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7.1 LEARNING OBJECTIVES
After going through this unit, you will be able to discuss the origin and the growth of Egyptian civilization,
 describe the political beliefs and institutions that existed in ancient Egypt,
 analyze the socio-economic condition of the ancient Egyptians,
 describe the religion and philosophy of the Egyptian people,
 discuss the state of art and architecture that flourished in ancient Egypt.

7.2 INTRODUCTION
What is Civilization? Why are we studying about ancient civilization? Well, to begin
with- “Civilization is a complex and developed culture usually associated with
specific achievements such as agriculture, urban life, specialized labour, and a system
of writing” (Adler and Pouwells). And the importance lies in the fact that it is a
record of the life and times of human beings, their culture etc., dating back to times,
when there was no system of writing down a systematic history.
Civilization is nothing but the record of human progress over times. Most of the
civilizations have been situated in and around rivers; hence, they have been termed as
river valley civilization. Egypt remains one such civilization with its mystic charm
and ethereal surroundings.
The term civilization comes from the Latin word civilis, the meaning of which is
related to citizen, city states and civil life. Like every civilization, ancient Egypt had
1

been endowed with some specific culture, customs etc. In this unit, we will be
discussing the origin of the Egyptian civilization and its splendor and glory.

7.3 ORIGIN AND SPREAD OF EGYPTIAN CIVILIZATION
Drawing the boundaries of ancient Egypt in time and space would be difficult. As for
geography, what marks the limit of ancient Egypt? To reconstruct the history of
ancient Egypt, we can use the River Nile as the starting point. The core of Egypt
starts from the first cataract at Aswan to the Mediterranean Sea. The geography of
Egypt serves as a corridor for the other cultures to enter. As in case of river valleys,
the Egyptian civilization developed around the Nile River, extending to the desert
across the Red Sea. Herodotus described Egypt as the gift of the Nile in the 5th
century. As for the study of ancient Egypt, the sources are mainly the archaeological
and visual remains. Written records are available only from the second millennium
BC. The sources for the study of ancient Egypt are mostly the artifacts, architectures,
organic remains, literature mostly preserved cautiously.
The ancient civilization of Egypt originated in the land of Punt, in Eastern Africa in
the 3rd millennium BC. It appeared in the Paleolithic age in North east Africa in c
400000 BC, but there was no settlement in the Nile valley due to dry climate. By
c.10000-5000BC, the valley was inhabited by nomads who lived on hunting and
fishing. Around 6000 BC, cultivation was taken up by the people of the valley. The
earliest settlers in the Nile valley were the hunter gatherers who used stone tools. The
land was cultivated, grazed etc. as evidences prove it. However, due to climate
change the fertile plain was transformed to a desert.
Herodotus was known as a Greek traveler and is also known as the father of History.
The historical records of ancient Egypt begin with Egypt as a unified state, which
occurred sometime around 3150 BC. The Egyptian culture, customs, art expression,
architecture, and social structure were closely tied to religion. They were remarkably
stable, and changed little over a period of nearly 3000 years. There have been debates
on the African background of the Egyptian culture with a greater emphasis on
Africa’s contribution. However, ancient Egypt was in Africa but not clearly of Africa.
The ancient Egyptian civilization lasted for about 30 centuries, before it became a
part of the Roman Empire.
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Picture Courtesy: J.E. Swain (The History of World Civilization)
Geographically, the Nile River remains the most fascinating feature of Egyptian
history as this river divides the country into two parts, Upper Egypt and Lower Egypt
and thereby, enriching the rich cultural heritage between these two regions. For some
time, the Egyptian civilization is said to have begun, when the King (or Pharaoh)
Menes unified the separate Upper and Lower Kingdoms along the Nile in 3100
B.C.E. Though both the areas, Upper Egypt and Lower Egypt, had cultural
differences, yet under the Dynastic period, both were ruled as one kingdom.
LET US KNOW
Manetho was a 3rd century BCE historian, who was responsible for making a
chronological date of the Egyptian kings in his work Aegyptiaka.
The history of ancient Egypt is a long history of dynastic rules beginning from Menes
and ending with the Persian invasion in 525 BCE. The Dynasties are grouped under
three kingdoms- the Old (3100-2200 BCE), the Middle and the New.
There is a lot of dispute among the modern scholars as to the exact number of
dynasties. Manetho dates the chronology of Egyptian dynasties by putting the first
dynasty at 3200 B.C. His Aegyptiaka survives at present in brief abstracts.
Accordingly, the chronological status of the dynasties is as follows


Pre-Dynastic (5300-2950 BC)
Early Dynastic (2950-2613 BC)
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Old Kingdom (2613-2160 BC)
First Intermediary Period (2160-2055 BC)
Middle Kingdom (2055-1640 BC)
Second Intermediary Period (1640-1550 BC)
New Kingdom (1550-1069 BC)
Third Intermediary Period (1069-715 BC)
Late Period (715-332 BC)

The period prior to the unification of Egypt (pre-history) holds importance due to the
fact that it contains elements of Egyptian culture. The Egyptians appear homogenous.
The development of human activities was rapid from 5400 to 300 which included a
shift from hunting to farming and gradually the hierarchical power structure leading
to the emergence of a state.
The pre-dynastic period of ancient Egypt is marked by the absence of any political
organization; rather, the people and their society were termed as “cultures”, which
were named after their identification of the archaeological sites. The pre-dynastic
period is marked by 3 cultures Badarian, Naqada I, Naqada II and NaqadaIII.
The Badarian culture is identified at Al-Badari and its cemeteries indicate an
egalitarian social order. The Badarian culture extended far wide due to its trading and
cultural contacts. The inhabitants of this culture made advance progress in
agriculture, pottery making and animal husbandry. Plastic arts in human figurines
were practised.
The Naqada culture seemed more prosperous. The goods at the grave indicate a more
complex social set up. Metal work progressed a little beyond the Badarian culture.
The human form depicted in the pottery signifies the presence of hunting or warrior
group.
The growth of an exploitative elite class hints at the stratification of the society. The
institution of chieftains gradually emerged along with political, religious and trading
centers. Material culture developed and it was marked with advancement in
metallurgy, flint working, stone working and such others. Towards the later phase of
the Naqada culture, Egypt was united and in this period and the influence of
Mesopotamia became more distinct.
Around the year 1600 B.C., a semi-autonomous Theban dynasty under the suzerainty
of the Hyksos became determined to drive the Shepherd Kings out of the country and
extend its own power. The country was liberated from the Hyksos and unified by
Ahmose (ruled 1570-1546 B.C.), the son of the last ruler of the Seventeenth Dynasty.
He was honoured by subsequent generations as the founder of a new line, the
Eighteenth Dynasty, and as the initiator of a glorious chapter in Egyptian history.
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During the New Kingdom, Egypt reached the peak of its power, wealth, and territory.
The government was reorganized into a military state with an administration
centralized in the hands of the Pharaoh and his chief minister. Through the intensive
military campaigns of Pharaoh Thutmose III (1490-1436 B.C.), Palestine, Syria, and
the northern Euphrates area in Mesopotamia were brought within the New Kingdom.
This territorial expansion involved Egypt in a complicated system of diplomacy,
alliances, and treaties. After Thutmose III established the empire, succeeding
Pharaohs were frequently engaged in warfare to defend the state against the pressures
of Libyans from the west, Nubians and Ethiopians (Kushites) from the south, Hittites
from the east, and Philistines (sea people) from the Aegean-Mediterranean region of
the north.
Towards the end of the Twentieth Dynasty, Egyptian power declined at home and
abroad. Egypt was once more separated into its natural divisions of Upper Egypt and
Lower Egypt. The pharaoh now ruled from his residence-city in the north, and
Memphis remained the hallowed capital where the pharaoh was crowned and his
jubilees celebrated. Upper Egypt was governed from Thebes.
The Late Period includes the last periods during which the ancient Egypt functioned
as an independent political entity. During these years, the Egyptian culture was under
pressure from major civilizations of the eastern Mediterranean and the Near East. The
socioeconomic system, however, had a vigor, efficiency, and flexibility that ensured
the success of the nation during these years of triumph and disaster.
Throughout the Late Period, Egypt made a largely successful effort to maintain an
effectively centralized state, which, except for the two periods of Persian occupation
(Twenty-seventh and Thirty-first dynasties) was based on earlier indigenous models.
The Twenty-sixth Dynasty (664 to 525 B.C.E) founded by Psammethichus I, made
Egypt a powerful and united kingdom. This dynasty represented the last great age of
pharaonic civilization and it ended when a Persian invasion dethroned the last
pharaoh.
The Late Period Egypt, however, displayed certain destabilizing features, such as the
emergence of regionally based power centers. These contributed to the revolts against
the Persian occupation but also to the recurrent internal crises of the Twenty-eighth,
Twenty-ninth, and Thirtieth dynasties. In 343 B.C.E., the Persian rule was
oppressively reinstated and it continued until 335 B.C., in what is sometimes called
the Thirty-first Dynasty or second Persian occupation of Egypt.
CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
Answer the following questions:
Q 1: Who was Manetho?
................................................................................................
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Q 2: What are the sources for the study of ancient Egypt?
................................................................................................
Q 3: Where did the Badarian culture evolve?
................................................................................................
Q 4: What was the cause behind the fall of the Pharaonic Egypt?
................................................................................................

7.4 POLITICAL IDEAS AND INSTITUTIONS
Evidence of some kind of political organization is found in the Nile River Valley. It is
assumed that the development of agricultural and irrigational projects would have
required some kind of an organized political order. However, a direct political
organization has not been discovered for the early period. The early Egyptian period
can be broadly divided into the Pyramid Age (3400-2500 BC), the Feudal Age (to
about 1800 BC) and the New Empire (1580-1150 BC).
The two main centres of political development were- the Delta Region and Upper
Egypt. During the Pyramid Age, the government was autocratic and bureaucratic with
the Pharaoh as the supreme power. All his assistants were made responsible to him,
while the common mass remained absent from political activities.
However, the autocratic power of the Pharaoh was brought to an end by the priests
and officials who formed petty rival states. This political instability resulted in
foreign domination for the Egyptians.
Central to the Egyptian view of kingship was the concept of ‘maat’, loosely translated
as ‘justice and truth’ but meaning more than legal fairness and factual accuracy. It
referred to the ideal state of the universe and was personified as the goddess Maat.
The king was responsible for its appearance, an obligation that acted as a constraint
on the arbitrary exercise of power.
The pharaoh ruled by divine decree. In the early years, his sons and other close
relatives acted as his principal advisers and aides. He was considered an incarnation
of the divinity Horus. The act of the Pharaohs was the will of God and the kings will
was the absolute law. From 3100- 2500 BCE, Egypt was ruled by the long line of
unbroken god kings.
However, at times, the power of the Pharaoh collapsed which resulted in the
Intermediate periods and this occurred twice from 2200-2100 BCE and 1650-1570
BCE. The reason behind the first is not known but the second Intermediate period
was due to the invasion of the Hyksos people.
By the Fourth Dynasty, there was a grand vizier or chief minister, who was at first a
prince of royal blood and headed every government department. The country was
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divided into nomes or districts (“sepat” as known in ancient Egypt) administered by
nomarchs or governors. We can trace this division to the pre-Dynastic period (before
3100 BC).
Initially, the nomarchs were royal officials who moved from post to post and had no
pretence to independence or local ties. However, the post of nomarch eventually
became hereditary, and nomarchs passed their offices to their sons. Hereditary offices
and the possession of property turned these officials into landed gentry. Concurrently,
kings began rewarding their courtiers with gifts of tax-exempt land. From the middle
of the Fifth Dynasty can be traced the beginnings of a feudal state with an increase in
the power of these provincial lords, particularly in Upper Egypt.
The Old Kingdom ended when the central administration collapsed in the late Sixth
Dynasty. This collapse seems to have resulted at least in part from climatic conditions
that caused a period of low Nile waters and great famine. The kings would have been
discredited by the famine, because the pharaonic power rested in part on the belief
that the king controlled the Nile flood. In the absence of central authority, the
hereditary landowners took control and assumed responsibility for maintaining order
in their own areas. The manors of their estates turned into miniature courts, and Egypt
splintered into a number of feudal states. This period of decentralized rule and
confusion lasted from the Seventh through the Eleventh dynasties.
The kings of the Twelfth Dynasty restored central government control and a single
strong kingship in the period known as the Middle Kingdom. The Middle Kingdom
ended with the conquest of Egypt by the Hyksos, the so-called Shepherd Kings. The
Hyksos were Semitic nomads who broke into the Delta from the northeast and ruled
Egypt from Avaris in the eastern Delta. Coalitions were formed to protect the rights
of the all the people concerned. For this purpose a three level system was followed:
community level, district and then province (norms). However, this system varied
from time to time and era to era. The organizational form of government during the
ancient times was not from up to down but rather from below, where the grass root
level organizations were recognized as important. It was not autocratic. The
organization at every level was left under the efficient management of a governor.
CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
Answer the following questionsQ 5: Name the two main centres of political development in ancient Egypt?
................................................................................................
Q 6: Who were the nomarchs?
................................................................................................
Q 7: What marked the beginning of a feudal state in ancient Egypt?
................................................................................................
Q 8: In how many levels were the coalitions formed?
................................................................................................
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7.5 SOCIETY AND ECONOMY
SOCIETY:
The growth of agriculture and industry led to the emergence of new social order that
saw the creation of two classes in the society. The upper stratum of the society was
the leisure class or the Pharaoh and his courtiers, while the lower order of the society
consisted of the slaves.
The early Egyptian society followed the matrilineal system because they believed in
maintaining the orderly hierarchy of the Universe. This system was followed by the
people in general too. Usually the family of the deceased was ascertained by the
lineage of the mothers and not the fathers. The Egyptian society comprised of the
peasants who worked in the estate of landholders or government officials as well as
the merchants and craftsmen. The village structure followed a common pattern. The
huts were set close within and the field lay outside.
Besides the peasants, there were the merchants and craftsmen. Cities like Memphis,
Tel el Amarna were royal palaces, shrines and pleasure grounds and not commercial
centres as in other ancient civilizations.
Large scale trade and business were the monopoly of the government officials. A
small middle class existed by the consent of the government officialdom. Slavery
originated during the Empire, when professional soldiers became necessary and
prisoners of war became common. Slavery was the result of owing debts to a landlord
or committing of serious crime. Serfdom (restriction of physical and social mobility)
existed where free tenant farmers turned into serfs. The common people were better
off, free enough to eat and did not pay heavy taxes ruled by a just government.
Women were considered the guardian of the purity of the lineage, keeper of the
royalty. It was only by marrying the eldest princes that a man could claim his right of
the throne. The responsibility of transmitting the royal heritage to the successive
generation was shouldered by the queen. If the pharaoh failed to produce daughters,
the dynasty came to an end. The queens were the chief advisors to the pharaohs and
would take interest in administrative affairs.
The position of women in the Egyptian society was unique due to the equal status
they enjoyed which had no parallels. The wife enjoyed the privilege of inheriting
property and led an independent life in her own rights. Disparities in legal rights were
based on the social differences rather than gender. Interesting to note here is the fact
that the high status held by women in ancient Egypt was not equaled by any other
civilization in the world.
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The relationship between the husband and the wife was expressed in ancient Egypt
symbolically. The husband was represented as the eye or the overseer and the wife as
the throne representing legitimacy.
In case of disputes, the elderly members of the family settled it. The elders of a
community formed councils and collectively carried out rituals, organized works of
public utility, etc. The head of the matri-local community functioned as an overseer
and his main function was to connect the community with the spirits of the land and
the martyrs of the past times. The society in ancient Egypt was simple and then later
evolved into a stratified one towards the later phase of the pre-dynastic period. This
social differentiation is evident from the burial practices. While a majority of the dead
bodies were placed in shallow pits, later the treatment became more elaborate. Some
of the tombs were simple but some others had multiple chambers and superstructures.
The difference in the goods at the grave points to the stratification in the society
according to wealth. Most of the graves contain set of pots, others received stone
mace heads and palettes carved in the shape of bird and animals.
Education was prevalent in the ancient Egyptian society. Among the other institutions
the Egyptians had an educational system totally under government supervision.
Politics and commerce were the vital subjects taught. The state officials conducted
advanced course on the completion of which the student received practical training.
The Egyptians invented a type of paper called papyrus and used the script what we
know today as hieroglyphs (sacred words in Greek terms).
ECONOMY:
Agriculture was the foundation of the Egyptian civilization. Agriculture in the Nile
Valley arose after 4000 BC. Irrigation practices remained the same till the waterwheel
was introduced by the Romans. The technique of farming and the use of domesticated
animals were imported from the Near East. The northern Egyptians practiced farming
from around 5400 while the people in Upper Egypt and Nubia practiced pastoralism.
The government officials decided on the crops to be planted and supervised the work
on the fields. They also collected the share of the government which was 10 to 20 per
cent of the grain. Government engineers and scientists devised the methods for the
measurement of the land. Wheat, barley, millet, onions, beans, lettuce and peas were
some of the important crops that were cultivated. Clothes were prepared with cotton
and flax which were cultivated by the ancient Egyptians. The agricultural implements
and tools did not change much.
The society in ancient Egypt was tight-knit with interdependence on each other.
Hence, the market economy was based on the barter system wherein the people
exchanged goods for goods. There were brokers and traders as well for the smooth
functioning of the market system.
9

Agriculture as a source of economy, led to the rise of many new towns and cities and
thus to the trade system. In these cities and towns grew industries of metal, wood,
leather, glass, etc. Trades and crafts were practised in ancient Egypt.
Construction of massive pyramid structure required certain set of trained artisans and
industries like the granite quarrying, brick-making, masonry, metal-working and such
others. Cloth weaving and pottery making also emerged as a crucial trade business.
That the ancient Egyptians were skilled craftsmen who had great aesthetic sense is
indicated by the painted clay jars, vessels, jewels found in the tomb.
Goods and services were exchanged in markets and public places assigned for it. The
ancient tombs at Saqqara reveal a scene of a daily life in the market. In this scene, we
are shown some buyers and sellers going on with their negotiation for a price. During
the new Kingdom era, markets continued and there were ships seen close by,
indicating the expansion of trade and business. Trades were done at wholesale prices
and there were entry points from where the goods were brought in or sold out.
Trade even though was not as profitable as agriculture, yet it assumed importance as a
source of royal revenue. Later the system of measurement in weights of gold and
silver became prevalent. Items like spices, dyes were imported from India and Arabia.
Negro slaves, gold and ivory were brought from Sudan.
Coins were also used but in a limited manner by the foreigners who could take it back
home and buy things. The coins acted as weights and were also used as a medium of
exchange. The coins were made of gold, silver, copper etc.
CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
Answer the following questionsQ 9: Who were the members of the leisure class?
................................................................................................
Q 10: What was the share of the Government in the agricultural produce?
................................................................................................
Q 11: Name a few industries that developed in ancient Egypt?
................................................................................................
Q 12: What was the utility of the coin?
................................................................................................

7.6 RELIGION AND PHILOSOPHY
Religion played a dominant role in all the spheres of Egyptians life. The ancient
belief among the Egyptians of life after death consists of the bulk of knowledge. The
people believed in animism and hence they considered it good for them to live in
harmony with the nature and its supernatural inhabitants.
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From the early Egyptian writings, it is known that the Egyptians were polytheistic
and hence they believed in many gods as many as 3000. At times, the same deities
were known by different names. Very often it led to confusion due to the worshipping
of various deities in the form of gods, animals, sun, moon and so on but at time, order
was restored. From the graves and debris it is indicated that the religious beliefs were
commonly shared among the inhabitants of ancient Egypt.
Among the deities, the most prominent ones were- Isis (Goddess of Nile and fertility),
Osiris (ruler of afterlife), their son Horus (manifested in the ruling king) and Ptah
(god of all life on earth).
The belief in afterlife was restricted only to the upper class but it was later
democratized. By 1000 BCE most believed in a scheme of reward or punishment for
their ‘ka’ (life essence) which is subject to last judgment by Osiris. They believed that
their ‘ka’ would rise after the death of their physical body if the preparation for the
journey of the soul is correct. Here, the role of the priest became necessary. The priest
in ancient Egypt did not have any important role to play besides the religious rituals,
yet at times during the rule of weak kings, they assumed power. Such a situation
came to pass during the rule of king Akhnaton (1367-1350 BCE), whose ideas of
monotheism was thwarted after his death. King Akhnaton made an attempt to
introduce monotheism or the belief in one God, i.e., the sun god (named Aton), which
was a novelty.
The Egyptians practised a variety of religions starting from primitive fetishism to
monotheism. The ancient Egyptians believed in many deities and regarded them as a
part of life but it was not their religion. The pharaohs had their own leanings towards
different deities and thus many gods were worshipped. Sometimes many deities were
merged into one.
The pharaohs were themselves regarded as heavenly reincarnations and were thus
considered as gods and hence many temples were built to honor the gods. The
temples remained the nucleus of every community. The statues of gods and goddesses
were placed in the temples where only the king and the priest were allowed to enter
and worship. The statues inside the temples would be cleaned, washed and clothed by
a group of high priests. When they left the chamber they removed every trace of their
footsteps. The general people worshipped at their own home. However, on festivals
and such occasions the images or statues would be taken out from the temples for the
common people to see it. The Egyptian gods were often portrayed by the heads of
animals, thus distinguishing one from the other.
The belief in one God or monotheism grew in ancient Egypt with the advent of a
centralized form of government. A pharaoh who was powerful could dictate the type
of religion to be followed by his subjects. At one point of time, the sun god or Ra was
accepted as the most powerful of all the gods, which resulted in the destruction of
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other gods. Not very soon enough Ra, accepted by the priest of Heliopolis, was
superseded by Amon, the Theban god. However, with the unification of Heliopolis
and Thebes, the two gods were jointly worshipped as Amon Ra. Any attempt at
bringing monotheism failed due to the powerful priests who were successful in
overthrowing the kings who made such attempts.
Religious practices were related to the belief in after life and resurrection was taken
for granted. They initially did not associate afterlife with their earthly life and hence
believed in magic tricks but later took to making amends in their conduct as a
preparation for their afterlife. They believed that the dead led a dual life, one on earth
and the other in heaven. Thus, the bodies of the deceased were mummified or images
of the dead were placed in the tomb for the earthly spirit to reside. It was believed
that the food, clothes, and the ornaments provided at the tomb would fulfill the need
of the human desires of the earthly spirit. So deep was their belief in this process of
afterlife that they made contracts for taking care of the tombs. The bodies of the dead
Pharaohs have been preserved along with material goods. They bodies were
mummified using treatments and chemicals, which could make them survive for so
long.
The role of the priest was supreme in this ritual practice. The Egyptians placed much
emphasis on the journey of the soul and hence to ward off all evil the instructions of
the priests were followed. They believed that in the Hall of Truth, there would be a
final judgment as to whether the soul should be admitted to a paradise or thrown into
an abyss of destruction. The myth of Osiris was considered a real spiritual force in the
religious life of the people and an inspiration for the development of the ideas for
later religions dealing with the creation, the nature and the destiny of man. He was
supposed to have resurrected from dying and then being taken to heaven.
The Pharaoh held the highest position of control and administration in the matters of
religion by divine birth and right, as he was the son of Amon-Ra. He presided over
the religious festivals and ceremonies aided by the priests. The priests gradually
started assuming greater power.
The scholars admit that the religion of ancient Egypt disappeared because of the
different invasions and the dominance of a superior culture. Some claim that the
Christians of Egypt were the descendants of the ancient Egypt and while others
believe that the Islamized population of Egypt are of mixed descent from the
culmination of the ancient Egyptians and the Muslims who invaded Egypt.
Christianity came to Egypt as early as the first century C.E. Eventually it became a
legal religion and by the fifth century the last vestiges of traditional Egyptian religion
had vanished with the destruction of the temple of Isis at Phillae.
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7.7 ART AND ARCHITECTURE
The pyramid design in architecture is credited to the Egyptians along with the stone
block masonry. The pyramid still mesmerizes the people because of the fact that the
construction of this building involved no modern machinery.
These massive constructions were built as a burial places for the Pharaohs. It served a
religious purpose symbolizing the everlasting life the Pharaoh sought. The grave in
the pyramid was placed at the bottom topped with vaults and arches above. Passages
were constructed to allow the movement of the soul of the dead. The particular style
involved placing oblong tomb with sloping sides one on top of the other to form a
pyramid.
The Egyptians also built beautiful temples, among which the Karnak Temple is one
consisting of huge columns and an enormous hall. To add to the beauty of the temple
are the landscapes of trees, flowers and artificial lakes.

View of the hypostyle hall with huge columns at Karnak.

Pic. Courtesy: Michael B. Hundley (Gods in Dwellings: Temples and Divine
Presence in the Ancient Near East)
The Egyptians had an eye for beauty to which they gave prime importance and this is
reflected in the houses built by them. The houses in ancient Egypt had a ground floor
or one and two storey above it. In cities, sometimes the houses were five storey’s tall.
The early invention of brick resulted in the use of arches and vaults in the
architectural style of the ancient Egyptians. The roofs of the houses were vaulted. The
ceilings were made of stucco and painted tastefully with proper arrangements and
design.
The Egyptians had great love for landscapes and gardens. The ancient documents
reveal that there were parks and gardens, where flowers and plants were sown. These
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plants were sometimes imported. Public places were thus favored during those times.
There was no marked difference between architecture, sculpture and painting in
ancient Egypt. Very often sculptures of inferior quality were painted. The surface
walls of the tomb were also painted in large numbers. The most famous of which is
the “Geese Meidum” painting which decorated the tomb belonging to the 3rd
dynasty.
Priestly art predominated until the time of Queen Hatshepshut. A painting adorns one
of her temples, which shows three ships with sails outstretched to the wind and with
rowers pulling at the oars.
As for the sculptures of Egypt, the artisans were driven by two ideals- permanence
and realism. The colossal statue of the Pharaohs often overshadowed the buildings
and architectures. Measuring 80 to 90 ft high, the statues were cut from a single block
of stone and weighed in many tons. The figures had block like forms thus giving a
rigid effect. The seated and the standing figures were supported by a large stone
placed behind the head, while the hips, shoulders, legs were placed in a parallel
horizontal position.
Carving out the details in the features was given priority than the shaping of the body
of the figure. Some interesting sculptural works have combined animal and human
forms, like the example of the Sphinx. The Sphinx is an important piece of work,
where the body is that of a lion while the head is of human. It stands as a symbol of
mystery near the Pyramids of Giza. Relief sculptures were also commonly used for
elaborating pictorial narratives carved in the facades of the temples and walls of the
tombs. The figures lacked perspective leading to confusion as it produced a very
unusual effect.
The items of household decoration were equally awe-inspiring and hence deserve a
special mention. The artisans created beautiful items like the couches, chairs, shrines
and various types of utensils. The use of precious metals in designing the household
items and jewelry collections were commonplace.
Pottery making was known and its beauty could be matched only by the Aegeans.
The Egyptian art and architecture thus reflected the higher ideals of reaching
immortality and believing in an afterlife. The Egyptian art did accomplish aesthetic
and technical qualities providing the grandeur and elegance to its work.
CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
Answer the following questions:
Q 13: Name the religion followed by the ancient Egyptians?
................................................................................................
Q 14: The burial practice of the Egyptians was the result of what belief?
................................................................................................
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Q 15: Cite an example of paintings on the surface walls of tombs.
................................................................................................

7.8 LET US SUM UP
After going through this unit, you have learnt–









The origin of the ancient Egyptian civilization and its geographical limits.
The various forms of government that existed in ancient Egypt and the
transition that Egypt underwent during various phases prior to the unification
of Egypt.
The society and the lives of the people (rich and poor, women, slaves etc.) in
ancient Egypt.
The economic condition of ancient Egypt and the growth of industries and
crafts.
The religious beliefs and philosophy that guided the lives and times of the
ancient Egyptians.
The development of architecture, sculpture, paintings in ancient Egypt by
skilled artisans and the role of the state.
The internal revolt and foreign invasions that led to the end of the glorious
civilization.
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Publication, UK
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6) Swain, James Edgar (1983). A History of World Civilization, Mc Graw Hill Book
Co., New York
7) Thompson, Jason (2008). A History of Egypt: From Early times to the Present,
American University Press, NY
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7.10 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
Ans to Q No 1: He was a 3rd century BCE historian who provided a chronological
date of the Egyptian kings.
Ans to Q No 2: Artifacts, architectures, organic remains, literature.
Ans to Q No 3: Al-Badari.
Ans to Q No 4: The recurrent internal revolts and the repeated Persian invasion.
Ans to Q No 5: The Delta Region and Upper Egypt.
Ans to Q No 6: The governors of the districts (nomes) were called nomarchs.
Ans to Q No 7: The increase of the power of the provincial lords.
Ans to Q No 8: Three levels.
Ans to Q No 9: The Pharaoh and his courtiers (noblemen).
Ans to Q No 10: 10 to 20 per cent of the grain produced.
Ans to Q No 11: Pottery making, granite quarrying, brick-making, masonry, metalworking and such others.
Ans to Q No 12: The coins acted as weights and were also used as a medium of
exchange.
Ans to Q No 13: Polytheism.
Ans to Q No 14: The belief in afterlife.
Ans to Q No 15: The “Geese Meidum” painting.

7.11 MODEL QUESTIONS
A. Very Short Questions (Answer each question within 50 words)
Q 1: What were the characteristics of the ancient Egyptian city?
Q 2: How were the societies in the pre-dynastic period in ancient Egypt known as?
Q 3: What is “Maat”?
Q 4: Who were the Hyksos?
Q 5: Who attempted to introduce monotheism?
Q 6: The Egyptian civilization is marked by the rule of how many dynasties?

B. Short Questions (Answer each question within 150 words)
Q 1: To what extent was the society stratified in ancient Egypt?
Q 2: Write a short note ona) Badarian culture
b) Slaves
c) The burial practice of the Egyptians
d) Agricultural economy in ancient Egypt
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C. Long Questions (Answer each question within 300-500 words)
Q 1: Describe the status of women in the early Egyptian society.
Q 2: Discuss the religious beliefs of the people in ancient Egypt and specially the role
of the priests.
Q 3: Analyze the state of art and architecture of ancient Egypt.
Q 4: Describe the role of the River Nile in the history of the Egyptian civilization.
Q 5: Explain the growth of commerce and industry in ancient Egypt?
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UNIT 8: MESOPOTAMIA (SUMERIA & BABYLONIA)
Structure
8.1 Learning Objectives
8.2 Introduction
8.3 Beginning and Expansion
8.4 Nature and Polity
8.5 Socio-Economic and Religious Conditions
8.6 Evolution of Script
8.7 Art and Architecture
8.8 Let us Sum Up
8.9 Further Readings
8.10 Answers to Check your Progress
8.11 Model Questions

8.1 LEARNING OBJECTIVES
After going through this Unit, you will be able to describe the emergence and growth of the civilization of Mesopotamia,
 discuss the political structure and form of government that prevailed in
Mesopotamia in ancient times,
 analyse the social, religious and economic condition in ancient Mesopotamia,
 discuss the evolution of script, language and writing activities that form a part
of its rich heritage
 discuss the nature of art and architecture that developed in the Mesopotamian
civilization.

8.2 INTRODUCTION
In the earlier unit, we discussed the ancient Egyptian civilization and deliberated on
its various aspects. The history of ancient Egypt was a peaceful one with lesser
threats until the invasion of external forces. The history of ancient Egyptian
civilization stands as a unique culture with its social structure, the state of art and
architecture, the political reign of God kings and the growth of commerce and trade.
In this unit, we will be looking into yet another interesting riverine civilization and its
contribution to world history.
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8.3 BEGINING AND EXPANSION
Home to the earliest civilization, the Mesopotamian civilization has been the land
where the first cities of the world were developed and early empires flourished. The
people of Mesopotamia were among the first to record events on clay tablets. During
the Hellenistic period, the Seleucids used the term Mesopotamia to indicate a wide
geographical area.
Being a riverine civilization, the area between the Euphrates and Tigris rivers forms
the cradle of this civilization. Geographically, the valley was situated in between
Syrian and Arabian Desert on one side and the other boundary was formed by the
Zagros Mountains. The Valley was productive as the soil was alluvial and fertile. Due
to its productivity and fertility, it was known as “Garden of Eden” or “The Fertile
Crescent”.
Unlike the early Egyptian civilization, which remained isolated for a long time, the
history of Mesopotamia is a story of struggle from its earliest history. The river,
Tigris Euphrates witnessed the influx of various nomadic tribes. The Zagros
mountains were home to tough raids by these tribes and hence there were constant
invasions. The civilization is known to have witnessed the rise of ancient states and
cities like Uruk, Nippur, Nineveh and such others with complex social structures.
The Mesopotamian civilization consisted of three main civilizations-the Sumerian
civilization, the Babylonian civilization and Assyrian civilization. A few important
historical rulers of Mesopotamia were as follows- Ur-Nammu (the king of Ur),
Sargon (founder of Akkadian kingdom), Hammurabi (founder of the Old Babylonian
state), Tiglath-Pileser I (founder of the Assyrian Empire) and Tigranes the Great, who
established the Armenian Empire.
It is believed that the ancient Mesopotamian civilization developed in about 4th
millennium B.C. till the rise of the Achaemenids in the 6th century BC. The period
can be divided into the following










Hassuna, Samarra and Halaf cultures (Late Neoloithic period)
Ubaid Period (ca 5900-4000BC)
Uruk Period (4000-3100 BC)
Jemdet Nasr Period (3100-2900 BC)
Early Dynastic city states (2900-2350 BC)
Akkadian Empire (ca 2350-2193 BC)
Neo-Sumerian Period (ca 2119-2204 BC)
Early Assyrian kingdom (20th to 18th century)
First Babylonian dynasty (18th to 17th century)
Kassite Dynasty, Middle Assyrian period (16th to 12th century)
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Dark Age (12th to 10th century)
Neo Assyrian Empire ((10th to 7th century)
Neo-Babylonian Empire (7th to 6th century)

Sumer was the heartland of the Mesopotamian civilization. However, in later period
the centre of power shifted from Sumer to Babylonia and farther north to Assyria. So
we are going to discuss separately these three civilizations in our course of study.
THE SUMERIANS
The Sumerians were the earliest settlers in the Valley as referred to in several
accounts. In fact, it is very difficult to say as to how and when these settlements
started. The Summerians were neither Mediterranean nor Alpine in their physical
features. They had an oval face, high straight nose and their stature was stocky. From
the available materials, it can be said that small states developed and flourished in this
civilization. The small states were ruled by several political dynasties of which a few
are mentioned below.
 From the excavations, it is found that the Uruk dynasty, which ruled in
Northern region from 2800 B.C. to 2360 B.C., was the first kingdom of
Sumer.
 The Uruk dynasty was replaced by Ur dynasty and it is known that the Urs
had a well established government. Some tombs belonging to the kings of the
Ur dynasty have been discovered. The tombs, made of bricks and stones, also
contained the personal belongings of the dead person.
 The Lagash dynasty succeeded the Uruk dynasty. Ur-Nanshe was the founder
of Lagash dynasty and constructed many temples and canals. Eantum, of the
Lagash dynasty, conquered the cities of Umma, Kish and Mavi.
 Ur Kazina, the last ruler of Lagash dynasty was defeated by Lugdzagesi, the
governor of Umma, who founded the Lugalzeshi dynasty. His kingdom
covered the whole of Sumerian from the lower sea i.e. the Gulf of Persia to
the upper sea i.e. Mediterranean sea.
The conquest of Akkad led to the spread of the Sumerian culture. Even though the
Akkadians were Semitic, they accepted the Sumerian culture. Although the Sumerian
culture was rich, their lack of unity proved to be a fatal weakness. The Akkadians
developed a great kingdom which fell into the hands of the Barbarians but was later
restored by the Ur rulers. Later in 2200 BC, the Babylonians took over the whole
territory and built a new capital city and called it Babylon, and this marked the
beginning of the Babylonian period.
THE BABYLONIAN PERIOD
The Babylonian people followed the Semitic culture and they gained control of
Mesopotamia after their supremacy over the Akkadians. The term Babylonian
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includes the mixed culture of Semites, Sumerians and other diverse elements. When
one of their chief, Summu-Abbu, became the ruler of a town Bab-Ilu, this small town
later became the centre of power and was named as Babylon. Summu–Abu is said to
have founded the first kingdom of Babylon.
Hammurabi, the fourth descendent of Summmu-Abbu was a popular and powerful
ruler. He conquered Isin, Eshnunna, Mari city states and extended his empire to the
Mediterranean Sea. He played a major role in uniting the greater Mesopotamia and
established a centralized government. He governed with an iron hand, his authority
being based upon divine origin and thus he enjoyed absolute power. He worked for
the welfare of his subjects and during his rule several canals were built to provide
irrigation facilities to his subjects. His period was rightfully a glorious period in the
Babylonian history.
However, he is best known by his code of laws. Hammurabi’s laws controlled all the
aspects of Babylonian life. Some laws were related to commerce and industry, and
included provisions regarding wages, powers and conditions of work. There were
laws which dealt with property rights, bankruptcy while others dealt with marriage
and divorce. The judges were bound to enforce the laws and under the strict
supervision of the king’s advisers and officials. There were severe penalties for any
attempt to bribe a judge or a witness. Carved upon a diorite stone shaft about 8 feet
high, the code of Hammurabi has been preserved. He tried to make his subjects
believe that the laws were divine and given by the Sun God. Although his laws
offered justice - the idea of punishment was ruthless, basically –‘an eye for an eye’.
The descendents of Hammurabi had to defend their empire from the invasions of the
Kessites, but it was not for a long time. The Kassites conquered Babylon and
established a new dynasty in about 1700 BC. During the rule of the Kassites, anarchy
prevailed everywhere resulting in the degradation of culture and civilization. During
the time of Hammurabi, a small state like Babylon became a major city and later it
was called Babylonia meaning “the gateway of the gods”. However, Babylonia
regained its lost glory and honour under the rule of the able king
THE ASSYRIANS
The Assyrians were first settled along the Tigris River, north-west of Babylonian and
built a city state, Asur, named after their chief god. Tiglath-Pileser I is regarded as the
founder of the first Assyrian Empire. He assumed the title of “King of Sumer and
Akkad”.
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Picture Courtesy: J.E. Swain (The History of World Civilization)
During the rule of Adad-nirari II who ascended the throne in 911 BC the Assyrian
empire extended as far as the Khabur. Following a policy of massive expansion by
terrorizing people, Ashurnasirpal II turned the Assyrian capital of Kalhu (Nimrud)
into an armed state. The Assyrians were warriors and during the rule of the Sargonid
dynasty, the Assyrian Empire extended from the Taurus to the Egyptian border.
Assyrians were specialised in warfare. They used cavalry on mounted horsemen and
made extensive use of iron weapons. Shalmanesar III (858-824 B.C.) was a powerful
ruler of this dynasty who conquered Syria and Palestine and annexed them to his
empire. Pilesan III was another powerful ruler who conquered Babylon and annexed
it to his empire. Ashur Banipal was another mighty ruler of Assyrian dynasty. He
attacked Egypt and defeated both the kingdoms of Thebes and Memphis and brought
invaluable wealth. He also defeated Ethiopia and thus extended the Mesopotamian
civilization.
CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
Answer following the following questionsQ 1: The Mesopotamian civilization owes its origin to which rivers?
................................................................................................
Q 2: Name the first kingdom of the Summerian civilization?
................................................................................................
Q 3: When did the Kassites establish their empire?
................................................................................................
Q 4: Who extended the Mesopotamian civilization upto Ethiopia?
................................................................................................
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8.4 NATURE AND POLITY
The cities were ruled by kings, assisted by the nobles and priests. In Sumerian times,
the kings were mere figureheads. The Kings and Queens were believed to be
descendants of God and not God in person, as the Egyptians. The most common
name for the kings were “shepherd” referring to the role of the king as the guardian of
the general people.
The Sumerians had an orderly society. The king or “patesti” (in Sumerian tongue)
was considered the tenant farmer of the god, whose lease was renewed every year
during a festival held annually. The king had several duties which included collecting
offerings, supervising farming and workshops, legalizing all business transaction and
defending the city. Warfare was common because of rivalry for land and water. Many
a time the change of the course of the river led to hostilities and even the repeated
invasions from the neighbouring nomadic tribes necessitated the need for military
alertness.
The Babylonians believed that the king was an agent of Marduk and any ruler who
was legitimate should be crowned. The Babylonians had a centralized government
where the king held all power. The king exerted all control and the fate of the state
and that of the common people was decided by him. His power was based on the
concept of divine origin and hence it was absolute.
In case of Assyria, the kingdom was well organized and the king also functioned as
the High Priest as in the case of the Greek. When Assyria grew into a power, the
entire Empire was divided into certain provinces named after the main cities. The
provinces were ruled by the governors, who were responsible to enforce law and
order. The districts or provinces were compelled to pay fixed tributes and also to
provide a military contingent to the king.
However, there was marked change in the government which is often termed as the
beginning of “the Second Assyrian Empire”. In this period, the government acquired
a militaristic nature. Political and military organisations were the chief component of
the Assyrian government. The army was the state and it was well equipped with
soldiers using iron weapons, war chariots etc. The government was more centralized
with the king acting as a general. The governors and messengers were appointed
personally by the king, which enabled him to keep a check on the administration of
his state. After the fall of the Assyrian Empire, there was no attempt at restoring the
government due to its cruelties and inhumanities inflicted on the people.
CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
Answer the following questions-
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Q 5: What changes were brought in the government at beginning of “the Second
Assyrian Empire”?
...............................................................................................................................
Q 6: Who believed that the king was an agent of Marduk?
...............................................................................................................................
Q 7: During which period in ancient Mesopotamia was the power of the king
diminished?
...............................................................................................................................

8.5 SOCIO-ECONOMIC AND RELIGIOUS CONDITION
In villages social equality was rarely challenged and a leveling interdependency was
taken for granted. Distinction among persons was expected to be displayed in many
ways in the urban areas.
The Sumerian society was divided into three classes(a) The upper class where there were army officers, high government officers and the
feudal lords.
(b) The middle class of the society which consisted of traders, craftsmen and
government officials and
(c) The lower class comprised the farmers, labourers and slaves,
The lower classes and even the slaves were protected by the law of the state. Slaves
could also own property, marry and make a will of their possessions to their children.
Freedom from bondage was easily obtained for the slaves, and only those slaves were
branded who attempted to flee or run away. Slaves were often given responsible
positions in ancient Mesopotamia. The slaves did not enjoy political rights unlike the
freemen. Hereditary slaves were a rarity. Maltreatment of slaves took place in such
workplaces as the mines, fields or to those who had committed crime.
The middle class enjoyed a better status than the people who belonged to the lowest
strata of society. The punishments for offences were more severe for the people
belonging to the middle class as they were more responsible to the state. Death
penalties were common during the early Mesopotamian period.
The people believed in magic and a few were engaged in foretelling and astrology.
The people paid taxes. In Assyria, all free men were compelled to serve the army for
some period of time. They also had many political rights.
Historians agree that in the earlier stage of civilization women shared equal social
prestige and power with men. This phase of equal social power was undermined by
the advent of militarized society (armies), use of heavy agricultural tools and the
establishment of a large scale trade over long distance. In the earliest contracts and
24

rulings, it is referred that women enjoyed extensive rights but by 1200 B.C. they were
treated as a mere object and ruled over by men.
Marriage was considered a legal bondage. Polygamy was also prevalent in the society
but women occupied comparatively a high position in the ancient Mesopotamian
civilization. They could own property, have equal rights in matters of divorce, and
bring lawsuits. They could engage in business or any commercial pursuits and
become professional scribes. Justice to widows and orphans was guaranteed in the
early society. But, a woman rarely operated any enterprise in complete independence.
However, the Assyrian law code was repressive towards women in general.
Adultery was considered the worst offence and wifely adultery resulted in death
penalty both for her and her lover. In Hammurabi’s code, adultery in legal terms was
limited to the infidelities of the wife. The husband’s sexual acts were taken for
granted and not considered offensive. The tablets of ancient Mesopotamia attest that
divorce and lawsuits were frequent.
The king regarded himself as the representative of God and ruled his kingdom in the
name of God. The elite class led luxurious lives in huge palaces. Education was elitist
as it was only the sons of the royals and the noble persons who went to school. As for
the others, the boys learnt the skills of trade and business from their fathers and the
young girls learnt the art of housekeeping and cooking from their mothers and also to
look after their younger siblings.
In the Assyrian Society there were two classes- the independent citizens and the
slaves. The independent class of citizens consisted of nobles, artisans and
commoners. The nobles led a luxurious life and enjoyed special rights and privileges.
The freemen in the society were compelled to serve the army for a stipulated time and
this system was named the ilku service
The commoners led a life of mediocrity. The life of the slaves was very miserable and
unhappy. The Assyrians enslaved the person captured during the wars. The Assyrians
were, no doubt, a cruel and fierce people. So the warriors occupied an honourable
position in the society.
Music was a part and parcel of the life of the people in Mesopotamia, royals and
commons alike. The songs were sometimes written for the gods or to describe an
important event. Among the musical instruments, the Oud has been preserved in the
British Museum and it dates back 5000 years ago, to the Uruk period.
Hunting was a royal game which was equally popular as the sport of boxing,
wrestling and polo (with man sitting not on the horses but on the shoulders of another
man), and was found commonly depicted in the works of art.
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The excavation of graves in certain parts of Mesopotamia sheds some light on the
burial rituals of its people. In Ur, the people were buried under their house, while the
children were put in big jars and were taken to the family chapel. The common
people had simple graves and a few were wrapped in mats and carpets. The graves
did contain goods and items belonging to the dead and those of the royals, carried
precious items.
Houses and other structures were built with dried bricks due to the absence of
building stone and hence they remained temporary. And we have no knowledge about
their architectural developments.

ECONOMIC LIFE
The Sumerians economy was an agro based economy. The soil of their region was
fertile as it had been continuously built by the mud brought by the two rivers, Tigris
and Euphrates. Because of these rivers water was available in large quantity in
Mesopotamia. The unpredictable nature of the weather was, however, a cause of
worry among the people. The potter’s wheel was an important contribution of the
Sumerians and also the wheeled vehicle.
The farmers made dykes, canals and trenches and other irrigation works to irrigate
their land in dry season. They cultivated wheat, barley, pulses and vegetables etc.
They were also among the first to make wine and beer. The peasants did not depend
on slaves due to the fear of mutiny or even escape.
Domestication of animals was another important occupation of the Sumerian. They
domesticated cows, goats, sheep and donkeys etc and used them for productive
purpose. The oxen ploughed the fields, while the asses were used as beasts of burden.
They were also skilled craftsmen who crafted beautiful things in gold, silver, copper,
ivory and wood etc. They were equally well-versed in the art of weaving cotton and
woolen clothes. They also built palaces, tanks and temples of bricks. The credit for
the invention of wheel goes to the Sumerians.
The emergence of towns like Mari, Ur, Uruk prove the growth of urban economy.
Apart from food production urban economy comprises of services like trade,
manufacturers etc. In most cases the city people were dependent on the products or
services of the village people. For e.g., a carver of a stone seal or a bronze tool maker
needs a regular supply of copper, tin, charcoal for fuel. They did not go out to get the
metal. One of the most important characteristics of urban economy in ancient
Mesopotamia was the division of labour.
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LET US KNOW
Anatolia also known as Asia Minor is the western most part of Asia between the
Black Sea in North, the Mediterranean Sea in the South and Aegean Sea in the West.
The Sumerians were good traders who carried on their trade far and wide. Some of
the coins discovered from the Indus Valley reveal that the Sumerian had commercial
relations with India also. In exchange for their articles such as crops, wool, fruits and
clothing they brought back gold, silver, ivory, copper and fine cedar wood from other
lands. In the beginning, trade was carried on by the barter system but later on they
also began to use gold and silver coins. They also issued bills and receipts for
commercial transaction. The Assyrians too engaged in long distance trade with the
Anatolian cities and Babylon.
They traded textiles for precious metals. They established colonies of the merchants
called “karum” (port in Akkadian) which clearly indicates that they had a long
tradition of trading.
Innovative technologies were developed in ancient Mesopotamia which included
textile weaving, flood control, water storage, irrigation, metalworking and
glassmaking. Metals like copper, bronze, and later iron were used for decorating the
palaces and weapons like swords, daggers and others.

RELIGIOUS CONDITION
Among the oldest religion, the Mesopotamian religion is counted as one. The
Mesopotamians were polytheistic in their beliefs in gods and deities. Despite this
there were regional varieties. The Sumerians believed in Enlil (the God of Air and the
son of An and Ki) as the superior god. An was the God of Sky and his wife was the
Goddess Ki. Inanna, Utu, Zababa, Ennugi were a few of his children. Ninurta was the
Sumerian god of war and heroes and his wife Inanna was the Sumerian goddess of
love and war.
For the Babylonians, Marduk was their principal god, while Nabu was the
Mesopotamian god of writing. The other principal deities were- Gula, the sun god,
Ishtar was the goddess of love and fertility. Iskur (Adad) was the god of storm.
Nature worship was the main element in the Sumerian religion. They interpreted any
natural event as an omen and the concept of after life was a thought which was not
welcomed among the Sumerians. The priest practised astrology. Offerings were made
to the gods to obtain benefits such as sufficient rainfalls or prevention of flood.
In the religious life one finds that they worshipped nature and nature gods. Deities
were represented in natural objects. Like the Egyptians, they too had many gods and
in fact each city had its own gods. There were many temples in which heavy offerings
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were made to please gods. Each temple had a priest to look after its working. The
priest lived a very comfortable life. They also believed in the theory of life after death
and there was a practice of burying maids, courtiers and attendants along with the
king and the queen. In order to win the pleasure of gods, animal sacrifice had come to
stay. One of their beautiful temples is in the city of Nippier for the dwelling of their
God Enlil.
On the other hand Babylonians worshipped their chief god Madruk. Love as a factor
for worshiping was absent and it was fear that gained an importance in their religion.
They excused themselves of their sins due to their belief that they were mortals and
hence were unable to do it all right. But, in addition to this, there were thousand gods
which were worshipped. Shanush and Ishtar were their important gods. All taxes
which were paid to the king were only payments to the gods. Each temple had a
priest. These priests got heavy amounts in offerings. One of the sources of offerings
was by playing the part of an unknown stranger to a virgin lady who would sell
herself to him for an hour in order to bear children in the temple of Ishtar.
The Babylonians had built many temples for their gods. Throughout the history of
ancient Mesopotamia, the temples acted as the centres of education where the priests
worked as teachers. The Babylonian temples were known as ‘Ziggurats’ which later
on these temples became the centre for the study of art, science and commerce. They
had also faith in omens as well as in astrology. They sowed and cut crops at
auspicious occasions. The astrologers used to foretell the future with the help of the
mysterious sign found on the liver of the sacrificed sheep and such other rituals. They
believed that this power of foretelling was blessed on a selected few. The study of
stars and skies as undertaken by the astronomers of Babylon was prevalent as people
believed it to be associated with religion and omens. According to H.A. Davies “The
art of foretelling future by using sheep’s livers reached Rome from Babylon.”
The Babylonians had no interest in after life, which they considered dismal and they
believed in improving their life on this very earth. Like the Sumerians, Babylonians,
and the Assyrians had also their own gods. Marduk was considered by the
Babylonians as supreme among other deities. Sacrificial rituals were conducted in the
temples to please the gods.
CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
Answer the following questions:
Q 8: Name the chief God of the Babylonians?
................................................................................................
Q 9: What is an “Oud” and to which period does it date back?
................................................................................................
Q 10: What is a ‘Ziggurat’?
................................................................................................
Q 11: What was the nature of Education in the Mesopotamian civilization?
................................................................................................
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8.6 EVOLUTION OF SCRIPT
The Mesopotamian civilization is well known for two innovations writing and the
cylinder seal. Sumerian was the earliest written language and according to scholars,
besides Sumerian there were other spoken languages in early Mesopotamia. Akkadian
replaced Sumerian language, but the latter was retained for the purposes ranging from
administrative, religious, literary and scientific. Akkadian languages of different
varieties were used and later during the Achaemenid Persian Empire, Aramaic
became the most dominant language. Even though Aramaic occupied the prominent
position, yet Akkadian and Sumerian continued to be used in the temples.
The Archaic text from Uruk was the earliest written document in human history. The
Archaic texts reveal the operation of no less than 13 different numerical systems
falling into five major categories. The earliest texts constitute a written resume of a
process which had reached a point of considerable advancement. Writing was used as
a tool of bureaucracy and social control as writings and cylinder seals were invented
by members of a bureaucracy whose duty it was to administer the earthly estates of
Inanna.
Stamp seals appear in a period as early as the Ubaid period. Cylinder seals here were
used to seal tablets, storage jars, crates and doors in the Late/Middle Uruk period. The
use of sealing tablets began in the Ur period and the items which were sealed were
receipts, disbursements of goods and letter orders. The sealing of tablet became
extremely rare throughout the Early dynastic and Old Akkadian periods, but the
sealing of doors and pottery vessels was well attested for instance at Fara and Girsu.
Thus, the concern was security against theft or misuse of goods belonging to the
temples or palaces. Seals were no longer in use for the validation of written
documents. The seal no longer functioned as a sign of the dispatching authority or
institution.
The Sumerians wrote on clay tablets with a reed, making some symbols or lines- a
system that is referred to as cuneiform. The Summerians did not learn paper making,
but they continued to record their history on clay. They rolled out a lump of soft clay,
made their wedge-shaped marks on it, and then allowed the tablet to dry until it was
hard. It served the purpose of counting of sheep for the sake of taxation to religious
practice, myths and legends.
The latin word for ‘wedge’ is cuneus and forma meaning “shape”, hence the name
cuneiform (Kyoo-Nee-uh-form) writing. There were about 600 cuneiform signs.
LET US KNOW
Cuneiform- It is the oldest writing system. The name is derived from wedge shaped
marks made by the imprint of a stylus in soft clay.
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Sumerians took their idea of writing from cylinder seals and used symbols which
were later employed to identify religious and economic terminologies. Designs or
signs, each representing people, animals, plants, temples, gods, and cities and finally
graphs were associated with specific words and component syllables.
The puzzle of cuneiform writing was solved in much the same way as the Egyptian
hieroglyphics.
Centuries after the high point of Sumerian culture, a ruler of Persia named Darius the
Great suppressed a rebellion led by nine chiefs. He ordered the story to be carved in
both pictures and writing on a limestone cliff which is now placed in western Iran.
The writing is in tree languages, all written in cuneiform.
The Sumerians also devised a moon calendar with 12 divisions adding a year
whenever necessary to bring the year in harmony with the seasons. Each year was
named after some significant event like a storm, death of someone important etc.
Solar and Lunar eclipse were observed and their occurrence was noted according to
the year, month and day. Texts containing botanical and chemical terms that are still
used by scientists in these fields have been found, dating from the 2nd millennium
BC.
Heioglyphics- Orginally an Egyptian system of picture writing in use from 3000BC to
300 BC. The term now denotes pictographic writing system
That learning was prized among the Babylonians is known from the popular proverbs
like, “Ye who excel in tablet writing shall shine like the sun”. They adopted the
Sumerian cuneiform writing, and developed it further.
The towns and temples housed libraries. Men and women alike learned to read and
write. Most of the Babylonian literature was translated from the original Sumerian
texts and the language continued to remain Sumerian. Mythology and epics appeared
to be popular and the most popular epic was that of the Great Epic of Gilgamesh. He
was a legendary ruler and the epic portrays the challenges faced by mankind through
their life and after death. The epic contains many Babylonian myths. Through the
epics, attempts were made to explore the relation of man with the universe and their
very existence in this world.
Another form of Babylonian literature consisted of Temple Literatures, which
included psalms, hymns and prayers. Fables were written in great numbers and were
termed as “Wisdom Literature” because every story had a moral within it. Epigrams
were equally popular for its words of wisdom and philosophy. The study of the
sciences like astronomy and astrology held a special place in the society of the
Babylonians. Reports from the Observatories were sent to the king. The Babylonians
developed the lunar calendar and were able to predict the movement of the planets.
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CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
Answer the following questions:
Q 12: Name the two innovations that the Mesopotamian civilization is well known
for?
.........................................................................................................................................
Q 13: Name the greatest epic of the Babylonians?
.........................................................................................................................................
Q 14: In which period did the stamp seal appear?
.........................................................................................................................................
Q 15: How is the writing of the Sumerians defined?
.........................................................................................................................................

8.7 ART AND ARCHITECTURE
The Mesopotamian civilization made progress in the fields of art such as architecture,
sculpture, painting and industrial art. This is evident from the pictures of buildings,
texts on building practices and archaeological artifacts. Among the monumental
structures referred to in the texts are the temples, palaces, city walls and gates.
Residential architecture is also referred to albeit occasionally.
Among the textual sources on building constructions and associated rituals, Gudea’s
cylinders from the late 3rd millennium are notable; equally worthy are the Assyrian
and Babylonian royal inscriptions from the Iron Age.
Sumerian artists excelled in metal work, gem carving and sculpture. They produced
some remarkable specimen of art on their weapons, pots and jewelry, which showed
their skill and imagination. Their art was not confined to religion alone but an artist
was free to follow his own impulses.
Sumerian art consists mainly of seals cut in stone and metalwork. The architectural
remains are absent due to their use of sun dried bricks. The temples served as homes
of the deities and not as burial places for the common man. The houses were
unattractive except for those meant for the priests; however they could never match
the Egyptian grandeur. Houses are mostly known from Old Babylonian remains at
Nippur and Ur. The houses were prepared from the resources available locally, like
mud brick, mud plaster, reed and others. The inhabitants built their own houses, as
suggested by the materials used by them and the variation in the sizes of the houses.
The palaces of the early Mesopotamian elites were massive complexes with grand
decorations. Reference in this context can be made to the palaces in the Diyala River
Valley sites such as Khafajah and Tell Asmar. These palaces served multiple
functions both as a residential place and a socio-economic institution. It housed
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craftsmen workshops, store house for food, ceremonial courtyards, and shrines. An
example can be made to the “giparu” (Gig Par Ku in Sumerian) at the Ur which was
the residence of the priestess of the Moon God. This palace had multiple courtyards,
burial chambers, ceremonial hall, many sanctuaries and other features. Such a
complex was excavated in Syria (Mari) belonging to the Old Babylonian Period.
Assyrian palaces had walls engraved with pictorial and narrative programs and carved
in stone slabs, known as orthostats. The pictorial programs narrate the cultic scenes or
the royal accomplishments, civil or military. Massive sculptures of mythological
figures adorned the gates and important passageways. The king’s throne-room opened
to a large courtyard used possibly for the purpose of conducting the state affairs.
Among the works of art were the ivory furniture pieces found in the Assyrian palaces.
It was during the reign of Nebuchadnezer II, that the beautiful tower of Babel was
constructed with 288 feet wide base. A beautiful palace in the vicinity of this great
tower was also constructed under his supervision.

ARCHITECTURE
The earliest architectural remains from the times of early Mesopotamia belong to the
4th millennium BC. Basically the remains are temples and palaces from the Early
Dynastic period sites in the Diyala River Valley such as Khafajah and Tell Asmar, the
remains of the Third Dynasty of Ur at Nippur (Sanctuary of Enlil) and Ur (Sanctuary
of Nanna), Middle Bronze Age remains are found at Syrian Turkish sites of Ebla,
Mari, Alalakh, Aleppo and Kultepe, Late Bronze Age Palaces at Bogazkoy
(Hattusha), Ugarit, Ashur and Nuzi, Iron Age palaces and temples at Assyrian
(Kalhu/Nimrud, Khorsabad, Nineveh), Babylonian (Babylon), urartian (Tushpa/ Van
Kalesi, Cavustepe, Ayanis, Armavir, Erebuni, Bastam) and Neo-Hittite sites
(Karkamis, Tell Halaf, Karatepe).
In the field of architecture much information is not available. The shortage in the
supply of Pince stone resulted in the building of houses with baked bricks, which
disappeared with the passage of time. It however appears that rich class of the society
had palatial homes to live in designed with arches, columns and vaults.
The Sumerians seem to have invented several architectural elements. One was the
arch, a curved structure over an opening and one of he strongest forms in building. By
combining several arches, they could also build rounded roofs in the shape of domes
or vaults. They also built sewers beneath their buildings and roofed them with arches
of brick. The architecture of Babylonians disappeared completely because of various
foreign invasions and partly because of the nature of the buildings which were made
of wood and bricks instead of stone.
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Babylonian literature is the only source of knowledge about the Babylonian temples
and palaces. The Babylonian kings built places and ‘Ziggurats’ which had many
storeys like a tower. The tower of Babel, 288 feet high is the best example of such
pyramid structure. The royal palaces were spacious and useful in their own way but
they tacked massiveness and ornamentation of the Egyptian buildings. The
Babylonians did, however, make true archers, constructed with wedge shaped blocks.
Ziggurats (Akkadian ziqquratu) were massive stepped cult platforms found in certain
Mesopotamian sanctuaries. The Temple dedicated to Ea at Eridu (Tell Abu Shahrain),
the “White” Temple dedicated to Anu at Uruk in the late Uruk period is a fine
example of Ziggurats. Ur-Nammu’s ziggurat is considered to be one of the earliest of
all planned ziggurats. Originally built as a three stage construction, only two of it
survived the ravages of time. Built out of mud-brick structure, each of the baked
bricks was stamped with the name of the king.

The restored Ziggurat of Ur
Pic. Courtesy: Michael Woods and Mary B Woods (Ancient Construction
Technology: From Pyramids to Fortresses)
In the later period, the Kassites, Elamites (Late Bronze Age) and the Assyrians and
Babylonians (Iron Age) erected artificial ziggurats. A few of such structures were
found in Dur Kurigalzu, Dur Untash, Kalhu, Dur Sharrukin and Babylon among
others.

SCULPTURE
The sculpture of the Mesopotamian civilization were inferior to those of the
Egyptians and less numerous. Men and animals were carved with the idea of
representing actions as seen at different times. The finished product would often give
a weird effect, but the artist could convey the idea with the use of only a few figures.
The development of seals was the greatest artistic accomplishment of the
Babylonians. From the commoner to the king, everyone had his personal seals. These
are an important source of information regarding the Babylonian civilization. The
Babylonians were also skillful in the art of smithy and could make very beautiful
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ornaments of gold and silver. The ‘Hanging Gardens’ remains a noteworthy
contribution of the Babylonians.
Assyrian sculptures were more realistic and had a life-like effect than those of the
Babylonians. Much of the subject matter was taken from military life. Animalsculptures portrayed the force of action and feelings. Base-relief was developed to a
great perfection. A winged-bull painted in an Assyrian palace is one of the
masterpieces of Assyrian sculpture. The hunting and war scenes engraved on stone
are very much life like. In short, we have to say that greatest achievement of the
Mesopotamian people was in the field of architecture and sculpture.
CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
Answer the following questionsQ 16: What is orthostats?
................................................................................................
Q 17: Name the earliest of all planned ziggurats?
................................................................................................
Q 18: The architectural remains of the Sumerians are marked by its absence. Why?
................................................................................................
Q 19: Locate the Middle Bronze Age remains in the early Mesopotamian civilization?
................................................................................................

8.8 LET US SUM UP
After going through this unit, you have learnt






The tumultuous expansion of the Mesopotamian civilization amidst the rise
and fall of different dynasties.
The political structure and the nature of the Government under the various
dynastic rulers of ancient Mesopotamia.
The soci-religious life of the Mesopotamians and the economic condition
prevalent at that period of time.
The evolution of script and the development of the art of writing in ancient
Mesopotamia.
The art and architectural works as reflected through the remains in ancient
Mesopotamia.

8.9 FURTHER READINGS
1) Adler, Philip J. & Pouwells, Randall L. (2006). World Civilizations, 4th edition,
Thomson Wadsworth, USA
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2) Potts, D.T. (1997). Mesopotamian Civilization: The Material Foundation, Cornell
University Press, UK.
3) Sharma, H.C. and Singh, Dharam (2008). World Civilizations: A Brief Study, Alfa
Publications, New Delhi
4) Swain, James E. (1983). A History of World Civilization, Mc Graw Hill Book Co.,
New York
5) Woods, Michael and Woods, Mary B (2011). Ancient Construction Technology:
From Pyramids to Fortresses, Lerner Publishing Group Inc., USA

8.10 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
Ans to Q No 1: The Tigris-Euphrates.
Ans to Q No 2: The Uruk dynasty.
Ans to Q No 3: 1700 BC.
Ans to Q No 4: Ashur Banipal of the Assyrian dynasty.
Ans to Q No 5: The kingdom became a militarized state.
Ans to Q No 6: The Babylonians.
Ans to Q No 7: The Sumerians.
Ans to Q No 8: Madruk.
Ans to Q No 9: A musical instrument dating back to the Uruk dynasty.
Ans to Q No 10: The Temples of Babylonians.
Ans to Q No 11: Elitist.
Ans to Q No 12: Writing and the cylinder seal.
Ans to Q No 13: Gilgamesh.
Ans to Q No 14: Ur.
Ans to Q No 15: Cuneiform.
Ans to Q No 16: Pictorial and narrative programs and carved in stone slabs.
Ans to Q No 17: Ur-Nammu’s ziggurat.
Ans to Q No 18: Due to their use of sun dried bricks.
Ans to Q No 19: Bogazkoy (Hattusha), Ugarit, Ashur and Nuzi.

8.11 MODEL QUESTIONS
A. Short Questions (Answer each question within 50 words)
Q 1: “The Fertile Crescent” refers to which valley?
Q 2: What do you mean by “karum”?
Q 3: What is the system of “ilku”?
Q 4: Who founded the first kingdom of Babylonia?
Q 5: What purpose did the tablet seals serve in the Late/Middle Uruk period?
Q 6: What do you mean by “Temple Literatures”?
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Q 7: Who were the Akkadians?
B. Very Short Questions (Answer each question within 150 words)
Q 1: Write short notes on a) Babylonian literature
b) Cuneiform
c) Ziggurats
d) Women in ancient Mesopotamia
e) Polytheism in ancient Mesopotamia
f) The Kassites
g) Slaves
h) Hammurabi’s code of law
C. Broad Questions (Answer each question within 300-500 words)
Q 1: Describe the role of monarchy in the expansion of the Empire in ancient
Mesopotamia.
Q 2: Assess the economic condition of the ancient Mesopotamians and its impact on
their social life.
Q 3: Explain the architectural development in ancient Mesopotamia as compared to
the Egyptian civilization?
Q 4: Describe the religious belief and the nature of worship among the
Mesopotamians.
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UNIT 9 : CHINA (SHANG)
Structure
9.1 Learning Objectives
9.2 Introduction
9.3 Geographical Features
9.4 Origin and Extent of the Chinese Civilization
9.5 Structure of the Polity
9.6 Society
9.7 Economy
9.8 Science and Technology
9.9 Religion and Philosophy
9.10 Culture
9.11 Let Us Sum Up
9.12 Further Readings
9.13 Answers to Check Your Progress
9.14 Model Questions

9.1 LEARNING OBJECTIVES
After going through this unit, you will be able to discuss the origin and extent of the Chinese Civilization
 describe the structure of polity under the Chinese Civilization
 explain the social and economic life of the Chinese people in the ancient times
 discuss the scientific and technological developments during the Chinese
Civilization
 know the religion, philosophy and culture of the Chinese people

9.2 INTRODUCTION
The Chinese Civilization was one of the advanced civilizations of the world. It was
developed in the ancient past and had a continuous existence since then. The Chinese
were always proud of their civilization and they considered it the best civilization of
the world. They considered their country as ‘Tien Hsia’ which means the ‘Country
within the Heaven’ or the ‘Heavenly Empire’. The Chinese used to call their country
the ‘Middle Kingdom’ because they believed that China was situated in between the
heaven and the hell. The Chinese Civilization developed in isolation with its own
unique characteristics and therefore the influence and impact of the other
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contemporary civilizations on the growth of the Chinese Civilization was not very
deep.
In this unit we will study about the origin and extent of the Chinese Civilization. We
will also discuss the political, social, economic, religious, philosophical and cultural
aspects of the Chinese Civilization.

9.3 GEOGRAPHICAL FEATURES
China is an Asian Country with a large territory. In the east of China there is the
Pacific Ocean; in the north is the desert and on the south-west stands the high
Himalayas. Due to these physical features China developed as an isolated country.
Two important rivers of China are Hwang Ho and Yang-Chi-Kiang. River Hwang Ho
is also known as the Yellow River.
These rivers and the valleys had greatly contributed to the development of the
Chinese Civilization. The river valleys were very fertile which facilitated agriculture.
At the same time these rivers were also used for irrigation purposes as well as
navigation. The Chinese Civilization developed on the banks of the Hwang Ho River.
Due to the unique geographical location of China, the Chinese Civilization developed
in isolation without being much influenced by the other contemporary civilizations of
the world.

9.4 ORIGIN AND EXTEND OF THE CHINESE CIVILIZATION
The Chinese Civilization is believed to be 7,000 years old. The remote past history of
China is based on assumptions and presumptions and therefore not much is known
about that period. The history of China becomes clearly fair from the 14th century
B.C. The Hisa Dynasty is considered the first historical dynasty of China which ruled
over China for about 439 years. But much information is not available about this
dynasty because of the absence of any archaeological trace. After the Hisa Dynasty,
the Shang Dynasty ruled over China from around 1766 B.C. to 1122 B.C. Though the
Chinese Civilization originated many years ago, in reality the civilization developed
during the reign of the Shang Dynasty. The Shangs had several capitals and Anyang
was the most important among them. It became the capital of the Shang Dynasty for
almost two hundred years. During the reign of the Shang Dynasty the Chinese Empire
expanded rapidly.
After the Shangs, the Chou Dynasty ruled over China after overthrowing the last
Shang king, Chou Hsin. The Chou Empire was established on the banks of Wei,
which was a tributary of River Hwang Ho. The Chou Dynasty ruled from about 1112
B.C. to 256 B.C. The rulers of this dynasty assumed the title of Wang, which means
king. One of the famous kings of this dynasty was Wei Wang. Under the Chou
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Dynasty, the Chinese Civilization developed considerably and it witnessed
fundamental changes in society and outlook of the Chinese people.
After the Chou Dynasty, the Chin Dynasty came to the power in China in around the
3rd century B.C. The areas ruled by the Chin rulers came to be known as China. From
that time onwards this country came to be known as China. One of the famous rulers
of the Chin Dynasty was Shih Huang Ti. He conquered the powerful neighboring
states like Chu, Chi etc and expanded his empire. The Great Wall of China was
constructed during his reign to save China from external attack.
After the downfall of the Chin Dynasty, under the leadership of Liu Pang, the Hans
came to the power in China. It is very interesting that Liu Chi was an officer under
the Chin Dynasty. But with a strong will, determination and courage very soon he
became the Emperor of China and thereafter he came to be known as Kao Tsu. China
made rapid cultural progress under them which we will discuss in detail in the next
sections. Towards the beginning of the 3rd century A.D. the power of the Hans began
to decline. After the Hans, there was a period of darkness in China for about 400
years. During that time there was no powerful central power in China and instead of
that various small states were established. But these small states could not last long.
After that the Sui Dynasty came to power, which too could not last long. In around
618 A.D. the Tang Dynasty came to power in China and under their rule China made
rapid progress both in political and intellectual fields. The Tang period is called the
golden period of China in the cultural field. The dynasty came to an end in 906 A.D.
and after that many other dynasties ruled over China. The Manchu Dynasty was the
last ruling dynasty of China, whose period was from 1644 A.D. to 1912 A.D.
In this way various dynasties ruled China from time to time. Under the Shang, Chou,
Chin, Han, Sui, Tang dynasties China made an all around progress in all the fields
and the Chinese Civilization emerged as one of the best civilizations of the world.

9.5 STRUCTURE OF POLITY
In ancient China, the Emperor was the supreme head of the state administration. He
was the father of the nation and enjoyed supreme power in political affairs of the
state. The Emperor was considered the representative of the God on earth and
therefore the Emperors claimed themselves to be the “Sons of the Heaven”. It was the
duty of the people to give maximum respect to their King. In return, it was the
responsibility of the Emperor to provide a comfortable life to his subjects and to save
them from internal conflicts as well as external attacks. It was absolutely and
exclusively the responsibility of the Emperor to give good, clean and efficient
administration to the people. The Emperor was the supreme authority of the nation
and even the religious institutions were under his control and authority. Succession to
the throne was hereditary and only male members could ascend to the throne.
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For the smooth running of the administration, the Emperor appointed certain
ministers or officers. These officers helped the King in administrative matters of the
State and were directly responsible to the Emperor.
Administrative work was divided into departments. Some of the important
departments of the State were- the Civil Service Department, Finance Department,
Religion Department, Defence Department, Public Works Department etc.
These departments were looked after by the various officers or ministers. Usually
these officers belonged to the noble class. But from the time of the Han Dynasty,
competitive examinations were conducted to appoint these officers on the basis of
merit. The standard of the examinations was very high. All the civil servants were
given training in which among other things they were taught to respect Chinese
traditions and rituals. But these civil servants were supposed to be obedient to the
Emperor because they used to derive power and authority from him only.
Thus in the ancient time, China was the first country in the world to conduct
competitive examinations to appoint civil servants.
CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
Answer the following questions:
Q 1: On the banks of which river did the Chinese Civilization develop?
................................................................................................
Q 2: China got its name from which ruling dynasty?
................................................................................................
Q 3: Name the last ruling dynasty of China?
................................................................................................

9.6 SOCIETY
In the ancient time, the Chinese society was mainly divided into two classes, the
upper or the rich class and the lower or the poor class. Emperors, aristocrats, nobles
belonged to the highest class of the Chinese society. They lived a very luxurious,
comfortable and gracious life. They were not required to do any physical labour, but
they enjoyed all the comforts of life. Their houses were well decorated. These upper
classes of the society had the tendency to trace their descent from some gods.
To the next of the ruling class, there were the literary or intellectual class, merchants,
artisans and rich peasants. The intellectuals were the most respected in the early
Chinese society. The lives of the peasants were miserable. Education was too
expensive and therefore only the rich people could afford that. As a result, social
division prevailed in the Chinese society and social equality never existed in the
ancient Chinese society.
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The soldiers occupied a low place in ancient Chinese society. The Chinese armies
were often composed of people of ‘doubtful’ character. The invading barbarians were
also encouraged by the Chinese Emperor to join his army. Some of the prisoners of
war were also engaged in the Chinese army.
The slaves and the landless peasants were the lowest class of the Chinese society.
Most of the slaves were war captives. The condition of the slaves was very bad and
they could be sold and bought in the markets like a commodity.
The poor classes lived in small houses and did not had a comfortable life. They
worked very hard, but the fruit of their hard labour was enjoyed by the rich classes of
the society. Family was the basic unit of the early Chinese society. Each family had a
male member as its head.
In this way the class-division was there in the ancient Chinese society, where the
ruling class headed by the Emperor was placed at the top and the soldiers, slaves,
landless peasants were placed at the lower classes of the Chinese society.

9.7 ECONOMY
Like any other ancient civilizations of the world, agriculture formed the basis of the
Chinese economic life. In the very beginning, the land under cultivation was very
limited and due to frequent flood in the Hwang Ho River, the cultivators had to shift
their area of cultivation very frequently. Later on, in order to save their land from
being flooded, the Chinese used to construct canals and thereby they tried to control
the heavy flow of water and indirectly increased the area for cultivation. The canals
and dams were also used for irrigation purposes. The Chinese cultivators started using
the plough instead of the digging fork. In the beginning, the cultivators had no right
over their land, but from the time of the Chin Dynasty, the right of the cultivators
over their land was recognized. However, a huge amount of land was still under the
control of the aristocrats. During the reign of the Han Dynasty, an attempt was made
to confiscate land from the aristocrats who used to have large areas of land under
their control and to distribute the same among the landless peasants. But this attempt
was not successful. The Chinese cultivators used to grow various crops, such as rice,
potato, wheat, papaya, watermelon, banana, apple, nuts etc. They also used to grow
cotton. China was also world famous for tea and probably tea came to be used in
China from the 3rd century AD.
In addition to agriculture, the Chinese were also expert craftsmen and they used to
manufacture very beautiful and useful wooden household goods including tables and
chairs. They also used to make very beautiful items of gold, silver, iron and bronze.
Women were engaged in spinning and weaving. The Chinese used to rear silk worms
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for silk threads. The rich people of the Chinese society used to wear silk clothes. The
Chinese were also expert in pottery-making and very soon it developed into a distinct
Chinese art. Another specialty of the Chinese was the carving of jade stone. Jade was
called the “Sound stone” because when it was properly cut and struck it gave a
musical tone. Paper was also manufactured in China and it was quite prosperous
manufacturing industry. They also produced glass and made very beautiful bronze
mirrors, which were also exported.
The Chinese were active in trade and commerce. Development of the communication
network facilitated the rapid growth of Chinese trade and commerce. During the reign
of the Han Dynasty the Chinese trade received great encouragement. The traders
became very prosperous and the volume of China’s international trade increased. The
Chinese carried on trade with Mesopotamia, Egypt, Rome, India etc. Trade was
carried on through both road and sea routes. Leather, woolen and silken goods were
famous handicrafts of China which they also used to export. The “Great Silk Route”
was used to export silk, spices, salt, iron and other items from China to the other
countries of the world. Silk, salt, iron of China was quite in demand in the outside
world. The introduction of the copper coins at that time in China facilitated the
smooth running of trade and commerce. Sometimes in lieu of coins, the Chinese
traders also used to take horses and other commodities.
CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
Answer the following questions:
Q 4: Who were considered the lowest class in the Chinese society?
................................................................................................
Q 5: What was the Chinese army composed of?
................................................................................................
Q 6: Name the countries that China had trade relations with.
................................................................................................
Q 7: What was the living condition of the poor people in China?
................................................................................................
Thus, this international trade not only improved the economic condition of the
Chinese traders but also facilitated the exchange of ideas with the outside world. As a
result of this external trade, the various foreign cultures entered China and it very
soon started influencing the life of the Chinese people.

9.8 SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY
The Chinese made great progress in the field of science and technology. They studied
mathematics, geography, astrology, chemistry, medicine etc. They had made quite a
good number of inventions and discoveries. Bricks were discovered in China. This
discovery resulted in the construction of many temples, canals and buildings. One of
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the greatest achievements of the Chinese in engineering was the building of canals,
which were used for irrigation as well as navigation. Some of these canals were more
than a hundred kilometers long. In addition to that, the Chinese discovered magnet
and also invented coins and chariots. These discoveries had far reaching contributions
to the world civilizations.
In the 1st century A.D. paper was invented in China, which brought about a
revolutionary change in the history of writing. Paper was made from the bark of trees,
bamboo and rags. Water and sun clocks were invented by the Chinese. Sun Chian
prepared a calendar of 365 days during the time of the Han Dynasty. During the same
time printing press was invented and it began to be used for printing books.
The Chinese made much progress in the field of astronomy. They could explain many
astronomical phenomena and had compiled a list of stars and constellations. They had
developed theories about lunar and solar eclipses and could explain the causes of
eclipses and could accurately predict them.
The Chinese had developed a system of numeration. They used the decimal system.
The abacus was invented by the Chinese and it was used for calculations in business
purposes. The Chinese had almost accurately calculated the value of “Pi” (π). They
had also invented compass and lunar calendar.
The Chinese made a great contribution in seismology, the science of earthquakes. In
the 2nd century A.D., they had invented a seismograph. With the help of this
instrument, the Chinese could accurately calculate the epicenter of an earthquake.
The Chinese studied medicine and they had a fair knowledge of human anatomy.
They knew about a number of diseases and their remedies. They could also
distinguish between various infectious diseases and knew the symptoms of each
disease. The Chinese also knew about the relationship between health and diet. They
did not believe in priestly incantations to cure diseases. If necessary they also used to
operate the patients. They also introduced the “Acupuncture” system which is very
popular even today.
The Chinese had made a large number of other inventions also. The credit for
inventing the umbrella, water mill, glass, paper currency, playing cards etc also goes
to the Chinese. In addition to that the Chinese had invented gunpowder, which had far
reaching impacts in the world civilizations and brought about a revolutionary change
in the techniques of war. The Chinese were the first to prepare silk and made use of
that. In addition to that the Chinese were the first to grow tea and knew the use of ink.
In this way the Chinese made great progress in the field of science and technology.
They had made a large number of discoveries and inventions which not only exposed
the talent of the Chinese but also had greatly benefited the world civilizations.
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9.9 RELIGION AND PHILOSOPHY
From the ancient time onwards the Chinese worshipped natural powers like rivers,
wind, earth, heaven etc. According to them, all these natural powers had spirit. They
also used to worship their dead fore-fathers or ancestors. Shang Ti, Tien were the
main gods of ancient China. In addition to this the Chinese used to worship many
other gods and goddesses including the ‘soul’.
LET US KNOW
In ancient China, there was no priestly class to perform the religious rituals for the
people. All the religious rituals were performed by either the person concerned or by
the state. In ancient times the Chinese religious rituals were honestly observed.
Sometimes animal sacrifices were also performed to please their gods and goddesses.
The two major religions of ancient China were Taoism and Confucianism. During the
reign of the Han Dynasty, Buddhism was brought into China by the Indian and
Indonesian traders and the missionaries and in around 191 A.D. a Buddhist
Monastery was also built in Kiangsu province of China. But it was after the end of the
Han Dynasty that Buddhism got popularity in China. As a result of this growing
popularity of Buddhism in China, the relations between China and India developed
considerably. Mainly the Mahayana sect of Buddhism was popular in China.
China was the homeland of some famous philosophers. Among these philosophers
Lao Tse, Confucius, Mencius, Chaung-tse, Mo Ti etc deserved special mention. The
basic principle of their philosophy was how to create an idealistic state and society.
Lao Tse was associated with Taoism. He was born in 604 B.C. in Honan province of
China. He wrote a book named “The Way of Life”. This book contains the essence of
Taoism. Taoism preaches the virtues of a simple life. According to Taoism, through
virtue, compassion, humanity and non- violence true religious objects can be attained.
According to Taoism, life and death are two aspects of human life and all people
should perform their duties very sincerely and honestly. Taoism also believed that
wisdom lies in silence and the society should not be conservative. Every wise person
should be respected who in turn should try to find peace. In the beginning Taoism
was a philosophy and later on it took the shape of a religion.
One of the famous philosophers of ancient China was Confucius. He was born in 551
B.C. in Lu State in a respectable family. He was a contemporary of Mahavira and
Gautam Buddha. He died at the age of 73. He was a thinker and peace lover from his
childhood. He was a great scholar and his teachings greatly influenced the life of the
Chinese. According to him, only those people can improve who sincerely go for the
search of knowledge. He put great emphasis on honouring and respecting the
established customs of China, but he did not believe in the life after death. Respect
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for elders and ancestors, the solidarity of family etc were the central points of his
teachings.
Confucius emphasized moral and social order for society. He believed in the doctrine
of equality and according to his opinion it was the duty of the State to give equal
protection and care for the welfare of all subjects. According to him, the main aim
and duty of the State was to provide equal opportunity to all his subjects so that the
personality and talent of every individual could develop. Confucius believed that for
the advancement of the state and society it was very essential that both the
government and the people should be well disciplined. According to him, the
Emperor comes to the throne with the blessings of god. Again, he believed that the
rulers should be learned and men of character.
Confucius believed that a victor should not use his power in an unlimited manner and
the use of power was against the will of god. According to Confucius, five
relationships were important and they should be valued. These five relationships were
between ruler and subject, father and son, husband and wife, older brother and
younger brother and between the friends.
Very soon these teachings of Confucius started deeply influencing the life of every
Chinese people. Another great philosopher of ancient China was Mencius. He was
greatly influenced by Confucius. He was born in around 373 B.C. According to him,
every human being by nature is good and all social evils come due to illiteracy,
ignorance and poverty and therefore all these should be removed. He believed that
every person must have equal rights and armies should be used only to protect the
State. He died at the age of 85.
Chaung-Tse was another Chinese thinker. He was of the view that wise people live
alone and they do not keep private property. According to him, death was only a
transition from one life to another. He believed that if people begin to love each other
then the human miseries will come to end. According to him, everyone should love
their friends and respect their elders.
Another famous philosopher of China was Mo Ti. He belonged to the Chou era. He
put great emphasis on universal love. According to him, the ruler of the State should
obey the order of God and rule for the all round development of the subjects. But with
the downfall of the Chou dynasty, the teachings of Mo Ti also went to the
background. Thus, the teachings of various Chinese philosophers greatly influenced
the Chinese social as well as religious life.

9.10 CULTURE
China had a very rich culture. Under the Shang, Chou, Han and Tang dynasty China
made rapid cultural progress. All round progress was made in the field of trade and
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commerce, science and technology, religion and philosophy, politics, art, architecture,
language, literature, education, painting etc. We have already discussed in the
previous sections the developments made in the field of politics, trade and commerce,
religion and philosophy, science and technology in China. Therefore in this section
we will study about the progress made in China in the field of education, art and
architecture, language and literature and painting.
As regards education, it became widespread in China under the Hans. Schools and
colleges were established in all the major cities of China and libraries were also
established for the spread of education. During the reign of the Han dynasty, in the
Chungun University alone about 30,000 students got education. Even appointments to
all the higher posts were made on the basis of competitive examinations. Under the
Tangs, the State used to provide assistance to the poor brilliant students so that they
could continue their studies. Thus education received encouragement.
Great progress was made in China in the field of art and architecture. During the
Tang period, many refined and attractive statues of gods and goddesses were built.
The art of pottery making was also encouraged in China during that period. In the
field of architecture, very beautiful royal palaces, pagodas were constructed. In
Chinese architecture, great importance was attached to the construction of walls
around the palaces, temples and even to village houses. The Great Wall of China is a
mighty example of the expert Chinese architecture. This wall was built in 3rd century
B.C. and it was built of stone and mud. The height of this wall is about 6 metres and
it is about 2400 kilometres long. The wall is wide enough for a carriage to go
through. In the wall, at the distance of every few hundred metres there were the
water-towers for the warriors. This wall was constructed across the hills and
mountains and many years were taken for the construction of this mighty wall.
Chinese art reached its height in painting. Landscape painting and historical subjects
were popular themes. Wang Wei (699-759) was a famous landscape painter.
In the field of Chinese literature, the Chin rulers standardized the Chinese script and
an official list of 3300 characters was compiled. After the political unification of
China, this script was adopted all over the country. With the passage of time, many
new characters were added and the Chinese script became more artistic. The Chinese
script had a great contribution in the cultural unification of China. The Chinese script
later on spread to other countries and it influenced the Japanese, Korean and
Vietnamese scripts to a large extent. Though throughout the entire China the script
was the same, yet there were differences in the spoken languages of the Chinese
people.
In the early times, the Chinese used the bone as the writing material. Later on silk
was used as a writing material and a brush of camel hair was used to write on silk by
the Chinese. The use of brush in writing made the Chinese writing very artistic. The
invention of paper in China in the 1st century A.D. brought about a revolutionary
change in writing. Paper was made from the bark of trees, bamboo and rags. As paper
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was cheaper than silk, therefore it became very popular among the common masses
of China. This invention of paper is one of the greatest contributions of China to the
world and it greatly contributed in spreading knowledge all over the world.
The growth of Chinese script and language and the writing materials encouraged the
writing of a very rich literature in China. Besides classical literature, the Chinese
philosophers also wrote beautiful prose. The Chou rulers were great patrons of
poetry. Under the Hans, an ornate style of poetry which described the gardens and
palaces had also developed. In the field of Chinese literature, the Tang age is called as
the golden age. Under the Tangs, the poets and literary persons got royal patronage. It
is said that during this period almost 2,300 poets wrote about 48,900 poems. In most
of the Chinese prose, among other things, spiritual and material life was discussed.
China was the paradise of historians. Some of the first historical works in the world
were written in China. The Annals, which is said to have been written by Confucius is
the history of the state of Lu from 722 to 481 B.C. Later on more historical accounts
were written in China. Each dynasty of China compiled its own history. They used to
keep records of the day to day happenings of the State. The tradition of writing
history became so popular among the various ruling dynasties of China that 26
dynastic histories covering China’s entire history up to 1912 is available. Ssu-ma
Chien, a Chinese historian who probably lived in the 1st or the 2nd century B.C. is
commonly remembered as the Herodotus of China. His famous work is ‘Shih Chi’
which contains valuable information about the political, religious, economic, social
life of China. Apart from this, the other historical writings of China that contained
valuable information about the events in the court included the genealogies of
emperors and tables of officials, the lives of important persons, administration,
geography, astronomy and various other subjects. In this way, China made
tremendous progress in the field of historical literature.
The painting in China was a branch of calligraphy. The brush which was used for
writing was also used for painting. Many of the Chinese paintings were scrolls which
could be rolled up and preserved for many years. The Chinese paintings aimed at
suggesting rather than describing. Natural sceneries, various animals, royal palaces
were the main subject matter of the Chinese paintings. Most of the Chinese paintings
were drawn in the silk cloths. Even pictures of imaginary animals were drawn in the
earthen pots also. In the Chinese paintings great emphasis was given on beauty.
In this way it is beyond doubt that China had a very rich culture. In the field of
education, language and literature, art and architecture, science and technology,
painting and in many other fields, China made tremendous progress. These
achievements and great strides of progress not only glorify the Chinese Civilization
but also made great contribution to the world civilization.
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CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
Answer the following questionsQ 8: Which sect of Buddhism was popular in China?
................................................................................................
Q 9: What does Taoism preach about?
................................................................................................
Q 10: Name some great philosophers of China?
................................................................................................
Q 11: What role did the ruling dynasties play in encouraging the development of
literature?
................................................................................................
Q 12: What was the main subject matter of Chinese paintings?
................................................................................................

9.11 LET US SUM UP
After going through this unit, you have learnt about

The emergence of the Chinese Civilization as one of the advanced
civilizations of the world in the ancient past and with a continuous existence
since then.



The political structure of China, under the rule of various dynasties, where the
Emperor was the supreme head of the state administration as he was
considered as the representative of the God on earth. All other ministers or
officers were subordinate to him.



In the ancient time, the Chinese society was mainly divided into two classes,
the upper or the rich class and the lower or the poor class and hence social
equality never existed in the society.



Economically, agriculture was the basis of the Chinese economic life and
China was also world famous for tea and probably tea came to be used in
China from the 3rd century AD. However, they were equally expert craftsmen
and they used to manufacture very beautiful and useful wooden household
goods including tables and chairs.



China also witnessed a rapid growth of Chinese trade and commerce. The
Chinese carried on trade with Mesopotamia, Egypt, Rome, India etc. Trade
was carried on both through road and sea routes.
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The Chinese made great progress in the field of science and technology,
mathematics, geography, astrology, chemistry, medicine etc. They had made
quite a good number of inventions and discoveries.



The Chinese were very religious people. From the ancient time onwards they
worshipped nature, ancestors and spirits. Sometimes animal sacrifices were
also performed to please their gods and goddesses.



Great progress was made in China in the field of culture, painting, art and
architecture. The royal dynasties gave patronage which encouraged the
development of culture and literature.
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9.13 ANSWERS TO CHECK YOUR PROGRESS
Ans to Q No 1: Hwang Ho River.
Ans to Q No 2: Chin Dynasty.
Ans to Q No 3: Manchu Dynasty.
Ans to Q No 4: The slaves and the landless peasants.
Ans to Q No 5: People of doubtful character.
Ans to Q No 6: Mesopotamia, Egypt, Rome, India etc.
Ans to Q No 7: They lived in small huts and had to toil hard.
Ans to Q No 8: Mahayana.
Ans to Q No 9: Taoism preaches the virtues of a simple life. According to Taoism
through virtue, compassion, humanity and non- violence true
religious objects can be attained.
Ans to Q No 10: Confucius, Chaung-Tse, Mencius and Mo Ti amongst others.
Ans to Q No 11: The ruling dynasties provided royal patronage to the poets, writers,
and such others, thus encouraging the development of literature.
Ans to Q No 12: Natural sceneries, various animals and royal places.
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9.14 MODEL QUESTIONS
A. Very Short Questions (Answer each question in about 50 words)
Q 1: Which was considered the first historical dynasty of China?
Q 2: During whose region the Great Wall of China was constructed?
Q 3: Write about one famous book written by Lao Tse?
Q 4: In the ancient times what was used as a writing material by the Chinese?
Q 5: Who is considered the Herodotus of China?
Q 6: What is the meaning of ‘Tien Hsia’?
Q 7: Write another name of River Hwang Ho?
Q 8: Define the term “Wang”?
B. Short Questions (Answer each question in about 150 words)
Q 1: Write the name of two dynasties that ruled over ancient China.
Q 2: Name some crops which were cultivated by the Chinese peasants.
Q 3: Which Chinese commodities were in great demand in the outside world?
Q 4: Name five commodities which were invented by the Chinese.
Q 5: Write the names of two important Gods of ancient China.
Q 6: Name two important religions of China in the ancient times.
Q 7: Write the name of two writing materials of ancient China.
C. Long Questions (Answer each question in about 300-500 words)
Q 1: Discuss in brief the origin and extension of the Chinese Civilization.
Q 2: Write a note on the structure of polity in ancient China.
Q 3: Discuss the socio-economic life of the Chinese people in the earlier times.
Q 4: Discuss in brief the contributions of the Chinese in the field of science and
technology.
Q 5: Write in brief the Chinese religion and philosophy.
Q 6: Write a short note Confucius.
Q 7: Discuss in detail the Chinese culture.
*** ***** ***
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