#33
Ancient India: 3rd Ancient River Civilization 

Day 2


Last class we began learning about Ancient India, our 3rd Ancient River Valley civilization.  We learned that 1) Indian civilization developed between the Indus River and Ganges River on the Indian subcontinent, 2) Seasonal winds called monsoons brought rain to this region every summer which allowed crops to grow, 3) that the two main cities were advanced, designed in a grid, and included plumbing for baths and to dispose of waste into sewers.  Can you remember anything else we learned about Ancient India? Today and next class, we will continue to learn about India and the following day, we will begin to learn about our fourth and final Ancient River Valley Civilization, in China.  

I. Indus Valley is Invaded by Aryans


In about 1500 B.C., nomadic warriors called Aryans invaded and conquered the Indus Valley.  (Do you remember what nomadic means?)  These Aryan invaders were a group of Indo-European nomadic peoples (meaning they moved around, rather than establishing permanent houses or villages).  These Aryans began to move out of their original homeland in central Asia because they could not find the food and water they needed to survive.  However, they were very skilled at the "art of war" and had a strong warrior tradition.  


In 1500 B.C. these skilled Aryan warriors crossed the Hindu Kush mountain range and conquered (meaning took over) the Ancient Indian city called Harappa.  The Aryans built a new Indian society based on Aryan culture, traditions, and institutions. After they conquered Harappa, they gave up the nomadic life for regular farming.  They developed IRON, which is the hardest metal.  With their iron, they made iron plows, which could clear the dense jungles along the Ganges River and turn it into good farmland.  

II. Indus Valley Aryans and the Vedic Age (1500 B.C.- 500 B.C.)


At first, Aryans in the Indus Valley did not have a written language.  However, by 1000 B.C. they had developed a written language called Sanskrit.  They began to write down their legends, their religious rituals, and began to keep records.  Most of what we know today about the Aryans comes from the Vedas (which is a collection of sacred writings that portray the Aryans as fierce warriors who loved food, music, and chariot racing).  Before Sanskrit was invented, Aryan priests recited the Vedas from memory.  The period from 1500 B.C. to 500 B.C. is named the Vedic Age.  Can you guess why it is called this?  It is named after the collection of writings called the Vedas.  As historians studied the Vedas, they learned many things about Aryan society in the Indus Valley.  They learned that 1) India was a world of warring kingdoms and shifting alliances (alliances are agreements between groups to stand together in the face of danger.  Who would have your back in a fight?  Who do you have alliances with?).  From the Vedas, we also learned that 2) leaders, known as RAJAS (princes), carved out small states and fought other Aryan leaders.  Aryans mixed with the people that they conquered.  However, do you think these conquered people were considered equal?  Who in our society, do you think is considered lower or unequal to other groups? What determines your place in the world?  Is it your place of birth, education, race, nationality, social status, economic status? 

III. Indian Caste System:


A caste system developed in Ancient Indian society.  A caste system is a rigid set of social categories that determined not only a person’s occupation and economic potential, but also his/her position in society.  It divides up all members of a society into what is called a social hierarchy.  Members at the top of this hierarchy are considered to be better than everyone else in society, and members at the bottom are considered to be less than everyone else.  Can you think of an example in U.S. History when we had a social hierarchy?  Who is at the top and bottom of the MHVP hierarchy?


The Indian caste system was based partially on skin color.  Aryans were primarily a light-skinned people.  They looked down on darker skinned people, despite the fact that the dark-skinned people of the Indus Valley were more technologically advanced than they were.  These institutions and class divisions have lasted in India, with only minor changes, to the present day!!!  Your position in the caste system determines who you can marry and what job you can have.  
The caste system is divided into 5 major groups of people:


1) Brahmans (BRAH*mans) – priests – considered to be at the top of the 
social scale. They are in charge of the religious ceremonies that were so important to Indian society


2) Kshatriyas (KSHA*tree*uhz) – warriors – second most important caste 


3) Vaisyas (VYSH*yuhz) – commoners.  Most were merchants (who traded) or farmers


4) Sudras (SOO*druhz) – made up the majority of the Indian population.  They were peasants and people who did manual labor.  They had only limited rights in 
society.  


5) Dalit or Untouchables – lowest level of Indian society.  They are so low down that they weren’t even considered a part of Indian society.  They were given 
menial, degrading tasks that other Indians would not accept, such as collecting 
trash and handling dead bodies.  They made up about 5% of the population in 
Ancient India.  They were not even considered human and their presence was considered to be harmful to members of other classes. No Indian would touch or 
eat food handled by an Untouchable.  They lived in separate areas and life was extremely difficult for them. When they traveled outside of their living areas, they were required to tap two sticks together so that others could hear them coming and avoid them.  

