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Geography of the Huang He
Many geographic features like the Yellow Sea, East China Sea and the Pacific Ocean isolated Ancient China from  
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Ancient Chinese Culture
The family was the most important part of ancient Chinese society. The father controlled the household and made the  
important decisions. There was a great emphasis on respect for elders, and children were expected to honor their 

River Valley Civilizations:  
China (2000 B.C.E.-200 B.C.E.)
You Mean Yellow Soil Helped Ancient China?

Shang dynasty inscribed scapula 
Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Shang_dynasty_in-
scribed_scapula.jpg

China River Valley Civilization: Huang He Valley 
Source: http://www.marshallcavendishdigital.com/articledisplayresult/17/4631/47381

Ancient Chinese Rule
Ancient China was ruled by a line of rulers from one single family called a dynasty. 
If the people and the gods were not satisfied with the dynasty, the rule would 
pass on to another noble family creating a new dynasty. This process is called 
the dynastic cycle and this explained the rise, decline, and replacement of many 
dynasties throughout Ancient China’s history. If a king did something wrong, he 
could lose the Mandate of Heaven meaning he could lose his right to rule. The 
people believed that all dynasties received the right to rule through the approval of 
the gods.  

Farmer during Han Dynasty using plow 
Source: http://www.marshallcavendishdigital.com/articledisplayresult/17/4631/47384

other civilizations. Ancient China’s first civilizations formed 
near the Huang He, also known as the Yellow River. Just 
like other river valley civilizations, the Huang He would 
flood and leave behind large amounts of yellowish fertile 
soil called loess. The flooding of the Yellow River was 
both a good and bad thing for  the Chinese. The fertile soil 
would help farmers with their crops but it would also bring 
terrible floods killing people and destroying homes. This 
is why it was also called “China’s sorrow.” Although China 
was protected by rivers, oceans and mountains, the  
geography did not completely protect the people. Ancient 
China had many invasions from the west and the north 
throughout their history.

mother and father. The Chinese also believed in the worship of their 
ancestors. The spirits of these dead family members would bring  
either good fortune or disaster. The Chinese had a polytheistic  
religion. Priests would talk to these gods through the use of oracle 
bones. The priests would write 
questions for the gods on the 
oracle bones and then place 
them over fire. The fire would 
cause cracks in the bones which 
were then interpreted by the 

priests as the gods’ responses to their questions. The writing used was similar to the 
Sumerians and the Egyptians. The Chinese used pictograms, or simplified drawings 
of objects. 
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Quick Review

2. In China, what was the term used for a line 
of successive rulers from one family?
A. Polytheism
B. Cultural Diffusion
C. Dynasty
D. Civil service system

4. What answer best completes the 
graphic organizer?

Connection to Today
Ancient China greatly influenced many other cultures in East Asia, one 
of those being Japan. The idea of having respect towards your elders 
is a traditional norm in Japanese culture just as it is in Chinese culture. 
Every year, Japan has a national holiday called “Respect for the 
Aged Day.” This holiday emphasizes respect for elders in Japanese 
communities. On this day, the elders are celebrated for their long lives 
and are recognized for their contributions to society. What aspects of 
Chinese culture have influenced American values and norms?  

Resources
Learn 360
● Timelines of Ancient Civilizations: Chinese- Neolithic to Sui Dynasty 
   - Part 1 (http://goo.gl/o4T3M)

   FCPS Databases (Marshall Cavendish Digital)

● Early History of China (http://www.marshallcavendishdigital.com/ 
   articledisplayresult/52/10727/110892)

3. In your own words, explain the dynastic 
cycle in Ancient China

Key Vocabulary
Isolated: far away from other places; having 
little contact with others

Loess: yellowish silt that was fertile soil 

Emphasis: importance

Elder: an older member of the family

Ancestor: past members from an older  
generation of your family

Oracle bones: animal bone or tortoise shell 
used by ancient Chinese priests to communicate 
with the gods

Pictograms: An early style of writing where  
a symbol or picture that represents an object  
or concept

Dynasty: a sequence of rulers who are all 
members of the same family

Dynastic cycle: the pattern of the rise,  
decline, and replacement of dynasties

Mandate of Heaven: the belief that the right 
to rule came from the approval of the gods, or 
from heaven

Norms: group-held beliefs about how  
members of a society should behave

1. What geographic feature is located near 
number 3?
A. Huang He River
B. Himalaya Mountains
C. Gobi Desert
D. Yangtze River

A. Lakes
B. Weather
C. Ocean
D. Peninsulas


