
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.  

 

ANCIENT CIVILIZATION IN MESOPOTAMIA  
 

 I. EARLIEST CIVILIZATIONS:  

• Mesopotamia was a name given to the region by the Romans and Greeks; it means "land 

between the waters." Mesopotamia was divided into two regions, Sumer in the south, and 

Assyria in the north, and these areas would give their names to its two significant early 

civilizations.  

• The area was settled in villages since Neolithic times, and was centrally located.  By 4000 

BCE, the inhabitants had already invented the wheel, bronze and copper, and pottery.  By 

about 3500, writing appeared � the oldest example of writing. 

   

• Appearance of the Sumerians: The oldest cities in Sumer were founded around 3000 BCE.  

By the third millennium (2800-2370), Sumerian dynastic city-states had appeared; they fought 

a lot. Eventually they were consolidated by war into a unified kingdom, and then conquered 

by the people upstream from them, the Assyrians.  

• The Assyrians, a Semitic people (their language group) absorbed Sumerian culture, and 

established their capital at Akkad — near the later site of Babylon. They were henceforth 

known as the Akkadians. The Akkadians were powerful warriors, and conquered in every 

direction under the command of their greatest king, Sargon. 

   

• By 2000 BCE, when Akkadian civilization fell to yet another group of outsiders, the Sumerian 

and Akkadian cultures had merged into one cultural group. Sumerian/Akkadian culture was 

swept aside by a massive invasion; which put an end to the Sumerians as an identifiable 

group. Sumerian society was preserved after the fall of their kingdoms in the written language 

of their priesthood; a sacred language known only to priests and scribes.  

 

II. THE OLD BABYLONIAN EMPIRE:  

• In 1900 BCE, a group of people called the Amorites established the Old Babylonian 

Dynasty, near the location of the old city of Akkad. It lasted for 300 years. Its high point was 

reign of its most famous king, Hammurabi (CA. 1792-1750 BC).  

• The Code of Hammurabi: Hammurabi is best known for a set of law codes that bear his 

name. They are the fullest law code we have from Mesopotamia, and show a society rigidly 

divided by class, in which different types of punishments were meted out to different social 

orders, and capital offenses were common. The basic philosophy was summed up in the 

phrase "an eye for an eye," although this strict justice was only in cases where the victim and 

the perpetrator were of equal rank. The code also shows a faith in supernatural forces to 

enforce morality, as in a provision whereby an accused could prove his or her innocence by 

jumping into the river. The Babylonians apparently couldn't swim; if the river carried you to 

safety, this was accepted as proof of your innocence. Ancient Babylonian society was quite 



possibly a strong influence on the ancient Israelites, as the philosophy of justice depicted in 

the Old Testament is very similar. 

 

III. STRUCTURE OF MESOPOTAMIAN SOCIETY  
• The Sumerians were apparently ruled from earliest times by a priest-king who personally led 

the army, and served as intermediary between the people and the gods. Kingship probably 

developed out of a powerful priest class; people seen as having special favor with the gods. 

The economy was centralized and managed by the kings and the priests. The Sumerians used 

silver as currency in trade. These patterns of society generally continued under Babylonian 

rule.  

• Under the Sumerians, the study of the stars developed into the field of astrology: star charts 

became the basis of their calendar, and predictions based on the heavens guided both political 

affairs and agriculture.  

• Mesopotamian agriculture was not easy, and required an exact knowledge of planting and 

irrigation times. This helped lead to the invention of writing by the priestly class. Literacy 

cemented their power — Mesopotamian writing was difficult, so that only a few would have 

time to learn it. The writing style was known as cuneiform — it was wedge writing, done on 

clay tablets. The priestly class also developed a system of complicated mathematics.   

• Gods were pictured as human, with human foibles, and were usually identified with natural 

phenomenon. The religion seems to have been somewhat gloomy and focused on predictions; 

the Sumerians invented astrology as means of divining gods' will, which was something else 

that required a large body of well-trained scribes.  

• Religion in form of myths were central to Mesopotamian life, and the Mesopotamians 

possessed a creation myth very similar to the one in the Old Testament, which had a great 

flood destroying almost all life, and early humans expelled from paradise for eating forbidden 

fruit. Sumerian temple towers, called ziggurats, were run by the priestly class to honor town 

deities. 

• Because of writing, and the survival of clay tablets, we have a much more detailed picture of 

the lives of Mesopotamians and their culture. Society divided into nobles, commoners, and 

slaves. Slavery was based on debt, punishment, or capture in warfare. Based on Hammurabi’s 

Code, commerce was highly important, and there is a strong sense of private ownership and 

rights to property. Agriculture and crafts, and the professional classes are also clearly 

important, but the largest category of laws relates to the family and its preservation.  

 

 IV. BARBARIAN INVASIONS  

• About 1600 BCE, Babylonian society fell apart under the strain of invasions by northern and 

eastern groups known as the Hittites and Kassites. Note both these dates: roughly around 

1900-1700, and then again around 1600-1500, are two of the large-scale invasion waves, 

related to changes in technology: the nomads were first learning to hitch horses to chariots, 

and then learning to ride horses.  

 

 

 

 

 

 


