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CLAIMS AND

EVIDENCE IN SOURCES

What clues does this image provide
about the Islamic practice of
pilgrimage?

Before 1200: Patterns
in World History

CONNECTING 1 e O e ecason s 2
PAST AND ) .
PRESENT day celebration for her ancient ancestor Kong Fuzi, or
Confucius, born 2,560 years earlier. Together with some
10,000 other people—descendants, scholars, government officials, and for-
eign representatives— Kong Dejun attended ceremonies at the Confucian Tem-
ple in Qufu, the hometown of China's famous sage. “I was touched to see my
ancestor being revered by people from different countries and nations,” she
said.! What made this celebration remarkable was that it took place in a coun-
try still ruled by the Communist Party, which had long devoted enormous efforts
to discrediting Confucius and his teachings. In the communist outlook, Confu-
cianism was associated with class inequality, patriarchy, feudalism, supersti-
tion, and all things old and backward. But the country’s ancient teacher and
philosopher had apparently outlasted modern communism. Since the 1990s
the Communist Party has claimed Confucius as a national treasure and has
established over 300 Confucian Institutes to study his writings. He appears
in TV shows and movies, and many anxious parents offer prayers at Confucian
temples when their children are taking the national college entrance exams.
Buddhism and Daoism (DOW-i’zm) have also experienced something of a revival
in China, as thousands of temples, destroyed during the heyday of communism,
have been repaired and reopened. Christianity too has grown rapidly in China
since the 1970s. B

ere are reminders, in a Chinese context, of the continuing appeal
of cultural traditions forged long ago. Those ancient traditions and
the civilizations in which they were born provide a link between
the world of 1200-1450 and all that came before it. This chapter seeks to
ease us into the stream of world history after 1200 by looking briefly at
several major turning points in the human story that preceded 1200. These
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include the transition to agriculture, the rise of distinctive societies called civiliza-
tions, the making of the major cultural or religious traditions that accompanied those
civilizations, and the broad patterns of interaction among the peoples of the ancient

world.

From the Paleolithic Era to the Age
of Agriculture
| Finding the Main Point: In what ways did the Agricultural Revolution transform human life”

Homo sapicns, human beings essentially similar to ourselves, first emerged around
350,000 to 260,000 years ago, most likely in the highlands of East Africa. Then,
somewhere between 100,000 and 60,000 years ago, our species began a remarkable
migration out of Africa that, over tens of thousands of years, led to the “peopling”
of almost every inhabitable landmass on the planet. While critical to the success
of humankind, from the viewpoint of the many species of plants and animals that
were affected, it was a process of violent colonization. The last phase of that epic
journey came to an end around 1200 c.E., when the first humans occupied what is
now New Zealand. By then, every major landmass, except Antarctica, had acquired
: a human presence.

With the exception of those who settled the islands of Pacific Oceania, all of
this grand process had been undertaken by people practicing a gathering and hunt-
ing way of life and assisted only by stone tools. Thus human history begins with
what scholars call the Paleolithic era or the Old Stone Age, which represents over
95 percent of the time that humans have occupied the planet (see Controversies:
Debating the Timescales of History, page 12). During these many centuries and
millennia, humankind sustained itself by foraging: gathering wild foods, scavenging
dead animals, hunting live animals, and fishing.

In their long journeys across the earth, Paleolithic people created a multitude
of separate and distinct societies, each with its own history, culture, language, iden-

da tity, stories, and rituals. Some were small, nomadic, and egalitarian societies, Orga-
"u:ttt:gé nized as bands of perhaps twenty-five to fifty people in which all relationships

were intensely personal and normally understood in terms of kinship. Others lived
in permanent settlements with somewhat larger populations that generated clear
differences of wealth and status among their people. A few of these gathering and
hunting societies practiced slavery or constructed large-scale monuments. Cultural
creativity was much in evidence, reflected in numerous technological innovations
(bone needles, sickles, baskets, nets, and pottery, for example), in sophisticated oral
traditions such as the Dreamtime stories of the Aboriginal peoples of Australia, and
in remarkable cave paintings and sculptures found in many places around the world.

What followed was the most fundamental transformation in all of human history
the transition to an agricultural economy. Between 10,000 and 2000 B.C.E. (12,000
to 4,000 years ago), this momentous process unfolded separately in fifteen to twenty
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600 B.c.e. 300 LB.c.ls. 1 c.E. 3001c.5. 600 c.k. 900 c.k. 1200 c.e. 1500 c.e.

‘ THE EAST ASIAN WORLD: CONFUCIANISM AND DAOISM
| |
r 6th—|5th centuries al.c.z. Life of Corifucius
6th century B.c.E. Life of Laozi ' ‘\

ca. 206 B.c.e.—220 c.E.

Han dynasty establishes Confucianism as official state ideology
L 111 B.c.e.-939 c.k.
Confucianism takes root in Vietnam under Chinese rule
4th-11th centuries c.k.
Confucianism takes root in Korea

7th century c.k.
Shotoku establishes Confucianism in Japan

960-1279c.E.
Neo-Confucianism flourishes in Song dynasty Crlna

THE SOUTH ASIAN WORLD HINDUISM AND BUDDHISM

=
* 800—400 B.C.E. Hlnciu Upanishads compiled

|
I ca. 566-486 B.c.t. Life of Buddha

[
!

100-300 c.e. Mahayana Buddhism emerges

100-800 c.E.

Buddhism established in China
ca. 5th-2nd centuries B.c.e. Bhagavad Gita written

|600-1200 c.c.

Buddhism and Hinduism take root in Southeast Asia
|600-1300 c.c.

Bhakti movement takes shape in India

Buddhism largely disappears within India

12th century c.kE.
Emergence of Zen Buddhism in Japan
|

THE MIDDLE EASTERN WORLD

* 9th-6th centuries B.c.E. Jewish prophetsl(lsaiah, Amos, IJeremiah)

ca. 4 B.c.e.-29 c.k. Life of Jelsus

B ca. 6-67 c.k. Life of Saint Paul

4th century c.E.
Christianity established as state
religion in Roman Empire, Armenia, and Axum 570-632 c.t. Life of Muhammad

7th century c.E.
Emergence of Sunni/Shia split in Islam

750-900 c.E.
Islam established in Persia

800-1000 c.k.
Beginnings of Sufi Islam

1054 c.c. B
Deepening divide between Roman Catholic and Eastelrn Orthodox Chrilstianity
I I
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PERIOD 1 + Diversity and Interaction in the World of 1200-1450

CONTROVERSIES Debating the Timescales of History

So when does history begin? And does it matter? If
“history” refers to the story of humankind, profes-
sional historians until recently were largely in agree-
ment that history began with writing, for as one book
published in 1898 put it, “No documents, no history.”?
While humans clearly existed before writing— for hun-
dreds of thousands of years, in fact— historians viewed
their pasts as almost completely unrecoverable from the
few phvsical remains that survived. They described these
earlier peoples as prehistoric or “before history” and
left their study to archeology and what was later called
palecanthropology. But writing emerged only about
5,500 vears ago, and even then was limited to a few
places. Furthermore, until the last several centuries writ-
ing was confined largely to elites, who wrote primarily
about “the wars they fought, the literature they wrote,
and the gods they worshipped.”® Thus an understanding
of the human journey based only on written records was
massively skewed and incomplete.

From the mid-twenteth century onward, increasingly
accurate and affordable scientific techniques—including
radio-carbon dating, DNA testing, and advances in lin-
guistics and archeology —allowed scholars to date arti-
facts and the movements of human populations that
occurred tens or even hundreds of thousands of years ago.
A much clearer understanding of early human history
emerged as scholars were able to trace chronologically
such crucial developments as the spread of our species
across the planet and the dissemination of bronze-work-
ing technologies. The world before writing no longer
seemed so unrecoverable, and many scholars— historians,
archeologists, and others—broadened the definition of

“history” to incorporate peoples f’f the distant past
who had left no written record. While large gaps ip, S
knowledge persisted, the new techniques openeq up
windows into the past that had been mostly shut before,

Even as historians debated the extent to which the
“prehistory” of our species should or could .be incorpo-
rated into historical accounts, a related question emergeq
about how —or whether—to locate all of human his-
tory within some greater context. Over the past severy|
decades, some historians have begun to integrate the
human story into the much larger frameworks of plan-
etary and cosmic evolution, an approach that has come
to be called “big history”” Remarkable advances in the
natural sciences—astronomy, geology, and evolution-
ary biology—suggest that the cosmos as a whole has
a history, as do the stars, the solar system, the planets,
including the earth, and life itself. They have a history
because they have changed over time, for change is the
fundamental feature of all historical accounts.

Such understandings have caused some to conclude
that human history can be fully understood only if
contextualized in the changing patterns of the cosmos.
As the historian William McNeill has written, “Human
beings, it appears, do indeed belong to the universe
and share its unstable, evolving character . . . what hap-
pens among human beings and what happens among
the stars looks to be part of a grand, evolving story.”‘
Supporters of this view assert that big history “offers a
powerful way of understanding the place of our own
species, Homo sapiens, within the universe. By doing 50

it helps us to understand better what human history i
all about.”®

places spread across Asia, Africa, and the Americas alike, It meant the deliberate cultiva-
tion of particular plants as well as the taming and breeding of particular animals. Thus
a new way of life gradually supplemented and eventually replaced the earlier practices
of gathering and hunting in most parts of the world, so that by the early twenty-first

century only minuscule groups of people followed that

But the transition to agriculture took place over
nia, hesitantly and experimentally,
Some gathering and hunting peop

ancient way of living.

many centuries and millen-
and in some places was temporarily reversed-
les deliberately rejected farming, even if they




But not all historians agree with this perspec-
dve. Some critics of “big history” argue that its almost
unimaginable timescales, measured in billions or many
millions of years, leave too little room for the human
story, reducing it to insignificance. The types of problems
or questions that have long occupied professional histo-
rians, such as the legacies of the Chinese warring states
period or the Great Depression of the 1930s, are worthy
of little more than a mention in big history timescales.
Others complain that the careful reading and analysis
of documents have been replaced by scientific forms of
inquiry. Is “big history,” they ask, really history at all?

Whatever one may think of these debates, big history
represents the latest chapter in a remarkable rethink-
ing of when world history begins. At the turn of the
twentieth century few historians could conceive of his-
tory beginning more than 6,000 years ago, but by the
early twenty-first century some began to argue that the
human story finds its most appropriate place in a process
that began over 13 billion years earlier.

Clearly the timescales of human history matter,
because they shape the questions we ask and the tech-
niques of inquiry that we employ. If we seek to under-
stand the ups and downs of civilizations over the past five
millennia, written records are essential. Without them,
we would know little about the evolution of Buddhism,
the rise and fall of empires, the Industrial Revolution,
and much more. But if we want to know something of
the process by which humans came to occupy almost
every environmental niche on the earth, then written
records are of little help, because almost all of that process
took place long before writing was invented anywhere.

SO We must rely on DNA analysis, carbon dating, and
linguistics.

Finally, when historians turn to the cosmic or “big
history” timescale, they are motivated by still other con-
cerns. For David Christian, one of the leading practi-
tioners of “big history,” that grand scale of things offers a
“creation myth” for our times, a coherent and scientifi-
cally informed explanation of the origins and evolution
of our universe and the place of humankind within it.®
For those more philosophically or spiritually inclined,
the “big history” outlook raises profound questions
about the relationship of human history to the larger
narrative of cosmic and planetary evolution. Does the
human experiment represent the story of just one more
species thrown up by the ceaseless transformations of the
web of life on this planet?> Or is human consciousness
distinctive, representing perhaps the cosmos becoming
aware of itself? In these perspectives the human story is
solidly anchored within the unfolding of the universe
the geological transformations of the planet, and the
evolution of life on the earth.

e X A R AR A T SR
QUESTIONS TO CONSIDER

1. How might your understanding of world history
change if you subscribed to the idea that history
began with writing, began with the emergence of

our species, or began at the start of the
universe?

2. In what specific ways have advancements in

science affected how historians understand world
history?

knew about it from their agricultural neighbors, preferring their freedom of move-
ment over the necessary regimentation of growing crops. But in the long run of
our history, agriculture triumphed, profoundly transforming human life all across
the planet. Thus that process deserves to be called the Agricultural Revolution.
It provided the foundation for much that followed: growing populations, settled
farming villages, animal-borne diseases, an explosion of technological innovation,
Clties, states, empires, civilizations, writing, literature, and much more (see Snapshot:
Continental Populations in World History, 400 B.c.e.—2017, page 14).
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Central/
North South Australia/ Total
Eurasia Africa America America Oceania World

e of world total)

Area (in square miles and as percentag
9,365,000 6,880,000 2,968,000 51,870 000

21.049.000 11,608,000
(41%) (22%) (18%) (13%) (6%)
. e ————— e —
Population (in millions and as percentage of world total)
400 B.C.E. 127 17 1 7 1 153
| - (83%) (11%) (0.7%) (5%) (0.7%)
10 c.E. 213 26 2 10 1 252
_ - (85%) (10%) (0.8%) (4%) (0.4%)
200 c.c. 215 30 2 9 1 257
- (84%) (12%) (0.8%) (4%) (0.4%)
600 c.E. 167 24 2 14 1 208
(80%) (12%) (1%) (7%) (0.5%)
1000 c.E. 195 39 2 16 1 253
(77%) (15%) (0.8%) (6%) (0.4%)
1500 329 113 4.5 53 3 477
(69%) (24%) (0.9%) (11%) (0.6%)
1750 646 104 3 15 3 771
(83%) (13%) (0.4%) (1.9%) (0.4%)
2017 5,246 1,256 361 646 40 7,549
(69.5%) (16.6%) (4.8%) (8.6%) (0.5%)

fSoutrhce: Data for the population figures through 1750 are from Paul Adams et al., Experiencing World History (New York: New York University Press, 2000), 334 data
or the 2017 figures are from “World Population by Region,” Worldometers, http://www.worldometers.info/world-population/ #region Accessed w&ml

The resources generated by the Agricultural Revolution opened up vast new
possibilities for the construction of human societies, but they led to no single Of
:jrr:r:;zrll( ;)lu;(ciome. Ratber, various distingt kinds of societies emerged as agric

1 old, all of wblch have endured into modern times.
hndsxja:za;ers;i farrnmg was difficult or impossible—arctic tundra, certain g7
ticated animals suc;(:::lehpeople came to depend far more extensively on their do.mﬁ'
coruld fr gra;s . Was:e CCP’ng‘Eltsf cattle, horses, camels, or reindeer. Those 3!“‘“23
for transport and warf;;re.prod ULFS into meat, fiber, hides, and milk; they were o

;and they could walk to market. People who deperldcd o

such animals —
known as herders, nomads, or pastoral societies—emefged oSt
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ntly in Central Asia, the Arabian

peninsula, the Sahara, and parts of east-
orn and southern Africa. What they had
in common was mobility, for they moved

ceasonally as they followed the changing
patterns of the vegetation that their ani-
mals needed to eat. Except for a few small
pockets of the Andes where domesticated
llamas and alpacas made pastoral life pos-
sble, no such societies emerged in the
Americas because most animals able to be
domesticated simply did not exist in the
Western Hemisphere.

The relationship between nomadic
herders and their farming neighbors
has been one of the enduring themes
of Afro-Eurasian history. Frequently, it
was a relationship of conflict, as pasto-
ral peoples, unable to produce their own
agricultural products, were attracted to the wealth and sophistication of agrarian
societies and sought access to their richer grazing lands as well as their food crops
and manufactured products, But not all was conflict between pastoral and farming
peoples. The more peaceful exchange of technologies, ideas, products, and people
between pastoral and agricultural societies also enriched and changed both sides.
Much later, in the thirteenth century, this kind of relationship between pastoral and
agricultural societies found a dramatic expression in the making of the Mongol
Empire, described in Chapter 3.

Another kind of society to emerge from the Agricultural Revolution was that
of permanently settled farming villages. Many such societies retained much of the
social and gender equality of gathering and hunting communities, as they continued
to live without kings, chiefs, bureaucrats, or aristocracies. Such village-based agricul-
tural societies flourished well into the modern era in Eurasia, Africa, and the Amer-
icas, usually organizing themselves in terms of kinship groups or lineages, which
incorporated large numbers of people well beyond the immediate or extended fam-
ily. Some were linked into larger regional complexes through ties of culture and
commerce. Given the frequent oppressiveness of organized political power in human
history, agricultural village societies represent an intriguing alternative to the states,
H“SdOmS, and empires so often highlighted in the historical record. They pioneered
the human settlement of vast areas; adapted to a variety of environments; maintained
a substantial degree of social and gender equality; created numerous cultural, artistic,
and religious traditions; and interacted continuously with their neigh.bf)rs.

In some places, agricultural village societies created inher_lted positions of power
and privilege that introduced a more distinct element of inequality and political

A

Contemporary Gathering and Hunting Peoples: The San of Southern
Africa A very small number of gathering and hunting peoples have
maintained their ancient way of life into the twenty-first century. Here two
young men from the Jul'hoan !Kung San of southern Africa set a trap for
small animals in 2009. (obertharding/Alamy)

CLAIMS AND
EVIDENCE IN SOURCES
How does this image
provide evidence for the
gender roles that might
have existed in
Paleolithic societies?

AP I

COMPARISON

What kinds of
relationships developed
between pastoral and
agricultural peoples?

COMPARISON

How did the various
kinds of societies that
emerged out of the
Agricultural Revolution

differ from one another?






