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Preface

Human societies, distinguished from one another by differing styles of
life, are very numerous, and have existed from pre- and proto-human
times throughout mankind’s history. Civilizations are unusually massive
societies, weaving the lives of millions of persons into a loose yet co-
herent life style across hundreds or even thousands of miles and for
periods of time that are very long when measured by the span of an in-
dividual human life. Being both massive and long-lived, civilizations
must perforce also be few. Indeed, from the time when human societies
first attained civilized complexity and size, no more than four different
major civilized traditions ever co-existed in the Old World; and in the
New, where Amerindian development remained always weak and re-
tarded, no more than three distinct civilizations ever emerged.

These facts allow an overview of the history of mankind as a whole.
To be sure, the effort to hold simultaneously in mind what was happen-
ing in widely separated parts of the earth requires us to focus attention
on certain aspects of reality and to pass others by. The same is true of
the study of more detailed segments of the human past—think, for
instance, of the local peculiarities of each town and village that are so
ruthlessly neglected in our standard national histories! As in cartography,
each scale has advantages and shortcomings, and an appropriate amount
of detail. Too much information will obscure the whole; too little will
deprive history of its verisimilitude and disguise the open-ended sur-
prisingness of human experience. Historians of the nineteenth century
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erected a frame for national histories that continues to command gen-
eral assent; and in the twentieth century, American textbook writers
arrived at a rough consensus concerning the history of something
called Western Civilization. But for world history, an agreed criterion
has not yet appearéd. What to omit and what to pay attention to remain
very much matter for debate and disagreement.

Because of these disagreements, it seemed worthwhile to write this
brief account of mankind’s past. The success of my book The Rise of
the West (Chicago, 1963) made it plausible to believe that a shorter
work would make my personal vision of the whole history of mankind
more accessible to students and to general readers—a vision which,
however imperfect, still has the virtue of being cohesive and intelligible,
something that can be grasped and remembered and reflected upon
afterwards.

The organizing idea is simple: in any given age the world balance
among cultures was liable to disturbance emanating from one or more
centers where men succeeded in creating an unusually attractive or
powerful civilization. Neighbors and neighbors’ neighbors were then
tempted or compelled to change their own traditional ways of life,
sometimes by outright borrowing of techniques or ideas, but more
often by adjusting and changing things to suit the local scene more
smoothly.

In successive ages the major centers of such disturbance to the
world altered. It therefore becomes possible to survey the epochs of
world history by studying first the center or centers of primary dis-
turbance, and then considering how the other peoples of the earth re-
acted to or against what they knew or experienced (often at second or
third hand) of the innovations that had occurred in the main centers of
cultural creativity.

In such a perspective, geographical settings and lines of communica-
tion between different civilizations became critically important. Ar-
chaeology, technology, and art history provide important clues to ancient
relationships which the surviving literary record sometimes disguises.

This book was written during the summer of 1964 and revised in
the summer of 1965; the text was revised in the summer of 1970 for this
second edition, enlarging the final part substantially. The Carnegie
Corporation helped to finance its preparation and the reproduction of
a set of readings for an experimental course in world history. I owe
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special thanks also to Professor John A. Wilson of the University of
Chicago, who read Part I, and to Professor Immanuel Hsu of the Uni-
versity of California at Santa Barbara, who checked the passages dealing
with the Far East. Both detected errors and infelicities which I hope
have been removed. In the preparation of the second edition I was
helped greatly by Allan M. Schleich of Creighton University, Professor
David Jones of the University of Minnesota, and Professor Bill B.
Brayfield of the University of Hartford, who gave me detailed reports
based on their experiences with the first edition, which they used in
world history courses.

W.H.M.
Chicago, lllinois
January 1971
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