River Valley Civilizations 
A surplus of agricultural production led to the rise of complex human societies, or civilizations.  With the need of agricultural societies to irrigate, it is not surprising that many civilizations emerged in river valleys.  The River Valley civilizations that emerged on the Yellow River (China), the Indus River (India), the Nile River (Egypt), and between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers (Mesopotamia) made lasting contributions to civilizations.  The following chart compares the important features of a few of these river valley civilizations.  As you look over this, attempt to piece together what these civilizations have in common and what differentiates them. 
	 
	Egypt
	Mesopotamia
	Shang

	Geography
	Egypt was protected by natural barriers on all sides.  The Nile provided the perfect waterway for trade. Also, the Nile flooded each year at about the same time, a fact that gave them a distinct sense of each year’s passing (they created the calendar to predict this). It also naturally fertilized the land and provided for abundant agriculture.  Many people attribute the Egyptians’ optimism (eternal life) on the good fortune of its geography.
	The Tigris and Euphrates Rivers flooded randomly and violently without much warning, a condition that probably contributed to their pessimistic view of the gods and fatalistic view of life. Also, Mesopotamia had no natural barriers protecting them from enemy neighbors.  They were subject to constant invasion.  The rivers facilitated trade and allowed some of the cities to grow quite wealthy.
	China is geographically isolated.  Although the Shang traded with other civilizations, their limited contact with others produced an ethnocentric outlook.  They called their land the Middle Kingdom, an assertion that implied that other people were on the periphery of the civilized world.  Their land was fertile and supported a surplus of agriculture without complex irrigations systems.

	Political
	Egypt was united under one central government.  Egyptians believed the king, or Pharaoh, was a god.  This helped keep order because people were more inclined to obey the king if he was a god. Religious myths reinforced this belief.  The government was strictly centralized and controlled the resources of the state. 
	Mesopotamian civilization was made up of many independent city-states that never were able to unit. This made them weak and vulnerable to invasion.  However, sometimes the people had to unite to build irrigation canals for their agriculture.  They developed written laws, the Code of Hammurabi, which was probably made to give unity to an expanding empire. 
	Most rule was local, consisting of a network of walled towns whose leaders were loyal to the king.  These local leaders comprised the bureaucracy, a group of aristocratic chieftains who could be removed at the kings will.   

	Society and Economics
	Women had more rights than in most early civilizations. There were certain jobs, however, that women were not allowed to do. The vast majority of people in Egypt worked in agriculture. The Nile allowed Egyptians to trade with other civilizations and were in turn influenced by them.
	The Code Of Hammurabi reinforced patriarchy and social distinctions. A business class of people operated quite independent of government control. Like in Egypt, most people in Mesopotamia were farmers.  Certain cities traded and grew rich. We know they traded with Egypt and India.
	The family was the most important social institution.  Men had most all of the authority.  As villages became more productive, social classes became more distinct.

	Religion
	The Egyptians were polytheistic.  The lineage of the gods extended to the pharaoh himself who had absolute power and was revered as a god. 
	The Mesopotamians were polytheistic.  Each city-state had its own set of god that it worshipped along with a set of wider known gods.  They built monuments called Ziggurats to their gods.  Their gods were often different manifestations of nature and were invoked to help in good harvests.
	The honor and respect given to family elders was related to the worship of ancestors.  Dead ancestors were summoned for advice through oracle bones and other means.  Thus religion both drew from and reinforced patriarchy. 


 Additional Notes:

· The civilization in Mesopotamia, like that in China and Central America, is a rare example of a civilization that developed from scratch with no precedents to borrow from anyone else. 
· The River Valley civilizations came up with many things we take for granted such as calendars, the wheel, alphabets, bureaucracies, divisions of time into units of 60, and complex mathematical concepts like square roots.
· Not all early complex civilizations had written languages (the civilizations of the Incas, for example.)
· Civilizations acquire new practices either through cultural diffusion (the Assyrians learned iron technology from the Hittites) or through independent invention (the Chinese bureaucracy).  It is a good idea to know some more examples of these two ways. 

Basic things you need to know:

Indian River Valley Civilization: a prosperous urban civilization emerged along the Indus River by 2500 B.C.E., supporting several large cities, including Harappa, whose houses had running water. Indus River peoples had trading contacts with Mesopotamia, but they developed a distinctive alphabet and artistic forms. Invasions by Indo-Europeans (also known as the Aryans), however, resulted in such complete destruction of this culture that little is known about its subsequent influence on India.

Chinese River Valley Civilization: Civilization along the Huang River in China developed in considerable isolation, though some overland trading contact developed with India and the Middle East. In addition to the existence of an organized state that carefully regulated irrigation in the flood-prone river valley, the Chinese had produced advanced technology and elaborate intellectual life by about 2000 BCE. There was also less of a break between Chinese river valley society and the later emergence of civilization in China than in other cases. 

The Shang Dynasty: The Shang ruled over the Huang River valley by about 1500 B.C.E. These rulers are noted for constructing substantial tombs and palaces. The Zhou took over the river valley from the Shang around 1000 B.C.E, they were a loose coalition of ruling lords. 
Jews: They were the most influential of the smaller Middle Eastern groups that gave the world the first clearly developed monotheistic religion. They settled near the Mediterranean around 1200 B.C.E. but were never able to form a strong political or military tradition. However, Jewish monotheism has sustained a distinctive Jewish culture to our own day; it would also serve as a key basis for the development of both Christianity and Islam as major world religions.
Jewish monotheism was a significant development in the religious history of early civilization as by portraying God as less human and giving him more abstract qualities, Jewish monotheism provided a basic change in religion. Also, the Jewish God, contrary to the whimsical and capricious nature gods of Mesopotamia, was orderly and just, and religion became the centre of life. 
 

