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PREFACE

This book provides a broad introduction to the sources historians use, the kinds of inter-
pretations historians make, and the evolution of Western civilization over the past six
thousand years. A large selection of documents, photographs, and maps is presented
along with introductions, commentaries, and questions designed to place each selection
in a meaningful context and facilitate an understanding of its historical significance. Each
selection has been carefully edited to keep the length of the book down while providing
a wide variety of materials.

The sources have been organized to introduce Western civilization and the discipline
of history in several ways. First, the sources provide insights into the major developments
in each era. Second, the selections reveal the wide range of historical developments and
interpretations: political and intellectual history are balanced with social, economic, and
cultural history. Third, the sources indicate how historians apply input from other disci-
plines, such as psychology or sociology. Finally, the types of sources selected in this book
demonstrate the kinds of materials used by historians—not just traditional written docu-
ments, but paintings, maps, and artifacts that also can tell a story, provide evidence, or
serve as interpretive tools.

A brief look at the task facing historians of Western civilization will supply a back-
ground to what will be covered in this book. To discover what people thought and did
and to organize this into a chronological record of the human past, historians must search
for evidence—for the sources of history. Most sources are written materials, ranging
from government records to gravestone inscriptions, memoirs, and poetry. Other sources
include paintings, photographs, sculpture, buildings, maps, pottery, and oral traditions.
In searching for sources, historians usually have something in mind—some tentative
goals or conclusions that guide their search. Thus, in the process of working with sources,
historians must decide which ones to emphasize. What historians ultimately write is a
synthesis of the questions posed, the sources used, and their own ideas.

Historians of Western civilization consider their subject to be what is today Europe,
along with those offshoots of Europe that have become established in various parts of
the world. As they look back into the past, they focus on the origins of today’s Western



civilization in the Mediterranean basin, a cultural region that includes parts of North
Africa and the Near East as well as Europe itself.

STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

The basic organization of this book is chronological, beginning with the origins of
Western civilization in the ancient Near East and gradually moving up to the present.
From time to time this chronological approach is modified and certain important
developments such as the Renaissance are pulled out of the chapter covering their
period of occurrence and are discussed separately. All the chapters, however, are or-
ganized the same way. Each chapter is broken into sections consisting of the following
features:

Each chapter opens with a chapter introduction, in which the period of history and
the general topics to be dealt with in the chapter are described. The introduction pro-
vides a brief sketch of some of the most important developments, but no effort is made
to cover the period. Instead, the purpose is to introduce the topics, issues, and questions
that the sources in the chapter focus on and to place these sources in the historical con-
text of Western civilization.

The introduction is followed by a time line, showing the relevant dates, people,
events, and developments of the period, to provide a historical context for the selections
in the chapter. In addition, a time line at the beginning of each of the six parts in the
book puts the developments covered in each chapter into a broader perspective.

The chapter time line is followed by the primary sources. These are documents
written by individuals involved in the matter under investigation. Historians consider
these documents their main building blocks for learning about and interpreting the past.
They are pieces of evidence that show what people thought, how they acted, and what
they accomplished. At the same time historians must criticize these sources both exter-
nally—to attempt to uncover forgeries and errors—and internally—to find the authors’
motives, inconsistencies within the documents, and different meanings of words and
phrases.

Each document is preceded by a headnote. The headnote provides some informa-
tion on the nature of the source, places it in a specific historical context, and indicates its
particular focus.

The headnotes end with suggestions of points to consider. These points are not sim-
ply facts to be searched for in the selection. Rather, they are designed to stimulate ana-
lytical thought about the selections and to indicate some of the uses of each source.

The primary sources are followed by visual sources, including maps, and then by sec-
ondary sources.

Secondary sources are documents written by scholars about the time in question.
Usually, they are interpretations of what occurred based on examination of numerous
primary documents and other sources. They reflect choices the authors have made and
their own particular understandings of what has happened. Often there are important
differences of opinion among scholars about how to understand significant historical
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developments. Secondary sources should therefore be read with these questions in mind:
What sort of evidence does the author use? Does the author’s argument make sense?
What political or ideological preferences are revealed in the author’s interpretation?
How might one argue against the interpretation presented by the author? At times the
distinction between primary and secondary documents becomes blurred, as when the
author is a contemporary of the events he or she is interpreting. If a document by that
author is read as an interpretation of what occurred, it would be a secondary source. As
evidence for the assumptions and attitudes of the author’s times, however, the document
would be a primary source.

Like the primary documents, all the secondary documents are preceded by headnotes
and suggestions for points to consider.

Visual sources are paintings, drawings, sculpture, ceramics, photographs, buildings,
monuments, coins, and so forth, that can provide valuable historical insights or informa-
tion. Although they often include characteristics of secondary documents, they are usu-
ally most valuable when used in the same way as primary documents. In this book their
purpose is not merely to supplement the documents or provide examples of the great
pieces of art throughout history. It is to show how these visual materials can be used as
sources of history and to provide insights difficult to gain solely through written docu-
ments. To this end, each visual source is accompanied by a relatively extensive interpre-
tive description. Care should be taken in viewing these sources and using these
descriptions. By their very nature, visual sources usually have a less clear meaning than
written documents. Scholars differ greatly over how sources such as paintings, ceramics,
and coins should be interpreted. Therefore, the descriptions accompanying the visual
sources are open to debate. They are designed to show how it is possible for historians to
use visual materials as sources of history—as unwritten evidence for what people thought
and did in the past.

Maps often combine elements of primary documents, secondary documents, and vi-
sual sources. However, here they are usually used to help establish relationships, such as
the connections between geographic factors and political developments, thereby en-
abling us to interpret what occurred differently than we could have if we had relied on
written sources alone. As is the case with visual sources, each map is accompanied by an
interpretive description. These descriptions indicate some of the ways maps might be
used by historians.

Each chapter ends with chapter questions. These are designed to draw major
themes of the chapter together in a challenging way. Answers to these questions require
some analytical thought and the use of several of the selections in the chapter.

In the first chapter of each volume there are three special sections: Using Primary
Sources, Using Visual Sources, and Using Secondary Sources. They are designed
as guides to specific ways these three different kinds of sources can be used and
analyzed.

Finally, for teachers there is A Guide to Classroom Discussion for this book. The
Guide is designed to show some of the ways in which the materials in this book can be
used for classroom discussion.



PREFACE xxi

NEW IN THIS EDITION

In the fifth edition of Western Civilization: Sources, Images, and Interpretations, some
important changes have been made. Chapter order has been reorganized to fit better
with the way most textbooks survey Western civilization. In response to the popularity of
illustrations and maps, several new visual sources have been added. In addition to several
new primary documents, many secondary sources reflecting historical scholarship over
the past fifteen years have been added, replacing older sources. The last two chapters in
particular have been extensively revised to account for changing developments and per-
ceptions over the past two decades.

CONTEXT AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Since a book of this size can only sample what is available and outline what has occurred,
this book is truly an introduction to Western civilization and its sources. Indeed, it is my
hope that the materials presented here will reveal the range of sources that can be used
to deepen our understanding of Western civilization and serve as a jumping-off point for
further exploration into history and the historian’s discipline.

McGraw-Hill and the editor would like to thank the following reviewers for their
many helpful comments and suggestions: Dr. Narasingha Sil, Western Oregon Uni-
versity, Professor Glenn S. Sunshine, Central Connecticut State University, Professor
Charlie Steen, University of New Mexico, Professor Paul B. Goodwin, University of
Connecticut, Professor Alison Williams Lewin, St. Joseph’s University, Professor Andrew
Harris, Bridgewater State College, Professor Thomas Melton, Brewton Parker College,
Professor Alice Bullard, Georgia Institute of Technology, Professor Marjorie Beale, Uni-
versity of California, Irvine, Professor Neil Weissman, Dickinson College.

Dennis Sherman
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THE EVOLUTION OF
WESTERN CIVILIZATION

This chart is a schematic illustration of the development of Western civilization
up to modern times. Caution should be exercised when reading such a chart.
The connections made are a matter more of judgment than of fact. Moreover,
what is missing—the how and why of the connections—is of great importance.
Nevertheless, the chart can make it easier to see some of the broadest connec-
tions between societies and civilizations, connections that are often lost when a
single period or society is examined in detail.

Consider:
Possible reasons for the various connections within the chart; what might be
added to this chart to make it more useful.
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