
ANCIENT RIVER VALLEY CIVILIZATIONS 

 
The first civilizations appeared between the Tigris and the Euphrates River Valleys in Mesopotamia. 

The second was in the Nile River Valley in Egypt, then in the Indus Valley of India and the Shang 

River Valley of China. All are described as "Bronze Age Cultures": they had developed metals. 

 

I. INDUS/HARAPPAN CIVILIZATION  

The ruins from the ancient Harappan civilization were discovered in the 1920s — no one before this 

knew the civilization existed.  

We've found 70 cities so far.  This is the least understood and most obscure of the river valley 

civilizations, because while they left written records, we can't read their script. The written language 

of the Harappans was pictographs. We have them only on seals.  

We're not even sure what they called themselves —the name "Harappan" comes from one of their 

two capitals.  The Aryan invaders called them "slaves": "daysus." "Hindu" only means "inhabitant of 

India" — an outsider's name (Iranian).  

The Harappan civilization seems to have been conservative to the point of static. Their cities were 

laid out in grids. They were made of baked brick, and all bricks came in two sizes. Orderliness was 

all-pervasive. The civilization reached maturity around 2,500 BCE, then sat there for another 

millennium. When cities were swept away by flood or volcanoes, the Harappans rebuilt them exactly 

the same.  

The two capital cities, Harappa and Mohenjo-Dara, were 400 miles apart, and had populations of 

over 35,000 each. The culture seems to have been spiritual in orientation — there is little evidence of 

military fortifications. There was a good deal of foreign trade, especially with Mesopotamia.  

The civilization had rice, grain, sheep, cattle, chickens, elephants, and water buffalo. They made red 

ocher pottery. Their textiles were similar to Sumer and Egypt — mainly cotton. Mohenjo-Dara and 

Harappa had straight streets, numerous baths, and houses with private bath facilities — private baths 

wouldn't reappear until the time of the Romans 2000 years later. Historians suspect that ritual bathing 

was religiously important. No palaces or temples were found. Religion seems to have been of a 

fertility mother-type, goddess cult. Like later Hindus, the bull was a sacred animal to them, and 

among their gods was a three-faced deity who looks like Shiva, one of the major deities in modern 

Hinduism.  

The reasons for their decline are obscure. Possible suspects: Aryan invaders, mudslides, flooding.  

Around 2000 BCE, evidence appears of poorer building methods — a possible sign of decline. CA. 

1900 BCE, some major catastrophe of unknown origin occurred: archeologists found skeletons 

huddled together in rooms. Mohenjo-Dara and the other Indus valley cities were probably already in 

steep decay when the Aryans invaded. There is evidence of a series of natural disasters around 1500 

BCE — Mohenjo-Dara was covered by mudslides four times. 


