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Unit 2: The Roots of Civilization 

In this chapter you will learn how groups of human beings in different places 

and at varying times made similar discoveries. These discoveries and 

innovations became the foundation of what we call civilization.
1
 

 

Paleontologists
2
 unearthed evidence of modern human beings existing on earth 

for at least 200 to 220 thousand years. However, human beings only started 

becoming sufficiently advanced living in more organized communities around 40 

to 50 thousands years before the present day. The majority of time humans have 

existed they lived in small kin groups. Kin groups are small groups numbering 

usually no more than 20 to 50 people living cooperatively (all members usually 

directly related by blood or marriage). Kin groups formed the basis of early 

hunter-gatherer societies. Hunter-gather societies are distinct from modern 

industrial societies like Canada’s. This is because hunter-gatherers do not live 

in one place, work in factories, grow crops, read or write, use jails or have 

police, central governments or large standing armies.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1
 Civilization is the stage of human social development and organization that is considered most advanced. 

2
 Paleontologists are scientists who study fossils. 

Figure 1 The ruins of a shrine 

called Jamal al-Din located at 

the site of Anau, Turkmenistan. 
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Hunter-gatherers survived by hunting a variety of large 

game animals while, depending on the season, gathering 

different types of wild fruits, berries and plants. People 

did not actually starting living in cities until relatively 

recently. For example, archaeological evidence suggests 

Jericho is the first and oldest settlement established 

around 14,000 years ago (c.12,000 BCE).
3
 The second 

oldest city is Anau established around c.5,000 (located in 

Turkmenistan today).
4
 

 

Archeologists believe women in hunter-gatherer societies 

focused primarily on gathering while men hunted. Both 

activities were equally vital for the survival of the entire 

group. The tools, weapons and implements needed for daily 

living were made out of stone. Some hunter-gatherers did live in villages. The lack of fortifications or walls 

around these settlements suggests warfare between different groups was actually quite rare. Hunter-gatherer 

societies tend to cooperate rather than compete with one another: for example, various kin groups within a 

particular region were frequently connected through inter-marriage; this made cooperation, rather than 

competition, more likely. In fact intensive competition and warfare tend to affect societies adopting 

agriculture, i.e. competition over limited resources like land and water force rivals to struggle with one 

another for access. 

 

For the most part hunter-gatherers lived a migratory lifestyle. This means people did not have permanent 

homes or live in a single location all year-round. Rather, they followed the migratory patterns of game 

animals (like deer) as these creatures moved from winter to summer feeding grounds. For this reason 

homes—like the teepees of the Cree First Nation—and goods had to be small enough to be carried from 

hunting ground to hunting ground. One feature peculiar to foraging
5
 societies was the practice of infanticide. 

Kin groups were kept small because larger populations were harder to feed; therefore, in order to control 

population growth female children were often killed. 

 

                                                           
3
 Did you know that a date preceded by the letter “c” (for example, c. 2500 BCE) is an approximate date. The 

abbreviation “c.” stands for the Latin word circa which literally means “about." 
4
 Craig G. Benjamin, Ph.D, "A Tale of Two Ancient Cities" (lecture, The Great Courses, February 1, 2018). 

5
 Foraging for food required gatherers to cover fairly large distances to gather up the fruits, nuts, berries, etc. 

they relied upon for survival. 

Figure 2 Although Jericho was first settled 

around 14,000 years ago, it took another 

2,000 years for it to develop into a full-fledged 

city. 
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About 8000 BCE some groups began to grow crops and to domesticate animals.
6
 This meant people 

started settling in one place for longer and longer period of time. These sedentary
7
 communities did not 

have to follow the seasonal movements of game for their main food supply. The production of food by 

growing crops and raising animals is known collectively as agriculture.
8
 

 

The archeological record clearly establishes agriculture took root independently in several parts of the 

world at roughly the same time. For example, agriculture emerged in Mesoamerica (Southern Mexico) 

and the Middle East (Sumer) around c.5,000 BCE. The Guila Naquitz site in Mexico provides some 

of the earliest evidence of a society moving away from hunting and gathering to start farming.
9
 People 

at Guila Naquitz planted and grew pine nuts, beans, seeds squash and various grasses (eventually 

leading to the development of corn). Farming slowly spread from Mesoamerica and the Middle-East. 

Most societies continued to lead a migratory, hunter-gather lifestyle. Agriculture was not necessarily 

seen as a more attractive or effective lifestyle to hunting and gathering. In fact, hunter-gatherer 

societies lived right alongside cultures practicing farming for thousands of years. 

 

Archaeologists argue hunting and gathering was possibly preferable to agriculture. Specifically, if 

berries and fruits in one area did not grow because of poor weather conditions you could simply move 

to a different area where conditions were better. There are several other reasons why hunting and 

gathering remained wide-spread: 

 

• Agriculture was more physically demanding and stressful than foraging 

• Agriculture was also not as healthy as foraging: farmers only grew a small number of crops 

whereas gatherers ate a wide variety of plants, fruits and vegetables 

• Also, the repetitive movements associated with farming, e.g. sowing, reaping, weeding, etc. 

were not as good for the body as the more generalized movements of a hunter, e.g. running, 

walking, etc. 

                                                           
6
 Domestication refers to the process where human beings began raising herd animals rather than relying on 

hunting wild game animals for protein. 
7
 Sedentary societies are ones that live in one place all year and grow crops and raise animals near their home. 

8
 Hunting and gathering did not always guarantee a people’s food supply. Therefore, hunter-gather societies 

began trying their hand at farming around 12,000 years ago. First they grew wild varieties of crops like peas, 

lentils and barley and herded wild animals like goats and oxen. Centuries later, they switched to farming full 

time, breeding both animals and plants (and even creating new varieties and breeds through artificial 

selection). Eventually agriculture spread outward from the Middle East to parts of Europe and Asia. 
9
 Farming is the activity or business of growing crops and raising livestock. Farming societies tend to have larger 

populations than hunter-gatherer societies. 
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• Farming societies were more vulnerable to the spread of animal-based diseases, e.g. influenza 

entered human populations from chickens while small pox and measles entered came from 

domesticated cows 

• The adoption of farming actually shortened human life spans and increased infant mortality 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Experts are stilling debating why agriculture started in the first place. Some theorize climate change might be 

responsible. The Northern hemisphere warmed significantly around the end of the last ice age (c.9.700 BCE). 

Such a change in climate might have allowed people to settle in one place instead of forcing them to move 

to warmer regions during winter. Jericho, and eventually Anau, were both permanently settled likely 

because of a warming climate. Population growth may also have encouraged people to start growing their 

own crops to ensure food security.
10

 In some areas, traditional hunting and gathering simply may not have 

yielded enough to feed increasing numbers of people. So, it is likely a combination of climate change and 

increasing populations pressured societies to abandon hunting and gathering in favor of agriculture. 

Whatever the reason, the transition from hunting and gathering to agriculture took an exceptionally long 

period of time;
11

 and agriculture, as defined, is only possible once people live and remain in one location; it 

seems societies passed through some sort of intermediate stage. During this middle stage, hunter-

gatherers may have planted some wild seeds, or grown one crop from seeds they had saved the year 

before; eventually the would come to recognize the benefits of being able to grow food close to home. 

                                                           
10

 Food security is the state of having reliable access to a sufficient quantity of nutritious food. 
11

 The word sedentary literally means to live and remain in one place. 

Figure 3 Intensive agriculture developed first in Mesopotamia and then spread to the Indus 

Valley, Egypt and the Huang Ho River region. Agriculture developed separately in Mesoamerica 

and eventually spread to the Andes. 



O r i g i n s :  S o c i e t y  &  C i v i l i z a t i o n  | 5 

 

Regardless, they probably still depended 

on hunting and gathering for much of 

their food supply. Western Canadian First 

Nations like the Cree, Stl’atl’imx and 

Dakota, in the 1870s and 1880s, are all 

relatively recent examples of transitional 

societies. 

 

Experts believe women played a key role in 

the development of agriculture: through 

their experience as gatherers, women must 

have acquired important knowledge about 

plant varieties and how to encourage optimum growing conditions. Then using this knowledge they began 

raising primitive (early) cultivars
12

 of specific types of plants like prairie sage and cereals like rice and 

barley. These early farmers learned how to use artificial selection to improve the quality of their crops. 

For example, corn is a type of grass. Early cultivars of corn looked nothing like what we consume today 

with those large juicy kernels; instead, the earliest types of corn were tiny and hard kernels. Not all kernels 

are made the same so to speak. Some would be smaller, some larger, and some in-between. Larger kernels 

tasted better and contained more calories. Farmers selected seeds from these more desirable plants and 

over time smaller seeds evolved into larger and larger kernels;
13

 and as this process was repeated over 

centuries corn eventually took on its present form. 

 

Dogs provide another example of humans using artificial selection. Humans captured wolves at a young 

age and raised them. They then only bred the friendlier more obedient wolves. The offspring of these 

“friendlier” wolves were easier to command and much safer to live with. Humans starting domesticating 

dogs around c.21,500 BCE. Dogs are in fact the first thing humans ever domesticated. This fact led the 

paleoarchaeologist
14

 Greger Larson to famously observe “the dog was the first domesticate. Without dogs 

you don’t have any other domestication. You don’t have civilization.”
15

 

                                                           
12

 The term cultivar most commonly refers to plants selected by people to be planted for their desirable 

characteristics, e.g. rice. 
13

 Jared M. Diamond, Guns, germs, and steel: the fates of human societies (New York: Norton, 2017), 188. 
14

 Paleoarchaeology is the archaeology of deep time. These experts tend to focus on hominid (human) fossils 

ranging from 15 million to ten thousand years of age. 
15

 Craig G. Benjamin, Ph.D, "Origins of Agriculture" (lecture, The Great Courses, February 10, 2018). 

Figure 4 presents two women from the Stl’atl’imx  First Nation drying 

berries.  
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There is another process shaping what plants and animals look like. Natural selection, unlike artificial 

selection, shapes organisms over time naturally through natural factors like changes in climate, the scarcity 

of food, and selective pressures exerted on a species by predators. For example, about ten million years ago 

Giant Pandas almost went extinct because of climate change in China. These large creatures ate a 

combination of plants and smaller animals; however, with a cooling climate their typical food supply 

disappeared. Pandas were pressured to eat a new source of food or go extinct. Fortunately for the panda a 

small “thumb-like” bone protruded from their 

wrist on their front paws; they used these nubs to 

strip the bark off of bamboo trees. This 

adaptation was so successful pandas now 

exclusively eat bamboo; moreover, comparing 

the earliest fossils of pandas with modern ones, 

pandas living today have much larger thumb 

structures. Pandas evolved larger thumbs over 

time. Putting it simply, dead pandas do not have 

babies. So individual pandas who had larger 

“nubs” were more likely to survive by out-

competing the ones with smaller wrist-

bone/thumbs, i.e. the first type of panda found it 

easier to strip bark off of bamboo (so they 

consumed more calories which is advantageous); and, over the passage of millions of years, this wrist-

bone/thumb feature became more and more pronounced. Thinking of it in another way: in the same sense 

Mesoamericans encouraged larger and larger corn kernels to grow through artificial selection, natural 

selection likewise encouraged changes in pandas. In both the case of artificial and natural selection, 

selective pressures change organisms over extraordinarily long periods of time giving rise potentially to 

entirely new species. This whole evolutionary process is described by the English naturalist Charles 

Darwin through his theory of evolution.
16

 

 

                                                           
16

 The theory of evolution by natural selection, first articulated in Darwin’s book On the Origins of Species 

(1859), is the process by which organisms change over time as a result of changes in inheritable physical and 

behavioral traits. Changes that allow an organism to better adapt to its environment help it survive and have 

more offspring. The most successful organisms produce the most offspring; this is important because it 

increases the frequency of the genes of the “fittest” species to their offspring. Those organisms that are not fit 

or adaptable go extinct and their genes are removed from the “gene pool”. 

Figure 5 presents a comparison of ancient panda paws (image 

at right) with current panda bones (left); it is evident that the 

paw structures of pandas have not remained the same over 

time. 
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Agriculture definitely introduced a series of extraordinary 

changes to human societies around the world: firstly, 

people raising crops and animals usually settled down in 

one spot; they came to have a stronger sense of permanent 

community; and this encouraged the appearance of the world’s 

first cities and city-states; secondly, technology
17

 changed. 

Humans invented new tools and techniques for ploughing, 

planting and harvesting crops; and since people had to 

produce enough food for a whole year, they built places to 

store food (like pyramids and ziggurats (see pages 14 and 

20). In some cases, the forces of nature pressured people to 

develop new technology. For example, the Nile River in 

Egypt flooded rich farmland regularly. To predict when the 

river would flood, the Egyptians invented a calendar. To stop 

the flooding, they engineered a way to control the flow of 

water. In the Americas, the Incas and Mayans developed 

sophisticated calendars to help them schedule when to plant 

and when to harvest crops. 

 

In some regions, people who raised animals and crops produced food only at a subsistence level. This 

means they produced only enough food to sustain themselves and their families. In other regions like around 

the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, societies produced a food surplus.
18

 Food surpluses meant more food was 

available to support larger populations; it also meant surplus crops could be traded for other resources with 

other cities and societies. Surpluses were a sort of mixed blessing though: since more people could be fed 

population growth increased; this in turn added pressure to grow even more food to support society. This 

cycle of food and population growth continues into the present day. The problem is the earth does not have 

infinite resources. In order to survive, societies had to increase food production by either putting more land 

to the till or finding ways to get more out of existing farmland. 

 

 
 

                                                           
17

 Technology is derived from the ancient Greek teche literally meaning “craftsmanship.” Technology refers to 

both tools and know-how. Tools allow humans to do work that would otherwise be impossible. Know-how is 

the ability to solve problems systematically through problem solving and collective memory. Collective 

memory is the capacity of human societies to literally hand down knowledge from one generation to the next. 
18

 A surplus of food is an amount that is left over after a group has used what it needs. 
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Assignment 4: The Role of Technology 

1. Design a two-column chart listing in the left-column the types of technology needed by a 

hunter-gatherer society and in the right-column the purpose of each type. 

 

2. Design another two-column chart listing in the left-column the types of technology needed 

by early agricultural societies and in the right-column the purpose of each type. 

 

3. Divide the class into two groups. One group represents farmers from a village similar to the 

one shown in the image on page 9. The other represents a hunter-gatherer society. Debate the 

advantages and disadvantages of each group's lifestyle. 

 

4. Domesticated animals played a vital role in providing food, clothing and technology for early 

agricultural societies. List five examples of domesticated animals and describe the role they 

played. 

 

5. Answer the question posed at the bottom of the graphic appearing on left side of page 7. 
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Early Civilizations 

Not all experts agree on exactly why civilization began.
19

 Everyone agrees though that the 

invention of agriculture was absolutely essential. Farming produced food surpluses whereas 

hunting and gathering did not. Food surpluses enabled populations to grow leading to the 

development of larger and larger settlements. These larger settlements evolved into full-scale cities. 

Cities became so large new forms of government developed. Sumer was the first society to develop a 

system of government around a city-state. 

 

City-states are self-

governing independent 

cities that have their 

own government free 

from outside 

interference. Uruk was 

the most important city-

state in Sumer. The 

people of Uruk not only 

controlled their city but 

also large swaths of 

surrounding territory. 

 

Surplus food supply 

also allowed some to 

enter occupations other 

than farming. The invention of metallurgy—that is, smiths working with metals—played a part in 

the growth of civilization, as well. Metallurgy enabled the development of more efficient metal tools 

used for farming (enabling more food to be grown). Surplus goods like crops, wine, fruits, etc. 

produced with metal tools were traded with neighboring cities for foods and goods otherwise not 

available locally. The development of inter-city trade networks accelerated the pace and spread of 

civilization. 

 

                                                           
19

 The word “civilization” is derived from the Latin word civis literally meaning “inhabitant of a city.” 

Figure 6 Uruk was one of the first and most important cities of the world’s first empire, 

Sumer. This map provides us with a bird’s eye-view of the region known as Mesopotamia. 
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The spread of civilization also depended upon the invention of writing. Writing allowed more time to 

be spent learning new information and less time spent remembering what was already known. 

Written language preserved existing or acquired knowledge and allowed it to be efficiently 

passed on to the next generation. Knowledge increases over time because of the existence of 

writing. Writing allows literate creatures like humans beings to cooperate with one another more 

effectively. Writing also preserves a society’s collective memory—or the ability to use past 

knowledge to inform present action and help a society plan for the future.
20

 The existence of the 

written word, therefore, appears to be an absolutely vital pre-condition for civilization to take 

root. 

 

For people to live and work together peacefully in cities they developed rules of conduct and laws. 

Laws made city life more stable and predictable. Citizens also had to become better organized: 

road building, garbage collection, etc. made it necessary for some sort of central authority to make 

decisions to keep the city running smoothly. This central authority was also responsible for 

defending the city from foreign invasion and negotiating treaties. Governments were typically 

oligarchies (literally from the Greek “rule by the few”) dominated by high-status older males. In 

fact all city-states were patriarchal (male dominated). 

 

Assignment 5: The Pyramid of Civilization 

1. On a piece of loose leaf, trace the blocks shown in the figure on the next page. 

• Cut out the blocks and arrange them into a pyramid according to their shape. 

• Explain the sequence of blocks from the base to the top. How does one block 

build upon the one below it? For example, what led to a food surplus and what, 

in turn, did a food surplus lead to? 

• Do you agree with the order of development represented in the pyramid? Draw 

a blank pyramid and then re-order the available pieces from the image (page 

12) the way you think they should actually appear. Explain the reasons for your 

changes in the space provided. 

2. Use Google to find a definition for the practice of metallurgy. 

• List five ways in which your everyday life would be different if metallurgy did 

not exist and explain how you would adapt to the change. 

                                                           
20

 Not every civilization had a form of writing, although all had some means of recording and transmitting 

knowledge. 
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Early Civilizations: Eastern Hemisphere 

Sumer 

Sumerian civilization seems to be the first and oldest urban civilization developing in an area called 

Mesopotamia. Mesopotamia (modern-day Iraq) literally means “land between the waters” in Greek. This 

fertile and populous region was approximately 1000 km long and 400 km wide (squished between the 

Tigris and Euphrates rivers). 

 

 

 

Irrigation agriculture
21

 was being carried out in Mesopotamia as early as about 6000 BCE.
22

 In about 

5300 BCE the people who became the Sumerians settled near the river banks of the Tigris and the 

Euphrates. Using irrigation Sumerian farmers produced food surpluses. They grew cereal crops, vegetables 

and dates. Barley, rather than wheat, was the main cereal crop because it grew so well in the salty soil. 

Farmers probably kept cattle, as well. The Sumerians likely fished the Tigris and Euphrates and hunted 

water fowl like ducks. 

 

 

 

                                                           
21

 Irrigation is the application of controlled amounts of water to plants at regular/needed intervals. Irrigation 

helps improve food production, maintain landscapes and encourage re-vegetation of otherwise dry and 

exhausted soils. 
22

 BCE is an acronym translated as “before common era.” The reason historians use BCE instead of the former 

BC (“before Christ”) is an attempt to avoid references to Christianity. Specifically, not all peoples are Christian 

and it makes some intuitive sense to use a standard of time that does not treat any particular culture or 

religion as superior or special to others. For this reasons CE (‘common era”) is used instead of AD (Anno Domini 

or “the year of our lord”) and BCE instead of BC. 

Figure 7 provides an overview for 

the location of the four so-called 

“Cradles of Civilization.” From 

left to right they are Egypt, 

Mesopotamia, the Indus Valley, 

and the Yellow River (also known 

as the Huang Ho region); it is 

important to note that there are 

actually five members of the 

“civilization club” if we include 

(and we should) Mesoamerica.  
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City-States 

City-states eventually developed and spread throughout Mesopotamia. Four major Sumerian city-states
23

 

developed. These were Ur, Lagash, Uruk and Umrna. In its earliest days, the city-states of Sumer were 

effectively ruled by priests and religious officials (virtually all were male). Kings called “lugals” (a word 

derived from Sumerian “lu” meaning man and “gal” meaning big) eventually pushed the priests aside to rule 

the region’s various cities. Priests, nonetheless, continued to exert influence over Sumerian society. Even 

though the lugals had absolute power in theory they still needed to rule with the cooperation of local nobles 

in practice.
24

 Some lugals were ambitious: they wanted to control and dominate more than one city at a time. 

Competition between rival lugals became so intense that by c.3000 BCE warfare between city-states was 

almost constant. Constant warfare is a key feature of virtually all civilizations practicing agriculture; 

interestingly, hunter-gather societies were far more peaceful. War erupted over competition for control of 

limited resources like land and water. The greatest of the early lugals was actually a non-Sumerian named 

Sargon of Akkad (c.2334-2284 BCE). He was the first king to capture and bring under his direct control all 

the cities of Sumer. Sargon’s Akkadian Empire was the first empire in the recorded history of the world. 

 
Religion 

The Sumerians believed the universe came into being through a series of cosmic births. First, Nammu, the 

primeval waters, gave birth to An (the sky) and Ki (the earth) who mated together and produced a son 

named Enlil. Enlil separated heaven from earth and claimed the earth as his domain. Humans were created 

by Enki, another son of An and Nammu. According to Sumerian religion, heaven was reserved exclusively 

for the gods, So, when a person 

died—regardless of how they 

behaved while they were alive—

they went to Kur (a cold, dark 

cavern deep beneath the earth 

ruled by the goddess Ereshkigal). 

Sumerian religion heavily 

influenced later beliefs of other 

Mesopotamian peoples. 

 

Each Sumerian city contained a series of important government and civilian buildings. The most important 

                                                           
23

 A city-state is an independent or self-governing state. It is made up of a city and the surrounding area 

controlled by it. Sumerian city states often fought each other for control of Mesopotamia. 
24

 Craig G. Benjamin, Ph.D, "Innovations of Mesopotamia" (lecture, The Great Courses, February 10, 2018). 

Figure 8 the Sumerians built ziggurats in honor of their various gods and 

goddesses. 
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building in any city though was a pyramid-like temple called a ziggurat (see previous page). The Sumerians 

thought of ziggurats as stairways their gods used to come down to earth. Ziggurats were both a place of 

worship and a storehouse for food. The construction of these temples provided work for large numbers of 

artisans (skilled workers), who were able both to earn a living and to develop their crafts. Priests were the 

most powerful people in Sumerian society, that is, before lugals (strong-men) seized power. The priests 

owned much of the property in the city though. Temple leaders also controlled many city activities. 

 

As Sumerian civilization continued to develop, the practice of record keeping began. By about 3400 B.C., 

commerce and trade was flourishing. Trade and business became so complicated no one could remember all 

the necessary financial details. Thus, there 

was a need to develop some method of 

record keeping. Initially, traders used clay 

tokens to remind themselves what goods 

they had sold, who had bought them, 

how much money they were owed and 

what they had in their storehouses. Then 

someone decided to scratch a picture of 

what was being traded onto a clay tablet. 

People began drawing the amount of grain 

and the number of pots and animals they 

had sold or bought. Eventually, these 

primitive pictures were adapted into 

wedge-shaped symbols. Additional 

symbols were added over time to record 

other types of information. New symbols 

were created to record victory in battle or the details of land sales. Symbols were also developed to write 

letters, love poems, prayers and traditional religious stories. Sumerian writing is known as cuneiform. 

Sumer was the first civilization to develop writing as a technology. Writing was developed to help keep 

track of financial information; however, despite writing’s original limited application it is perhaps the single 

most important and dynamic innovation in the history of humankind. 

 

 

 

Figure 9 cuneiform began as simple drawings literally looking like the 

things themselves, e.g. fish, mountains, etc. but eventually evolved into 

more symbolic or abstract forms. 
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The Sumerian Class System & Gender Roles 

When Sumer was initially settled by hunter-gatherers, men and women enjoyed essentially equal 

status; however, once Sumer developed sufficient agriculture society became more and more 

stratified.
25

 A class system emerged with kings, military leaders, and priests on the top. The lower 

classes were made up of skilled laborers, farmers and slaves. Kings and priests essentially owned 

all of the land. Women were increasingly assigned to the limited role of raising children and 

housekeeping. Since women were largely confined to the home they were denied any significant 

public role. 

 

Sumerian society was clearly patriarchal in nature. Public and private authority was vested in the 

hands of men who controlled both their families and all facets of public life; and yet we know some 

women were able to carve out other roles in the first cities. They were scribes, priestesses, 

midwives, textile workers, shop keepers, and even occasionally acted as advisers to kings and 

governments. Yet, as Sumerian civilization developed, all Mesopotamian states progressively 

tightened their control over women through the codification
26

 of more rigidly patriarchal secular 

and religious laws. These social customs—with women occupying a subordinate role to men—

spread from Mesopotamia throughout Western and Central Asia. This is an example of the 

continuing influence of Mesopotamia or at least a norm first established there. In many regions of 

the world, these laws and customs—on how women should dress and behave in public—are still 

regulating relations between men and women in the 21
st

 century.
27

 

Like many peoples of the ancient world, the Sumerians feared nature. They could never be sure when it 

would strike them and their crops with bad weather, drought or flood. They feared their gods, many of whom 

represented forces in nature. Nevertheless, the Sumerians tried to control the natural environment. For 

example, they built complex irrigation systems to deal with drought. They used trees as windbreaks and 

invented a form of plough to more efficiently cultivate farmland. Some experts argue they were the first 

culture to use a sundial to measure time. They definitely invented the wheeled cart and the sail. Both of these 

inventions were used for trade and war. The Sumerian war chariot was so effective it was adopted by 

virtually every Middle Eastern society. 

 

                                                           
25

 In sociology, stratification of society means “to arrange in a hierarchical order, especially according to 

status.” 
26

 Codification is the action or process of arranging laws or rules according to a system or plan. 
27

 Craig G. Benjamin, Ph.D, "Innovations of Mesopotamia" (lecture, The Great Courses, February 10, 2018). 



O r i g i n s :  S o c i e t y  &  C i v i l i z a t i o n  | 17 

 

The Sumerians were conquered in 2331 BCE by Sargon, a powerful chieftain from Akkad, a city to the north 

of the city-states of Sumer. Sargon spread Sumerian civilization throughout Mesopotamia and the Near East. 

However, within a few generations 

of Sargon's death, his empire 

was captured by the Babylonians. 

Babylon is the most famous city from 

ancient Mesopotamia. Babylon 

emerged as an important economic 

and military power under its greatest 

ruler, King Hammurabi (c.1792-

1750 BCE). 

 

Babylon was the first city in the world 

to have over 200,000 people. 

Hammurabi built Babylon up into a 

major city conquering all of Southern 

Mesopotamia. His empire became known as Babylonia. Hammurabi is mainly remembered for being the first 

ruler to come up with a code of laws called Hammurabi’s Code. The code provided for harsh punishments but 

reflected a spirit of justice and a sense of responsibility. The following are a few examples of the laws in 

Hammurabi's code: 

1. If a man has accused a man and has charged him with manslaughter and then has 

not proved it against him, his accuser shall be put to death. 

 

195. If a son strikes his father, they shall cut off his fore-hand. 

196. If a man has put out the eye of a free man, they shall put out his eye. 

198. If he puts out the eye of a villein [a peasant who was not free to leave the land he worked 

on] or breaks the bone of a villein, he shall pay 1 maneh [unit of currency] of silver. 

209. If a man strikes the daughter of a free man and causes her to lose the fruit of her womb, 

he shall pay 20 shekels [unit of currency, larger than a maneh] of silver for the fruit of her womb. 

210. If that woman dies, they shall put his daughter to death. 

211. If he causes the daughter of a villein to lose the fruit of her womb by striking her, he 

shall pay 5 shekels of silver for the fruit of her womb. 

212. If that woman dies, he shall pay half a maneh of silver. 
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Assignment 6: Hammurabi’s Code 

1. List as many ways as you can in which Sumerian civilization continues to influence life 

present-day Saskatchewan. 

2. In small groups, review the laws from Hammurabi’s Code (page 17). 

• Explain briefly what the laws tell us about Babylonian spiritual beliefs, 

economic practices, class relations, views of justice, attitudes to family life, and 

attitudes towards both men and women 

• Compare the attitudes to the above aspects of society with your own culture. 

• Is an “eye for any eye” a fair principle of justice? Discuss this topic in your small 

groups. 

 

Early Civilizations: Western Hemisphere 

Human beings started arriving in North America during the end of the last ice age around c.9,700 BCE. 

The first settlers were migrant hunters coming from the frosty steppes of Northern Asia (known today 

as Siberia). Sea levels were lower at this time making the world map look a lot different than it does 

today (see map below). According to the archaeological record, hunters appear to have passed over a 

land bridge we now call Beringia (linking East Asia with Alaska). Hunters likely were following the 

migratory patterns of such animals as the antelope and caribou. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

After reaching Alaska, North America’s earliest inhabitants moved south through North, Central and South 

America. These early North American inhabitants were hunter-gatherers. Some groups may have travelled 

Figure 10 illustrates the 

Beringia theory of 

human arrival to North 

America. Arrows show 

possible routes taken 

by groups as they 

moved south. 
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through a passage between two huge glaciers located in Alberta.
28

 However, the available evidence suggests 

it is more likely the earliest inhabitants moved south hugging the coast of British Columbia. Regardless of 

route, there is clear evidence of human occupation in Saskatchewan by around c.9000 BCE; moreover, there is 

an abundance of evidence of an even earlier society taking root near Clovis, New Mexico by around c.11,500 

BCE. Archaeologists have found culturally distinctive arrow heads in this region and refer to this ancient 

society as the Clovis. Some experts think that the technological improvements in projectile points by the 

Clovis helped them hunt so well it contributed to the eventual extinction of mammoths and wild horses. 

 

 

Figure 11 shows different types of arrow heads discovered by archaeologists. These arrow heads can be used to mark the geographic 

influence of a specific culture. For example, the Cumberland arrow point is typically found in the Eastern United States. Cumberland 

cultures made use of flint stone to create their projectile points; however, the Clovis made extensive use of obsidian. If an 

archaeologist finds a point made of obsidian or flint they can get an insight into who likely made it in the first place. 

 

The Clovis suddenly disappeared around c.11,000 BCE. Some experts argue a comet exploded over North 

America wiping out the Clovis along with virtually every other large mammal; however, the comet theory 

remains a hypothesis due to a lack of supporting evidence. What is evident though is North America’s climate 

cooled quickly around c.13,000 years ago; consequently, the Clovis disappeared from North America along 

with animals like ground sloths, camels, and mammoths. 

 

The first known city-based civilizations of the Western hemisphere developed far to the south of 

Saskatchewan. Agriculture was taking place in Mesoamerica (modern day Mexico) by c.5000 BCE. In the 

Andes Mountains of present-day Peru in South America there is evidence of intensive agriculture as early as 

3500 BCE.  

                                                           
28

 Current scholarship tends to place the idea of moving between two glaciers in Alberta into question. 

Specifically, the people passing through would certainly have left some sort of evidence behind of their 

presence; however, no evidence has yet turned up supporting the Alberta route; it is more likely the first 

hugged the western coastline.  
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The Olmec 

The first known civilization of the 

Western hemisphere developed in 

what is now Southern Mexico. This 

was the Olmec civilization. We know 

very little about the Olmec. Most of 

the ruins of the Olmec civilization 

have not been explored. We do know, 

however, that there were three major 

Olmec cities. The oldest of these is 

now called San Lorenzo. The area 

around San Lorenzo was settled before 

1300 BCE and the city was built by 

1200 BCE. It is estimated that it took 

some 2000 people to build the city. 

Once established, San Lorenzo had about 

1000 inhabitants. A second Olmec city known as La Venta was founded about 1100 BCE reaching its peak 

around 800 BCE. It was destroyed sometime between 500 and 400 BCE. This was the first Mexican city to 

have a pyramid-shaped temple. Pyramids reappeared in later Mesoamerican civilizations of Central 

America. The third major city is called Tres Zapotes. It belonged to the last Olmec period, from about 500 

to 100 BCE.  

 

The ruins of Olmec cities have provided archaeologists important clues about their social organization. 

They used huge stone blocks for their pyramids and 

other city buildings. They also used blocks of basalt 

to carve enormous heads that probably represented 

their gods. The stone blocks must have come from 

mountains some 90 km away. They must have dragged 

these blocks using sledges pulled by people; this is 

because they did not have any draft animals (like 

horses) and they did not make use of any kind of 

wheel-based technology. This physical feat suggests 

the Olmec likely possessed both a strong central 

Figure 12 The influence of the Olmec did not entirely disappear when 

their civilization in 100 BCE; rather, their innovations, religion, etc. 

continued to exert influence over later Mesoamerican civilizations like the 

Aztec and Maya. 
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government and an efficient social organization. Central governments gather all authority under themselves 

in order to make decisions for the whole of society. 

 

Ironically, archaeologists’ unearthed children’s toys with wheels (pictured at right). These toys belonged to 

later Mesoamerican civilizations like the Maya and Aztecs. Nevertheless, no civilization in either Central or 

South America ever used wheeled carts. Mesoamerican groups had plenty of wood to make wheels; however, 

their terrain was unsuitable for wheeled vehicles. Also, many settlements were located in rugged upland 

regions and in tropical rain forests. Without land that was relatively flat, dry, and firm, wheeled carts were 

completely impractical. Mesoamerican civilizations also lacked another requirement for wheeled 

transportation: they had no draft animals—like oxen or horses—to pull vehicles. The Maya apparently 

domesticated deer to use for food but they did not use them to pull heavy loads.
29

 

 

Like the Sumerians in the Eastern hemisphere, the Olmec used technology to make their lives more 

comfortable. In San Lorenzo, engineers built a complex drainage system to help deal with floods. The Olmec 

organized trade expeditions to obtain raw materials such as obsidian and jade. In the later years of the Olmec, 

they apparently developed a calendar and hieroglyphic writing—that is, a system of pictures representing 

objects, words and sounds. Their architecture shows they had a working knowledge of mathematics. Olmec 

civilization ended in about the First Century CE. This is roughly when the Olmec abandoned their cities 

and they—or perhaps their enemies—smashed or buried their huge stone carvings. 

 

Archaeologists are still collecting clues helping them unravel the mystery of what caused Olmec 

civilization to go into decline; it likely they disappeared due to a combination of climate change and 

human actions. The Olmec relied on a small number of crops for their food supply, e.g. maize, squash, 

and sweet potatoes. Although these few crops represented a healthy diet, the fact they relied so heavily 

on them made Olmec society vulnerable to both changes in climate and the eruption of crop diseases. 

For example, a volcanic eruption could coat an entire region in ash or change the course of a river 

(washing crops away): such a calamity would have spelled disaster for the Olmec. Less dramatic 

climate changes such as drought could severely affect favored crops. Human actions likely played a 

role as well: warfare between the La Venta Olmec and any one of a number of other local tribes could 

                                                           
29

 Michael Woods and Mary B. Woods, Ancient transportation: from camels to canals (Minneapolis: Rinestone 

Press, 2000), 66. 
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have contributed to the society’s downfall. Internal strife is also a possibility. Other human actions such 

as over-farming, soil exhaustion, or forest destruction could also well have played a role.
30

 

 

Early Spread of Civilization in the Western Hemisphere 

The Olmec influenced people living over a wide area. Various aspects of their culture have been found 

throughout Mexico. Some areas had Olmec-style murals, some had Olmec rock carvings, some had Olmec 

figurines and some even used the writing and the calendar of the Olmec. The agricultural knowledge of the 

Olmec also spread throughout Mexico and surrounding areas. Some of the later civilizations influenced by 

the Olmec include the Maya (200– 900 CE), the Toltec (990–1168 CE) and the Aztec (1300–1519 CE). In 

their turn, these peoples influenced the evolution of indigenous cultures in what is now the United States. In 

South America, a separate civilization, that of the Inca, emerged between 1200 and 1534 CE. 

 

Agriculture was practiced in the Southwestern United States by about 2000 BCE. The most common crop 

was corn. Farming knowledge was most likely imported from Mexico through trade networks. By about 

1000 BCE, agriculture spread further to peoples like the Anasazi in the American Midwest. In turn, these 

peoples likely transmitted their knowledge to the Mandan and the Iroquois First Nations of Eastern 

Canada. The Mandans later traded with the Cree and Nakota First Nations of Saskatchewan. There is also 

evidence that the indigenous peoples of the United States adopted a number of other cultural traits of the 

peoples of Mexico such as their cosmology. Cosmology refers to ideas about what the world is and how it 

began, e.g. creation stories. 

 

The religion of the Olmec significantly influenced the subsequent social development and mythological 

world-view of both Mesoamerican and North American cultures. The Olmec, unlike the Maya and Aztec, 

left no written account of their religious beliefs; however, through comparative analysis cultural 

anthropologists
31

 see the similarities between the religious sculptures of the Olmec, Maya and Aztec. 

Assumedly, if the Olmec (who came first) and the Maya (who came after) share an image in common, then 

logically the younger civilization must have borrowed it from the older one. For this reason we can learn a 

                                                           
30

 Root systems of trees prevent soil erosion because the trees hold the dirt in place. This prevents rain from 

washing the soil away; and if the soil is washed away agriculture becomes impossible. This is in fact one of the 

factors leading to the collapse of Sumer on the Tigris and Euphrates; they lacked a scientific understanding for 

the important role played by trees and through deforestation rains washed their fertile soils away. Sumer could 

no longer feed its growing population and so it collapsed. The same fate likely befell the Olmec and Maya, as 

well. 
31

 Anthropology is the scientific study of the origin, development, and varieties of human beings and their 

societies. 
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lot about Olmec religion indirectly through the Maya (who wrote down their religious beliefs in a book 

called the Popol Vuh). The assumption is that there is a continuity extending from Olmec times through to 

later Mesoamerican cultures of the present day. This assumption is called the Continuity Hypothesis.
32

 The 

image below presents a comparison of the Olmec and Aztec jaguar gods. The two depictions are similar in 

terms of body position, colors used, and body features. 

 

Olmec religious rituals were performed by a combination of religious rulers, full-time priests, and shamans. 

Religious rulers appear to have been the most important figures because they were believed to be literally 

related to the gods. There were a total of eight gods in the Olmec pantheon. Interestingly, none of their gods 

belonged to any particular gender, i.e. it is not evident or clear that the dragon god, maize god, were-jaguar, 

rain spirit, feathered serpent, etc. are either male or female. The jaguar god, in particular, was a god shared 

by the Olmec and Aztec. The Aztec called their jaguar god, Tezcatlipoca (see above). We do not know the 

name the Olmec used. 

 

The agricultural techniques and cultural practices of the Olmec did not spread north into the Canadian 

prairies. This was likely due to the environment of the prairies. Here, the growing season was much 

shorter than it was in the southern parts of North America. Also, game animals like deer, elk, and even bison 

were plentiful. For this reason First Nations peoples living on the prairies concentrated on hunting rather 
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 Robert J. Sharer and David C. Grove, Regional perspectives on the Olmec (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1989), 72. 
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than agriculture; they devised efficient methods of group hunting such as the buffalo jump. Agriculture 

was not practiced on the prairies until the nineteenth century. 

 

Assignment 7: The Role of Geography 

1. Provide a definition for central government. What evidence is there to support the 

view that the Olmec had a strong central government? 

 

2. Ask your teacher for a blank outline map of North, Central and South America. Use a 

combination of the Internet and this reading to show—using both dates and arrows 

indicating the direction knowledge of agriculture spread throughout the Western 

hemisphere. 

 

3. In small groups, discuss the role geography plays in the appearance and development 

of civilizations. Be sure to answer the following focus questions: 

• In terms of geographic location, what do the various civilizations discussed in 

this unit share in common with one another? 

• For what specific reason was Mexico a particularly good place to start a 

civilization? 

• Why would Saskatchewan be an unlikely place for an early civilization like 

Sumer to begin? 

4. Jigsaw Activity 

a). Form into expert groups of four. As a group select one of the following civilizations 

to study: Egypt, Minoa, Maya, Aztec, Inca, and the Iroquois. In your expert groups, 

conduct research and answer the following focus questions: 

 

• Where and when did your civilization exist? 

• What type of government did it have? 

• What were the main spiritual beliefs, customs and practices? 

• What types of technology did your civilization invent and/or use? 

• What were the main types of jobs and occupations men and women worked? 

• What roles did children, men and women have? 

• What methods of recording and communicating information did your topic 

civilization use? 

 

Note: be sure to keep track of the URLs and/or print sources you use to draw your 

research from. 

 

b). After filling in your information in the chart provided, meet in your expert groups to 

discuss your findings. 

 

c). Form into blended groups—one person per civilization—and share your research 

teaching one another about each civilization. Use the chart below to complete the 

information gathering task. 
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d). After completing the task described above fill out the small group rubric located 

under the chart. This rubric measures your personal performance for the small group 

work completed. 

 

6. If you had the opportunity to travel back in time and visit one of the civilizations 

presented in this unit, which one would you go to? Provide reasons for your answer. 

 

 
 


