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Dear Advanced World student!   
 
​ My name is Mrs. Calder and I will be your teacher this coming school year!   

  

​  There are two major tasks that must be completed by the first day of school.  I am also 

asking that you join the Google Classroom as soon and access the TWO TASKS needed to 

complete the Summer assignment.     

 

​ I look forward to meeting you and starting AP World ! 

 
​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ Have a great summer ! 
 
 
​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ ​ Mrs. Calder  

 
 
 
 
 
Please join the Advanced World Google Classroom with the code below: 
3azevyuq 
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Advanced World Honors and Advanced Placement World History: Honors goes well beyond 
facts and memorization.  It is centered around ‘thinking like a historian’.  A major part of that is 
analyzing sources, at the same time taking into account the historical content that is being 
covered.  The Neolithic Revolution is considered one of the seminal events in the history of the 
human species. In a period of several thousand years, humans went from a largely migratory 
species to an increasingly sedentary and agricultural society.  
 
Historians record the facts of these events and analyze their importance.  In this analysis, 
oftentimes historians will develop a thesis that portrays the event in either a positive light or 
negative one.   
 
The article ‘The Worst Mistake in the History of the Human Race’ is such an example.  Dr. Jared 
Diamond is a Paleontology Scientist that has analyzed the Neolithic Revolution through his own 
perspective.  Read the article attached to the AP World Summer Assignment page and answer the 
following questions. 
 
TASK #1 : 
Your task is as follows. 

1.​ Read Jared Diamond’s The Worst Mistake in the History of the Human Race 
​  
Question #1: What are Jared Diamond’s two most persuasive statements? Why? 
 
Question #2: Many critics of Jared Diamond argue that he has had plenty of opportunity 
to join a hunter-gatherer society and he has refused to. Should it influence our opinion of 
his argument if he is not willing to live with the consequences of it? 
 
Question #3: What should human beings and human societies want from their existence?  

 
Student responses should be between 125-150 words each. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

TASK #2 
Your task is as follows. 

1.​  Read the article Why Study History  by Jerry H. Bentley and practice the skill of Cornell 
Notes (which we will be utilizing in class for the next two years). 

2.​ You will need to look at the attached setup below on how to organize the paper and look 
at the example on the next two pages. 

 

 

Here’s how to organize and utilize Cornell Notes…   
Divide the paper into three sections.  

•​Draw a dark horizontal line about 5 or 6 lines from the bottom. Use a magic marker if needed 

so that it is clear.  
•​Draw a dark vertical line about 2 inches from the left side of the paper from the top to the 

horizontal line.  
 Document  
•​Write course name, date and topic at the top of each page.  
Write Notes  
•​The large box to the right is for writing notes.  
•​Skip a line between ideas and topics.  
•​Don't use complete sentences. Use abbreviations, whenever possible. Develop a shorthand of 

your own, such as using & for the word "and.”  
Review and clarify  
•​Review the notes as soon as possible after class.  
•​Pull out main ideas, key points, dates, and people, and write them in the left column.  
 Summarize   
•​Write a summary of the main ideas in the bottom section.  
Study your notes  
•​Reread your notes in the right column.  
•​Spend most of your time studying the ideas in the left column and the summary at the 

bottom. These are the most important ideas and will probably include most of the 

information that will be tested.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 
 
 

 



 

Why Study World History?  
Jerry H. Bentley  
University of Hawai`i   
     Practicing world historians rarely address the question 'why study world history?' Partly that 
is because, generally speaking, workaday historians are poor philosophers. They tend not to 
think professionally about questions of values because they devote their attention to a highly 
technical analysis of past times on the basis of a highly technical consideration of the surviving 
evidence.1  

     This is unfortunate because world history is one of the big intellectual issues of our times. It 
draws attention to the mind-boggling processes of change, development, and transformation 
that human beings have generated and driven through time. It brings focus to the remarkable 
geographical spread of missionary religions and the influence that ideas and ideals have 
exercised in human affairs. It offers the best vantage point for study of the great divergences 
that agriculture, science, and mechanized industry have introduced into human history. It forces 
us to confront the phenomenon of globalization and situate it in historical context by 
conceiving and explaining the largest patterns in the experience of human beings on planet 
earth. As the field of study that deals most directly with the whole record of human 
achievements, world history is essential as the enterprise that enables human beings to 
understand themselves and their place in the world. So world history is one of the big 
intellectual issues that compel thoughtful people to pay attention. In abstract terms, this point 
might serve as a response to the question 'why study world history?'  

  
     In practice, though, human beings think in particular as well as abstract terms, and they face 
pressures to choose what to do with their time, so more specific justifications are necessary for 
the study of world history. The abstract argument is not necessarily wrong, but by itself it is not 
a sufficient justification for a time-intensive activity. If scholars and teachers think world 
history ought to occupy a prominent place in the educational curriculum, it is incumbent upon 
them to justify its presence there. Are there more specific arguments for the study of world 
history? Are there any larger social benefits that flow from the study of world history that 
might justify its inclusion in the educational curriculum? Let me address these questions by 
advancing three claims about world history that, taken together, I hope will serve as 
justifications for its study.  

     My first claim has to do with world history as a form of historical knowledge. It holds that 
for many purposes, although admittedly not all, world history is the best scholarly approach for 
the analysis, understanding, and explanation of the world and its development through time. 
The fundamental missions of historical study are precisely to analyze, understand, and explain 
the world and its development through time. So my first claim is that for some purposes, 
although admittedly not for all purposes, world history is the best way to take up the most basic 
and important missions of historical study.  
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    There are certainly some purposes that world history does not serve particularly well. There 
are, after all, many reasons for studying the past. For some purposes it is important or desirable 
to focus closely on the experiences of a particular nation or city or social group or institution, 
for example, in the interests of understanding its nature and identity in some depth. These are 
all social forms that have influenced or determined the environments in which most peoples 
have led their lives throughout most of world history. During the past two centuries or so, the 
national state in particular has emerged as an especially effective model for the organization of 
societies and the mobilization of human energies. It would be foolish to ignore the roles of 
national states in modern history, or to suggest that all national histories dissolve into world 
history, or to assume that world history by itself is sufficient for purposes of analyzing, 
understanding, and explaining the experiences of national communities. Even as educational 
curricula make space for the study of world history, there remain very good reasons for 
historians to focus attention also on more local, regional, and national histories.  

     Granting these concessions and qualifications, I stand by the claim that for many important 
purposes, world history is the best scholarly approach for the analysis, understanding, and 
explanation of the world and its development through time. The reason has to do with context, 
because it is impossible to understand or assess the significance of any historical event or 
process or development in isolation. Human beings understand the surrounding world only 
within larger contexts or frameworks—larger fields of vision that make it possible to 
understand relationships between and among events, processes, and developments. In the 
absence of larger contexts or frameworks, individuals would find themselves in the condition 
of William James's famous infant, who for lack of conceptual and discriminatory faculties 
experiences the world as "one great blooming, buzzing confusion."2  

     World history provides the best and most useful contexts for many historical purposes. 
Historical development takes place and historical processes unfold on many different registers: 
local, regional, and national, obviously, but also transregional, continental, hemispheric, 
oceanic, and global. Better than other approaches to the past, world history situates historical 
development and historical processes in appropriate larger contexts that enable historians to 
construct meaning out of the myriad bits and pieces of information that constitute past 
experience.  

     World history facilitates the recognition and construction of larger contexts in several ways: 
it brings focus to connections that help to explain historical developments, it encourages the 
framing of comparisons that help clarify the relationships between and among historical 
developments, and it prompts historians to recognize and analyze large-scale systems that 
condition historical development. During the past generation or so, world historians have 
generated a sizable body of scholarship exploring the connections, comparisons, and systems 
that help to situate historical development in larger appropriate contexts.3 An extended review 
or discussion of that scholarship would be out of place here, but brief attention to some recent 
analyses might be helpful for purposes of illustrating the fresh perspectives that can arise when 
historians place particular developments in larger contexts.  

     Take the case of the American Civil War, a conflict that historians have conventionally 
considered exclusively in the context of U.S. national history. It is of course both possible and 
necessary to understand the Civil War as an episode in U.S. history—a unique experience that 
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revealed in painful fashion some of the tensions and contradictions that plagued American 
society because the founding fathers were unable to bring about the abolition of slavery when 
they drew up a constitution for the new republic. Within the context of U.S. history, the Civil 
War serves as a prism that refracts in glaringly clear strands the differential political, social, 
economic, and cultural development of the nation's various regions, even as it also brings the 
evolution of national thought on moral and legal issues into historical focus.  

     While it is essential to analyze the American Civil War within the framework of U.S. 
national history, it is also enlightening to consider the conflict in the context of a larger world 
in which many societies were experiencing dire challenges and seeking effective models of 
organization and reorganization during the era of early industrialization.4 From this viewpoint, 
connections and comparisons enrich the understanding and deepen the explanation of a unique 
historical experience.  

     The United States certainly had a national history in the nineteenth century, but this U.S. 
national history was an entangled national history, and it is impossible to imagine it unfolding 
the way it did in the absence of the transregional and global connections that conditioned 
American historical development. Strong British demand for raw cotton, the institution of 
slavery, the early development of industrial production, and American expansion to the west 
were all features of the global historical landscape that profoundly influenced the American 
Civil War. In the absence of this web of ties linking the United States to other lands and 
peoples, the American Civil War is almost inconceivable. And just as conditions in other lands 
influenced the nature and the course of the conflict in the United States, the American Civil 
War in its turn had global implications of its own. It opened a space for France to seek 
opportunities for influence in Mexico, and it encouraged the expansion of cotton production in 
Egypt, Anatolia, and central Asian lands. High prices for raw cotton brought prosperity to all 
these lands and India as well during the Civil War, but the return of American cotton to the 
global market contributed to the collapse of prices and a severe global depression in the 1870s 
and 1880s.  

     Alongside the various connections linking the United States to a larger world, comparisons 
between American and other societies also help to locate the Civil War in global context. This 
was, after all, not the only conflict of global significance in the mid-nineteenth century. 
Conflicts also rocked Europe and Asia, where various parties embarked on efforts at social 
reorganization under conditions of early industrialization. These efforts had quite different 
results in different places. In Italy and Germany, like the United States, violent campaigns 
brought about the consolidation of powerful national states. Elsewhere in Europe, the 
revolutions of 1848 did not bring about the new political order that their leaders sought, but 
they launched an era of class-based political action, as newly emerging groups of workers 
sensed common interests. In China, the Taiping rebellion also ultimately failed, enabling a 
weakened Qing dynasty, hobbled further by unequal treaties, to hold onto power for another 
half-century. Yet it also prompted some Chinese leaders to undertake a Self-Strengthening 
Movement that laid the foundations of an industrial infrastructure in The Middle Kingdom. In 
Japan, events played out differently yet again: the visit of Commodore Perry sparked 
government crisis and a brief civil war, and the ensuing Meiji Restoration facilitated an 
industrialization process that made Japan both a powerful national state and a budding imperial 
power, albeit at the cost of tremendous domestic coercion and numerous small-scale conflicts.  
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     Like wars of unification in Italy and Germany and the Meiji Restoration in Japan, the 
American Civil War addressed some of the fundamental tensions in American society, 
established a political and legal foundation for the emerging national state, and launched a 
process of rapid industrialization. It was a unique development, as were the other experiences 
mentioned here, but it deepens the understanding of them all to recognize that they each, to 
some extent, represented different responses to larger general challenges. In this case, the 
principal general challenge was to organize a viable society under conditions of early 
industrialization. Economic and political logic of the early industrial era pushed societies to 
consolidate political power, tighten the organizational bonds that held them together, mobilize 
national work forces, and build industrial plants. The national state was an institutional form 
that proved to be capable of accomplishing these organizational tasks. In this light it is perhaps 
not so surprising that during the later nineteenth century, many societies adopted the 
nationstate model for their own purposes or strengthened the institutions they had already put 
in place. They did so in different ways, through processes that were sometimes more and 
sometimes less violent, always reflecting the influence of local conditions, so all the processes 
were unique developments. It is helpful for historians to recognize, however, that the different 
experiences of nineteenth-century societies represented their different ways of responding to 
common challenges that were new to them all.  

     So my first claim holds that world history is essential as a mode of study because it deepens 
the understanding of individual societies' experiences by clarifying their relationships with 
other societies and by placing them in comparative perspective. This claim has to do with the 
generation of precise historical knowledge and the quest for deep historical understanding in 
appropriate contexts. The study of history can hardly have much value or benefit unless it 
stands on a solid foundation of accurate and reliable knowledge. So it is crucial for purposes of 
justifying the study of world history to recognize that for many purposes, world history yields 
better knowledge than alternative approaches to the past because of its capacity to situate 
historical development in appropriate larger contexts.  

     My second claim moves beyond the issue of historical knowledge as representation of past 
experience in general and into the realm of historical knowledge that is particularly appropriate 
in the educational curriculum because it has some larger social or public benefit in preparing 
students for responsible citizenship in the contemporary world. Over the years, educators and 
policy makers have suggested (or assumed) various reasons for studying world history. Most of 
their arguments have to do with practical considerations of national interests, including 
business, economic, diplomatic, geo-strategic, and security interests, to name the most 
prominent. There is some cogency to these arguments, and I concede that they have some 
force, even if they sometimes take a rather narcissistic approach by reducing the larger world to 
a set of American national interests.  

     Yet another argument for studying world history is moral, in that it has to do with the kinds 
of personal conduct and public policy that are appropriate for the contemporary world, and that 
is the one I would like to develop here. The concern that prompts it is the need for navigational 
aids in a world of difference. Both within and beyond our borders we cross paths with different 
peoples, encounter different values, and seek ways to deal with different forms of social 
organization. How might we best conduct ourselves in a world of difference? My second claim 
addresses this question in holding that world history has unusual practical value because of its 

 



 

potential to acquaint students, citizens, and policy makers with cultural and social difference, 
and furthermore to facilitate constructive engagement with different peoples and societies.  

     Difference, after all, can be inconvenient. It can be disconcerting. It can be downright 
annoying. It has been known to fuel extreme behavior. For those who cannot abide difference, 
the temptation to elevate one particular allegiance above all others and strictly police its 
boundaries is powerful. That is the temptation that animates rabid nationalists, religious 
fundamentalists, xenophobic racists, and other ideological zealots who teach that the chosen 
group is the only acceptable source of identity and meaning, that it must be the only focus of 
allegiance, and that all members must surrender themselves to its needs and interests. Despite 
their ideological variety, these groups adopt common tactics in seeking to overcome the 
inconveniences and annoyances of difference by stamping it out within their own groups and 
seeking to control its influence, or in the most extreme cases by eliminating it from the world 
around them.  

     Can the study of world history stop this kind of destructive behavior? That would be nice, 
but I don't see any straight road leading from the study of world history to universal tolerance 
and world peace. What I do see is that the study of world history has good potential to 
encourage understanding and constructive engagement with difference. For one thing, it draws 
attention to the fact that the close-up presence of difference is not a new thing in human 
experience. The Roman Empire, Tang China, and the Ottoman Empire all were large 
multicultural societies in which peoples of different ethnic, cultural, religious, and linguistic 
communities dealt with one another on a regular basis. The Mediterranean and Indian Ocean 
basins were the sites of massive communication and exchange networks that brought different 
peoples into systematic interaction. The Portuguese merchant Tomé Pires wrote that in the 
early sixteenth century, it was possible to hear eighty-four languages spoken in the streets of 
the Malay trading city Melaka. There are countless historical examples of multicultural 
societies in which different peoples managed to get along with one another, and frequently 
enough to thrive while doing so.  

     Furthermore, the study of world history goes beyond showing that human beings have been 
dealing successfully with difference for a very long time, and it goes beyond demonstrating 
that difference is not necessarily a frightful prospect. Indeed, the study of world history also 
offers the opportunity to engage difference in active study and to understand it as the product 
of development through time under specific historical conditions, rather than simply assuming 
that different peoples, different values, and different forms of social organization are suspect 
because they are unfamiliar.  

     The philosopher Kwame Anthony Appiah has made a similar point in his recently published 
book entitled Cosmopolitanism: Ethics in a World of Strangers. There he argues "that we 
should learn about people in other places, take an interest in their civilizations, their arguments, 
their errors, their achievements, not because that will bring us to agreement, but because it will 
help us get used to one another." This is actually a very modest goal. Appiah does not initially 
ask his readers to adopt or embrace different beliefs and values, or even to understand them, 
much less find them attractive, although he clearly hopes and expects that basic acquaintance 
will serve as a foundation for improved understanding. He approvingly quotes John von 
Neumann, one of the world's most brilliant mathematicians of the early twentieth century, who 

 



 

reportedly quipped once that "in set theory, you don't really understand things, you just get 
used to them." While he does not foresee a first acquaintance leading to deep understanding or 
appreciation of difference, Appiah does ask that his readers "get used to" difference and 
tolerate it, and he suggests that just as in John von Neumann's view of set theory, basic 
exposure to that which is unfamiliar is a first step toward this modest goal.5  

     In a similar way, my argument here is that acquaintance with the political, social, and 
cultural traditions of different peoples can help students and citizens realize that difference is 
not necessarily dangerous or distasteful. Even when it is dangerous or distasteful, acquaintance 
with the political, social, and cultural traditions of different peoples can help students and 
citizens learn to understand the concerns of other peoples, to recognize their legitimate 
interests in the larger world, and to demand that their political leaders engage constructively 
with other peoples in the interests of resolving tensions, avoiding conflicts, and negotiating 
policies and practices that are generally fair in a world full of divergent interests.  

     Because the United States is so wealthy, powerful, and influential, I would argue further that 
American students and citizens have a particular moral responsibility to make conscientious 
efforts to pursue constructive engagement with peoples in the larger world, and to understand 
the effects of American national policies in that larger world.6 Constructive engagement with 
difference does not mean abandonment of national interests. All societies have legitimate 
interests in the larger world, including economic interests, security interests, and others. Yet the 
study of world history makes it clear that all societies depend on relations with their neighbors 
and that negotiations of their divergent interests have profoundly influenced the development 
of individual societies and the world as a whole.  

     If constructive engagement does not involve the sacrifice of self-interest, it does depend 
upon basic respect for those who are different. It is arguable that respect for others is an 
essential tool for the successful pursuit of national interests in the larger world, and it is certain 
that respect is possible only in the context of some minimal understanding of the historical 
experiences that have shaped the societies of other peoples. At various points over the past 
century, selected American political leaders and opinion makers saw fit to demonize Chinese, 
Japanese, Russian, German, Vietnamese, Iranian, and other peoples. It is clear that the main 
purpose of this tactic was often to mobilize domestic support by cultivating fear of external 
enemies who were unfamiliar to most American citizens. Yet it is salient to ask if these 
demonization campaigns improved American economic and security interests in the larger 
world. Would disrespectful scorn of others have been an effective tactic even for purposes of 
domestic politics if the American citizenry had enjoyed a deeper acquaintance with the world's 
peoples, the roles they have played in the larger world, and their historical experiences? 
Serious study of world history can help American students and citizens view the peoples of the 
larger world with clearer eyes, and the improved understanding that flows from the study of 
world history can then serve as a foundation for constructive engagement with difference in the 
larger world.  

     This line of reasoning implies that there are some ways of dealing with the larger world that 
are wise, and some that are not so wise. My third claim pursues this point in holding that the 
study of world history contributes in special ways to the development of good judgment and 
even wisdom. This sounds good. It sounds like just the qualities that would be desirable in 
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conscientious students and citizens, not to mention political leaders and policy makers. History, 
of course, does not offer simple or specific answers to the questions that citizens and policy 
makers must address, nor does it provide a stockpile of ready-made model solutions to 
problems in the larger world. Indeed, good judgment founded on experience in the world 
recognizes precisely that the world rarely presents situations in which the simple reapplication 
of historical precedent would be wise procedure.  

     Wisdom is an elusive quality. Philosophers and more recently psychologists have devoted a 
great deal of discussion to the analysis of wisdom, and thus far the holy grail of wisdom has 
eluded most efforts to bring it under intellectual control.7 For purposes of the kind of wisdom I 
have in mind—which might be called a public, civic, or political wisdom rather than personal, 
private, or emotional wisdom—there are three qualities that strike me as particularly important. 
One is cognitive skill: the ability to assess complex situations, understand the dynamics that 
produced them, and evaluate them on the basis of clear-eyed understanding of human nature, 
both general and particular. In other words, wisdom depends on the ability to understand 
complex situations realistically, without subjecting them to the artificial distortion of 
preconceived ideas, assumptions, or ideological preferences. Another quality has to do with 
intellectual flexibility: the ability to get outside of oneself, entertain different points of view, 
and understand complex situations from multiple perspectives. In other words, public, civic, or 
political wisdom depends on the ability of individuals to recognize and understand the 
divergent interests of different peoples and different societies as a prerequisite to constructive 
engagement. The third quality involves judgment and its uses: the ability to form evaluations 
and make good decisions in spite of the ambiguities and uncertainties that are inherent features 
of complex human situations. In other words, wisdom requires individuals to learn how to 
deploy good judgment even when they recognize that they are working with imperfect 
information about complex situations.  

     If there is any program of study that has the potential to help students and citizens cultivate 
these three qualities, world history must be it. Isaiah Berlin never commented on world history 
as a field of study, so far as I am aware, but he considered political wisdom and historical 
understanding to be closely related qualities. "What is called wisdom in statesmen," he wrote, 
"is understanding rather than knowledge—some kind of acquaintance with relevant facts of 
such a kind that it enables those who have it to tell what fits with what: what can be done in 
given circumstances and what cannot, what means will work in what situations and how far, 
without necessarily being able to explain how they know this or even what they know." This 
kind of "political skill" (as he called it), which he explicitly associated with the close 
understanding of humanity found in the best historians and novelists, arises from insight based 
on experience in the analysis of human affairs, and it is not reducible to any set of laws such as 
those observed in the natural sciences, still less to any preconceived social or ideological 
preferences. Ideologues came in for Berlin's special condemnation as "foolish and doctrinaire 
and Utopian" theorists. The remedy for their malady was attention to "the questions which are 
proper to historians, namely: What do men do and suffer, and why and how?" There is no 
general or abstract or scientific answer to these questions, but rather insight gleaned from the 
close study of human affairs.8  
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     Even if the study of world history does not suggest specific courses of action to follow 
when challenging problems arise, much less a blueprint for the future of humanity, it certainly 
has outstanding potential to offer at least useful general guidance on issues that are prominent 
in the world today. Let me briefly state two very different arguments that indicate different 
kinds of general guidance that students, citizens, political leaders, and policy makers might 
draw from the conscientious study of world history.  

     First argument: Beyond a general ethical obligation to develop and pursue policies that 
promote good stewardship of the earth and basic fairness toward its inhabitants, neither the 
USA nor any other nation, society, group, or people has any special mission in world history.9 
Americans like to consider themselves a gift to the world, and there is no denying the fact that 
Americans have made remarkable contributions to the larger world. The concept of political 
freedom and modern constitutional government are only two among the more notable of these 
contributions. Does that mean that the USA has a duty or responsibility or mission to make 
sure that all the other peoples of the world see things the way Americans do and organize their 
affairs accordingly? My answer is no. As an individual, I subscribe to American political 
values on moral grounds. As a professional historian, however, who has devoted a considerable 
measure of attention to the formation and collapse of different political and social orders, I 
cannot agree that American ways of doing things are necessarily the best ways for all peoples 
in the world. Even if they were, I have the strong sense from abundant historical examples that 
it is an extremely difficult matter for one people or one society to persuade others to make 
wholesale transformations, and I think it is close to being a fundamental lesson of history that 
when one people tries to impose its ways forcibly on another that is unwilling to accept them, it 
runs the serious risk of dissipating its strength, squandering its resources, and bankrupting itself 
in the process.  

     As long as the world's peoples take the national state as the institution responsible for 
political organization, the national state must serve as the principal mechanism for the 
formulation of policies and the resolution of differences within individual societies. Brief 
foreign interventions are certainly conceivable and appropriate for purposes of dealing with 
emergencies, putting an end to atrocities, forestalling clear and imminent threats, and the like. 
In a world organized into national states, however, it is impractical and unacceptable for any 
one people to pretend to determine how others organize their affairs and seek to force others to 
adopt its preferred set of organizational standards. Civilizing missions are out of order in a 
postimperial, postcolonial world.10 Besides that, any attentive student of the past knows well 
that the resort to force, even when it places enormous resources in the service of ostensibly 
noble ends, is a highly risky undertaking. Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr. made this point eloquently 
at a celebration in his honor in December 2006, a few weeks before his death, when he spoke 
briefly on the relevance of history. There he warned that it is dangerous to ignore history, and 
especially so for a society with imperial appetites. "History is the best antidote to delusions of 
omnipotence and omniscience," he said, because it forces us "to a recognition of the fact, so 
often and so sadly displayed, that the future outwits all our certitudes and that the possibilities 
of the future are more various than the human intellect is designed to conceive."11  

     Second argument: The most serious challenges confronting the contemporary world have 
less to do with political, ideological, social, economic, or cultural issues than with the strains 

 

http://worldhistoryconnected.press.illinois.edu/cgi-bin/printpage.cgi#_edn9
http://worldhistoryconnected.press.illinois.edu/cgi-bin/printpage.cgi#_edn10
http://worldhistoryconnected.press.illinois.edu/cgi-bin/printpage.cgi#_edn11


 

that the world's human population is placing on the natural environment. Human beings have 
been stupendously inventive, not only in the past century but for thousands of years. Their 
remarkable creativity has enabled the human species to flourish in mind-boggling ways. We 
know now, however, that human achievements have not come free. There has been a price, 
which has taken different forms, and part of that price is serious harm to the natural 
environment.  

     There are many signs of environmental stress.12 We all know about the pressures that 
humans have placed on the supplies of petroleum and fresh water. With the aid of advanced 
technology, commercial fishermen have even pulled so many fish out of the sea that more than 
a few species now face the possibility of extinction. How long can human beings continue to 
exploit the natural environment before they do such great harm that they bring on large-scale 
environmental collapse and experience unimaginable suffering? Nobody knows, obviously, but 
we do have good indications from historical experiences that human beings are capable of 
bringing destruction on their societies because of human-caused environmental damage—and 
we know also that human beings have on some occasions taken successful steps to reverse 
environmental damage, as in the case of reforestation in Japan.13 Does world history tell us 
exactly what policies we should pursue in the interests of improving the world's natural 
environment? No, but does it tell us that we should be mustering the political will, both 
individually and collectively, to make attention to the natural environment a priority for our 
times? It sure does!  

     So why study world history? Of all the fields of scholarship, world history offers the 
deepest and richest understanding of the world and its development through time, it has 
excellent potential to promote constructive engagement with that which is different, and it has 
strong potential as well to foster the development of good judgment, with the possibility that 
good judgment will transmute in some cases into genuine wisdom about the fundamental issues 
confronting the contemporary world.  

Biographical Note: Jerry Bentley is a professor of World and Early Modern European History 
at the University of Hawaii. He is also the Director of the Center for World History and editor 
of the Journal of World History. He is the author of numerous publications in the field of 
World History, including Old World Encounters: Cross-Cultural Contacts and Exchanges in 
Pre-Modern Times (New York, 1993); Shapes of World History in Twentieth-Century 
Scholarship (Washington, DC, 1996); and (with Herbert F. Ziegler) Traditions and Encounters: 
A Global Perspective on the Past (Boston, 1999, 2003).  
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