Ancient Civilizations: Foundations of
Human Societies (3500 BCE - 500 BCE)

Introduction

The term ancient civilization refers to early complex societies that developed systems of
writing, government, religion, and trade. Between 3500 BCE and 500 BCE, these
civilizations emerged in fertile river valleys, where agriculture supported growing
populations.

Major Civilizations Covered

Mesopotamia
Ancient Egypt
Indus Valley

Ancient China

Early American Civilizations

1. Mesopotamia - “Land Between the Rivers”

Location: Between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers (modern Iraq)

Nickname: Cradle of Civilization

Key Features

Fertile Crescent: Rich soil from annual floods — irrigation and agriculture
City-States: Independent cities (Ur, Uruk, Babylon) each ruled by a king or priest
Religion: Polytheistic; ziggurats built to honor gods

Writing: Cuneiform on clay tablets



e Law: Hammurabi's Code - one of the first written legal systems (“eye for an eye”)
e Inventions: Wheel, plow, sailboat, base-60 math, time system

Lasting Impact

e Created the foundation for written law, mathematics, and urban civilization

Location: Northeastern Africa, along the Nile River

Key Features

Geography: Annual Nile flooding — fertile soil for farming
Government: Ruled by pharaohs (viewed as gods on earth)
Religion: Polytheistic; belief in afterlife; mummification
Writing: Hieroglyphics on papyrus scrolls and temple walls
Architecture: Pyramids and temples (Karnak, Abu Simbel)

Society: Pharaoh — priests — scribes — farmers — slaves

Key Leaders
e Hatshepsut: Female pharaoh who expanded trade

e Ramses Il: Warrior and builder of temples
e King Tutankhamun: Tomb discovered intact, revealing much about Egyptian life.

Lasting Impact

e Influenced later art, religion, and centralized government

Location: Present-day Pakistan and northwest India

Key River: Indus



Key Features

Major Cities: Harappa and Mohenjo-Daro - grid layouts and plumbing systems
Infrastructure: Early sewer and drainage systems

Economy: Agriculture and trade with Mesopotamia

Writing: Undeciphered symbols on seals

Religion: Possibly early Hindu beliefs and fertility worship

Decline
e Likely caused by natural disasters or invasion
Impact

e Early example of city planning and sanitation systems

Location: Along the Huang He (Yellow River)

Key Rivers: Huang He and Yangtze

Key Features

Geography: Natural barriers (mountains, deserts) — cultural isolation
Dynasties: Xia (legendary), Shang (first historical), Zhou (Mandate of Heaven)
Mandate of Heaven: Rulers chosen by gods; loss of virtue meant loss of power

Inventions: Silk weaving, bronze tools, writing on oracle bones

Lasting Impact

e Centralized rule and philosophical traditions that shaped East Asia for centuries

Regions:



e Mesoamerica: Olmec, Maya, Aztec
e South America: Inca

Olmec (1200-400 BCE)

e “Mother Culture” of Mesoamerica
e Known for colossal stone heads and early glyph writing

Maya (c. 250-900 CE)

e City-states in Yucatan Peninsula
e Advanced calendar, mathematics, and writing
e Step pyramids for religious ceremonies

Aztec (1300-1521 CE)

e Capital: Tenochtitlan (modern Mexico City)
e Empire built on conquest and tribute
e Practiced human sacrifice to honor gods

Inca (1438-1533 CE)

e Location: Andes Mountains (Peru)
e Built terraces and road systems
e Used quipu (knotted cords) for record keeping

Lasting Impact

e Advanced architecture, agriculture, and governance — despite lacking wheels or writing
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How did geography shape early civilizations?

Why did all early civilizations develop near rivers?
How did writing and trade promote cultural growth?
What lasting contributions did these societies make?
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Ancient civilizations laid the foundations of human progress — inventing writing, law,
architecture, and complex societies. Their legacies continue to influence modern
government, technology, and culture.
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