start to tell us about
the lives of the literate elite and skilled craftsmen. Just like Mesopotamia, ancient Egypt had one of
the oldest written scripts found anywhere in the world.

In addition to one of the earliest writing systems and Egyptian paper (papyrus), archaeologists
have credited ancient Egyptians with a number of other innovations. For construction purposes,
ancient Egyptians invented the ramp and lever. They also developed a 12-month calendar with
365 days, glassmaking skills, arithmetic (including one of the earliest decimal systems) and
geometry, and medical procedures to heal broken bones and relieve fevers. Finally, Egyptians
used stone-carving techniques and other crafting skills and tools that were shared throughout
the Mediterranean.

2.14 DYNASTIC EGYPT

Scholars break the 1500 years following unification, a time known as dynastic Egypt, into
three main periods: the Old Kingdom (c. 2660—2160 BCE), the Middle Kingdom (c. 2040 — 1640
BCE), and the New Kingdom (c. 1530—1070 BCE). There is some disagreement about the exact
dates of the periods, but, in general, these spans denote more centralized control over a unified
Egypt. During dynastic Egypt, pharaohs ruled a united Upper and Lower Egypt. In between these
periods of centralized control were intermediate periods, during which the Egyptian pharaohs
had less authority. The intermediate periods were characterized by political upheaval and military
violence, the latter often at least partially resulting from foreign invasions.

Striking continuities existed in Egypt throughout the Old Kingdom, the Middle Kingdom,
and the New Kingdom. Egypt had stable population numbers, consistent social stratification,
pharaohs—who exercised significant power—and a unifying religious ideology, which linked the
pharaohs to the gods. As Egypt transitioned from the period of unification under King Narmer
to the Old Kingdom, the pharaohs and the elite became increasingly wealthy and powerful. They
further developed earlier systems of tax collection, expanded the religious doctrine, and built a
huge state bureaucracy.

Social distinctions and hierarchies remained fairly consistent through all of dynastic Egypt.
Most people were rural peasant farmers. They lived in small mud huts just above the flood plain
and turned over surplus agricultural produce to the state as taxes. When they weren’t farming, they
were expected to perform rotating service for the state, by, for example, working on a pharaoh’s
tomb, reinforcing dykes, and helping in the construction of temples. The labor of the majority of
the population supported the more elite and skilled classes, from the pharaoh down through the
governing bureaucrats, priests, nobles, soldiers, and skilled craftspeople, especially those who
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worked on pyramids and tombs. (Visit
the following link for a diagram of the
Egyptian social hierarchy: http://dgh.
wikispaces.com/file/view/whoo6fs_
€04000006a.jpg/76595189/385x235/
who6fs_c04000006a.jpg.)

Another continuity in dynastic
Egypt was the relative equality of
women to men. At least compared
to women in other ancient societies,
women ancient Egypt had
considerable legal rights and freedoms.
Men and women did generally have
different roles; Egyptian society
charged men with providing for the
family and women with managing the
home and children. Society’s ascribed
gender roles meant that women were
usually defined primarily by their
husbands and children, while men
were defined by their occupations. This
difference could leave women more
economically vulnerable than men. For
example, in the village of craftspeople
who worked on the pharaoh’s tomb at
Deir el Medina, houses were allocated
to the men who were actively employed.
This system of assigning housing
meant that women whose husbands
had died would be kicked out of their
homes as replacement workers were
brought in. Despite some vulnerability,
Egyptian law was pretty equal between
the sexes when it came to many other
issues. Egyptian women could own
property, and tax records show that
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they did. Egyptian women could also
take cases to court, enter into legally
binding agreements, and serve actively
as priestesses. There were also female
pharaohs, most famously Hatshepsut
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who ruled for twenty years in the
fifteenth century BCE. One last, perhaps
surprising, legal entitlement of ancient
Egyptian women was their right to
one-third of the property that a couple
accumulated over the course of their
marriage. Married women had some
financial independence, which gave
them options to dispose of their own
property or divorce. Therefore, while
women did face constraints in terms
of their expected roles and had their
status tied to the men in their families,
they nevertheless enjoyed economic
freedoms and legal rights not commonly
seen in the ancient world. Figure 2.8 | Female figurines from ancient Egypt | These

While scholars WOI‘king over the figurines show some of the everyday tasks carried out by
past several decades have used artwork, won_1en. They made bread, brewed beer, and prepared for

.. family meals.
archeology, and the surviving legal — , i\ . Andreas Pracfcke
documents to draw conclusions about Source: Wikimedia Commons
women’s roles in ancient Egypt, there  license: Public Domain
is much ongoing debate about the
prevalence of slavery within this society. Part of the disagreement stems from how various scholars
define slavery. There is also great uncertainty about the number of slaves within the Egyptian
population. The emerging consensus suggests that Egyptians increasingly used slaves from the
Middle Kingdom onward. The majority of the slaves in these later dynasties were either prisoners
of war or slaves brought from Asia. Slaves performed many tasks. For example, they labored in
agricultural fields, served in the army, worked in construction, helped their merchant owners in
shops, and were domestic servants for the Egyptian elite. Slaves were branded and, if possible,
would be captured and returned to their masters if they tried to escape. Some masters undoubtedly
abused their slaves, though the image of thousands of slaves sacrificed to be buried with pharaohs
incorrectly depicts dynastic Egypt. Manumission (freeing a slave) was seemingly not very common,
but if they were freed, former slaves were not stigmatized; instead, they were considered part of
the general free population. These new scholarly conclusions about the relatively small numbers
of slaves in Egypt, especially during the Old Kingdom, have impacted our understanding of how
pyramids, tombs, and temples were constructed during dynastic Egypt.

The Old Kingdom saw pharaohs harness their influence to build pyramids to emphasize
their relationship to the divine and facilitate their ascent to the gods after their earthly deaths.
Pyramids, with their distinctive shape, which you can see in Figure 2.9, contained tombs for the
pharaohs and their wives. They were marvels of engineering, built on a massive scale to honor the
pharaohs and usher them into the afterlife. Pharaohs were mummified to preserve their bodies and
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were buried with everything considered necessary for the afterlife, including furniture, jewelry,
makeup, pottery, food, wine, clothing, and sometimes even pets. The most recognizable pyramids
from the Old Kingdom are the three pyramids at the Giza complex, which were built for a father
(Egyptian pharaoh Khufu), and his son and grandson, who all ruled during the fourth dynasty.
The Great Pyramid of Giza, built for Pharaoh Khufu, is the largest of the three pyramids.
Still largely intact today, it was the largest building in the world until the twentieth century.
Over 500 feet high, it covered an area of 200 square yards, and was built with over 600 tons of
limestone. Recent studies on the construction of the pyramids have put much more emphasis on
the roles of skilled craftsmen—who might work at multiple pyramid sites over the course of their
lifetimes—and rotating groups of unskilled workers than on slaves. These studies suggest that
skilled craftsmen and local labor forces of Egyptians were the primary builders of the pyramids,
including the Great Pyramid of Giza. The Great Pyramid of Giza took an estimated 20 years to
construct and employed skilled stonemasons, architects, artists, and craftsmen, in addition to the
thousands of unskilled laborers who did the heavy moving and lifting. The construction of the
Great Pyramid of Giza was an enormous, expensive feat. The pyramid stands as testimony to the

Figure 2.9 | The Great Pyramid at Giza
Author: User “Jeancaffou”

Source: Wikimedia Commons
License: CC BY-SA 3.0
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increased social differentiation, the great power and wealth of the Egyptian pharaohs, and the
significance of beliefs in the afterlife during the Old Kingdom.

In addition to the construction of pyramids, the Old Kingdom saw increased trade and
remained a relatively peaceful period. The pharaoh’s government controlled trade, with Egypt
exporting grain and gold (the latter from Nubia to the south) and importing timber, spices, ivory,
and other luxury goods. During the Old Kingdom, Egypt did not have a standing army and faced
few foreign military threats. Lasting almost 400 years, the Old Kingdom saw the extension of the
pharaoh’s power, especially through the government’s ability to harness labor and control trade.

However, the power of the pharaohs began to wane in the fifth dynasty of the Old Kingdom.
Continuing environmental change that led to droughts and famine, coupled with the huge expense
of building pyramids likely impoverished pharaohs in the last centuries of the Old Kingdom.
Additionally, the governors known as nomes, who administered Egypt’s 42 provinces from the fifth
dynasty onward, became more independent and took over functions that had been overseen by the
state. As an added blow, the pharaohs lost control of trade. While dynastic leaders still referred to
themselves as pharaohs, they lacked central authority over a unified Egypt by 2180 BCE.

Following the decentralized First Intermediate Period of roughly 150 years, Pharaoh
Mentohotep II reunified Egypt to found the Middle Kingdom. The Middle Kingdom saw the
reorganization of the state’s bureaucratic apparatus to control the nomes. To further strengthen
their authority, the pharaohs also moved their capital from the Old Kingdom capital of Thebes
south to Lisht, halfway between Upper and Lower Egypt. With military expeditions, they extended
the boundaries of the state north to Lebanon and south to the second cataract of the Nile into a
region known as Nubia. With this extension of territory, Egypt had access to more trade goods, and
the organization of trade shifted so that professional merchants took a leading role in developing
new trade routes. These professional merchants paid taxes to the state, supporting further
consolidation of power by the pharaohs and also infrastructural improvements like irrigation.
During the Middle Kingdom, the pharaohs focused less on the building of massive pyramids and
more on administrative reorganization, military expeditions, and the state’s infrastructural repair.

Disputes over succession and ineffectual rulers led into the Second Intermediate Period. Most
notably, Egypt was invaded from both the north and the south during this period. The Hyksos
invaded from the north in 1670 BCE. They brought bronze and horse-drawn chariots, which
allowed them to conquer parts of Lower Egypt and establish their own kingdom, one lasting about
100 years in the Nile Delta region. From the south, the Kingdom of Kush, based in Nubia, invaded
and temporarily established control over Upper Egypt to Aswan. Thus, foreign rulers dominated
much of Egypt during the Second Intermediate Period.

The New Kingdom of reunified Egypt that began in 1530 BCE saw an era of Egyptian
imperialism, changes in the burial practices of pharaohs, and the emergence of a brief period
of state-sponsored monotheism under the Pharaoh Akhenaten. In 1530 BCE, the pharaoh who
became known as Ahmose the Liberator (Ahmose I) defeated the Hyksos and continued sweeping
up along the Eastern Mediterranean. By 1500 BCE, the Egyptian army had also pushed into Nubia,
taking Kush southward to the fourth cataract of the Nile River (see Map 2.8). As pharaohs following
Ahmose I continued Egypt’s expansion, the Imperial Egyptian army ran successful campaigns in
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was even common during dynastic Egypt. King Tutankhamen’s tomb has become one familiar
exception. His tomb fared unusually well over the millennia, and King Tutankhamen’s image is
well known to us because his tomb was found mostly intact in 1922.

Throughout dynastic Egypt, much continuity existed in religious beliefs, causing scholars to
characterize Egyptian society as conservative, meaning that Egyptians shied away from change.
In general, Egyptian religious beliefs emphasized unity and harmony. Throughout the dynastic
period, Egyptians thought that the soul contained distinct parts. They believed that one part, the
ka, was a person’s lifeforce and that it separated from the body after death. The Egyptians carried
out their elaborate preservation of mummies and made small tomb statues to house their ka after
death. The ba, another part of the soul, was the unique character of the individual, which could move
between the worlds of the living and the dead. They believed that after death, if rituals were carried
out correctly, their ka and ba would reunite to reanimate their akh, or spirit. If they observed the
proper rituals and successfully passed through Final Judgment (where they recited the 42 “Negative
Confessions” and the god Osiris weighed their hearts against a feather), Egyptians believed that
their resurrected spirit, their akh, would enter the afterlife. In contrast to Mesopotamian society,
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Egyptians conceptualized the afterlife as
pleasant. In the afterlife, they expected
to find a place with blue skies, agreeable
weather, and familiar objects and people.
They also expected to complete many
of the everyday tasks, such as farming,
and enjoy many of the same recognizable
pastimes. Throughout the centuries, the
Egyptians conceptualized the afterlife as a
comfortable mirror image of life.

One change that occurred over time
was the “democratization of the afterlife.”
As time progressed through the Middle
Kingdom and into the New Kingdom, more
and more people aspired to an afterlife. No
longer was an afterlife seen as possible for

Figure 2.11 | Golden Mask of Tutankhamun |
Because his tomb was found mostly intact in 1922,
King Tutankhamen (or King Tut) has become one
of our most familiar images from dynastic Egypt.
Author: Carsten Frenz|

Source: Wikimedia Commons
License: CC BY 2.0

Figure 2.10 | Tombs at the Valley of the Kings
Author: User “Karmosin”

Source: Wikimedia Commons
License: CC BY-SA 3.0

only the pharaoh and the elite of society. Instead,
just about all sectors of society expected access, as
evident in the increased use of funeral texts, like
the Book of the Dead. People of varying means
would slip papyrus with spells or prayers from the
Book of the Dead (or a similar text) into coffins
and burial chambers. They intended these spells
to help their deceased loved ones make it safely
through the underworld into the pleasant afterlife.
Conceptualizations of the afterlife consistently
emphasized its familiarity and beauty, while more
people looked forward to this continued existence
after their earthly deaths.

As they developed religious doctrine and came
into contact with new deities, Egyptians integrated
new gods and goddesses into their religious beliefs.
Like ancient Mesopotamians, Egyptians were
polytheistic. Some of the roles and back-stories of
the deities did change over time; nevertheless, over
the millennia they remained quite consistent. For
example, Re, Osiris, Horus, and Isis, just to name
a few deities in the Egyptian pantheon, stayed
significant throughout dynastic Egypt. Re was the
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sun god, Osiris was the god of the afterworld, who also controlled nature’s cycles (like the all
important flooding of the Nile), Horus became a god of war and protection, and Isis was a goddess
associated with healing and motherhood. During the Middle Kingdom, Amun, initially a patron
saint of the city of Thebes and later recognized as the father of the pharaoh, was combined with Re,
the sun god, to become Amun-Re the supreme god of the Egyptian pantheon. Amun-Re retained
this place at the top of the Egyptian pantheon through most of the New Kingdom. One major
exception occurred during the reign of Pharaoh Akhenaten.

Pharaoh Akhenaten started what is known as the Amarna Period. The Amarna Period, which
lasted from approximately 1350 to 1325 BCE, stands out for its state-sponsored monotheism.
Akhenaten introduced radical changes to Egyptian society, moving the capital to Tell el Amarna,
a new settlement in the middle of the desert that was devoted to the worship of Aten and the
recognition of the pharaoh’s superiority over everyone else. Aten, who had been one of many
deities worshipped during the Middle Kingdom, was elevated to the creator god associated with
sunlight, the foundation of all life. The “Great Hymn to Aten” explains the god Aten’s association
with the sun as, like the sun, his “rays embraced the lands” of Egypt.® Akhenaten had the Great
Temple of Aten built in the middle of the new capital, and, unlike previous temples, this one
had no roof and was open to sunlight. Akhenaten further modified Egyptian religious doctrine to
identify himself as the son of Aten. According to the new religious ideology, Akhenaten alone was
able to ensure access to the afterlife and communicate with Aten, the sole god. To reinforce Aten’s
singularity, Akhenaten withdrew financial support from temples dedicated to other deities and
defaced the temples dedicated to Amun, who had previously been the most dominant Egyptian
deity. The prominence of Aten and Akhenaten’s exclusive access to him define the Amarna Period.

Why did Akhenaten introduce these radical changes? At least in part, Akhenaten wanted
to break with the priests in Thebes who controlled the temples dedicated to Amun because he
believed that these priests had become too powerful. Additionally, by taking on the role of the
son of Aten and regulating entry into the afterlife, Akhenaten certainly attempted to reformulate
beliefs to emphasize his own importance.

Akhenaten’s radical changes were likely troubling for most of the Egyptian population. They had
previously found comfort in their access to deities and their regular religious rituals. The worship
of Aten as the only Egyptian god did not last more than a couple of decades, floundering after the
death of Akhenaten. Pharaohs who ruled from 1323 BCE onward tried not only to erase the religious
legacies of the Amarna Period, but also to destroy the capital at Tell el Amarna and remove Akhenaten
from the historical record. Archaeologists have not found Akhenaten’s tomb or burial place. Scholars
continue a long-standing debate about how this brief period of Egyptian monotheism relates (if at
all) to the monotheism of the Israelites. Despite such uncertainties, study of the Amarna period
does indicate that Egyptians in the fourteenth century BCE saw the fleeting appearance of religious
ideology that identified Aten as the singular god.

Some of the strongest rulers of the New Kingdom, including Ramses I and Ramses II, came to
power after the Amarna Period. These pharaohs expanded Egypt’s centralized administration and its

8 “The Great Hymn to Aten” http://web.archive.org/web/19990221040703/http://pufhin.creighton.edu/theo/simkins/tx/
Aten.html
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control over foreign territories. However,
by the twelfth century BCE, weaker rulers,
foreign invasions, and the loss of territory
in Nubia and Palestine indicated the
imminent collapse of the New Kingdom.
In the Late Period that followed (c. 1040
to 332 BCE), the Kingdom of Kush, based
in Nubia, invaded and briefly ruled Egypt
until the Assyrians conquered Thebes,
establishing their own rule over Lower
Egypt. Egyptian internal revolts and
the conquest by Nubia and the Assyrian
Empire left Egypt susceptible to invasion
by the Persians and then eventually the
332 BCE invasion of Alexander the Great.

Theancient Egyptiansmadenumerous
contributions to World History. We
remember them for mummification, their
pharaohs, and the pyramids. Certainly,
in this era, Egypt stands out for its
ability to produce agricultural surpluses
that supported the elites, priests, and

Figure 2.11 | Panel with adoration Scene of Aten |
skilled craftspeople. While we tend to Pharaoh Akhenaten with his wife and children making

focus on the bureaucratic religious and offerings to Aten, the divine incarnation of the sun during the
b b

. L. ibuti f th 1 1 monotheistic Amarna Period.
artistic contributions of these classes, a e

Egyptians played crucial roles in creating = source: Wikimedia Commons
and maintaining this sophisticated = Ucense: CCBY 2.0

civilization. Additionally, the innovations
of Egyptians, such as their stone-carving techniques, hieroglyphics, the use of papyrus, their
knowledge of the length of a solar year, and their construction methods, influenced the ancient
world and still inspire awe. Overall, the ancient Egyptians created a vibrant civilization, while they
also found comfort in the familiar and traditional.

2.15 NUBIA: THE KINGDOMS OF KERMA AND KUSH

The region south of Aswan, at the first cataract of the Nile River, is commonly called Nubia.
Nubia is notable for its long-term, dynamic relationship with ancient Egypt. Just as importantly,
Nubia was also the site of an early civilization. The kingdoms of Kerma (c. 2400 BCE to 1500 BCE)
and Kush (c. 1000 BCE to 300 CE) emerged along the Nile River. These kingdoms prospered
especially due to their productive agriculture and the region’s copious natural resources. At
certain points, both Kerma and Kush were strong enough to successfully invade Egypt. These

Page | 53



kingdoms in Nubia also developed their own religious and cultural traditions, including a written
script, Meroitic. While the people of this region, known collectively as Nubians, borrowed heavily
from the Egyptians, Nubians also had distinctive practices that set their civilization apart from
that of their northern neighbors.

Scholars generally link the origins of ancient Kerma (in present-day Sudan) back to the
desiccation of the Sahara Desert and the rise of dynastic Egypt. Similarly to ancient Egypt, the
drying out of the region encouraged people
to move closer to the Nile River in the
years between 5,000 and 4,000 BCE. Rock
paintings, showing cattle in areas that have
been desert for thousands of years, attest
to the environmental changes in Nubia and
also the development of a cattle culture that
dates back to at least the fourth millennium
BCE. Just as in Egypt, the desiccation of the
Sahara desert drew together people from
all directions. As people settled closer to

SUDAN the Nile River in Nubia, they brought their
4 ‘ cattle, their agricultural traditions, and their
UpperNubia languages, building settlements with higher
population densities.

& Additionally, Egyptian elites desired ivory,
animal skins, incense, and other luxury goods
prompting trade between Nubia and Egypt
that pre-dated the unification of Egypt. With
increased demand for luxury goods as social
) ) stratification grew, the Egyptians even ran

Map 2.9 | A map of ancient Nubia o . . . .
Author: Mark Dingemanse and Corey Parson military forays into Nubia. After unification,
Source: Wikimedia Commons the Egyptians continued to invade Nubia to
License: CC BY 2.5 trade and raid for slaves and cattle. Likely,
Nubian desires to control trade and protect
themselves from Egyptian raids further compelled state formation in Nubia. Without Nubian
records from the third millennium BCE, it is difficult to identify additional reasons why the state
arose. However, archeological evidence does clearly indicate that by about 2400 BCE, Nubians had

formed the Kingdom of Kerma between the third and fourth cataracts of the Nile River.

EGYPT

Red
Sea

. Lake Nasser
Lower Nubia

2.15.1 Kerma (c. 2400 BCE to c. 1500 BCE)

Kerma endured in Upper Nubia for almost a thousand years. The kingdom is named after
its capital city at Kerma at the third cataract, but excavations at other sites (where similar
pottery styles and burial sites have been found) suggest that at its height Kerma’s reach may

Page | 54



CHAPTER 2: EARLY MIDDLE EASTERN AND NORTHEAST AFRICAN CIVILIZATIONS

have extended more than 200 miles southward past the fifth cataract of the Nile River. So far,
archaeological evidence indicates that, with the exception of the capital and perhaps one or two
other cities, most of the people in Kerma lived in smaller villages. They grew crops like barley,
and kept goats, sheep, and cattle, sending tribute to their capital. The people of Kerma also
developed industries, especially in mining, metalworking, and pottery. Kerma was linked inter-
regionally through trade to its tributary villages, to dynastic Egypt, and to sub-Saharan Africa.
Egyptian pharaohs and elites wanted the gold, copper, slaves, ivory, exotic animals, and more
that they obtained from Kerma.

The people of Kerma also made use of their location on the Nile and proximity to Egypt as they
imported textiles, jewelry, and other manufactured goods. Presumably, one reason that Nubian
leaders built their ancient capital at Kerma was to oversee river trade. At the impassable cataract,
boat owners unloaded their cargo and took it overland past the shallows and rocks before again
proceeding on the water. This location at the cataract gave the leaders at Kerma the chance to tax,
divert, and register goods being transported between Kerma and Egypt.

Agricultural surpluses and other tributary payments supported the rulers and elites of the
capital. Archaeologists have shown that the capital had defenses, including ditches, ramparts, and
massive walls with towers. There were also palaces within the city and on its outskirts. However,
the most famous structure is the Western Deffufa (Figure 2.13) made of mud-bricks, which likely
served as a temple. Two other deffufa, large mud-brick structures with spaces for rituals on top,
have been at least partially excavated within the vicinity of Kerma. Another notable archaeological
find is the Eastern Cemetery, which lies a couple of miles to the east of the city. It served as the
burial site for Kerma’s rulers for almost a thousand years and contains over 30,000 tombs. Some
of the tombs were covered with
large mounds. Demonstrating
the cattle culture of the region,
dozens of cattle skulls encircle
a number of the tombs. Tombs
also contain the remains of
human sacrifices and other
symbols of wealth and status,
like jewelry made of gold
and silver. The largest tomb
found to date is 300 feet in
diameter and covered with
black granite, white quartz
pebbles, and a marble top. Its
interior burial suite contains
semi-precious stones, bronze
weapons, and lavish furniture.

Figure 2.13 | The Western Deffufa at Kerma
Author: Walter Callens
In the corridor leading into  source: wikimedia Commons

the underground burial site, = tcense: CCBY 2.0
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archaeologists unearthed the remains of horses, dogs, and about 400 human sacrificial victims.
The cattle skulls, mounds, and the remains of human sacrifices have led scholars to suggest that
the Kerma elite had their own styles for monumental structures like the Western Deffufa and their
tombs, even though they sometimes employed Egyptian artisans to complete the construction of
these grand projects.

It appears that Kerma was strongest when neighboring Egypt was weak. As a case in point,
during Egypt’s Second Intermediate Period, Kerma, at the height of its power, successfully
invaded parts of Upper Egypt and established diplomatic relations with the occupying Hyksos.
Once reunified during the New Kingdom, Egypt retaliated by conquering Kerma to the fourth
cataract. Then, Egypt occupied Kerma for the next 500 years. During the Egyptian occupation, the
elite classes of Kerma adopted many elements of Egyptian culture, including Egyptian gods, styles
of dress, Hieroglyphics, and the Egyptian language. However, scholars believe that the Nubian
masses retained their own distinctive identity with their local language and customs.

2.15.2 The Kingdom of Kush

As Egypt entered its Third Intermediate Period, Nubians gradually established their
independence, eventually creating a new state, the Kingdom of Kush in the eighth century BCE.
The initial capital of the Kingdom of Kush was Napata (c. 750 BCE to 593 BCE). From Napata,
the Nubians took control of Upper Egypt, establishing the “Ethiopian Dynasty,” which ruled for
60 years from Thebes. Assyrian invasions destabilized the Nubian rulers in Thebes, causing the
last pharaoh of the Ethiopian Dynasty to flee to Napata. Then, once strengthened, the Egyptians
pushed back. The Egyptian army sacked Napata in 593 BCE and, in response, the Nubian rulers
moved their capital farther south to Meroe. (See Map 2.9.) At this southern location, they further
developed their civilization, which lasted until the fourth century CE.

With the new capital at Meroe, a location with well-watered farmland and some distance
between it and Egypt, the Kingdom of Kush flourished. Meroe got more rainfall than Napata and
was not as dependent on the Nile floods. Nubians were able to extend the areas under cultivation
and grow a wider variety of crops, like cotton, sorghum, and millet. They were also able to easily
graze their livestock and, as a result, during this period cattle became even more important as a
symbol of their culture and wealth.

After moving the capital to Meroe, the culture of Kush showed more independence from
Egypt as well. Particularly as Egypt’s power declined, the people of Kush put more emphasis on
their own deities and pushed Egyptian gods to the background. For example, temples devoted
to a Nubian war god, Apedamak, “the Lion of the South,” received more support and even used
live lions for rituals. Gold had long been mined in the region and remained important while the
people of Kush continued to develop additional industries. The area was rich in iron ore and the
hardwoods used to make charcoal, which encouraged the growth of a booming iron industry.
They made iron weapons and tools that they used for defense and to increase their crop yields.
They were able to trade their agricultural surpluses, iron, cattle, and exotic things like elephants
from sub-Saharan Africa, with Egypt, Greece, Rome, and India, bringing great wealth and
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prestige to Meroe. Also, the rulers
of Meroe commissioned pyramids
but had them built in a local
style. As evident in Figure 2.14,
their pyramids were smaller and
had a unique shape. Kush burial
practices were different than those
used in dynastic Egypt, as corpses
were not always mummified and
were buried in the fetal position.
Finally, a new locally-created
written script, Meroitic, replaced
the use of Egyptian Hieroglyphics
by 300 BCE. Modern scholars

Figure 2.14 | Pyramids at Meroe
Author: B. N. Chagny have not yet translated Meroitic,

Source: Wikimedia Commons and students of their culture will

License: CC BY-SA 1.0
surely learn even more about the

Kingdom of Kush once scholars
have done so. As for now, we know that very productive agriculture, local rituals and burial
practices, the growth of industries, social stratification facilitated by Meroe’s wealth and
extensive trade networks, and the written script Meroitic, were some of the distinctive elements
of the civilization at Kush.

While the Greeks and Romans occasionally sent raiding parties into Nubia, for a while, Meroe’s
southern location helped isolate it from conquest. Legends also emphasize the strength of Meroe’s
army and the physical prowess of its soldiers. Environmental changes, internal rivalries, and the
rise of Axum (a new state to the East) likely all contributed to the fairly abrupt collapse of Meroe
in the fourth century CE.

Egyptian sources were generally very derogatory in their portrayal of Nubians and even a
few early twentieth century archaeologists carelessly (and incorrectly) identified these Nubian
kingdoms as slave colonies of the Egyptians. However, the kingdoms of Kerma and Kush were
known in the ancient world for their wealth and industries. The wealth garnered through productive
agriculture and trade supported a ruling class, great artists, and monumental architecture.
Egyptian culture was influential, but Nubians adapted Egyptian practices to meet their own needs
and sensibilities. Often entangled with Egypt and sometimes defending themselves from other
invaders as well, these two kingdoms persisted for hundreds of years, creating an independent
civilization along the southern stretches of the Nile River.

2.16 SUMMARY

Between about 4000 and 3000 BCE, civilizations emerged in the fertile river valleys of
Mesopotamia and Northeast Africa. These civilizations had common elements, including
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food surpluses, higher population densities, social stratification, systems of taxation, labor
specialization, regular trade, and written scripts.

In areas adjacent to the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, Mesopotamians built city-states by 3500
BCE. While Sumerian traditions influenced developments throughout the region, other cities
emerged and refined their own institutions and beliefs. Archaeological finds and records in the
cuneiform script show the significance of the temple complex and religious leaders throughout
Mesopotamia. Kingship, with hereditary rulers who claimed control over multiple city-states and
special relationships with the gods, was just one significant political innovation in the region.
History credits Sargon of Akkad with founding the first empire in Mesopotamia. Thereafter, a
succession of empires rose and fell, demonstrating the dynamic nature of Mesopotamian societies.

According to Hebrew Tradition, Abraham led his followers from the city of Ur in Mesopotamia
and they eventually settled in the Levant. Several generations later, according to Hebrew Tradition,
the Israelites went to Egypt where they suffered persecution and enslavement, until Moses liberated
them. Upon their return to Canaan, the Israelites built kingdoms just prior to 1000 BCE. Their
kingdoms formed complex administrations and were unified by powerful kings, such as the well-
known King Solomon. Historians also recognize countless other contributions made by the Israelites,
especially as regards monotheistic religious traditions and western understandings of justice.

The unification of Egypt in approximately 3100 BCE evidenced the emergence of one civilization
in Northeast Africa. In Nubia to the south of Egypt, Africans built another civilization with the
kingdoms of Kerma and Kush. The people in each of these civilizations made good use of the
agriculturally productive floodplains of the Nile River. Egypt and the kingdoms in Nubia influenced
one another; they traded and intermittently claimed control over each other’s territory. While we may
be more familiar with the pharaohs, pyramids, and religious beliefs of ancient Egypt, Nubians made
their own contributions, like the Merotic script and unique architectural styles, to World History.
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Ancient and Early Medieval India

George L. Israel

3.1 CHRONOLOGY

2600 — 1700 BCE Harappan/Indus Valley Civilization
1700 — 600 BCE Vedic Age
1700 — 1000 BCE Early Vedic Age
1000 — 600 BCE Later Vedic Age
321 — 184 BCE Mauryan Empire
; f:;ﬁf&t;lrgEBCE to Kushan Kingdom
c. 320 — 550 CE Gupta Empire
600 — 1300 CE Early Medieval India
1206 — 1526 CE Delhi Sultanate

3.2 INTRODUCTION: A POLITICAL OVERVIEW

Our knowledge of the ancient world has been radically altered by impressive archaeological
discoveries over the last two centuries. Prior to the twentieth century, for instance, historians
believed that India’s history began in the second millennium BCE, when a people known as In-
do-Aryans migrated into the Indian subcontinent and created a new civilization. Yet, even during
the nineteenth century British explorers and officials were curious about brick mounds dotting the
landscape of northwest India, where Pakistan is today. A large one was located in a village named
Harappa (see Figure 3.1). A British army engineer, Sir Alexander Cunningham, sensed its impor-
tance because he also found other artifacts among the bricks, such as a seal with an inscription.
He was, therefore, quite dismayed that railway contractors were pilfering these bricks for ballast.
When he became the director of Great Britain’s Archaeological Survey in 1872, he ordered protec-
tion for these ruins. But the excavation of Harappa did not begin until 1920, and neither the Ar-
chaeological Survey nor Indian archaeologists understood their significance until this time. Harap-
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pa, it turned out, was an an-
cient city dating back to the
third millennium BCE, and
only one part of a much larg-
er civilization sprawling over
northwest India. With the
discovery of this lost civiliza-
tion, the timeline for India’s
history was pushed back
over one thousand years.
The Indus Valley civili-
zation (2600 — 1700 BCE)
now stands at the beginning
of India’s long history. Much
like the states of ancient
Mesopotamia and Egypt, the
Figure 3.1 | Archaeological Site for Harappa | Excavation of this ancient foundations for that hiStOI'y

el e oy LE20 were established by Paleo-
Author: Hassan Nasir lithic £ h . d
Source: Wikimedia Commons 1thic foragers who mugrate

License: CC BY-SA 3.0 to and populated the region,

and then Neolithic agricul-
turalists who settled into villages. During the third millennium BCE, building on these founda-
tions, urban centers emerged along the Indus River, along with other elements that contribute to
making a civilization.

This civilization, however, faded away by 1700 BCE, and was followed by a new stage in India’s
history. While it declined, India saw waves of migration from the mountainous northwest, by a
people who referred to themselves as Aryans. The Aryans brought a distinctive language and way
of life to the northern half of India and, after first migrating into the Punjab and Indus Valley,
pushed east along the Ganges River and settled down into a life of farming and pastoralism. As
they interacted with indigenous peoples, a new period in India’s history took shape. That period
is known as the Vedic Age (1700 — 600 BCE).

During the long course of the Vedic Age, states formed in northern India. The surplus from
farming and pastoralism allowed people to engage in a multitude of other occupations and made
for a lively trade. Villages thus grew in number and some became towns. Consequently, there was
a need for greater leadership, something that was provided by chieftains of the many Aryan clans.
Over time, higher levels of political organization developed, and these chieftains became kings
or the leaders of clan assemblies. By the end of the Vedic Age, northern India was divided up by
sixteen major kingdoms and oligarchies.

The ensuing three centuries (c. 600 — 321 BCE) were a time of transition. These states fought
with each other over territory. The most successful state was the one that could most effectively
administer its land, mobilize its resources and, by so doing, field the largest armies. That state
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was the kingdom of Magadha which, by the fourth century BCE, had gained control of much of
northern India along the Ganges River.

In 321 BCE, the last king of Magadha was overthrown by one of his subjects, Chandragupta
Maurya, and a new period in India’s history began. Through war and diplomacy, he and his two
successors established control over most of India, forging the first major empire in the history of
South Asia: the Mauryan Empire (321 — 184 BCE). Chandragupta’s grandson, King Ashoka, ended
the military conquests and sought to rule his land through Buddhist principles of non-violence and
tolerance. But after his time, the empire rapidly declined, and India entered a new stage in its history.

After the Mauryan Empire fell, no one major power held control over a substantial part
of India for five hundred years. Rather, from c. 200 BCE to 300 CE, India saw a fairly rapid
turnover of numerous, regional kingdoms. Some of these were located in northern India, along
the Ganges River, but others grew up in the south—the Indian Peninsula—for the first time. Also,
some kingdoms emerged through foreign conquest. Outsiders in Central Asia and the Middle
East saw India as a place of much wealth, and sought to plunder or rule it. Thus, throughout
its history, India was repeatedly invaded by conquerors coming through mountain passes in the
northwest. Many of these, like King Kanishka of the Kushan Empire (c. 100 CE), established
notable kingdoms that extended from India into these neighboring regions from which they came.

Even after 300 CE and up to the fifteenth century, India was never again unified for any length
of time by one large empire. For that reason, historians highlight those kingdoms that became
substantial regional powers and contributed in other important ways to India’s civilization. The
period 300 — 600 CE, for instance, is often referred to as the Gupta Period and Classical Age.
The Guptas (c. 320 — 550) were rulers who forged an impressive empire in northern India. As
their empire flourished, Indian intellectuals were also setting standards for excellence in the fields
of art, architecture, literature, and science, in part because of Gupta patronage. But important
kingdoms also developed in south India.

The last period covered in this chapter is early medieval India (c. 600 — 1300 CE). After the
Gupta Empire, and during the following seven centuries, the pattern of fragmentation intensified, as
numerous regional kingdoms large and small frequently turned over. Confronting such an unstable
and fluid political scene, medieval kings granted land to loyal subordinate rulers and high officers
of their courts. The resulting political and economic pattern is referred to as Indian feudalism. Also,
kings put their greatness on display by waging war and building magnificent Hindu temples in their
capital cities. And, during the medieval period, a new political and religious force entered the Indian
scene, when Muslim Arab and Turkic traders and conquerors arrived on the subcontinent.

This overview briefly summarizes major periods in India’s political history. But the history of
a civilization consists of more than just rulers and states, which is why historians also pay close
attention to social, cultural, and economic life every step of the way. This attention is especially
important for India. Although the Asian subcontinent sees a long succession of kingdoms and
empires and was usually divided up by several at any particular point in its history, peoples over
time came to share some things in common. Socially, the peoples of India were largely organized
by the caste system. Culturally, the peoples of India shared in the development of Hinduism and
Buddhism, two major religious traditions that shaped people’s understanding of the world and their
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place in it. Finally, throughout the ancient and medieval periods, India flourished as a civilization
because of its dynamic economy. The peoples of India shared in that too, and that meant they were
linked in networks of trade and exchange not only with other parts of South Asia but also with

neighboring regions of the Afro-Eurasian world.

3.3 QUESTIONS TO GUIDE YOUR READING

1.

2. What are the limits of our knowledge of Harappan Civilization?

3. How did kingdoms form during the Vedic Age?

4. Describe the varna and caste systems.

5. Explain the early historical origins and basic beliefs of Hinduism and Buddhism. How do
these religious traditions change over time?

6. How was the Mauryan Empire governed?

7. How was India impacted by other regions of Afro-Eurasia, and how did it impact them?

8. Why is the Gupta period sometimes described as a classical age?

9. What are the characteristics of early medieval India?

How did the geography of South Asia (India) impact its history?

10. Explain the history of the formation of Muslim states in India.

3.4 KEY TERMS

« Arthashastra Chandragupta Maurya

+ Aryabhata Chola Kingdom

+ Ashoka (Mauryan Empire) Coromandel Coast

« Atman Deccan Plateau

« Ayurveda Delhi Sultanate

« Bay of Bengal Dharma (Buddhist and Hindu)

Bhagavad-Gita

Dharma Scriptures

» Brahman Four Noble Truths
« Brahmanism Ganges River

+ Caste and Varna Guilds

« Chandragupta I (Gupta Empire) Gupta Empire
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Harappan/Indus Valley Civilization
Hindu Kush

India

Indian Feudalism

Indo-Europeans

Indus River

Indo-Gangetic Plain

Pataliputra

Punjab

Ramayana
Samudragupta
Satavahana Kingdom

Seals (Harappan/Indus Valley
Civilization)

Kalidasa Siddhartha Gautama/Buddha
Kanishka Sindh
Karma South Asia
Kushan Kingdom Sri Lanka
Magadha Theravada Buddhism
Mahayana Buddhism Transmigration
Malabar Coast Tributary Overlordship
Mahmud of Ghazna Upanishads

¢ Mehrgarh » Vedic Age

« Mohenjo-Daro

3.5 WHAT IS INDIA? THE GEOGRAPHY OF SOUTH ASIA

India’s dynamic history, then, alternated between periods when the subcontinent was partially
unified by empires and periods when it was composed of a shifting mosaic of regional states. This
history was also impacted by influxes of migrants and invaders. In thinking about the reasons for
these patterns, historians highlight the size of India and its diverse geography and peoples.

It is important to remember that “India” can mean different things. Today, India usually
designates the nation-state of India (see Map 3.1). But modern India only formed in 1947 and
includes much less territory than India did in ancient times. As a term, India was first invented by
the ancient Greeks to refer to the Indus River and the lands and people beyond it. When used
in this sense, India also includes today’s nation of Pakistan. In fact, for the purpose of studying
earlier history, India can be thought of as the territory that includes at least seven countries today:
India, Pakistan, Bhutan, Bangladesh, Nepal, Sri Lanka, and the Maldives. This territory is also
referred to as South Asia or the Indian subcontinent.

The Indian subcontinent is where Indian civilization took shape. But that civilization was not
created by one people, race, or ethnic group, and it doesn’t make sense to see India’s history as
the history of one Indian people. Rather, the history of this region was shaped by a multitude
of ethnic groups who spoke many different languages and lived and moved about on a diverse
terrain suited to many different kinds of livelihood.
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Large natural boundaries define the
subcontinent. Mountain ranges ring
CHINA |\ the north, and bodies of water surround
: the rest. To the east lies the Bay of
Bengal, to the south the Indian Ocean,
and to the west the Arabian Sea. The
largest mountain range is the Himalaya,
which defines India’s northern and
northeastern boundary. A subrange
of the Himalaya—the Hindu Kush—

\ sits at its western end, while a ridge

B e ' ) running from north to south defines
Sl ¥ | the eastern end, dividing India from
5 gar oF China and mainland Southeast Asia.
WYIAT To the northwest, the Suleiman Range
' and Kirthar Range complete what

might seem like impassable barriers.

Yet, these ranges are punctuated by a

few narrow passes that connect India

_ to Central Asia and West Asia.

INDIAN OCEAN o To the south of the mountain ranges
lie the Indo-Gangetic Plain and the
two great rivers of northern India that
Source: Original Work comprise it: the Indus River and the
License: CC BY-SA 4.0 Ganges River. These rivers originate

in the Himalaya and are regularly fed
by snow melt and monsoon rains. The Indus River, which is located in the northwest and drains
into the Arabian Sea, can be divided into an upper and lower region. The region comprising the
upper Indus and its many tributary rivers is called the Punjab, while the region surrounding the
lower Indus is referred to as the Sindh. The Ganges River begins in the western Himalaya and
flows southeast across northern India before draining into the Bay of Bengal. Because they could
support large populations, the plains surrounding these river systems served as the heartland for
India’s first major states and empires.

Peninsular India is also an important part of the story because over time great regional kingdoms
will also emerge in the south. The peninsula is divided from northern India by the Vindhya Mountains,
to the south of which lies the Deccan Plateau. This arid plateau is bordered by two coastal ranges—
the Western Ghats and Eastern Ghats, beyond which are narrow coastal plains, the Malabar Coast
and the Coromandel Coast. This nearly 4600 miles of coastline is important to India’s history
because it linked fishing and trading communities to the Indian Ocean and, therefore, the rest of
Afro-Eurasia. Sri Lanka is an island located about thirty kilometers southeast of the southernmost
tip of India, and also served as an important conduit for trade and cultural contacts beyond India.
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Map 3.1 | South Asia
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3.6 INDIA’'S FIRST MAIJOR CIVILIZATION: THE INDUS
VALLEY CIVILIZATION (2600 BCE - 1700 BCE)

A century of archaeological work in India that began in 1920 not only revealed a lost civilization
but also a massive one, surpassing in size other major early riverine civilizations of Afro-Eurasia,
such as ancient Egypt and the Mesopotamian states. In an area spanning roughly a half million
square miles, archaeologists have excavated thousands of settlements (see Map 3.2). These can
be envisioned in a hierarchy based on size and sophistication. The top consists of five major cities
of roughly 250 acres each. One of those is Harappa, and because it was excavated first the entire
civilization was named Harappan Civilization. The bottom of the hierarchy consists of fifteen
thousand smaller agricultural and craft villages of about 2.5 acres each, while between the top and
bottom lie two tiers with several dozen towns ranging in size from 15 to 150 acres. Because the

Indus Valley Civilization
Mature Harappan Phase
(2600-1900 BCE)

* Major city = Town or village
 Extent of Mature Harappan phase . River

Other archaeological culture, Matural feature

Map 3.2 | Indus Valley (Harappan) Civilization | Map of important Indus Valley (Harappan) Civilization cities
and towns during its most developed period.

Author: User “Avantiputra7”

Source: Wikimedia Commons

License: CC BY-SA 3.0
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majority of these settlements were situated near the Indus River in the northwestern region of the
subcontinent, this civilization is also called the Indus Valley Civilization.

As with ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia, archaeologists have been able to sketch out how
this civilization evolved out of the simpler agricultural villages of the Neolithic period. On the
subcontinent, farming and the domestication of animals began c. 7000 BCE, about two thousand
years after they did in the Fertile Crescent. To the west of the Indus River, along the foothills of
Baluchistan, the remains of numerous small villages have been found that date back to this time
(see Map 3.3). One of these is Mehrgarh. Here, villagers lived in simple mud-brick structures,
grew barley and wheat, and raised cattle, sheep, and goats.

Over the course of the next three thousand years, similar Neolithic communities sprang up
not only in northwest India but also in many other locations on the subcontinent. But it was to the

Indus Valley Civilization

o . i etk : Sl Early Harappan Phase

L <4 5, e T (3300-2600 BCE)
> - . ] = Town or village . River

- Early Harappan sub-region
Other archazoloaical culturs, Natural feature

Map 3.3 | Archaeological sites dating to northwest India’s Neolithic period and the Indus Valley Civilization |
Agricultural village societies first emerged to the west of the Indus and then spread to the Indus River and its many
tributaries, as well as the Ghaggar-Hakra River (running parallel to and east of the Indus), which has since dried
up. These provided the foundation for the emergence of towns and cities.

Author: User “Avantiputra7”

Source: Wikimedia Commons

License: CC BY-SA 3.0
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west of the Indus River and then throughout neighboring fertile plains and valleys of the Punjab
and Sindh that we see the transition to a more complex, urban-based civilization. Excavations
throughout this region show a pattern of development whereby settlements start looking more
like towns than villages: ground plans become larger, include the foundations of houses and
streets, and are conveniently located by the most fertile land or places for trade. Similar artifacts
spread over larger areas show that the local communities building these towns were becoming
linked together in trade networks. Archaeologists date this transitional period when India was on
the verge of its first civilization from 5000 to 2600 BCE. The mature phase, with its full-blown
cities, begins from 2600 BCE, roughly four centuries after the Sumerian city-states blossomed
and Egypt was unified under one kingdom.

The ruins of Mohenjo-Daro and other Indus cities dating to this mature phase suggest a
vibrant society thriving in competently planned and managed urban areas. Some of the principal
purposes of these urban settlements included coordinating the distribution of local surplus
resources, obtaining desired goods from more distant places, and turning raw materials into
commodities for trade. Mohenjo-Daro, for instance, was located along the lower reaches of the
Indus (see Figure 3.2). That meant it was conveniently built amidst an abundance of resources:
fertile flood plains for agriculture, pasture for grazing domesticated animals, and waters for fishing
and fowling. The city itself consisted of several mounds—elevated areas upon which structures
and roads were built. A larger mound served as a core, fortified area where public functions
likely took place. It contained a wall and large buildings, including what archaeologists call a
Great Bath and Great Hall. Other mounds were the location of the residential and commercial
sectors of the city. Major avenues laid out on a grid created city blocks. Within a block, multistory
dwellings opening up to interior courtyards were constructed out of mudbricks or bricks baked in

Figure 3.2 | Great Bath at Mohenjo-Daro | View of the Great Bath at Mohenjo-Daro, an Indus Valley city
located along the lower reaches of the Indus River. This section was part of the largest mound at the site. The
higher structure in the rear is a Buddhist stupa dating to a later period in India’s history.

Author: Sagib Qayyum

Source: Wikimedia Commons

License: CC BY-SA 3.0
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kilns. Particular attention was paid to
public sanitation. Residences not only
had private wells and baths, but also
toilets drained by earthenware pipes
that ushered the sewage into covered
drains located under the streets.
Artifacts tell of city life. Farmers
and pastoralists brought their grain
and stock to the city for trade or to
place it in warehouses managed by the
authorities. Laborers dug the wells
and collected trash from rectangular
bins sitting beneath rubbish chutes.
Craftsmen worked copper and tin
into bronze tools, fired ceramics, and
manufactured jewelry and beads out
of gold, copper, semi-precious stones,
and ivory. Merchants travelling near
and far carried raw materials and

Figure 3.4 | Indus Priest/King Statue |
17.5 cm tall sculpture found at Mohenjo-
Daro. The dignified appearance and
headband and cloak of this man suggest
that he was an important political or
religious leader in the city.

Author: Mamoon Mengal

Source: Wikimedia Commons
License: CC BY-SA 1.0
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Figure 3.3 | Seals from Indus Valley cities | These were made
from fired steatite and used to imprint the identity of owners on goods.
Author: User “MrABlair23”

Source: Wikimedia Commons

License: Public Domain

finished goods by bullock carts or boats to the dozens of
towns and cities throughout the region.

Some goods also went to foreign lands. Harappan
cities located along the coast of the Arabian Sea engaged
in coastal shipping that brought goods as far as the Persian
Gulf and the delta of the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers. In
Mesopotamian city-states, Harappan seals and beads
have been found, and Mesopotamian sources speak of a
certain place called “Meluhha,” aland with ivory, gold, and
lapis lazuli. That was the Indus Valley Civilization. Cities
like Mohenjo-Daro were linked in networks of exchange
extending in every direction.

But unlike ancient Egypt and Sumer, this civilization
has not yet provided sources we can read, and this
poses major problems of interpretation. True, over four
thousand inscribed objects with at least four hundred
different signs recurring in various frequencies have
been found on clay, copper tablets, and small, square
seals excavated primarily at the major cities (see Figure
3.3). But the heroic efforts of philologists to decipher
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the language have failed to yield results.
Thus, some historians call this civilization
proto-historic, distinguishing it from both
prehistoric cultures that have no writing
and historic ones with written sources that
we can read.

This proto-historical state of the
evidence leaves many questions concerning
Harappan people’s political organization
and beliefs unanswered. On the one hand,
much uniformity in the archaeological
record across the region suggests
coordination in planning—cities and towns
were similarly designed, fired bricks had the

Figure 3.6 | Dancing Girl of Mohenjo-daro
Author: Joe Ravi

Source: Wikimedia Commons

License: CC BY-SA 3.0

Figure 3.5 | Unicorn Seal | Mold from a “unicorn

seal” from Mohenjo-Daro depicting a mythical animal
standing over an altar or trough, with writing above.
Author: User “Ismoon”

Source: Wikimedia Commons
License: CCO 1.0

same dimensions, and weights were standardized. On
the other hand, the ruins lack structures that can be
clearly identified as palaces, temples, or large tombs.
In other words, there is little evidence for either a
central political authority ruling over an empire or for
independent city-states. One intriguing artifact found
in Mohenjo-Daro is a small sculpture of a bearded
man made of soapstone (see Figure 3.4). The dignified
appearance suggests he may have been a priest or king,
or even both. Perhaps he and other priests purified
themselves in the Great Bath for ritual purposes. Yet,
this is purely speculation, as the sculpture is unique.
He may also have been a powerful landowner or
wealthy merchant who met with others of a similar
status in assemblies convened in the Great Hall of the
citadel. Perhaps local assemblies of just such elites
governed each city.

Religious beliefs are also difficult to determine.
Again, some of the principal evidence consists of
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small artifacts such as figurines and the square seals. The seals were carved out of a soft stone
called steatite and then fired so they would harden. They contain images of animals and humans,
typically with writing above. Mostly, they were used to imprint the identity of a merchant or
authorities on goods. However, some of the images may have had religious significance. For
example, hundreds of “unicorn seals” display images of a mythical animal that resembles a species
of cattle (see Figure 3.5). These cattle are usually placed over an object variously interpreted as
a trough or altar. Perhaps these were symbols of deities or animals used for sacrificial rituals.
Equally as interesting are the numerous female clay figurines. These may have been used for
fertility rituals or to pay homage to a goddess (see Figure 3.6).

The decline of Harappan civilization set in from 1900 BCE and was complete two hundred
years later. Stated simply, the towns and cities and their lively trade networks faded away, and the
region reverted to rural conditions. Likely causes include geologic, climatic, and environmental
factors. Movement by tectonic plates may have led to earthquakes, flooding, and shifts in the course
of the Indus. Less rainfall and deforestation may have degraded the environment’s suitability for
farming. All of these factors would have impacted the food supply. Consequently, urban areas and
the civilization they supported were slowly starved out of existence.

3.7 THE LONG VEDIC AGE (1700 - 600 BCE)

By 1700 BCE, Harappan Civilization had collapsed. In northwest India, scattered village
communities engaging in agriculture and pastoralism replaced the dense and more highly
populated network of cities, towns, and villages of the third millennium. The rest of northern
India too (including the Ganges River), as well as the entire subcontinent, were similarly dotted
with Neolithic communities of farmers and herders. That is what the archaeological record
demonstrates.

The next stage in India’s history is the Vedie Age (1700 — 600 BCE). This period is named
after a set of religious texts composed during these centuries called the Vedas. The people who
composed them are known as the Vedic peoples and Indo-Aryans. They were not originally from
India, and rather came as migrants travelling to the subcontinent via mountain passes located in
Afghanistan and Pakistan. The Aryans first settled in the Punjab, but then they pushed east along
the Ganges, eventually impressing their way of life, language, and religious beliefs upon much
of northern India. The course of India’s history was completely changed during this period. By
the end of the Vedic Age, numerous states had emerged and Hinduism and the varna social
system were beginning to take shape.

3.7.1 The Early Aryan Settlement of Northern India (1700 - 1000 BCE)

Theearlyhistoryofthe Vedic Age offers the historianlittle primarysource material. Forexample,
for the first half of the Vedic Age (1700 — 1000 BCE), we are largely limited to archaeological sites
and one major text called the Rig Veda. This is the first of four Vedas. It consists of 1028 hymns
addressed to the Vedic peoples’ pantheon of gods. But it wasn’t actually written down until after
500 BCE. Rather, from as early as the beginning of the second millennium BCE, these hymns were
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orally composed and transmitted by Aryan poet-seers, eventually becoming the preserve of a few
priestly clans who utilized them for the specific religious function of pleasing higher powers. Thus,
these hymns only offer certain kinds of information. Yet, despite these limits, historians have
been able to sketch out the Aryan’s way of life in these early centuries, as well as to make solid
arguments about how they came to India.

The Indo-Aryans were pastoralists who migrated to India in waves beginning c. 1700 BCE (see
Map 3.4). They referred to themselves as Aryans, a term meaning “noble” or “respectable.” They
spoke Sanskrit, and used it to transmit their sacred hymns. At first, in search of land, they settled
along the hills and plains of the upper reaches of the Indus River and its tributaries, bringing with
them their pastoral and farming way of life. In their hymns, the Aryans beseech the gods to bless
them with cattle, bounteous harvests, rain, friends, wealth, fame, and sons. From these, it is clear
that herding was the principal occupation and cows were especially prized. But the Aryans also
farmed, as apparent in hymns that speak of plough teams and the cutting and threshing of grain.

Early Vedic Period
(1700-1000 BCE)
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Map 3.4 | Early Vedic Culture (1700-1000 BCE) | The early Vedic Age, showing the Aryan’s migration routes
and the areas where they first resided in the Punjab.

Author: User “Avantiputra7”

Source: Wikimedia Commons

License: CC BY-SA 3.0
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During these early centuries, led by their pastoral chiefs, some Aryans retained a semi-
nomadic way of life, living in temporary dwellings and then moving about with their herds or
migrating further. Others settled down in villages. In both cases, kinship was especially valued.
At the simplest level, society consisted of extended families of three generations. Fathers were
expected to lead the family as patriarchal heads, while sons were expected to care for the herds,
bring honor through success in battle, and sacrifice for the well-being of their fathers’ souls after
death. They also inherited the property and family name. This suggests that, as is so often the
case for ancient societies, men were dominant and women were subordinate. Yet, women’s roles
weren’t as rigidly defined as they would be in later times, and they had some choice in marriage
and could remarry.

Several extended families, in turn, made up clans, and the members of a clan shared land and
herds. Groups of larger clans also constituted tribes. The Vedas speak of rajas who, at this point,
are best understood as clan or tribal chieftains. These men protected their people and led in times
of battle, for the clans and tribes fought with each other and with the indigenous villagers living
in the northwest prior to the Aryan migrations. In times of war, these chiefs would rely on priests
who ensured the support of the gods by reciting hymns and sacrificing to them. At assemblies of
kinsmen and other wealthy and worthy men from the clan, the rajas distributed war booty. Sudas,
for example, was the chief of the Bharata clan. After settling in the Punjab, the Bharatas were
attacked by neighboring clan confederacies, but drawing on his skills in chariot warfare and the
support of priests, Sudas successfully fought them off.

More than anything else, the Rig Veda reveals the Aryan’s religious ideas. For them, the
universe was composed of the sky, earth, and netherworld. These realms were populated by a host
of divinities and demons responsible for the good and evil and order and disorder blessing and
afflicting the human world. Although one Vedic hymn gives a total of thirty-three gods, many more
are mentioned. That means early Vedic religion was polytheistic. These human-like powers lying
behind all those natural phenomena so close to a people living out on the plains were associated
with the forces of light, good, and order. By chanting hymns to them and sacrificing in the correct
way, the Aryan priests might secure blessings for the people or prevent the demons and spirits on
earth from causing sickness and death. They might also ensure that the souls of the dead would
successfully reach the netherworld, where the spirits of righteous Fathers feasted with King Yama,
the first man to die.

Approaching the gods required neither temples nor images. Rather, a fire was lit in a specially
prepared sacrificial altar. This might take place in a home when the family patriarch was hoping
for a son or on an open plot of land when the clan chieftain wished to secure the welfare of his
people. Priests were called in to perform the ceremony. They would imbibe a hallucinogenic
beverage squeezed from a plant of uncertain identity and chant hymns while oblations of butter,
fruit, and meat were placed in the fire. The gods, it was believed, would descend onto grass strewn
about for them and could partake of the offerings once they were transmuted by the fire.

Indra was among the most beloved of the Vedic gods. As a god of war and the storm, and
as king of the gods, Indra exemplified traits men sought to embody in their lives. He is a great
warrior who smites demons and enemies but who also provides generously for the weak. Agni,
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another favorite, was god of fire and the household hearth. Agni summons the gods to the sacrifice
and, as intermediary between gods and humans, brings the sacrificial offering to them.

3.7.2TheOriginsofthe Aryan PeopleandtheIndo-European Hypothesis

Because the Aryans came to India as migrating pastoralists from mountainous regions to
the northwest of the Indian subcontinent, historians have sought to understand their origins.
Sanskrit has provided important clues because it contains features similar to languages spoken
at some point in Europe, Iran, and Central Asia. For example, although they are vastly different
languages, Latin, Persian, and Sanskrit share similar sounds, vocabulary, and grammar.

On the basis of these shared traits, linguists have constructed a kind of family tree that shows
the historical relationship between these languages (see Figure 3.7). Sanskrit belongs to a group
of languages used in northern India called Indo-Aryan. These languages are closely related to
languages used throughout history in neighboring Iran. Together, all of these are called the Indo-
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Figure 3.7 | Proto-Indo-European Family | Chart showing the relationship between some
languages in the Indo-European Family. Note the location of Sanskrit.

Author: Jack Lynch

Source: Rutgers

License: © Jack Lynch. Used with permission.
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Iranian language group. This language group is in turn one of nine branches of related language
groups comprising the Indo-European language family.

Linguists assume these distantly-related languages share a common ancestor. They label that
ancestral language proto-Indo-European and the people who spoke it Indo-Europeans. They
posit a scenario whereby, in stages and over time, groups of these peoples migrated from their
homeland to neighboring areas and settled down. Since this process happened over the course
of many centuries and involved much interaction with other peoples along the way, the ancestral
language evolved into many different ones while retaining some of the original features.

One question, then, is the location of this homeland and the history of the peoples who spoke
these languages as they changed. Many places have been proposed, but at present the most
widely accepted scenario puts this
homeland in the steppe lands of
southern Russia, just to the north
of the Black Sea and Caspian Sea
(see Map 3.5).

Evidence from archaeological
sites suggests that during the third
millennium an Indo-European
people lived in this region as
semi-nomadic pastoralists. They
were likely the first to domesticate
the horse and also improved the
chariot by adding lighter, spoked
wheels. They lived in tribes made Map 3.5 | Indo-European Migrations | The area highlighted in
up of extended families and pink, lying between the Black and Caspian Seas, is the suggested
worshipped numerous sky gods homeland for Indo-Europeans in the third millennium BCE. Arr_ows
show the movement of speakers of Indo-European languages in the

by offerlng sacrifices in fire altars. second millennium. The arrow showing movement to the southeast
At some point during this into India designates the Indo-Aryans, who began entering the Indo-

millennium and over the course Gangetic Plains from c. 1700 BCE.
. Author: Larry Israel
of several centuries, groups of o, . original work
these peoples left their homeland License: CC BY-SA 4.0
and migrated south to the Iranian
Plateau. By 2000 BCE, Indo-Iranian speaking pastoralists were living on the Iranian Plateau and
in Afghanistan. Some among these evolved into the Indo-Aryan speakers living to the northwest
of the Indus. It is these peoples that began to arrive in the Punjab from c. 1700 BCE, with their

Vedic religion, kinship-based social order, and pastoral and farming way of life.

3.7.3 The Later Vedic Age (1000 - 600 BCE)

During the early centuries of the Vedic Age, the world of the Aryan tribes was the rural setting of
the Punjab. Some settlers, however, migrated east to the upper reaches of the Ganges River, setting
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the stage for the next period in India’s history, the later Vedic Age. The later Vedic Age differs from
the early Vedic Age in that during these centuries lands along the Ganges River were colonized by
the Aryans and their political, economic, social, and religious life became more complex.

Over the course of these four centuries, Aryan tribes, with horses harnessed to chariots
and wagons drawn by oxen, drove their herds east, migrating along and colonizing the plains
surrounding the Ganges. Historians debate whether this happened through conquest and warfare
or intermittent migration led by traders and people seeking land and opportunity. Regardless, by
600 BCE the Aryans had reached the lower reaches of the Ganges and as far south as the Vindhya
Range and the Deccan Plateau. Most of northern India would therefore be shaped by the Aryan
way of life. But in addition, as they moved into these areas, the Aryans encountered indigenous
peoples and interacted with them, eventually imposing their way of life on them but also adopting
many elements of their languages and customs.

During this time, agriculture became more important and occupations more diverse. As
the lands were cleared, village communities formed. Two new resources made farming more
productive: iron tools and rice. Implements such as iron axes and ploughs made clearing
wilderness and sowing fields easier, and rice paddy agriculture produced more calories per unit
of land. Consequently, population began to grow and people could more easily engage in other
occupations. By the end of this period, the earliest towns had started to form.

Political changes accompanied economic developments. Looking ahead at sixth-century
northern India, the landscape was dominated by kingdoms and oligarchies. That raises the
question of the origins of these two different kinds of states, where different types of central
authority formally governed a defined territory. Clearly, these states began to emerge during the
later Vedic Age, especially after the eighth century.

Prior to this state formation, chiefs (rajas) and their assemblies, with the assistance of priests,
saw to the well-being of their clans. This clan-based method of governing persisted and evolved
into oligarchies. As the Aryans colonized new territory, clans or confederacies of clan would claim
it as their possession, and name it after the ruling family. The heads of clan families or chiefs
of each clan in a confederacy then jointly governed the territory by convening periodically in
assembly halls. A smaller group of leaders managed the deliberations and voting, and carried out
the tasks of day-to-day governing. These kinds of states have been called oligarchies because the
heads of the most powerful families governed. They have also been called republics because these
elites governed by assembly.

But in other territories clan chiefs became kings. These kings elevated themselves over
kinsmen and the assemblies and served as the pivot of an embryonic administrative system.
Their chief priests conducted grand rituals that demonstrated the king’s special relation with the
gods, putting the people in awe of him and giving them the sense that they would be protected.
Treasurers managed the obligatory gifts kings expected in return. Most importantly, kingship
became hereditary, and dynasties started to rule (see Map 3.6).

Society changed too. In earlier times, Aryan society was organized as a fluid three-class social
structure consisting of priests, warriors, and commoners. But during the later Vedic Age, this
social structure became more hierarchical and rigid. A system for classifying people based on
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Map 3.6 | The Late Vedic Age (1000-600 BCE) | The area highlighted in pink, lying between the Black and
Caspian Seas, is the suggested homeland for Indo-Europeans in the third millennium BCE. Arrows show the
movement of speakers of Indo-European languages in the second millennium. The arrow showing movement to the
southeast into India designates the Indo-Aryans, who began entering the Indo-Gangetic Plains from c. 1700 BCE.
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Source: Wikimedia Commons
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broad occupational categories was developed by the religious and political leaders in society. These
categories are known as varnas, and there were four of them: Brahmins, Kshatriya, Vaishya, and
Shudra. The Brahmins were the priests, whose duty was to memorize and orally transmit the
Vedas and perform sacrifices so as to maintain good relations with the gods. The Kshatriya were
the chiefs and warriors, whose duty was to govern well and fight. The Vaishya were commoners
who traded and farmed. They were responsible for society’s material prosperity. The Shudras
were servants who labored for others, usually as artisans or by performing menial tasks.

Varnas became hereditary social classes. That means a person was born into one of these
and usually remained there for life, pursuing an occupation included in and marrying someone
belonging to that varna. Varna has also been translated as ritual status. Your varna determined
how pure or polluted you were, and thus what level of participation in rituals you would be allowed
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and also who you could associate with. Varna thus defined a social hierarchy. The Brahmins
were the purest and most honored. Warriors were respected for their leadership and supported
the Brahmins, who affirmed their authority by carrying out royal ceremonies. Together, they
dominated society. The Shudras (servants) were the most polluted and could not participate in
any sacrifice or speak freely to members of other varnas. Over time, this way of organizing society
came to be viewed as normal and natural.

During the later Vedic Age, the religion of the Aryans also developed in new directions. As one
of the world’s major religious traditions, Hinduism is multi-faceted and contains many layers of
historical development. The earliest layer is called Brahmanism. Brahmanism begins with the
Rig Veda, which presents a universe controlled by a host of divinities. During the early Vedic Age,
the Aryans explained the world through myths about these higher powers, and their priests sought
to influence them through sacrificial ceremonies. These priests become the Brahmin varna.

This early layer persisted and became even more elaborate. Three new Vedas were added to
the Rig Veda, as well as two sets of texts called Brahmanas and Upanishads. Combined, this
literature, which was composed in Sanskrit, constituted the full Vedic corpus, and became the
preserve of the Brahmins.

The Brahmins weren’t content with the 1028 hymns of the Rig Veda. Later Vedas set the
hymns to music, added prose formulas that were to be uttered in the course of sacrificing to the
divinities, and offered spells and incantations for achieving such goals as warding off disease and
winning a battle. The Brahmanas were primarily handbooks of ritual for the Brahmins. They
explained the meaning of the sacrifices and how to carry them out. Clearly, the Brahmins were
becoming ever more conscious of their role in keeping the universe in good working order by
pleasing and assisting the gods and consecrating kings. Their sacrificial observances became all
the more elaborate, and an essential component of good kingship.

The Upanishads, however, added an entirely new set of ideas. The title means “sitting near” and
points to a setting where sages conveyed spiritual insights to students through dialogue, stories,
and analogies. The Upanishads are records of what was taught and discussed, the earliest dating
to the eighth and seventh centuries BCE. These sages were likely hermits and wanderers who felt
spiritually dissatisfied with the mythological and ritualistic approach of Brahmanism. Rather,
they sought deeper insight into the nature of reality, the origins of the universe, and the human
condition. The concepts that appear throughout these records of the outcome of their search are
brahman (not to be confused with Brahmins), atman, transmigration, and karma.

According to these sages, human beings face a predicament. The universe they live in is created
and destroyed repeatedly over the course of immense cycles of time, and humans wander through
it in an endless succession of deaths and rebirths. This wandering is known as transmigration, a
process that isn’t random, but rather determined by the law of karma. According to this law, good
acts bring a better rebirth, and bad acts a worse one. It may not happen in this lifetime, but one
day virtue will be rewarded and evil punished.

Ultimately, however, the goal is to be liberated from the cycle of death and rebirth. According
to Hindu traditions, the Upanishads reflect spiritual knowledge that was revealed to sages who
undertook an inward journey through withdrawal from the world and meditation. What they
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discovered is that one divine reality underlies the universe. They called this ultimate reality
brahman. They also discovered that deep within the heart of each person lies the eternal soul. They
called this soul atman. Through quieting the mind and inquiry, the individual can discover atman
and its identity with brahman: the soul is the divine reality. That is how a person is liberated from
the illusion of endless wandering.

In conclusion, by the end of the Vedic Age, northern India had undergone immense changes.
An Aryan civilization emerged and spread across the Indo-Gangetic Plains. This civilization was
characterized by the Brahmin’s religion (Brahmanism), the use of Sanskrit, and the varna social
system. The simpler rural life of the clans of earlier times was giving way to the formation of states,
and new religious ideas were being added to the evolving tradition known today as Hinduism.

3.8 TRANSITION TO EMPIRE: STATES, CITIES, AND NEW
RELIGIONS (600 TO 321 BCE)

The sixth century begins a transitional period in India’s history marked by important
developments. Some of these bring to fruition processes that gained momentum during the late
Vedic Age. Out of the hazy formative stage of state development, sixteen powerful kingdoms and
oligarchies emerged. By the end of this period, one will dominate. Accompanying their emergence,
India entered a second stage of urbanization, as towns and cities become a prominent feature of
northern India. Other developments were newer. The caste system took shape as an institution,
giving Indian society one of its most distinctive traits. Lastly, new religious ideas were put forward
that challenged the dominance of Brahmanism.

3.8.1 States and Cities

The kingdom of Magadha became the most powerful among the sixteen states that dominated
this transitional period, but only over time. At the outset, it was just one of eleven located up and
down the Ganges River (see Map 3.7). The rest were established in the older northwest or central
India. In general, larger kingdoms dominated the Ganges basin while smaller clan-based states
thrived on the periphery. They all fought with each other over land and resources, making this a
time of war and shifting alliances.

The victors were the states that could field the largest armies. To do so, rulers had to mobilize
the resources of their realms. The Magadhan kings did this most effectively. Expansion began
in 545 BCE under King Bimbisara. His kingdom was small, but its location to the south of the
lower reaches of the Ganges River gave it access to fertile plains, iron ore, timber, and elephants.
Governing from his inland fortress at Rajagriha, Bimbisara built an administration to extract
these resources and used them to form a powerful military. After concluding marriage alliances
with states to the north and west, he attacked and defeated the kingdom of Anga to the east.
His son Ajatashatru, after killing his father, broke those alliances and waged war on the Kosala
Kingdom and the Vrijji Confederacy. Succeeding kings of this and two more Magadhan dynasties
continued to conquer neighboring states down to 321 BCE, thus forging an empire. But its reach
was largely limited to the middle and lower reaches of the Ganges River.
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Map 3.7 | The most powerful states of the sixth century BCE | Mahajanapadas
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To the northwest, external powers gained control. As we have seen, the mountain ranges defining
that boundary contain passes permitting the movement of peoples. This made the northwest a
crossroads, and, at times, the peoples crossing through were the armies of rulers who sought to
control the riches of India. Outside powers located in Afghanistan, Iran, or beyond might extend
political control into the subcontinent, making part of it a component in a larger empire.

One example is the Persian Empire (see Chapter 5). During the sixth century, two kings, Cyrus
the Great and Darius I, made this empire the largest in its time. From their capitals on the Iranian
Plateau, they extended control as far as the Indus River, incorporating parts of northwest India
as provinces of the Persian Empire (see Map 3.8). Another example is Alexander the Great (also
see Chapter 5). Alexander was the king of Macedon, a Greek state. After compelling other Greeks
to follow him, he attacked the Persian Empire, defeating it in 331 BCE. That campaign took his
forces all the way to mountain ranges bordering India. Desiring to find the end of the known
world and informed of the riches of India, Alexander took his army through the Khyber Pass and
overran a number of small states and cities located in the Punjab. But to Alexander’s dismay, his
soldiers refused to go any further, forcing him to turn back. They were exhausted from years of
campaigning far from home and discouraged by news of powerful Indian states to the east. One of
those was the kingdom of Magadha (see Map 3.9).
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Map 3.8 | Afro-Eurasia in 500 BCE | Note how India is divided up among numerous polities, and
how a large Persian Empire is reaching from the Middle East into northwest India.

Author: Thomas Lessman

Source: Talessman’s Atlas of World History

License: © Thomas Lessman. Used with permission.

Map 3.9 | Afro-Eurasia in 323 BCE | By this time, Alexander the Great had defeated the Persian
Empire and entered northwest India. The Nanda Dynasty (located along the Ganges River) was the
last to rule Magadha.

Author: Thomas Lessman

Source: Talessman'’s Atlas of World History

License: © Thomas Lessman. Used with permission.
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Magadha’s first capital—Rajagriha—is one of many cities and towns with ruins dating back
to this transitional period. Urban centers were sparse during the Vedic Age but now blossomed,
much like they did during the mature phase of the Harappan Civilization. Similar processes
were at work. As more forests were cleared and marshes drained, the agricultural economy of
the Ganges basin produced ever more surplus food. Population grew, enabling more people to
move into towns and engage in other occupations as craftsmen, artisans, and traders. Kings
encouraged this economic growth as its revenue enriched their treasuries. Caravans of ox-drawn
carts or boats laden with goods travelling from state to state could expect to encounter the king’s
customs officials and pay tolls. So important were rivers to accessing these trade networks that the
Magadhan kings moved their capital to Pataliputra, a port town located on the Ganges (see Map
3.7). Thus, it developed as a hub of both political power and economic exchange. Most towns and
cities began as one or the other, or as places of pilgrimage.

3.8.2 The Caste System

As the population of northern India rose and the landscape was dotted with more villages,
towns, and cities, society became more complex. The social life of a Brahmin priest who served the
king differed from that of a blacksmith who belonged to a town guild, a rich businessman residing
in style in a city, a wealthy property owner, or a poor agricultural laborer living in a village. Thus,
the social identity of each member of society differed.

In ancient India, one measure of identity and the way people imagined their social life and
how they fit together with others was the varna system of four social classes. Another was
caste. Like the varnas, castes were hereditary social classifications; unlike them, they were far
more distinct social groups. The four-fold varna system was more theoretical and important for
establishing clearly who the powerful spiritual and political elites in society were: the Brahmins
and Kshatriya. But others were more conscious of their caste. There were thousands of these,
and each was defined by occupation, residence, marriage, customs, and language. In other
words, because “I” was born into such-and-such a caste, my role in society is to perform this
kind of work. “I” will be largely confined to interacting with and marrying members of this same
group. Our caste members reside in this area, speak this language, hold these beliefs, and are
governed by this assembly of elders. “I” will also be well aware of who belongs to other castes,
and whether or not “I” am of a higher or lower status in relation to them, or more or less pure.
On that basis, “I” may or may not be able, for instance, to dine with them. That is how caste
defined an individual’s life.

The lowest castes were the untouchables. These were peoples who engaged in occupations
considered highly impure, usually because they were associated with taking life; such occupations
include corpse removers, cremators, and sweepers. So those who practiced such occupations
were despised and pushed to the margins of society. Because members of higher castes believed
touching or seeing them was polluting, untouchables were forced to live outside villages and
towns, in separate settlements.
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3.8.3 The Challenge to Brahmanism: Buddhism

During this time of transition, some individuals became dissatisfied with life and chose to leave
the everyday world behind. Much like the sages of the Upanishads, these renunciants, as they
were known, were people who chose to renounce social life and material things in order that they
might gain deeper insight into the meaning of life. Some of them altogether rejected Brahmanism
and established their own belief systems. The most renowned example is Siddhartha Gautama
(c. 563 — 480 BCE), who is otherwise known as the Buddha.

Buddha means “Enlightened One” or “Awakened One,” implying that the Buddha was at one
time spiritually asleep but at some point woke up and attained insight into the truth regarding the
human condition. His life story is therefore very important to Buddhists, people who follow the
teachings of the Buddha.

Siddhartha was born a prince, son to the chieftain of Shakya, a clan-based state located at the
foothills of the Himalaya in northern India. His father wished for him to be a ruler like himself,
but Siddhartha went in a different direction. At twenty-nine, after marrying and having a son, he
left home. Legends attribute this departure to his having encountered an old man, a sick man, a
corpse, and a wandering renunciant while out on an excursion. Aging, sickness, and death posed the
question of suffering for Siddhartha, leading him to pursue spiritual insight. For years, he sought
instruction from other wanderers and experimented with their techniques for liberating the self
from suffering through meditation and asceticism. But he failed to obtain the answers he sought.

Then, one day, while seated beneath a tree meditating for an extended period of time, a
deepening calm descended upon Siddhartha, and he experienced nirvana. He also obtained
insight into the reasons for human suffering and what was needful to end it. This insight was
at the heart of his teachings for the remaining forty-five years of his life. During that time, he
travelled around northern India teaching his dharma—his religious ideas and practices—and
gained a following of students.

The principal teaching of the Buddha, presented at his first sermon, is called the Four Noble
Truths. The first is the noble truth of suffering. Based on his own experiences, the Buddha
concluded that life is characterized by suffering not only in an obvious physical and mental sense,
but also because everything that promises pleasure and happiness is ultimately unsatisfactory
and impermanent. The second noble truth states that the origin of suffering is an unquenchable
thirst. People are always thirsting for something more, making for a life of restlessness with no
end in sight. The third noble truth is that there is a cure for this thirst and the suffering it brings:
nirvana. Nirvana means “blowing out,” implying extinction of the thirst and the end of suffering.
No longer striving to quell the restlessness with temporary enjoyments, people can awaken to
“the city of nirvana, the place of highest happiness, peaceful, lovely, without suffering, without
fear, without sickness, free from old age and death.”™ The fourth noble truth is the Eight-Fold
Path, a set of practices that leads the individual to this liberating knowledge. The Buddha taught
that through a program of study of Buddhist teachings (right understanding, right attitude),
moral conduct (right speech, right action, right livelihood), and meditation (right effort, right

1 Rupert Gethin, The Foundations of Buddhism (Oxford University Press, 1998), 79.
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concentration, right mindfulness), anyone could become a Buddha. Everyone has the potential to
awaken, but each must rely on his or her own determination.

After the Buddha died c. 480 BCE, his students established monastic communities known
as the Buddhist sangha. Regardless of their varna or caste, both men and women could choose
to leave home and enter a monastery as a monk or nun. They would shave their heads, wear
ochre-colored robes, and vow to take refuge in the Buddha, dharma, and sangha. Doing so meant
following the example of the Buddha and his teachings on morality and meditation, as well as
living a simple life with like-minded others in pursuit of nirvana and an end to suffering.

3.9 THE MAURYAN EMPIRE (321 - 184 BCE)

The kingdom of Magadha was the most powerful state in India when the Nanda Dynasty
came to power in 364 BCE. Nine Nanda kings made it even greater, by improving methods of tax
collection and administration, funding irrigation projects and canal building, and maintaining an
impressive army of infantry, cavalry, elephants, and chariots.

But Nanda aspirations were cut short when they were overthrown by Chandragupta
Maurya (r. 321 — 297 BCE), who began a new period in India’s history. He and his son Bindusara
(r. 287 — 273 BCE) and grandson Ashoka (r. 268 — 232 BCE) were destined to forge the first
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Brahmin of the Nanda court, Chandragupta formed alliances with Nanda enemies, overthrowing
them in 321 BCE. Thereafter, through diplomacy and war, he secured control over central and
northern India.

Kautilya, whose advice may have been critical to Chandragupta’s success, is viewed as the
author of the Arthashastra, a treatise on statecraft. This handbook for kings covered in detail
the arts of governing, diplomacy, and warfare. To help ensure centralization of power in the
ruler’s hands, it provided a blueprint of rules and regulations necessary to maintain an efficient
bureaucracy, a detailed penal code, and advice on how to deploy spies and informants.

Chandragupta’s campaigns ended when he concluded a treaty with Seleucus Nicator in 301
BCE. After Alexander the Great retreated from India and then died, a struggle for his empire
broke out among his generals. Seleucus was one of them. He gained control of the eastern half
and sought to reclaim northwest
India. But he was confronted by
Chandragupta, defeated, and
forced to surrender the Indus
Basin and much of Afghanistan,
giving the Mauryan Empire control
over trade routes to West Asia.
The treaty, however, established
friendly relations between the
two rulers, for in exchange for
hundreds of elephants, Seleucus
gave Chandragupta a daughter
in marriage and dispatched an
envoy to his court. Hellenistic |
kings (see Chapter 5) maintained . ‘; TR
commercial and diplomatic ties L e % Sepan
with India.

Military expansion continued
under Bindusara and Ashoka until
all but the tip of the subcontinent
came under the empire’s control.
With King Ashoka, however,
warfare came to an end. We know
far more about him because he
left behind a fascinating record
telling much about his ideas on
governing' He had edicts inscribed Map 3.11 | Location of the rock edicts and pillars of King Ashoka
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He then placed them in populous areas where people usually gathered, so that his officials could
read them to his largely illiterate subjects.

One rock edict speaks to why King Ashoka decided to renounce violence. While waging war
against a small state located along the east coast, he was deeply disturbed by the amount of
suffering and dislocation the war heaped upon innocent people’s lives. This realization caused
him to redouble his faith in the Buddha. Ashoka, it turns out, was a lay follower of Buddhism.

In his edicts, he proclaimed to his subjects that the sound of the drum would be replaced
by the sound of the dharma. In ancient India, dharma meant universal law. For the Brahmin
priests, for example, dharma meant a society and religious order founded on Vedic principles and
the caste system. For Buddhists, dharma consisted of the truths taught by the Buddha. For kings,
dharma was enlightened governing and just rule. Thus, Ashoka was proclaiming that he would
now rule by virtue, not force.

Ashoka’s kingly dharma was shaped by his personal practice of Buddhism. This dharma
consisted of laws of ethical behavior and right conduct fashioned from Indian traditions of kingship
and his understanding of Buddhist principles. To gain his subject’s willing obedience, he sought to
inspire a sense of gratitude by presenting himself in the role of a father looking out for his children.
He told his subjects that he was appointing officers to tour his realm and attend to the welfare
and happiness of all. Justice was to be impartially administered and medical treatment provided
for animals and humans. A principle of non-injury to all beings was to be observed. Following
this principle meant not only renouncing state violence, but also forbidding slaughtering certain
animals for sacrifices or for cooking in the royal kitchen. Ashoka also proclaimed that he would
replace his pleasure and hunting tours with dharma tours. During these, he promised to give gifts
to Brahmins and the aged and to visit people in the countryside.

In return, Ashoka asked his subjects to observe certain principles. He knew his empire was
pluralistic, consisting of many peoples with different cultures and beliefs. He believed that if
he instilled certain values in these peoples, then his realm might be knit together in peace and
harmony. Thus, in addition to non-injury, Ashoka taught forbearance. He exhorted his subjects
to respect parents, show courtesy to servants, and, more generally, be liberal, compassionate,
and truthful in their treatment of others. These values were also to be embraced by religious
communities, since Ashoka did not want people fighting over matters of faith.

The king’s writ shaped the government because kings were the heart of it. They were advised by
a council of ministers and served by high officials who oversaw the major functions of the state. The
Mauryans were particularly concerned with efficient revenue collection and uniform administration
of justice. To that end, they divided the empire into a hierarchy of provinces and districts and
appointed officials to manage matters at each level. But given such an immense empire spread over
a geographically and ethnically diverse territory, the level of Mauryan control varied. Historians
recognize three broad zones. The first was the metropolitan region—with its capital Pataliputra—
located on the Ganges Plain. This heartland was tightly governed. The second zone consisted of
conquered regions of strategic and economic importance. These provinces were placed under the
control of members of the royal family and senior officials, but state formation was slower. That is,
the tentacles of bureaucracy did not reach as deeply into local communities. Lastly, the third zone
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consisted of hinterlands sparsely populated by tribes of foragers and nomads. Here, state control
was minimal, amounting to little more than establishing workable relations with chieftains.

After King Ashoka’s reign, the Mauryan Empire declined. The precise reasons for this decline
are unknown. Kings enjoyed only brief reigns during the final fifty years of the empire’s existence,
so they may have been weak. Since loyalty to the ruler was one element of the glue that held the
centralized bureaucracy together, weak kings may explain why the political leaders of provinces
pulled away and the empire fragmented into smaller states. Furthermore, the Mauryan court’s
demand for revenue sufficient to sustain the government and a large standing army may have
contributed to discontent. In 184 BCE, the last king was assassinated by his own Brahmin military
commander, and India’s first major imperial power came to an end.

3.10 REGIONAL STATES, TRADE,
RELIGION: INDIA 200 BCE - 300 CE

After the Mauryan Empire fell, no one major power held control over a substantial part of India
until the rise of the Gupta Empire in the fourth century CE. Thus, for five hundred years, from c. 200
BCEt0300CE, Indiasawafairlyrapid turnover of numerous, competing regional monarchies. Most of
these were small, whilethelarger ones were onlylooselyintegrated. Some developed along the Ganges.
Others were of Central Asian origins, the product of invasions from the northwest. Also, for the first
time, states formed in southern India. Yet, in spite of the political instability, India was economically
dynamic, as trade within and without the subcontinent flourished, and India was increasingly linked
to other parts of the world in networks of exchange. And new trends appeared in India’s major
religious traditions. A popular,
devotional form of worship
was added to Buddhism
and also became a defining
element of Hinduism.

AND DEVOTIONAL

3.10.1 Regional States

The general who brought
the Mauryan Empiretoa close
by a military coup established
the Shunga Dynasty (c. 185 —

73 BCE). Like its predecessor,
this kingdom was centered
on the middle Ganges, the
heartland of India’s history
since the late Vedic Age. But
unlike it, the Shunga King-
dom rapidly dwindled in size.
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Shunga rulers were constantly warring with neighboring
kingdoms, and the last fell to an internal coup in 73 CE.
Subsequently, during the ensuing half millennium, other
regions of India played equally prominent roles.

The northwest remained a source of dynamism, as
different peoples living beyond the Hindu Kush invaded
India and established one kingdom after another.
Most of this movement was caused by instability on
the stepp