Growth of River Civilizations

· Why did early civilizations grow up around rivers?

· What part did the river play in developing civilizations?

· Why didn’t river communities remain small villages rather than join together as a nation?

Written records do not go back far enough to completely answer these questions. Instead, historians have come up with hypotheses – or theories – about the beginnings of these civilizations.

Some of these hypotheses include:

1. The annual flooding of the river provided a layer of silt, which enriched the soil and made it suitable for farming. This rich land was able to support large numbers of people in a small area. Even in dry periods the river valley would be attractive to people because of the availability of water.

2. The growing of wheat and barley was possible because of the reliable water supply, and these grains could be stored for later use by towns and villages along the riverbank. This left more leisure time for other activities, and led to civilization.

3. The surplus of food supply meant that some people could specialize in jobs other than farming, such as building, copper smithing, or trading. In this way stable villages and towns grew up around these markets and craft centers.

4. Annual flooding and irrigation require large-scale cooperation and direction. Due to this need larger communities developed. These groups created leaders and formed governments. The pharaohs of Egypt probably began as such leaders.

5. Settlements along the rivers were more likely to be open to new ideas, techniques, and technologies from other communities father along the river, thus creating a cohesion in farming and product development. This cohesion and spread of ideas, both secular and religious, caused various communities to come together under strong leaders, and eventually led to the formation of nations.

6. Certain chance inventions, such as the irrigation wheel or a grinding stone to crush seed into flour, could have dramatically increased food production, making for a population boom, and thus the need for larger settlements.

Which of these 6 hypotheses do you think most explains the growth of river civilizations? Are there any other reasons that might explain the growth of communities, or their eventual cohesion?

