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Huang He Valley Civilizations
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People have lived in China for more than 500,000 years.  The earliest civilization to develop there sprang up in the valley of the Huang He (Yellow) River about 2,000 B.C.  Chinese civilization may be older than the civilizations of Egypt, Mesopotamia and India.  


The earliest inhabitants of the Huang He Valley were farmers who grouped themselves into villages.  Beginning about 1700 B.C., however, Chinese villages were incorporated into states and dynasties began to rule China.  The first two were the Shang dynasty (1532-1027 B.C.) and the Zhou (or Chou) (1027-256 B.C.) dynasties.


Among the oldest Shang cities was Anyang.  Unlike the cities of the Fertile Crescent or the Indus Valley, Anyang was built mainly of wood.  The city stood in a forest.  The higher classes lived in timber-framed houses with walls of clay and straw.  These houses were inside the city walls.  The peasants lived in hovels outside the city.  Shang society was sharply divided between nobles and peasants.  The Shang surrounded their cities with massive earthen walls for protection.  A ruling class of warrior nobles headed by a king governed the Shang.  These noble families owned the land and governed the scattered villages and sent tribute (tax) to the king in exchange for local control.  The peasants worked the land and paid tribute to the nobles in return for protection.  This system is known as feudalism.

The family was central to Chinese society.  The most important was respect for one’s parents.  The elder man in the family made all the decisions and women were considered inferior.  At the time a girl was 13-16 years old, her marriage was arranged, and she moved in with her husbands family.  Having sons was the only way to improve their status.  The Chinese were polytheistic, worshipping a supreme god Shang Di, as well as many lesser gods.  The earliest evidence of writing comes from oracle bones, animal bones and tortoise shells on which priests had scratched questions for the gods.  After inscribing a question on the bone, a priest applied a hot poker to it.  The priests would interpret the cracks to find how the gods answered.  Chinese writing is in the form of ideographs; signs expressing ideas, there are over 10,000 Chinese characters.

The Chinese also believed that their ancestors could bring good fortune or disaster to living members of the family.  They were not considered gods, but were regarded as troublesome or helpful neighbors who demanded attention or respect.  

 Under the Shang rulers, the Chinese learned to make beautiful objects of bronze and also discovered how to make silk.  

The Zhou overthrew the Shang and established their own dynasty, ruling by one family.  The Zhou adopted much of the Shang culture.  During the Zhou dynasty, great philosophers like Confucius and Lao-tse left their mark on history.  Confucius, for example, gave us the Golden Rule, which states, “Do unto others as you would have others do unto you.”  The Zhou dynasty built roads, canals and coined money that improved trade.  They justified overthrowing the Shang Dynasty by declaring that the last Shang king had been such a poor ruler that the god’s took their right to rule away and gave it to the Zhou.  This concept grew to become what is known as the Dynastic Cycle.
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	1. Thought of as spirits who could bring luck or disaster.
	a. ideograph

	2. Where earliest civilizations in China began.
	b. Huang He

	3. Bones and shells used to communicate with the gods.
	c. feudalism

	4. System where local lords govern in exchange for tribute to the ruler.
	d. ancestors

	5. characters representing ideas.
	e.  oracle bones
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True or False:

6. _____The Shang dynasty gave over power to the Zhou. 
7. _____ The first civilizations of China started in the mountains.

8. _____ Silk and bronze making were to contributions of the Shang Dynasty. 

9. _____ The ancestors were worshipped as gods.

10.____ The Chinese were very peaceful people with little fighting.

11. What was most important to the Chinese?_______________________________

12. Why do you think it was beneficial for the Chinese people to join their villages into states?

13. List the contributions of each of the following dynasties:

a. Shang
____________________________________________________________

b. Zhou
____________________________________________________________

