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Pronunciation Guide
/a/ bat; /ā/ acorn; /är/ star; /e/ pet; /ē/ eagle; /er/ bear; /ər/ her; /i/ bit; /ī/ ivy;

/ir/ deer; /ä/ top; /ō/ go; /ȯ/ lost; /ȯi/ coin; /aů/ out; /ȯr/ corn; /ə/ but; /ü/ boot;
/yü/ use; /ů/ foot; /th/ thick; /th/ this; /ŋ/ bang; /zh/ measure
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Early Civilizations
1656 A.C. – 1990 B.C.

Chapter 2 starts where Chapter 1, Section 3 ended. It describes
people scattering from Sumer and beginning communities all over
the world. Then the text returns to the people still in Sumer and
tells about the development of the Sumerian civilization and its first
empires. Chapter 2 closes by explaining the causes for the decline
and collapse of the Sumerian civilization.

SECTION 1 𐤈ּ Scattered People Build Civilizations
From Mount Ararat, Noah’s descendants began moving east. They
settled in the land of Sumer and began building a city with the Tower
of Babel at its center. When God scattered the people by confusing
their languages, some left for distant lands. Others stayed in Sumer.
Little is known of the people who left Sumer, but what is known
suggests that they migrated in all directions. Some traveled southwest
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“Do not tie your
shoelace in a
melon field or
adjust your hat
under a plum tree
if you want to
avoid suspicion.”
– Chinese proverb
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The Bronze Tree of Sanxingdui (left),
which dates from one of the earliest
Chinese civilizations, stands 13 feet (4 m)
tall. The tree’s fruit is protected by knives
and by a serpent that stands at the base
(above right). Near the serpent, a hand
(above left) reaches for a piece of fruit.
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into Africa, settling along the banks of the
Nile River. From those settlers the Egyptian
civilization began to develop, and kings arose.
Over the centuries, the Egyptians and the
Sumerians shared ideas, traded goods, and
fought one another. Their achievements
affected the development of all later civilizations in the Western world.
Some migrants moved beyond the Nile
region and spread throughout Africa. Their
descendants built vast empires—some of
which amassed fabulous wealth.
Other migrants from Sumer traveled northwest and settled in Europe. Little is known
about the early European civilizations. Thousands of years later, their descendants, the
Celtic and Germanic tribes, became the main
hindrance to Roman expansion in Europe.

Northeast of Sumer, civilizations developed
on the vast plains that are now part of Russia,
northwestern China, Ukraine, and Mongolia.
Nomadic horse tribes, such as the Huns and
Mongols, eventually developed from these
areas and terrorized Europe, China, and the
Middle East. For a short period, the Mongols
established the largest contiguous (having all
regions joined) empire in history.
To the east and southeast of Sumer, small
villages appeared along the Indus River. This
area was in what is now northern India and
Pakistan. Other settlers reached the riverbanks of the Yellow River in what is now
China. Large rivers helped villages develop
into thriving cities by supplying water for
irrigation and by serving as highways for trade
with other regions.

Early Civilizations Up to A.D. 900
Akkadian Sumerian
Oxus

(? – 2150 b.c.)

Egyptian

Xia Dynasty
Olmec

Elam
Indus

Mayan
Norte Chico
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Wheels Through Time
We use wheels every day. Our cars, skates,
machines, bicycles, shopping carts, wheel
barrows, and many other things all have wheels.
Who came up with the idea for the wheel? No
one knows for sure. The Sumerians seem to be
the first group in Mesopotamia to use the wheel,
but other societies far from Sumer, such as the
Celts and the original inhabitants of Mexico, also
used wheels.
The earliest wheels were made of solid wood
with a hole in the center for the axle. They were
made by fastening rounded pieces of wood
together.
The next major development of the wheel
was the invention of the spoked wheel, which

Migrants Explore the Ocean
Farther southeast of the Yellow and Indus
Rivers, people migrated from Asia to Australia. Their descendants are known today as the
Aborigines. Other people began to explore
far into the southern Pacific Ocean looking
for new islands to inhabit. These explorers,
known today as Polynesians, became skilled
seamen. They were able to travel many days
without a magnetic compass. Instead, they
used ocean currents and natural
signs, such as
birds or

A Polynesian
ship nearing
land.
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allowed for lighter and faster
vehicles. Ancient Egyptian
art shows what must have
been very swift and light
chariots with spoked wheels.
For thousands of years, wheels
changed little. Then in the late 1800s, the wheel
was transformed by the invention of rubber,
which allowed for air-filled tires.

cloud formations, to tell direction and to find
land. Navigators could also feel crosscurrents
caused by waves hitting land. Very skilled
navigators could detect crosscurrents coming
from islands up to 50 miles (80 km) away.

The First Settlers Reach the Americas
Some time after people settled in Egypt,
India, and China, civilizations developed
on the American continents. It is unclear
how people reached the Americas, but it is
likely they crossed over the Bering Strait
between modern Russia and Alaska. In North
America, early civilizations, such as the Inuit
or Woodland and Plains Native Americans
left few remains. Often these groups
did not use metals or build

Sumerian Tools
The wheel is perhaps the most famous tool
used by the Sumerians. But they invented many
other tools as well.
Sumerian metalworkers combined copper and
tin to create the alloy called bronze. Because
bronze is harder than copper, bronze tools
and weapons are stronger and more effective.
Workmen used bronze saws, chisels, drills, and
nails in their building projects.
Sumerian farmers attached a seed funnel to
their plows. As an ox-drawn plow opened a fur
row in the ground, seeds were fed through the
funnel, speeding the process of sowing grains.
Farmers also used hand tools such as the sickle
and hoe, which simplified farmwork.

block houses. Instead, they used materials
such as wood, bone, and animal skins for
clothing, tools, and shelters. Over time, many
remnants of these early civilizations decayed
and disappeared. Some notable exceptions are
the adobe homes built by the Pueblo Native
Americans in the American Southwest. Other
exceptions are the earthen pyramid and other
mounds built by the Cahokia civilization near
the modern city of St. Louis.
In Central America the Olmecs, the Mayans,
and the Aztecs rose to power and then disappeared or were conquered. Unlike the civilizations to the north, Central American groups
used stone and mortar for building materials.
They constructed large cities and temples,
which can still be visited. In South America
the Norte Chico, the Chavín, and the Incas
ruled in succession. These groups also built
grand temples and cities using stone. Incan

Sumerians used sundials to keep track of the
time of day. Astronomers calculated the time of
the year with a lunisolar calendar, based on both
the moon and the sun.
By using tools, the Sumerians were able to
grow more food and build better cities. Once
they had secure food sources and protected
homes, the Sumerians were able to focus their
attention on improving their civilization.

masons were so skilled that they did not need
to use mortar in construction. Each stone was
cut to fit perfectly with those around it. Soon
after Columbus reached the Americas, the
Incas and Aztecs were overrun by Europeans.

𒋼

Study Exercises 2.1

1. What civilization began along the Nile?
2. Along which river did civilizations begin
in China?
3. Which North American civilization built
a pyramid near what is now St. Louis?

Class Discussion 

Ⱄ

1. What technologies did American
civilizations lack to keep them from
being overrun by Europeans?

Chapter 2
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The Sumerians did not provide free education. Most Sumerians were probably too poor
to send their children to school. In addition,
few Sumerian girls attended school. This
meant that Sumerian students were usually
the sons of royalty or of government officials,
military commanders, priests, or businessmen. Students studied mostly math and
language. It took years to master Sumerian
cuneiform, which contained hundreds of
combinations of syllables that looked very
much alike.
Thousands of cuneiform tablets from
Sumerian schools have been uncovered by
archaeologists in Iraq. These tablets show that
even before the time of Abraham, students
were memorizing tedious lists of vocabulary
words. In some ways, the average student’s
life was much the same as it is for students

today. Ancient clay tablets show student work
scratched over with teachers’ corrections and
scolding remarks. On one student’s tablet,
every single word was crossed out by what
must have been a very frustrated teacher.

Study Exercises 2.3

𒋼

1. What type of writing replaced Sume
rian pictographs?
2. What is the first known standard of
value?
3. On what did Sumerian students write?

Class Discussion 

Ⱄ

1. How are modern ways of keeping time
similar to what the Sumerians used?

SECTION 4 𐤈ּ Empires Emerge in Sumer
The list of Sumerian achievements may
It stretched from the borders of modern Iran
sound glorious. However, early Sumerian
to Syria and included all of Sumer.
civilization was composed of many
Sargon the Great created a
city-states that often fought each
central government over his
other. Kings of large city-states
empire. This meant that the
tried to subdue kings of smaller
rulers of smaller cities and
city-states. Blood was shed, and
regions within the empire had
families suffered.
to obey Sargon’s laws and pay
Sometime before 2200
taxes to his government. From
B.C., a powerful king named
his capital city, Sargon managed
Sargon ( sär′ gän′ ), which means
a huge government opera“rightful king,” led his armies out
tion. This central government
of Akkad, the land north of Sumer.
provided security, order, and
Sargon conquered city after city on
uniformity for the various cities
the plain between the Tigris and
in the empire. Trade increased,
Euphrates. Known as Sargon the
industry grew, and the already
Great, he began to unify Sumerian
wealthy Sumerians became even
civilization. Eventually, the
wealthier. More people owned
Akkadian ( ə kā′ dē ən ) Empire
private property, and individuals
An ancient bronze mask
of Sargon the Great.
covered much of the Middle East.
gained new rights.
28
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Sargon Builds a Standing Army
Sargon the Great conquered new lands using
extreme violence. Because of this, many nations
rebelled against him throughout his reign. Sargon
put down rebellions ruthlessly, causing more
hatred against himself. To protect himself and to
be prepared for new rebellions, Sargon organized
what was likely the first standing army in history.
Many armies in history were made up of parttime soldiers, who returned to their homes and
livelihoods when war ended. But a person in a
standing army is a professional soldier. He might

be given permission to return home for short
periods, but he spends most of the year with the
army preparing for war.
Sargon’s army would have taken a lot of money
to house, clothe, and feed. This may have been
one reason why Sargon was constantly at war.
When he conquered a new land, its people were
forced to give up food and other things the army
needed. Sargon’s descendants continued the
cycles of violence until finally their empire was
overrun by new kings.

Troubled Times Upset Prosperity

other tribes so intent on raiding and settling
in Mesopotamia? Archaeological evidence
points to a long period of dry weather in the
Middle East about the time the invasions
began. The tribes living in the mountains and
deserts around Mesopotamia depended on
rainfall to water crops and replenish water
supplies. During long periods of drought,
these mountain and desert dwellers were

When Sargon died, his son and grandson
followed him as kings. Both fought continually to hold Sargon’s vast empire together.
Under Sargon’s grandson, the empire reached
its greatest size and power. However, new
threats menaced the empire. From the eastern
mountains, Gutians raided villages along the
borders of the kingdom. At nearly the same
time, Hurrians from north of Mesopotamia
began migrating into the empire, settling on
the fringes of major cities. Soon, Amorites
from the west invaded the cities between the
lower Tigris and Euphrates.
These attacks upset the economy of Sumer.
Travel was disrupted, and trade diminished.
Farmers could no longer work safely in open
fields, so food production declined.
After Sargon’s great-grandson came to the
throne, local kings realized he was not maintaining control over Sumer. They refused to
cooperate with the central government, and
the Akkadian Empire ended after less than
two hundred years. Why were the Gutians and

The Akkadian Empire
Black Sea
Caspian
Sea

Akkad
Nippur
Ur
Sumer
Akkadian Empire
Red
Amorite invasion
Sea
Hurrian invasion
Gutian invasion

Persian
Gulf
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Sumerians watch a statue of one of their gods being carried into a ziggurat.

ht

forced to pack up their tents and move. The
prosperous cities that had developed during
the height of Sumerian civilization looked
very attractive to the residents of the dry,
food-starved hills and deserts.
The disruptions in Mesopotamia may
have been part of a larger pattern in the
Middle East. During this same period, cities
all around the Mediterranean Sea suffered

i

g

Ins

War and Strife

War and violence have been part of
human history since Cain murdered his
brother Abel. Today, we seem always to
hear new stories of violence and of wars
that are about to start. In Matthew 24:6
Jesus says that we should expect to hear
about wars and possible wars, but He tells
us not to be afraid.
Consider Psalm 91:2. How can we have
peace in spite of the wars and violence
around us?
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similar upheavals. Egypt’s rulers lost control
of their country. By 2080 B.C., civil war was
raging up and down the Nile River. All around
Greece, great buildings were burned, and in
Spain, coastal fortresses were abandoned.

Sumerian Prosperity Rebounds
Although the Akkadian Empire collapsed,
the civilization in Sumer still remained.
Another strong leader arose in
the midst of the chaos. This
man was Ur-Nammu, king
of the southern Sumerian
city of Ur. Ur-Nammu drove
out the foreign invaders
and once more established a central government over Sumer.
This stone statue depicts
a Sumerian king. The
writing on his robe tells
about the temples he
built or renovated.

Cylinder seals were used in ancient Mesopotamia to place official seals on documents. By rolling the seal
on soft clay, the images and characters of the seal were transferred and would set as the clay hardened.

He restored order, and prosperity returned.
During the period that followed, Ur became
the chief city of the Sumerians. The Sumerians once again wrote poetry and traveled
trade routes to distant shores. The new Sumerian king made an official record of Sumerian
laws, the first known legal code. Sumerian
craftsmen raised enormous ziggurats
( zi′ gə rats′ ), or pyramid-shaped temples.

Sumerian Civilization Disintegrates
The period of prosperity begun by UrNammu lasted less than a hundred years. The
drought conditions that had earlier pushed
invaders into Mesopotamia returned, prompting a new wave of raids. This time, tribal
peoples from the western deserts struck deep
into the center of Sumer, overrunning cities
and toppling kings. Armies from the east once
again poured into Sumer. In 2004 B.C., Ur was
sacked and its king carried off as a slave.
New leaders from among the invaders
replaced the Sumerian kings. The Sumerian
language fell out of use, and Mesopotamians

learned new languages. Individual cities
regained control of their own governments.
No central government oversaw food production, irrigation canals, or trade. Without this
government management, the Sumerian civilization was left unprepared when faced with
several years of drier-than-normal weather.
Crop failure and famine soon resulted. People
began moving out of Sumer, and Sumerian
civilization declined.

𒋼

Study Exercises 2.4
1. Who founded the Akkadian Empire?
2. What kind of government did Sargon
create in Mesopotamia?

3. Who established a period of prosperity
after the fall of the Akkadian Empire?

Class Discussion 

Ⱄ

1. Why is writing poetry a sign that a
civilization is strong?

Chapter 2
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In Brief
►► China’s Yellow River is also
called China’s Sorrow due
to its frequent floods.
►► The deadliest flood
struck in A.D. 1332, killing 7 million people.
►► The Yellow River dumps
about 1.5 billion tons
(1.38 billion t) of silt into
the sea each year.
►► Ancient Chinese enriched
their soil with laborintensive compost.
►► The average Chinese
today eats 200 pounds
(91 kg) of rice per year.
►► China’s 2018 population was 1.4 billion.
►► Today China is the
fourth-largest country
in the world by area.
A farmer plows rice
terraces with
his horse.
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Chinese Agriculture
About the time people were moving from the hills of
the Fertile Crescent and settling in Mesopotamia, the
Yellow River Valley of China was still a sparsely populated jun
gle. It was in this valley that China’s first civilization emerged.
While the Mesopotamians were building cities along the Tigris
and Euphrates Rivers, the people of China were still living in
small villages. The Yellow River Valley, like Mesopotamia, has
no natural stone for building. Villagers protected themselves by
pounding layer upon layer of earth into walls.
At first, these people lived by hunting and gathering.
Eventually, they turned to farming and began to grow rice,
wheat, and other crops. Over time, rice became the main crop.
Today, China is the world’s largest producer of rice.
The Yellow River was vital to the people who lived along its
banks. The river, which is the sixth longest in the world, pro
vided water for crops and allowed the Chinese to travel long
distances in boats. But the Yellow River also brought destruc
tion and death. The river carries a fine silt, called loess. As the
loess settles, the level of the river rises. Because of this, the
Chinese built dikes to keep the river from overflowing its banks
and flooding fields. But eventually the river broke through the

Yu the Great

According to legend, the problem of flooding was solved when a man named
Yu used canals to drain away water after a great flood. He also began dredging waterways to clear away the loess and keep the waters from rising. For
his efforts, Yu is remembered as Yu the Great and the founder of China’s first
dynasty, the Xia (shyä) Dynasty.

dikes. Many people died in the floods or from starvation
after their fields were destroyed. The survivors were left to
rebuild the dikes and replant their rice fields.
Rice is difficult to grow. The farmers had to build irriga
tion systems that could be opened to flood their fields
before the rice was planted. Then each stalk of rice had to
be planted by hand. The members of each village had to
work together to build irrigation systems, decide when to
flood the fields, and help each other plant the rice.
Rice farmers who lived in the plains divided their land
into large fields. But farmers who lived in the mountains
had to figure out a completely different way to raise rice.
Mountain farmers chose a hill or mountain with a stream
running down from the top. Then, using retaining walls, the
farmers covered entire mountainsides with small sections of
rice fields. These fields are called terraces. The farmers also
built water systems to send the water off in another direc
tion when they finished flooding their fields.
Rice farmers in China and other Asian countries still farm
the terraces as their ancestors did thousands of years ago.
Tourists from all over the world travel
to the terraces to see the farms.

Farmers work
together to plant rice.

A farmer
carries rice shoots.

A farmer processes
the harvested rice.

A bronze rice cooker (below) from
around the time of
Christ, and a
wooden box
(right) from
c. A.D. 1890 for
measuring
rice.
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