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World history explores the human past, around the globe, to help us
understand the world we live in today. It seeks to identify how
major forces have developed over time, like patterns of migration or
world trade. It explores the cultures and political institutions of dif-
ferent regions, to help explain commonalities and differences.
World history builds on a growing amount of historical scholarship,
some of which has truly altered the picture of the past. It involves a
rich array of stories and examples of human variety, intriguing in
themselves. It helps develop skills that are vital not just to the his-
tory classroom, but to effective operation in a global society—skills
like comparing different societies, appreciating various viewpoints,
identifying big changes and continuities in the human experience.
Always, however, it uses the past as a prologue to the present. World
historians argue that no one society, past or present, can be under-
stood without reference to other societies and to larger global
forces. They argue, even more vigorously, that the present—which
clearly involves relationships that embrace the whole world—can-
not be grasped without a sense of the global historical record.

From its first edition, World Civilizations: The Global Experi-
ence has aimed at capturing a truly global approach by discussing
and comparing major societies and focusing on their interactions.
The goal is to present a clear factual framework while stimulating
analysis about global contacts, regional patterns, and the whole
process of change and continuity on a world stage. This kind of
world history, focused on the development over time of the forces
that shape the world today, helps students make sense of the pres-
ent and prepare to meet the challenges of the future. It is hard to
imagine a more important topic.

Embracing the whole world’s history obviously requires selec-
tivity and explicit points of emphasis. This text gains coherence
through decisions about time, about place and about topic. In all
three cases, the book encourages analysis, relating facts to vital is-
sues of interpretation. Through analysis and interpretation stu-
dents become active, engaged learners, rather than serving as
passive vessels for torrents of historical facts. Underpinning analy-
sis, the issues of time, place, and topic are the three keys to an in-
telligible global past.

Decisions about Time: Periodization
This text pays a great deal of attention to periodization, or the
identification of major points of change in the global experience.
This is an essential requirement for coherent presentation—going
well beyond the one-thing-after-another type of chronology—and
ultimately a precondition of relating the past to the present.

World Civilizations: The Global Experience identifies six peri-
ods in world history. Each period is determined by three basic cri-
teria: a geographical rebalancing among major civilizational areas,
an increase in the intensity and extent of contact across civiliza-
tions (or, in the case of the earliest period, cross-regional contact),

and the emergence of new and roughly parallel developments in
many major civilizations. The book is divided into six parts corre-
sponding to these six major periods of world history. In each part,
basic characteristics of each period are referred to in chapters that
discuss the major societies in the Middle East, Africa, Asia, Europe
and the Americas, and in several cross-cutting chapters that ad-
dress larger world trends. Each period offers a distinctive set of
themes, or Big Concepts, that are defined in general terms and
then explored in terms of particular regions. Part introductions
identify the fundamental new characteristics and new levels of in-
teraction that define each period.

Part I, Early Human Societies, 2.5 Million–1000 B.C.E.: Origins
and Development, sketches the hunting-and-gathering phase of
human existence, then focuses on the rise of agriculture and the
emergence of civilization in parts of Asia, Africa, Central America,
and southeastern Europe—the sequence of developments that set
world history in motion from the origin of the human species
until about 3000 years ago.

Part II, The Classical Period, 1000 B.C.E.–500 C.E.: Uniting
Large Regions, deals with the growing complexity of major civi-
lizations in several areas of the world. During the classical period,
civilizations developed a new capacity to integrate large regions
and diverse groups of people through overarching cultural and
political systems. Yet many regions and societies remained uncon-
nected to the increasingly complex centers of civilization. Cover-
age of the classical period of world history, then, must consider
both types of societies.

The period covered in Part III, The Postclassical Period,
500–1450: New Faith and New Commerce, saw the emergence of
new commercial and cultural linkages that brought most civiliza-
tions into contact with one another and with nomadic groups.
The decline of the great classical empires, the rise of new civiliza-
tional centers, and the emergence of a network of world contacts,
including the spread of major religions, are characteristics of the
postclassical era.

Developments in world history over the three centuries from
1450 to 1750 mark a fourth period in world history, which is cov-
ered in Part IV, The Early Modern Period, 1450–1750: The World
Shrinks. The rise of the West, the intensification of global contacts,
the growth of trade, and the formation of new empires define this
period and separate it from the preceding postclassical period.

Part V, The Dawn of the Industrial Age, 1750–1914, covers the
period of world history dominated by the advent of industrializa-
tion in western Europe and growing European imperialism. The
increase and intensification of commercial interchange, techno-
logical innovations, and cultural contacts all reflected the growth
of Western power and the spread of Western influence.

The Newest Stage of World History: 1914–Present, the focus of
Part VI, defines the characteristics of this period as the retreat of
Western imperialism, the rise of new political systems such as
communism, the surge of the United States and the Soviet Union,
and a variety of economic innovations, including the achieve-
ments of Japan, China, Korea, and the Pacific Rim. Part VI deals
with this most recent period of world history and some of its por-
tents for the future.

Preface
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cas. Australia and key island groups, and also patterns in central
Asia, must be added in as well.

In several regions, beginning in key cases several thousand
years ago, major civilizations helped organize and define regional
characteristics. East Asia, to take one example, would be pro-
foundly shaped by emerging features of Chinese civilization. Civi-
lizations used economic surpluses, beyond basic survival needs, to
generate relatively elaborate political institutions, cities, and trad-
ing networks. They also emphasized particular kinds of institu-
tional arrangements and value systems that would provide a
recognizable identity, differentiating their civilization from other
societies. Using, but also debating, the concept of civilization helps
organize the geographical foundation of world history, by intro-
ducing not only key regions, but regional characteristics and iden-
tities. Civilizations provide the basis for key comparisons, with
each other and in terms of regional reactions to larger forces for
change. The internal developments in major civilizations, along
with mutual interaction and responses to broader factors like mi-
gration or missionary religions form much of the stuff of world
history for the past 5000 years. At the same time, other types of
societies, including nomadic groups played a vital role throughout
world history, particularly as they long dominated strategically
vital regions like central Asia. Most of these other societies were
smaller than civilizations, in terms of population, but they played
crucial functions in world history and developed successful cul-
tural and institutional forms.

Attention to the major regions of the world does more than
set the stage for comparative analysis, in each of the chronological
periods in world history. It also promotes a sense of geographic
balance that is vital to the field. Many earlier historical efforts un-
derstandably focused on developments in one’s own society, as-
suming that the rest of the world was unimportant or somehow
revolved around what was happening nearer home. Until recently,
many Americans were urged to pay primary attention to the his-
tory of Western Europe and the expansion of Western civilization
across the Atlantic. These remain valid themes, but in the world
history context they become only a part of a larger and more com-
plicated civilizational pattern. The transition from Western to
world history is still under discussion, but the global context gains
ground steadily because it more accurately mirrors the world
around us today. This book, paying attention to Western develop-
ments as part of the larger world story, and showing their interac-
tion with other societies and other influences, strives to distribute
appropriate attention to all the major regions and to their chang-
ing roles in the larger global story.

Topics and Themes
A final way to focus world history, intersecting with decisions
about time and place, involves the kinds of human and social ac-
tivities that are highlighted. The first theme follows obviously
from the uses of periodization and the need to deal coherently
with world history over time: World Civilizations: The Global Ex-
perience deals consistently with change and continuity and with

Underlying Issues
Two related themes and one standard historical complexity rise
above the six-stage world history periodization. The first involves
the interaction between tradition and change—and in recent peri-
ods, modern change. Many societies established key ideas and in-
stitutions early on, at least by the classical period. These traditions
would then condition responses to change and modernity. Ele-
ments of this interplay become visible from the post-classical pe-
riod onward; the tradition-change encounter remains vivid in the
21st century, though in forms very different from a thousand
years ago. Each world history period involves important shifts in
the interaction between change and tradition.

Theme two involves divergence and convergence. Societies
emerged separately in many parts of the world, though the process
was almost always affected by some wider contacts. This is part of
the first phase of the human experience. Separation, or diver-
gence, did not always mean difference, for many societies solved
key problems in similar ways; but it did tend to produce separate
identities. With growing contacts over time, opportunities and
pressures produced various forms of imitation and convergence.
The interplay between divergence and convergence is lively in the
21st century, but its shape has changed greatly over time. Here,
too, each period involves a different statement of the balance be-
tween divergence and convergence.

Periodization emphasizes change, including changes in the
basic frameworks in which traditions interacted with new forces
and in which separate identities confronted new levels of conver-
gence. Always, however, change must be complicated by recogni-
tion of key continuities from the past. At various points in
human history, including recently, huge new forces prompt some
people to claim that “everything has changed.” In fact, strong
traces of the past always linger. The challenge is to figure out how
the balance works.

Place: Regions and Civilizations
Usable world history requires decisions about coherence in place
as well as time. Even in the present day, and certainly in the past,
key developments did not occur evenly across the whole globe: re-
gional conditions always come into play. At the same time, not
every definable society can be encompassed—early hunting-and-
gathering bands of humans, after all, could number no more than
sixty people. No world history survey can even approach that level
of detail. World history seeks legitimate ways to define larger re-
gions and societies that serve as the basis for meaningful contacts
and reactions to global forces.

Major regions of the world depend on a combination of ge-
ography and historical developments in the form of shared insti-
tutions and beliefs. This book uses several regions as frameworks
for discussing patterns of activity and larger interactions: East
Asia; South and Southeast Asia; the Middle East, ultimately with
the addition of North Africa; sub-Saharan Africa; Europe, often
with some division between eastern and western; and the Ameri-

7276A01_FM01.qxp_pz  11/13/09  11:36 AM  Page xiv



Preface xv

New! Each Part Opener clearly identifies leading themes and Big
Concepts, and chapters on the major regions allow the concepts to
be explored more fully and compared across regional lines.

New! Chapter Updates 20th century materials have been sub-
stantially revised, with particular attention to greater clarity and
emphasis on the end of the Cold War and ensuing developments.
The emergence of globalization, and resistance to globalization,
have also been reexamined. All of the other chapters have been re-
viewed and updated as necessary.

New! In-text Pronunciation Guide New to the sixth edition is a
pronunciation guide, which is intended to help familiarize stu-
dents with new terminology by providing in-text pronunciations
of key words and phrases that will help students become comfort-
able when discussing text passages. Pronunciations are also in-
cluded in the glossary at the end of the text.

New! Complete Redesign The sixth edition of World Civiliza-
tions: The Global Experience has been thoroughly redesigned. The
student-friendly text, maps and global orientation help students
easily recognize and distinguish geographical features and areas.
Maps in the part introductions highlight major developments
during each period and familiarize students with all areas of the
world. Full-color photos help bring history to life.

Other Key Features
Part Introductions

Part introductions, reviewed for this edition, discuss the condi-
tions that set the stage for the developments that define each new
period in world history. They identify the characteristics of the pe-
riod of world history covered in the part, and recap the continu-
ities that exist from one period to the next. Two world maps at the
beginning of each part introduction provide a graphic reference
for the major changes of the period. Part timelines list the major
events of the chronological period covered.

the causes of basic changes in global dynamics from one period
to the next.

Interactions among the major regions and societies, the sec-
ond theme, focus attention on the ways individual regions and
civilizations were shaped by contacts with other areas. Contacts
include trade, of course, but also war, diplomacy, and interna-
tional organizations from religious entities to the multinational
companies and global agencies of more modern times.

A cluster of factors deal with economic activities and popula-
tion patterns as they affect people, societies and the environment.
Technology has a key role here, but also population structures and
disease, labor systems, migrations, plus manufacturing and agri-
culture. Each civilization must be discussed with these patterns in
mind, as well as the broader diffusion of trade, technologies and
population exchange as they formed core parts of the larger pat-
terns of interaction.

Each society featured characteristic social and gender struc-
tures that organized and tried to justify various systems of in-
equality. Dealing with how social systems changed over time and
comparing them from one region to the next are core features of
world history; social systems could also be affected by changing
patterns of contact.

The fifth thematic area clusters around culture—belief sys-
tems, values, and artistic styles—as these emerged in religions, in-
tellectual systems, and science. Here too, change over time and the
results of interactions among societies form key elements in the
cultural dynamics of world history.

Finally, politics demands emphasis: the functions and struc-
tures of states, as they formed and changed, along with ideas
about politics and political identity (political culture). In modern
centuries, this topic embraces the emergence of nation states and
also their limitations in global context.

The topical themes of this book help organize discussions of
change over time but also the possibility of developing comparisons
from one society to the next. Interactions among the themes—how
new trading patterns affected, and were affected by, cultural systems,
for example—help structure more challenging analytical efforts.

Features
The features in World Civilizations: The Global Experience have
been carefully constructed and honed over the course of six edi-
tions. Our aim has been to provide students with tools to help
them learn how to analyze change and continuity.

What’s New in This Edition?

New! The most consistently novel feature of this sixth edition
involves the enhanced focus on the evolution of interregional and
ultimately global contacts. Each Part Opener clearly discusses the
nature of contacts in the time period involved, and from the post-
classical period onward this involves also the assessment of basic
systems of interaction and exchange. This theme is recaptured in
chapters on individual societies but also in the Part Retrospective.
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Documents

Substantial excerpts from selected original documents put students
in contact with diverse voices of the past, and many have been re-
vised for this edition. We share a firm commitment to include social

Section-Opening Focal Points

Focal points listed below each main chapter heading identify for
the student the principal points to be explored in the section.

xvi Preface

Part Retrospectives

Following the final chapter in each part is a retrospective essay
that recaps the dominant cross-civilizational (or cross-regional)
contacts and divisions that occurred during the era under exami-
nation. These sections encourage analysis of the dominant contact
patterns in the period as well as the relationship to them of major
individual societies.

706
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Strikes and labor unrest increased, particularly among railroad workers, miners, and textile
workers. In the countryside, a national police force, the Rurales, maintained order, and the army
was mobilized when needed. At the regional level, political bosses linked to the Díaz regime in Mex-
ico City delivered the votes in rigged elections.

For 35 years, Díaz reigned supreme and oversaw the transformation of the Mexican economy.
His opponents were arrested or driven into exile, and the small middle class, the landowners, min-
ers, and foreign investors celebrated the progress of Mexico. In 1910, however, a middle-class move-
ment with limited political goals seeking electoral reform began to mushroom into a more general
uprising in which the frustrations of the poor, the workers, the peasants, and nationalist intellectu-
als of various political persuasions erupted in a bloody 10-year civil war, the Mexican Revolution.

At the other end of the hemisphere, Argentina followed an alternative path of economic ex-
pansion. By 1880 the American Indians on the southern pampas had been conquered, and vast new
tracts of land were opened to ranching. The strange relationship between Buenos Aires and the rest
of the nation was resolved when Buenos Aires was made a federal district. With a rapidly expanding
economy, it became “the Paris of South America,” an expression that reflected the drive by wealthy
Argentines to establish themselves as a modern nation. By 1914 Buenos Aires had more than 2 mil-
lion inhabitants, or about one-fourth of the national population. Its political leaders, the “Genera-
tion of 1880,” inherited the liberal program of Sarmiento and other liberals, and they were able to
enact their programs because of the high levels of income the expanding economy generated.

Technological changes contributed to Argentine prosperity. Refrigerated ships allowed fresh
beef to be sent directly to Europe, and this along with wool and wheat provided the basis of expan-
sion. The flood of immigrants provided labor. Some were golondrinas (literally, “swallows”), who
were able to work one harvest in Italy and then a second in Argentina because of the differences in
seasons in the two hemispheres, but many immigrants elected to stay. Almost 3.5 million immi-
grants stayed in Argentina between 1857 and 1930, and unlike the Mexican population, by 1914
about one-third of the Argentine population was foreign born. Italians, Germans, Russians, and
Jews came “hacer America”—that is, “to make America”—and remained. In a way, they really did
Europeanize Argentina, as did not happen in Mexico, introducing the folkways and ideologies of
the European rural and working classes. The result was a fusion of cultures that produced not only
a radical workers’ movement but also the distinctive music of the tango, which combined Spanish,
African, and other musical elements in the cafe and red-light districts of Buenos Aires. The tango
became the music of the Argentine urban working class.

As the immigrant flood increased, workers began to seek political expression. A Socialist
party was formed in the 1890s and tried to elect representatives to office. Anarchists hoped to
smash the political system and called for strikes and walkouts. Inspired to some extent by European
ideological battles, the struggle spilled into the streets. Violent strikes and government repression
characterized the decade after 1910, culminating in a series of strikes in 1918 that led to extreme re-
pression. Development had its social costs.

The Argentine oligarchy was capable of some internal reform, however. A new party repre-
senting the emerging middle class began to organize, aided by an electoral law in 1912 that called
for secret ballots, universal male suffrage, and compulsory voting. With this change, the Radical
party, promising political reform and more liberal policies for workers, came to power in 1916, but
faced with labor unrest it acted as repressively as its predecessors. The oligarchy made room for
middle-class politicians and interests, but the problems of Argentina’s expanding labor force re-
mained unresolved, and Argentina’s economy remained closely tied to the international market for
its exports. On the other hand, the new political climate favored the growing calls for equality for
women, and a number of feminist organizations began to emerge.

With many variations, similar patterns of economic growth, political domination by oli-
garchies formed by traditional aristocracies and “progressive” middle classes, and a rising tide of
labor unrest or rural rebellion can be noted elsewhere in Latin America. Modernization was not
welcomed by all sectors of society. Messianic religious movements in Brazil, American Indian resist-
ance to the loss of lands in Colombia, and banditry in Mexico were all to some extent reactions to
the changes being forced on the societies by national governments tied to the ideology of progress
and often insensitive to its effects.

Among the popular political magazines of the era were
Punch and the Judge. The two cover images shown here
from the period of the Spanish-American War reflect
popular sentiments and attitudes at the time.

Images of the Spanish-American War
Although the United States had fought a war with Mexico in the
1840s and commercial ties were growing in the 1880s, the real push
for expansion in Latin America came in 1898 with the Spanish-
American War. The U.S. motives for the war were a mixture of al-
truism and the desire for strategic and commercial advantages. A
great deal of popular support was mobilized in the United States by
the popular press, not by celebrating imperial expansion but by em-
phasizing the oppression suffered by people still under Spain’s colo-
nial rule. Sympathy was especially strong for the Cubans who had
fought a bloody rebellion for independence from 1868 to 1878.
However, the U.S. press often portrayed Latin Americans as unruly
children and emphasized their “racial” difference, creating an image
quite typical for the period. During the war, Teddy Roosevelt’s
heroic feats and the American victories stimulated national pride,
but the element of altruism was always part of the mix. As in Eu-
rope, the concept of a “ white man’s burden” could not be separated
from the drive for empire.

QUESTIONS In what way do images convey political messages
more effectively than texts? When do calls for moral action justify
intervention in the affairs of another country?

Visualizing the Past

The Visualizing the Past feature of each chapter supports visual
literacy by showing students how to read and analyze visual mate-
rial such as maps, charts, graphs, tables or photos to interpret his-
torical patterns. Text accompanying the illustrations provides a
level of analysis, and a series of questions draws the students into
providing their own analyses.

Chapter Introductions

Each chapter introduction tells a compelling story about a partic-
ular pattern, individual, or incident to spark students’ interest and
introduce chapter material in an engaging and dramatic way. The
opening story concludes with an explanation of how the story re-
lates to the chapter content and the key themes and analytical is-
sues that will be examined in the chapter.

Timelines

In addition to the timeline in each part introduction, each chapter
includes a timeline that orients the student to the period, coun-
tries, and key events of the chapter.
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Thinking Historically

Each chapter contains an analytical essay on a topic of broad appli-
cation related to the chapter’s focus but extending across chrono-
logical and geographical boundaries. Critical thinking questions at
the end of each essay prompt the reader to think beyond the “who,
what, where, and when” of historical events and consider instead
the far-reaching implications of historical developments.

history involving women, the non-elite, and experiences and events
outside the spheres of politics and high culture. Each document is
preceded by a brief scene-setting narration and followed by probing
questions to guide the reader through an understanding of the doc-
ument and to encourage interpretive reflections and analysis.

Global Connections

Each chapter ends with a Global Connections section that rein-
forces the key themes and issues raised in the chapter and makes
clear their importance not only to the areas of civilization dis-
cussed in the chapter but also to the world as a whole.

Further Readings

Each chapter includes several annotated paragraphs of suggested
readings, substantially updated for this edition. Students receive
reliable guidance on a variety of books: source materials, stan-
dards in the field, encyclopedia coverage, more readable general
interest titles, and the like.

On the Web

Each chapter ends with a list of Web sites with annotations to give
students the key words necessary to search for similar sites.

Glossary

The comprehensive glossary is another feature that sets this
book apart. It includes conceptual terms, frequently used foreign
terms, and names of important geographic regions and key
characters on the world stage. Much of world history will be new
to most students, and this glossary will help them develop a
global vocabulary.

Icons

Throughout the text are icons that lead students to additional re-
sources—documents, images, maps, and case studies—found on
the Myhistorylab website that relate to the text they are reading.
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For Students

Myhistorylab offers instructors and students the best multimedia solu-

tions in one easy-to-use place. This state-of-the-art interactive instruc-

tional solution for World History course is organized according to the

contents of World History: The Global Experience. Myhistorylab is de-

signed to be used as a supplement to a traditional lecture course or to ad-

minister a completely online course. Myhistorylab provides helpful tips,

review materials, and activities to make the study of history a successful

and enjoyable learning experience.

Myhistorylab includes the following features:

• Pre-Test and Post-Test Quizzes and Individualized Study Plan

• Primary Source Documents and Comparative Case Studies

• History Bookshelf

• History Toolkit

• Map Room

• Chapter Review Materials

• Chapter Exams

• Pearson E-Text

• Writing Resources

• Research Navigator

To learn more about this unique learning management system, take a

tour at www.myhistorylab.com or contact your local Pearson/Prentice

Hall representative.

For The Instructor
Instructor’s Manual

ISBN: 0-20-565967-5
This teaching resource includes chapter summaries, discussion sugges-

tions, critical thinking exercises, map exercises, primary source analysis

suggestions, and term paper and essay topics. A special “Instructor’s

Toolkit” includes audiovisual suggestions.

Test Item File

ISBN: 0-20-565960-8
Over 2000 multiple-choice and essay questions are referenced by topic,

type, and text page number.

MyTest Online Testing System

www.pearsonmytest.com
This flexible, easy to use website includes all of the items in the printed

test item file and allows instructors to select specific questions, edit exist-

ing questions, and add their own items to create exams.

Instructor Resource Center

www.pearsonhighered.com/educator
This website provides instructors with additional text-specific resources

that can be downloaded for classroom use. Resources include full-color

transparencies of the maps included in the textbook that can be down-

loaded to create transparency acetates, Powerpoint™ presentations that

include text and visual Y Powerpoint™ slides, and the test item file of

the text.

Supplementary Materials
Prentice Hall/Penguin Program

The Prentice Hall Package a Penguin program provides instructors an

opportunity to receive significant discounts on Penguin World History ti-

tles when ordered and bundled with World Civilizations: The Global Expe-

rience. For more information about available titles and this unique

program, contact your local sales representative.

Library of World Biography Series

This series of biographies focuses on figures whose actions and ideas sig-

nificantly influenced the course of world history. Pocket-sized and brief,

each book relates the life of its subject to the broader themes and devel-

opments of the times. For more information about bundling these titles

with World Civilizations: The Global Experience, contact your local sales

representative.

Titles include:

• Ahmad al-Mansur: Islamic Visionary, Richard L. Smith

• Alexander the Great: Legacy of a Conqueror, Winthrop Lindsay Admas

• Benito Mussolini: The First Fascist, Anthony L. Cardoza

• Fukusawa Yûkichi: From Samurai to Capitalist, Helen M. Hopper

• Ignatius of Loyola: Founder of the Jesuits, Patrick Donnelly

• Jacques Coeur: Entrepreneur and King’s Bursar, Kathryn L. Reyerson

• Kató Shidzue: A Japanese Feminist, Helen M. Hopper

• Simón Bolivar: Liberaton and Disappointment, David Bushnell

• Vasco da Gama: Renaissance Crusader, Glenn J. Ames

• Zheng He: China and the Oceans in the Early Ming Dynasty, 1405–1433,

Edward. L. Dreyer

• Wu Zhao: China’s Only Female Emperor, N. Harry Rothschild

• Chinggis Khan, Ruth Dunnell

• Emperor Qianlong: Son of Heaven, Man of the World, Mark Elliott

• Sun Yatsen: Seeking a Newer China, David B. Gordon

• Martin Luther: A Life Reformed, Paul W. Robinson

Connections: Key Themes in World History

• The Globe Encompassed: The Age of European Discovery (1500 to 1700),

Glenn J. Ames

• Captives as Commodities: The Transatlantic Slave Trade, Lisa A. Lindsay

• First Horseman, The: Disease in Human History, John Aberth

• Trading Tastes: Commodity and Cultural Exchange to 1750, Erik Gilbert

and Jonathan T. Reynolds

Supplements
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The study of history is the study of the past. Knowledge of the past

gives us perspective on our societies today. It shows different ways

in which people have identified problems and tried to resolve

them, as well as important common impulses in the human experience.

History can inform through its variety, remind us of some human con-

stants, and provide a common vocabulary and examples that aid in mu-

tual communication.

The study of history is also the study of change. Historians analyze

major changes in the human experience over time and examine the ways in

which those changes connect the past to the present. They try to distinguish

between superficial and fundamental change, as well as between sudden

and gradual change. They explain why change occurs and what impact it

has. Finally, they pinpoint continuities from the past along with innova-

tions. History, in other words, is a study of human society in motion.

World history has become a subject in its own right. It involves the

study of historical events in a global context. It does not attempt to sum

up everything that has happened in the past. World history focuses on

two principal subjects: the evolution of leading societies and the interac-

tion among different peoples around the globe.

The Emergence of World History
Serious attempts to deal with world history are relatively recent. Many

historians have attempted to locate the evolution of their own societies in

the context of developments in a larger “known world”: Herodotus,

though particularly interested in the origins of Greek culture, wrote also

of developments around the Mediterranean; Ibn Khaldun wrote of what

he knew about developments in Africa and Europe as well as in the Mus-

lim world. But not until the 20th century, with an increase in interna-

tional contacts and a vastly expanded knowledge of the historical patterns

of major societies, did a full world history become possible. In the West,

world history depended on a growing realization that the world could not

be understood simply as a mirror reflecting the West’s greater glory or as

a stage for Western-dominated power politics. This hard-won realization

continues to meet some resistance. Nevertheless, historians in several so-

cieties have attempted to develop an international approach to the subject

that includes, but goes beyond, merely establishing a context for the

emergence of their own civilizations.

Our understanding of world history has been increasingly shaped by

two processes that define historical inquiry: detective work and debate.

Historians are steadily uncovering new data not just about particular so-

cieties but about lesser-known contacts. Looking at a variety of records

and artifacts, for example, they learn how an 8th-century battle between

Arab and Chinese forces in central Asia brought Chinese prisoners who

knew how to make paper to the Middle East, where their talents were

quickly put to work. And they argue about world history frameworks:

how central European actions should be in the world history of the past

500 years, and whether a standard process of modernization is useful or

distorting in measuring developments in modern Turkey or China.

Through debate come advances in how world history is understood and

conceptualized, just as the detective work advances the factual base.

What Civilization Means
Humans have always shown a tendency to operate in groups that provide

a framework for economic activities, governance, and cultural forms such

as beliefs and artistic styles. These groups, or societies, may be quite small;

hunting-and-gathering bands often numbered no more than 60 people.

World history usually focuses on somewhat larger societies, with more

extensive economic relationships (at least for trade) and cultures.

One vital kind of grouping is called civilization. The idea of civiliza-

tion as a type of human society is central to most world history, though it

also generates debate and though historians are now agreed that it is not

the only kind of grouping that warrants attention. Civilizations, unlike

some other societies, generate surpluses beyond basic survival needs. This

in turn promotes a variety of specialized occupations and heightened so-

cial differentiation, as well as regional and long-distance trading net-

works. Surplus production also spurs the growth of cities and the

development of formal states, with some bureaucracy, in contrast to more

informal methods of governing. Most civilizations have also developed

systems of writing.

Civilizations are not necessarily better than other kinds of societies.

Nomadic groups have often demonstrated great creativity in technology

and social relationships, and some were more vigorous than settled civi-

lizations in promoting global contacts. Moreover, there is disagreement

about exactly what defines a civilization—for example, what about cases

like the Incas where there was no writing?

Used carefully, however, the idea of civilization as a form of human

social organization, and an unusually extensive one, has merit. Along with

agriculture (which developed earlier), civilizations have given human

groups the capacity to fundamentally reshape their environments and to

dominate most other living creatures. The history of civilizations em-

braces most of the people who have ever lived; their literature, formal sci-

entific discoveries, art, music, architecture, and inventions; their most

elaborate social, political, and economic systems; their brutality and de-

struction caused by conflicts; their exploitation of other species; and their

degradation of the environment—a result of changes in technology and

the organization of work.

The study of civilizations always involves more, however, than case-

by-case detail. World history makes sense only if civilizations are com-

pared, rather than treated separately. Equally important, civilizations

(and other societies) developed important mutual contacts, which could

have wide impact in reshaping several societies at the same time. And civ-

ilizations responded to still wider forces, like migration, disease, or mis-

sionary activity, that could reshape the frameworks within which they

operated. Civilizations in these wider contexts—as they changed through

internal dynamics, mutual interactions, and responses to broader

forces—form the basic patterns of world history for the past 5000 years.

Prologue
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