#39
CHINA: 4th Ancient River Civilization 


For past couple weeks we have been learning about the first 3 Ancient River Valley Civilizations, which developed in Mesopotamia, Egypt, and India.  Today, we will begin to learn about our fourth and final Ancient River Valley Civilization, which developed in China.  For the next two class periods we will be learning about China.  Afterwards, we will have an exam on these 4 Ancient Civilizations, complete our first major project on these civilizations, and then move on to our 3rd unit of study – World Religions.  Before we begin today's lesson, write down:

1. One inference about China: What type of religion do you think they have?  How do you think their social structure is organized?  

I. Geographic Setting:


Chinese civilization grew up in the river valleys of the Huang He (or Yellow River) and the Yangtze River. Chinese culture was more isolated than other ancient civilizations because it was surrounded by mountains (the Himalayas), deserts, jungles, and an ocean, which made contact with other cultures difficult.  Since China had little contact with other cultures, the early Chinese believed that their culture was the center of the Earth, so they called it the Middle Kingdom.  Although China covers a huge area, until recent times most people lived only along the east coast or in the river valleys.  Despite its isolation, China traded with other cultures.  Chinese goods eventually reached the Middle East and beyond.

II. Government:

In about 1650 B.C., a group of Chinese people called the Shang gained control of part of Northern China.  Although there was a King in Shang China, groups of families, called “clans,” controlled most of the land.  In this way, Shang China was more similar to the small kingdoms in Aryan India or Sumer's city-states than to the centralized government if Egypt.  The Shang set up of the first dynasty (ruling family – people from the same family that rule in succession, one after another) in China. 



Shang government was a theocracy, meaning that (1) political leaders believed they were appointed by gods, and (2) the political leaders were also the religious leaders.  Government leaders used people who could supposedly see the future called "oracles" (like in the movie the Matrix).  Can you imagine President Obama having an oracle on his staff?  Rulers would have their scribes carve questions into animal bones (for example: “Will the rains come and bring good crops?”).  Then the oracles would throw the bones into a fire and read the cracks on the bones to determine the answer.  Most of what we know about the Shang Dynasty today comes from remains of these oracle bones.

III. Social Structure:


The Shang society resembled that of other ancient cultures.  A class of noble warriors owned the land.  Merchants and craftspeople earned a living in cities.  Most people, however, were peasants and lived in small farming villages.  
IV. Religion: 


The Shang prayed to many gods and natural spirits.  The Chinese believed that their dead ancestors could talk to the gods.  Therefore, the ancient Chinese prayed and offered sacrifices of food and other objects to their ancestors so that their dead ancestors would speak to the gods on their behalf.  The ancient Chinese also believed hat the universe was held in a delicate balance between two forces, the yin and the yang.  The yin and the yang are opposites, but nothing was completely yin nor completely yang.  Instead, all things yin had a little bit of yang in them and all things yang had a little bit of yin in them. For example, winter can turn into summer, and what comes up must go down.  Life was good when these two forces were in balance.
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Yin  (black) – sad, darker element, feminine – corresponds to the night


Yang (white) – happy, light, brighter, masculine – corresponds to the day

The Yin and Yang depend on one another.  One cannot exist without the other.  For example, day cannot exist without night, and light cannot exist without darkness.  

Part of Yin is Yang and part of Yang is Yin:  The dots in each serve as a reminder that there are always traces of one in the other.  For example, there is always light within the dark (like stars within the night).  

IV. Chinese Contributions:


One of the most important achievements of China was written Chinese, which developed about 4,000 years ago.  The ancient Chinese used a system of writing that included both pictographs (drawings of objects) and ideographs (drawings of thoughts and ideas).  Because the Chinese writing system consisted of tens of thousands of characters (or symbols), only the upper classes had the time to learn to read and write.  Some other important Chinese contributions include spaghetti, gunpowder, and paper.

Next class, we will learn about how the Shang Dynasty fell and another Chinese Empire rose to power.  

