#17
From the Neolithic Era to the Bronze Age to Ancient River Civilizations

Last class, we learned about the beginning of agriculture and permanent villages (or cities) during the Neolithic Era.  Today, we will learn about how the Neolithic Era ended and the Bronze Age began.  We will see how this new Bronze Age led to the development of complex civilizations. 

I. Bronze Age Begins:

As the way of life developed during the Neolithic Era, people began to learn how to use metals.  The use of metals marked a new level of human control over the environment and its resources. Copper was the first metal to be used to make tools.  After humans began using copper to make tools, they figured out that copper could be mixed with tin in order to create a new metal called bronze.  Bronze was a lot harder and more durable than either copper or tin were on their own.  Historians call this age when bronze was developed, the “Bronze Age.”  The Bronze Age lasted from 3000 B.C. to 1200 B.C.

The main tool during the Neolithic Era was the hoe.  However, with the creation of bronze, the main tool became the plow.  Since men had been taking care of animals, or domesticating animals, they could now use animals to pull a plow.  Therefore, men took over the role of farming.  

All of these changes led to the development of complex societies, called civilizations.  Over the next few weeks, we will be learning about 4 of the first civilizations.  What is a civilization?  What does it mean to be civilized (or uncivilized)?  
II. Civilizations Begin
A civilization is a complex culture in which large numbers of human beings share a number of common elements.  There are 5 basic characteristics of a civilization: 1) having cities, 2) record keeping, writing, and art, 3) technology, 4) complex institutions, and 5) job specialization and social classes.  

1) Cities: Cities are the main feature of a civilization.  Cities developed as farmers farmed land along river valleys and produced surplus (or extra) food.  This extra or surplus food meant that a community could support more people, so the population grew.  Since there was extra food, many people did not have to farm, so people could perform all different kinds of jobs that advanced civilization even more. Cities formed the basis for urban culture and society.

2) Record Keeping (Writing) and Art: The development of a written language is another important characteristic of a civilization.  Writing was used by rulers, priests, and merchants for record keeping.  The development of art is also important.  Art was often in the form of architecture (which is the process of designing and constructing buildings).  Early civilizations often created beautiful temples and palaces to show the power of their rulers.  They also developed sculpture, painting, literature, and music. 

3) Advanced Technology: The 3rd important characteristic of a civilization is that they have advanced technology.  The creation of the plow is considered a great technological advancement.  Technology allows civilizations to produce new tools and techniques for solving problems.  
4) Complex Institutions:  Complex institutions include the creation of a government, religious institutions, an economic system ($$$), and a social system.   
A) Government: Governments are used to organize and regulate human activity.  Governments developed to make sure that enough food was produced and that the city was protected.  Defense was one of the most important jobs of governments.  Rulers of governments could also mobilize major projects that individuals could not do on their own, such as building roads, bridges, and defensive walls.  Governments also collected taxes from their citizens.
B) Formal Organized Religion: As civilizations developed, people created formal (organized) religions.  The first religions were polytheistic, meaning that they believed in many gods (remember that “poly-“ means “many”).  These new religions created a social organization, made up of religious rulers and followers.  This social organization is called the clergy. Priests and worshipers tried to gain the favor of these gods through complex rituals, hoping that the gods would ensure plentiful crops and protect their cities.  Organized religions also organized their beliefs in gods, which is called a pantheon.  A pantheon is a collection of gods recognized by a religion. 

5) Job Specialization and Social Classes: Since better farming techniques created a surplus (or extra) food, not everyone in a civilization needed to be involved in producing food.  People could participate in many different kinds of jobs and focus on their particular craft. People became ranked in classes according to their jobs.  This means that a social hierarchy developed, where some people were at the top and others at the bottom.  Do you understand what a hierarchy is?  Can you figure out what the hierarchy of MHVP is?  Where do students fall on the MHVP hierarchy?      

Well, in early civilizations, priests and nobles were usually at the top of these hierarchies, followed by warriors and merchants, then peasant farmers, and finally, slaves.  Within hierarchies, wealth ($$$) is unevenly distributed.  

III. The 4 Ancient River Valley Civilizations:

For the next couple of weeks, we will be learning about the 4 Ancient River Valley Civilizations.  Next class, we will start a new unit that will be focused on these 4 ancient civilizations.  The 4 civilizations we will learn about throughout this unit are; 1) Mesopotamia (which developed between the Tigris & Euphrates Rivers and includes present day Iraq), 2) Egypt (which developed along the Nile River), 3) India (which developed along the Indus River and Ganges River) and, 4) China (which developed along the Yangtse River and Yellow River).

You will notice that all of these civilizations developed along rivers.  This is because rivers provide a stable supply of WATER. Rivers flood and put nutrients into the soil thus allowing for farming, as well as being great for transportation.  

Get ready for our new unit, exploring these 4 ancient river valley civilizations.  Next class, we will start learning about the first of these 4 civilizations, called Mesopotamia.  

