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Prologue

From Cosmic History to Human History

E__i istory books in general, and world history textbooks in particular, share some-
thing in common with those Russian nested dolls in which a series of carved
figures fit inside one another. In much the same tashion, all historical accounts take
place within some larger context, as stories within stories unfold. Individual biog-
raphies and histoties of local communities, particularly modern ones, occur within
the context of one nation or another. Nations often find a place in some more
encompassing civilization, such as the Istumic world or the West, orin a regional or

Change
What have been the

continental comext such a8 Southemst Asty, Earim Armerica, orAfticaAnd-those-eivi-
lizational or regional histories in turn take on richer meaning when they are under-
stood within the even broader story of world history, swhich embraces humankind
as a whale.

[11 recent decades, some world histotians have begun to situate that remarkable
story of the human journey in the much larger framewotk of both cosmic and

major turning peints in
the pre-human phases
of "blg history"?

planecary history, an approach that has come to be called “big histery.” [t is really
the “history of everything” from the big bang to the present, and it extends over
the enormous, almost unimaginable timescale of some 13.7 billien years, the current

rough estimate of the age of the universe.’

The History of the Universe

To make this vast expanse of time even remotely comprehensible, some scholars
have depicted the history of the cosmos as if it were a single calendar year {sce
Snapshot), On that cosmic calendar, most of the action took place in the first tew
milliseconds of January 1. As astronomets, physicists, and chemists tell it, the uni-
verse that we know began in an eruption of inconceivable power and heat. Out of
that explosion of creation emerged mateer, energy, gravity, electromagnetism, and
the “strong” and “weak” forces that govemn the behavior of atomic nuclel. As grav-
jty pulled the rapidly expanding cosmic gases into increasingly dense masses, stars
formed, with the first ones lighting up around 1 to 2 billion years after the big bang,
or the end of fanuary to mid-February on the cosmic calendar,

Hundreds of billions of stars followed, each with its own history, though fol-
lowing common patterns. They emerge, flourish for a time, and then collapse and
die. In their final stages, they sometimes generate supemnovae, black holes, and

pulsars— phenomena at least as fantastic as the most exotic of earlier creation stories.



PROLOGUE

_ Wlthm the stars,” enormous nuclear react1ons gave 'rise to the elements that are
. reflécted in the penodlc table known to all students ‘of chemistry, Over eons, these

stars, came- together in -galaxies; such. as. our,.own MJlky ‘Way, which-probably
emerged in-March or early Apnl and in even larger structures ca]led groups, clus-
ters, and superclusters ‘Adding, to the’ strangeness of our. p1cture of the ¢osmos is

- the recent and- controversml nouon that- perhaps 90 percent or more of the total
‘mass: of the-universe is invisible: to. us, consisting: ofa THysterious: and mathematlw
' cally predlcted substante: known to-scholars anly. as “dark: matter.”” L
- The contemplanon of cosmicr h1story has: prornpted profound rehglous or
phﬂosoplncal quiestions; abotit the; meamng of human fife: For, some; it has engen-
" deredasense of greit 11151g111f1cance e} the face of costhic vastness. In dlsputlng the
7 earth— and hmnan_centered view of the cosmos; long held. by the Catholic. Chuirch;
the: elgllteenth—century Prench tlnnker Volta.lre wrote: ““This little globe; nothmg
. miore, than a point,. rolls i in space hke 50 man‘y other globes we are- losL in.this -
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. _1mmens1ty 3 Nonetheless human conscmusness and our awareness of the mystery
~of this 1m1neasn.rable Universe fender s uniqué and’ generate for many people feel-

- ings-of awe, gratﬂ:ude and hurmllty that are almost religiotis. ‘As tiny | but knowmgg'
: 'observers of tl'ns ma]estxc COSMOS, We have found ourselVes hvmg ina grander home :

than ever we kneW before

.The Hlstory of a Planet

Por most of us one I_sta:c our own snn 1s far more 1mportant tha a]l the others

_despite, its: qulte ordlnary' standmg among the b1lhons of stars ii ¢ e'umverse-and. o

its somewliat remotelocation on ‘the Ouiter edge; of thé Ml]ky Way galaxy Ciitling
that star is a series ‘of planets, formed of leftover miaterials froin the sun’s birth. Orie

+ - of those. planets the.third from the sun and the ‘fifth largest; is ‘home to-all ofus.
" Humari- h1story— our hlstorym-takes place not only on the earth bnt also as part :

of'the planet § h1story

That lustory bégan Wlth the emergence of. the ent1re solar system .about tWo—_ '
tlnrds of thesway: through the history ‘of the universe, some 4.7. Billion: years;age or
catly September ot the cosmic ealendar, G ologists: have learned-a great-deal, about :

..the hlstory of the earth the formation of i its rocks ahd atmosphere, the movement
' _of its continents; the' colhs1on of thie tectomc ‘plates that make Up its crustf dnd the

~constaiit changes of 1t.s landscape a5 tnountains fommed; ¥ lcanoes erupted AT ET erow
sion: transformed the surface of the plasiet., All of tlus has been happemng for more.
- than 4 billion. years and continues stifll.. - s " R :

- The most rerharkable feature of the earth s lnstory*— and 50 far a5 we- know
unrepeated elsewherewwas the emergence < of life from thé chemical $oup of the -
carly planet. It happened rather qmckly, only abotil 600. milliori years after the eatth
itself took shape, or late September on the cosmic calendar. Then for some 3 billion "

- years, life remained at-the level of microscopic single-celled organisms. Accordmg' .
St biolog1sts the many spec1es of larger multlcelled creatures—all of the flowérs, B

o v e s S

a:ncl air—=have '_volved
T an explos‘lve" ;

e

"h.w ST

been penodrcally punctuated by assive dre-offs at least least ﬁve of thesm;«in Whlch'

yery: large ntinbers of anindal or pla?ﬁ"ﬁe”ﬁes Rave pemshed Then ‘most mdespread '
-of these ‘extinction everits,” kKnows £o scholats as: the Permian-massextinction,

'occurred around 250 million” years agorand eliminated. some 96-percent of living
species on the planet. That catastrophlc chnunutlon of life=forms on the planet has
been ‘associated with massive volcanié eruptions;sthe release of hige quantities of
carbon dioxide- and methane into the atmosphere, and a degree of global - Watinirig
that camie close to' extinguishing all life on the planet: :Much latet, around 65 mil-’

- lion years agd-another such: extinction event: decimated sbout 75 percent of plant

and animal’ species, inclitding what was left of the dinosauts. Tt too, some scientists
beheve ‘involved another WaVe of Volcame erupnons 4nd drastic: chmate change
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exacerbated tllIS tlme by the ipact ofa huge asterold perhaps six mjles in diametet,
which landed near the Yucatin peninsula off the coast of southern. Mecho Many
scholars beheve we are currently in the madst of a sixth extinction event, driven,
like the cthers, by : maJor c11mate change but Wh1ch unhke the others is the prod—
uct of human actions. 3 : : ¢

- So life on ‘earth has been and remalns both ﬁaglle and res1hent Wltlnn these

”condltrons every spec1es has had a h_tstory as its meémbers struggled to find resources,
~cope with changing emnronments and.deal with competltors Egocentnc creatures
__that-we are, however, human beings have usuallv focused their history hooks and

B
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: hlstory courses ent1re1y on a smgle sEegres—om own, Homa ; sap:em, humankmd

e

Rk e g

On ' thi€ cosmic calen?:lar Homo sapiens is. an. upstart primate- whose: entrre history

' occurred in the last fow rrnnutes of December 31. Almost-all of what we normally

study in lnstory courses—agrrcultu‘re ertlng, ClVJ.lJZathD.S emprres 1ndustr1ahza—

i
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o tion—took: place in the very last minute of that cosmic year The ennre h1story of

the Umted States. occurred in the last second. . Co

Yet during that very brief time, humankmd has had a career more remark—
able and arguably more consequent1a1 for. the planet than- -any other. species. At
the. heart of human umqueness lies our amazmg capacity for accunmuilating knowl—

A il e

e ?ge and skills. Other anirmals learn, of course, bus for the most part they leamn the

same thlngs ovet and over agarn Twenty ﬂrst—century chlmpanzees in- the wild
master. the sane skillsas their ancestors did a million years ago. But the exceptlonal
communpication athtles provrded by ‘human language allow us to learn from one
anothér, to express that learmng in abstract symbols and.then to pass it on, cumu-_
latively, to fiture geperations. Thus we have moved from stone axes to lasers, from

' spears to nuclear weapons, from * ta]lqng drums” to the- Intetnet, from: grass huts
:' to the’ pyrarmds of Egypt the Taj- Mahal of India, and the skyscrapers of modern
- cities.

Thrs extraordmary ablhty has translated mto Wmmpact ont the earth that
is unprecedented among all hvmg spec1es Human populatlons have mulnphed ’

%
- far more extenswely and have comé o 6ccupy a far | greater range of environments

than has any. other large animal.. Through our ingenious. technolog1es we. have
approprrated for ourselves accord:lng to recent- calculat:tons some 25.to 40 percent

" of the solar- energy that enters: ‘the food chain. We have: recently gamed dceess to

the: stored solar energy of eoal ‘gas; and oil; all of Whach have been many rm]hons ‘
of years in ‘the makmg, and We have the capac1ty £0, deplete these resources in-d

' few hundred or a few thousand years Other forms of life have felt the 1mpact of
" human act1V1ty, 4§ pumerous: éxtinet or threatened specres testlfy I—Iurnan béings
have even affected the’ atmosphere and: the ‘oceans as: carbon: dioxide andother
= ._'ermssmns of the mdustnal age have warmed the ehmate of the planet in Ways that
S broadly resemble the cond1t10ns that trlggered earher extinction . gvents:, Thus
;human history has been, and remains, of great. slgmﬂeance ‘not for ourselves alone
"~ but also for the earth 1tse]f and for the many other l1v1ng creatures Wlth Wl‘llch we

share 1t
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,The Hlstory of the Human Spec1es

in a Single Paragraph

" The hlstory of oux species “has occupled roughly the Iast 250 000 Vears cotiven-—

tionally divided into ‘three major phases, based on the kmd of techiiology that was

-most WldelY pracmced The enormotsly long Paleolithic Paleolithic age, with its gathering and - =

huntmg way- of life, accounts: fog%ipg cent. or more of the time that humans have
occupied, the planet. People utilizing 4" stone-age Paleohthlc technology 1n1t1a]ly

settled every ma_}or Iandmass on the earth and’ constructed the first huiman societies
(see Chaptet 1). Thén beginning about 12, 000 > Yearc ago ith the ﬁrst Agncultural
Revolution, the domestication of plmtgma&wnlmﬂs increasingly ecame the pri-

mary-means of sustaining human life and societies. In giving tise to agrlcultural

. villages and-chiefdoms, :to pastoral communities depending.on their herds of anix
- mials, and to state- and city- “based civilizations, this agrariari way of life changed
virtially everything and fundamenta]ly reshaped human societies arid their tela-

tionship to the natural order. Flna]ly, around 1750 a quite sudden spurtin the rate

' pﬂtechgglqgeal—-ehangewwh;ch We. Eﬁ%?v“a?fh@”lnﬂustr1al Revoluagﬁ',’“began to

take hold That vast increase_in productlwty, wealth and “human control over
natire once agam transformed almost every aspect of human’ hfe and gave nse to g
new kmds of societies that we ‘¢call “inodern.” L

PROLOGUE
Change
Why has world history

achieved an increasingly
prominent place in Ameri-

decades?

_ can education n recent

_Here then, in a'singlé parag‘raph is the mstory ot numamgna—tne Paleolithic
era, the agricultiril era, and, most recently and briefly, the moédem industrial ora.
Clearly this is a big picture perspective, based on the notion that the human species
as a whole has a hiscory that transcends any of its part1cular and distinctive cuilures.
That perspective—known variotsly as planiétary, global, or wotld: history——has
become increasingly prormnent among those ‘who study the-past. Why should th1s
be so? S .

Why World Hlstory? ._ e s _,

" Not long ago~—1n the mid-twentieth century, for example~——v1rtua]ly all co]lege»~

leve] history cotirses were organized in terms of particular civilizations. or nations.

In the United:States, courses such as Western Civilization or some version of .

American History served to introduce students to the study of the past Since ther,

however, a set-of profound changes has pushed much. of-the historical professwn

in a different direction. : R '
The world wars of the twentleth century, reveahng as they d1d the horrendous

consequences of unchecked nationalism, persuaded some historians that a broader _

view of the past might contribute to a sense of global citizenship. Economic and '
cultural globalization. has highlighted both the .intérdependence of the. world’s
peoples and their very unequal positions within that world: Moreover; we are aware
as never before that our problems—=whether they involve economic: well-being,

global warming, diseasé, or terrorism-—zespect no national boundaties. To many




-t houghtful people 2 global present seemed to call fot a global past Furthermore ,

as colonial empires shrank and new nations asserted themselves on the world stage,

“these- peoplés also insisted that their histories be. accorded. equivalént treatment
~with those of Europe and North Amefica. An explosion of new knowledge about

the histories of Asia, Afiica, and pre-Columbian America erupted from the réséarch

“of scholars aroufid: the ‘world. All ‘of this, has generated a -“world lustory move-
' ment,” reflected in college and lngh 'school curricula, in numerous conferences and

__ spec1ahzed studies, and in'a prohferatmn of te:xtbooks of which this is one.

PROLOGUE

lh.rs world mstory movement nas attempted 1o ¢reate 2 global’ unclerstancung

: of the human’ past that hightights broad- patterns cutting.across patticular civiliza-
* tions and- countries, while acknowledglng i’ an inclusive fashion the distinctive
histories of its' many peoples. This is, to put it mildly, a tall order.. How is it possible

to encommpass within a single book or course the separate stories of‘the world’s
Vamouepeoples?Surelyﬂlternust besemett—n—ng—r—nore—t‘ha—nfu ree —m——n—gftheﬁhrstory

of one c1v1hzat10n or cultuife after atidther. o can we glistill 2’ common’ history
of humankmd as a Whole from the dlstmct tra_]ectorles of partlcular peoples?-

'''''''

should we use for dec1d1ng What tor mclude and hat to leave out? Such questions
% 'NM_"’_\
- _have "enstred no end” of To Controversy among students ‘teachers, and scholars of
World h1story, makmg it-ope-of the most excmng ﬁelds of hlstoncal 1nqu1ry '

'Change Comparrson and Con_nectlon'
- _The Three Cs of World Hlstory '

- -Desp1te :rnuch debate and argument one thrng 13 reasonably clear in World hlstory, g
nothing stands alone. Every event, evety historical ﬁgure every culture, society;

ot civilization gains s1gm:Eicance from its: inchision in some larger context: Most
A o

E world: historians would probably apreé- on three such contexts that deﬁne their
ficld of study: Fach. of those corl‘t‘ezit‘t"’w conﬂonmﬁlw\roﬁem in our under—
B __standang of the past. - '

' The first context in Wh1c11 the part:lculars of World hlstory ¢an be srtuated is that

“of change over time. In world hlstory, it is the “big pictute”. changes—those ‘that

aﬁect Iarge segiments of hunlankmdm—that are"of greatest interest: ‘How did the

transition-from'a gathenng and. hunting economy* to one based on. agnculture take L
' place? How' d1d cities, emipites; and- c1v1hzat1ons take shape n: various parts of the
world? Whit lay behind the emergence of & new balante of global power after 1500, -

one that featured the growing proininence of EUrope on the world stage? What

- generated the’ amazang transformatrons of the ‘revolution of modermty Adfr: recent _

centuries? How: did the lives of Women change as a result of industrialization?. -

fsm.? A-hore common term 15 “steréotyping.”
Terefers to ouf. 1nc11nat10n to defire partleular grotips of, people with an unchanging

or. essentlal set of Characterlshcs Wothen: are nurturing;’ peasants are conservatlve ‘

_ "an%e provrdes ail, ant:ldote tova persmtent tendenoy of human :
- .thlnkmg that h1stor1ans call “cgsehin
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) - ° Americans are aggressi\fe- Hindus' are 'religious" Serious ‘students of history. sdon
] . beconie aware that every significant category of people contains endless divisions
and conflicts and that those human communities are constantly i in flux, Peasants may
often aceept the stattis quo, exeept of course when they rebel, as they frequeritly
el . have.: Americans have expenenced penods of isolationism and withdrawal from the

e 7 world as well astimes of a aggresswe engageinent with it. T}ungs change
i’ . But some th1ngs persist, even if they also change. We should not a]low an
i emphasis on'change to blind us to' the continuities of human expenence A recog—

; nizably Chmese state has operated for more than 2,000.years. Slavety and pamarchy_ '
l A pers1sted as human mstltutlons for thousands of yeats until: they were challenged n-
‘ _ recent centuries, and in’ various forms they exist still. The teachings of- Buddh1sm
| ' Chrlstlamty, and Islam have endured for centunes though W1th endless variations
and transformaﬂons. - s S S R

A second maJor context that’ operates constantly in world lustory books and
— g | ; , cotirses-is-that-of eemparlsen—%atever else-it-may-be;-world- Fhistory-is-a-eom-
' ‘ parat1ve d1sc1phne seekmg to 1dent1fv snmlanues and differences in the experience

e

i

l' : of the world’s peoples. What 15 the: dlﬁ'erence between the development of agri=

. || . culture in the Middle-East and in- Mesoamenca? Was the expetience, of women

: , largely' the same it all patnarehal societies? What did the R&man Empire and Han

u | dynasty China have in‘commeon? Why d1d the Industrial Revolution.and a modern -

| ' way of hfe ‘evolve first in Western Burope rather than somewhere else? What dis-

il ' tinguished the French, Russian, and Chinese revolutions from one another? What
different postures toward modermty emerged within the Islamic world? Descr1b1ng
and, if possible, explaining such similarities and dlfferences are among the major
 tasks of wotld history. Comparison, then, is a recurting theme in tlus book, ‘with

i _expressions in every chapter. S o

- Comparison has proven an effective tool in efforts to counteract Euroeena
Al ' trism, the notion that Buropeans or people of European déscent have lonig been
w| ' the primary movers and shakers of the historical process. That- notion arose, in
B ~ recent centuries when Buropeans were in fact the major source of innovation in
i ' the world and did for a time exercise somethmg close to world domination. This
1 temporaty preerminence: declswely shaped the way Europeans thought and ‘wrote

i ' about their own l]IStOI'leS and those of other people. In-their own eyes, Europeans g

alone were progressive people thanks to'some:cultural or racial superiority. Every-
. one elsé was to some degree stagnant, backward, ‘savage, ot barbarian. The unusual
‘ ! power of Buropeans allowed them for a time to ict.on those beliefs and to convey
| ’ .

such ways of thinking to much of the world. But comparative world h1story sets
European achievements in a global and historical context, helping us to sort out
‘what was dlstmctlve about the development of Europe and what similarities it bore
| : : to other- major tegions of the. world. Puncturmg the pretensmns of Eurocentrlsm
[ o : has been high on the agenda of world history. .

-+ A.third context that 1nf0rms world history 1nVolves the mteracuons encounters,
anid connections among d]ﬂerent and often’ distant peoples World. h1st01_7y is less




fticular civilizations or cultures than about the pro-

. Evl_’i’l‘i;ﬂh_a,p_hapﬁen;g@ ythm pa

| esses and outcomes of their meetings T one another. Focusing on cross-cultura
Less es and outcomes o f their meet ings with one another Focusing on cross-cultural

*_connections—whether those of conflict or more peacefi] exchange-—represents an
effort to counteract a habit of thinking about particular pedples, states, or culttires
as s_elf—c-o.ntained or isolated t‘qi'rﬂnﬁﬂitif;s.'Despite the historical emergence of many

- separate and distinct socicties; none of them developed alone. Each was embedded
in 2 network of relationships with both near and more distant peoples. '

. Moreover, these cross-cultural connections did not begin with C-olumblis. The -
- —'_G-h-‘tﬁeSéﬂeref’%cam—ple;.intpﬁaiqted;édnrinuoﬁsly with the romadic peoples on their

" northern border; genetated- technologies that diffused across all of Eurasia; trans-
mitted elements of theit. culture to Japan, Korea, and Vietham; and assirilated a,
foreign religious tradition, Buddhism, which had originated in India. ‘Though clearly
distinctive, China was not a selfecontainéd or isolated ci_x'filiz'atidh,\f R SRS

. _'T'he growing depth and significance of such cross-cultural relationships, known

now a,s'glé)@tion, has been 2. Vdistii_tuim_gti_ishiﬁg. fe;%&tg;é"qu_ the moderm era. The
voyages. of Colu :

ambus | rp‘u_g\ t the peoples of the Fastern and “Westerti Héiﬁi’s'phéres
into ststained contact for the firse time with enotmous global consequences. Sev-
eral centuries latery Buropéans took advantage of their industrial power to bring

-~ much of the world temporarily under their control. The new technologies of the
.. twentieth century have intertwined the econoinies, societies,and cultures of the '

- world’s peoples mote tightly than ever before. During the past five centuries, the
_encounter with strangets; or at least with their ideas and practices, was everywhere
. ariong the most powerful motors of change in'human societies. Thus world his-
'toiy remains always zilex_ft td-thé;s'iiétWoi:ks,-_'-Web's,‘-ranc'_i‘Cro'ssa_r:ult_ural encounters in
" which particulat civilizations or peoples were enmeshed. e

. Changes, ¢ompatisons, and connections—=all of them bpe_r’aﬁn_g_' on i global . -

scale— represent three contexts or frameworks that ¢an. help us bring some coher--

ence to the multiple and compl;z’é_'stori_és of world hiSthy. They will recur repeat- )

edly in_the-pagé_? that follow... .. - ¢ - T
A firial observation about this account of world history: Ways of the World, like

all 'other world history textbooks, is radically unbalanced in terms of coverage. This

_V('_Jlﬁmé of _the“book fake§ on the whole :dif huﬂiﬁn' history up to.about 1500, most ,
of it focused on the era of agricultural civilizations beginning some 5,000 years ago. -

"+ By 'cc.)r'_ltfaSt-, leuhié,_2‘fo'cu'sc:‘s_-_c')r‘i_ o'ﬁly ‘the past five centuries, and'in fact the last

- century alone occupies four entire chapters. This jmbalince owes something to the

velative scarcity of information about eatlicr periods of our history. But it also
. reflects a certain - present 'mlndeaﬁ:é‘ss,’__ for we look to history, always, to make

iaiic

“sense of our curtent needs and circimstances. And in doing so; we often assume.

" that more _receﬁt events have a greater significance for our own lives in the here
and now than those that ‘occurred in more distant times. Whether you agree with

- this assumption or not, you will have occasion to ponder it as you consider the.

many and various “sirays .of the-world” that ha_\%e emerged in recent centaries and

a5 you contemplate their relevance for .ybu’_r‘ OWn. JOULney. .
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PROLOGUE

Second Thoughts :' o

What s the Slgnrflcance7

" big _hrstory, W the three Cs,xlv

cosmic calendar xl e L comparatwe world hrstory, Ivr

Blg Plcture Questlons S . _ L
A rHow do. modern natlons of the |mmense*5|ze and age of the unlverse affect YOUE - understanding of

human hrstory7 :

2. What examples of companson cnnnectron and change in WrJrld hrstory wuuld you I:ke for explore

further as your coutse unfolds? cLTL
3. Inwhat !arger contexts might you place your awn !rfe hrstory? :

Next Steps. For Further Study

David Christiars, Cynthta Stokes Brown and Cralg Benramln Brg Hrstary Bez‘ween Nothmg and Everythrng
(2013). A thoughtful survey of the-emerging field of big history” by thre of its leadlng practjtionérs.

Ross E. Dunn, ed., The New World History: A Teacher's Companron (2000) A collectron ot artrc es dealrng
. with the teaching of world history.. Lo et u W e

Patrick Manning, Nawgatrng Worfd History: Hrstorrans Create a G/obar‘ Past(2003) An up te«date overview

et A SR b n s e e~ vawans ot il

of the growth of world history, the fields achievements, and the debates within it.
. R, McNeill and William H. McNeill, The Human Web: A Bird's-Eye Vrew of World Hrsfory{ZOOB) An:ap-
nroach to world history that emphasrzes the changing webs of connection among human communities..
Heidi Roupp, ed., Teaching Vorld History in the Twenty-first Century A Resource Book(2010) ‘A pract|cal a
. resource book for the teaching of world history. '
_ "World History Matters," http: //worldhrstorymatters orgf A po:nt of entry to many world hrstery Web sites,
featuring numarous rmages and essays , e .
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