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PREHISTORY AND THE RISE OF CIVILIZATION 
IN THE NEAR EAST AND EGYPT
Learning Objectives

After studying this chapter, students should understand and be able to discuss the following: 
1.
The difference between culture and civilization 

2.
The great age of the earth and the relatively recent nature of human development 

3.
The distinction between prehistory and history 

4.
The stages of early human development 

5.
The earliest forms of artistic expression 

6.
How agriculture brought about the Neolithic period and the significance of this 
cultural period 

7.
How the discovery of metalworking led to the Bronze Age of the Near East, which in turn produced the first civilizations in the West 

8.
The leading characteristics and major historical periods of the three civilizations that arose in Mesopotamia and of the Egyptian civilization that began in the Nile River valley 

9.
The interaction between geography and cultural development in Mesopotamia and the Nile valley 

10.
How Mesopotamia’s and Egypt’s cultural developments were each an outgrowth of specific political, economic, and social settings 

11.
The contrasts between Mesopotamian and Egyptian civilizations 

12.
The defining role played by religion in Mesopotamia’s and Egypt’s civilizations 

13.
Historic “firsts” achieved in Mesopotamia, Egypt, or both that became legacies for later Western developments: writing, music, musical instruments, musical forms (such as hymns), astronomy, medicine, engineering principles rooted in mathematics, technological advances, a law code, religious ideas, mathematical and geometrical knowledge, the 365-day, 12-month calendar, standard weights and measures, literary genres, the column with capitals, the pyramid, post-and-lintel construction, sculpture in the round, sculptural and painting techniques, and an aesthetic canon for artists

Chapter Summary

By responding to the dramatic changes caused by the Neolithic Revolution, people in southern Mesopotamia and Egypt took the first steps along the path that led to civilization. They created governments, military and religious institutions, and increasingly sophisticated cultures characterized by complex technologies, alluring arts, and impressive architecture. The advent of writing permitted the rise of public record-keeping and also of literature. Geography played a key role in both areas. Mesopotamians, for example, lacked ready access to stone and built with mud bricks. Egyptians had plenty of nearby stone and used it imaginatively. Narrow fertile strips surrounded by forbidding deserts imposed very early a high degree of political and social regimentation. Above all, one people after another built on the work of their predecessors and created a platform, so to speak, running from North Africa to Central Asia, on which the foundations of the Western humanities were erected.

Teaching Strategies and Suggestions

The instructor can approach the topic of prehistory and early culture with a historical overview, comparing and contrasting the differences between culture and civilization. 
It is important to emphasize that creativity is a basic human activity that predates the rise 
of civilization. 
The instructor may also invite students to discuss the natural, technological, and social conditions under which sustained human progress can be achieved. While the class will 
not for some time cover the social contract theories of the Scientific Revolution and the Enlightenment, students will have likely formed some theories of their own as to why and how societies form, as well as the elements of civilization which seem necessary for institutional and cultural development and advancement. 
This is also a good time to ask students to attempt to define “the West” for the purposes 
of this course. “The West” is a geographically, culturally, and politically fluid concept, as civilizations of non-European regions such as the Near East, Asia Minor, North Africa, and beyond have played key roles in the development of Western civilization. Proximity, trade, imperialism, colonialism, and advanced communications technology have all contributed over the centuries to this broader modern concept of “Westernness.” 
The instructor can survey Mesopotamian and Egyptian civilizations in separate lectures. 
The instructor should explain the evolution of each of these civilizations from its earliest beginning to its height of power. Having explained the major phases of these earliest Western civilizations, the instructor can then compare and contrast these civilizations, and illustrate how these Western civilizations relate and connect to each other. Throughout the course, students will encounter civilizations that borrow or “inherit” culture, values, and traditions from their trading partners, neighbors, and predecessors. 
When discussing Mesopotamian and Egyptian civilizations, it may be useful to ask how the various systems and institutions that make up a particular “civilizational matrix” appear to induce and enforce certain social behaviors and values. Elements of Near Eastern culture, such as The Epic of Gilgamesh, may be used to illustrate these values and foreshadow some of the cultural methods used to teach and reinforce societal values in other civilizations covered in the course (for example, ancient Greece and its epic poetry). 
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