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Preface

t requires a certain amount of courage to attempt to write a history of civilization in one

volume. Once the task has been accomplished, however, it is easier to do it a second

and then a third time. As before, we have deliberately omitted certain details so that we
could discuss as fully as possible the basic characteristics of each civilization and of
different periods in the history of each civilization. We have tried to emphasize connections
and interrelations—the ways in which politics, economics, art, scholarship, and religion all
influence one another. We have tried to capture the flavor of each age—the unique
combination of beliefs, activities, and institutions that distinguishes one society from
another. In choosing the illustrations and the inserts in the text we have tried to give some
idea of the diverse and ever-changing ways in which people have looked at and lived in
their world. Finally, we have tried to consider the most difficult of all historical ques-
tions—the nature of and the reasons for change in human communities. Why and how do
new institutions, new activities, new ideas rise and flourish? Why do they fade away? There
are no easy answers to these problems; all we can do is suggest lines of inquiry that the
reader may wish to pursue.

Obviously, it is easier to assess the characteristics and achievements of earlier
periods than those of the age in which we live. The English Revolution of the seventeenth
century ended long ago; the communist revolutions of the twentieth century continue to
develop in unpredictable ways. Obviously also, it is more important to know details about
the nature and background of problems that are still with us than details about problems
that have been solved (at least partially). For these reasons the book broadens as it reaches
the nineteenth century. More information is provided and more events are described in the
hope that the reader will better understand the present state of the world.

We trust that no one will passively accept our interpretations or believe that our
book is an adequate summary of human history. Our work is only an introduction, an
attempt to persuade the reader to think deeply about history and to study it in detail. We
are convinced that historical-mindedness is a necessity of human life. Consciously or
unconsciously, we all base our estimates of the future on our knowledge of the past. It is
important, then, that our knowledge of the past be as accurate and as deep as possible.

We remember with gratitude the contribution of the late Professor E. Harris
Harbison to the first edition. He left us a framework that has been useful in subsequent



revisions. We have also found the contribution of our former collaborator, Professor
Edwin L. Dunbaugh, to be helpful in our work.

The authors are greatly indebted to the following historians, who critically read The
Mainstream of Civilization and made many valuable comments and suggestions: Jeremy du
Q. Adams, Southern Methodist University; William Allen, University of Bridgeport; John
Eadie, University of Michigan; Erich S. Gruen, University of California at Berkeley;
William W. Hallo, Yale University; Karl G. Larew, Towson State College; Ramsay Mac-
Mullen, Yale University; Richard Marius, University of Tennessee; Raphael Sealey, Uni-
versity of California at Berkeley; and Abraham L. Udovitch, Princeton University.

J.R.S.
H. W. G
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F OI‘EWOI‘d The Study of History

onsciously or unconsciously, all of us are historians. We can plan for the future only

because we remember the past. We can add to our knowledge only because we do

not lose memory of former experiences. Everyone, from the peasant to the scholar,

tries to meet new situations by discovering familiar elements that make it possible to evoke

analogies with the past. An individual who has lost his memory, who has forgotten his own

history, is helpless until he has recovered his past or has slowly built up a new past to
which he can refer.

What is true of individuals is also true of societies. No community can survive and
no institution can function without constant reference to past experience. We are ruled by
precedents fully as much as by formal laws, which is to say that we are ruled by memories
of the past. It is the memory of common experiences that unites individuals into
communities, and it is the memory of his own experiences that makes a child into an adult.
Some of the memories may not be happy ones, but in reacting against them we are still
linked to the past that produced them.

If everyone is his own historian, if individuals and societies necessarily draw on
their memories of the past in order to deal with the present, then what is the need for
formal, scholarly history? Isn’t it enough to remember only the history that serves our
immediate needs?

It is not enough, for two reasons. Human memory is fallible; individuals and
societies forget many things that might be useful in solving their problems. This is why we
have written records (which are a kind of formal history); this is why illiterate peoples try
to preserve their customs and traditions through repeated oral recitations by the elders of
the tribe. Second, the more complicated a society becomes, the narrower the range of
individual experience in proportion to the total of possible experiences. A peasant living in
a medieval village shared most of the experiences of his neighbors, and village custom gave
solutions of a sort even to rare and unusual problems. No one living in an urbanized society
shares many of the experiences of his neighbors, let alone the experiences of the millions of
people throughout the world with whom he is connected by political and economic ties. No
one can sum up the past experiences of his society, and of the societies with which his own
interacts, with a few customary formulas; and yet these past experiences place a heavy
burden on the present. In facing any problem, we look for familiar elements; if these are
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lacking, we feel fearful and helpless. Knowledge of history increases the chance of finding
something familiar in a new and difficult situation.

Certain card games show how this process works at an elementary level. There is
almost no chance that one distribution of cards will be repeated in a subsequent deal in
bridge. Yet a person who has played several thousand hands of bridge should be able to
make intelligent decisions and predictions even though every deal presents a new situation.
He should be able to use his high cards and long suits effectively; he should be able to
make some shrewd guesses about the location of cards in other hands. Not every experi-
enced player will develop these skills. Some people are unable to generalize from their past
experiences, and others cannot see analogies between the present and the past. But,
generally speaking, an experienced player will make better use of his cards than a person
who has played only ten hands. There is such a thing as a sense of the realities and
possibilities of social activity, which can be developed from a knowledge of history.

At the very least, the past has left us the problems that we are trying to solve and the
patterns of living that we are seeking to modify. At the most, we may find in the past
suggestions for understanding and coping with the present. It is the historian’s task to
study the behavior of man in the past, to uncover facts, sort them, mass and link them, and
so provide connections between past and present.

At the same time the historian must avoid certain pitfalls along the way. Connec-
tions with the past cannot be broken, but they can be misrepresented or misunderstood.
Primitive peoples have little sense of chronology; they are apt to stir all their memories into
a timeless brew of legend. At a more sophisticated level, the past has been used as a means
of justifying present values and power structures. Many writers, from ancient times down
to the present, have found historical examples to prove that their people were specially
favored by the gods, that their state was founded and strengthened by heroes of superhu-
man ability, that virtue and wisdom (as defined by the author) have always brought
success, while folly and vice have led to disaster. “History is philosophy teaching by
example,” said an ancient Greek (Dionysius of Halicarnassus), and it was more important
for the examples to be edifying than for them to be true.

But it is not difficult to avoid deliberate distortions of the past. What is difficult is
to avoid distortions caused by the incompleteness of our knowledge of the past. Many
human activities have left few traces, especially in written records. For example, for
thousands of years agriculture has been the chief occupation of the human race, but there
are still serious gaps in our knowledge of the history of agriculture. “The short and simple
annals of the poor” are short because information is scanty. If we had better information we
would probably find that the life of a poor man in any period was anything but simple; it
must have been filled with an unending series of nagging problems. In general, we know
more about political history than social history, more about the privileged few than the
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unprivileged masses, more about the history of art than the history of technology, more
about the ideas of philosophers and religious leaders than the beliefs of the common
people.

Historians have become more skillful in recent years in finding material that gives a
better-balanced picture of the past. Archeology reveals not only the palaces of kings, but
the homes of ordinary people with their tools, their toys, their cooking utensils, and even
fragments of their food. Gods and heroes may dominate the great works of art, but the
common folk going about their ordinary business are there too—on Greek vases, Roman
tombs, and portals of Gothic cathedrals. Discoveries of hoards of coins reveal unexpected
trade relations. Aerial photography can bring out traces of ancient methods of plowing land
and dividing fields. Even the written records, which have been studied for centuries,
contain hitherto unused facts about such things as family life, migrations, and changes in
economic patterns. There are still many holes in the record, but there is no reason to
complain about lack of material.

The historian’s greatest difficulty is not in discovering facts, but in deciding what
facts can be ignored, or merely sampled, or clumped together in a single generalization. No
one could master all the facts in yesterday’s issue of the New York Times, and there are files
of newspapers that run back to the eighteenth century. No one could master all the facts
brought out in a single session of the Supreme Court, and the records of American courts
and of the English courts from which they were derived go back to the twelfth century. To
deal with the overwhelming mass of facts, historians have to arrange them, link them
together, establish meaningful sequences of causes and effects.

The massing and linking of facts is not only essential, if history is to rise above the
level of a catalogue; it is also inevitable, since it is the way the human mind deals with past
experience. We do not recall every word we have exchanged when we decide that a certain
person is a good friend. We do not remember every paragraph we have read when we
decide that we like a certain book. But, while the process of massing and linking is essential
and inevitable, this operation is the point of greatest danger in any kind of historical
thinking. Consciously or unconsciously, one can mass facts to produce a misleading
impression, even though each individual fact is true. Any governmental system can be
made to appear obnoxious by discussing only the cases in which there is clear evidence of
corruption or oppresion. Any society can be wreathed in a golden haze by dwelling only on
its accomplishments in art, literature, and scholarship. Individuals and communities can
become convinced that the whole world is conspiring against them if they remember only
the occasions when they were treated unjustly. The nature of the sources themselves may
cause distortion. For example, it is very easy to find material on political life in the city of
Rome during the first century of the Roman Empire. It is difficult to collect evidence on
provincial government or on social and economic development. The natural tendency is to
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overemphasize court intrigues and to pay little attention to such topics as economic growth
or the spread of Latin culture throughout the West.

There is no easy way to overcome these problems, but an understanding of the
principle of interconnectedness will help. No one is a purely political or economic or
ideological being, and societies are composed of such varied human beings. Historians
must look for the ways in which these (and other) forces interact. For example, the kind of
food men eat can affect their whole social structure: a society dependent on olive oil for its
fats will differ in many ways from one that depends on animal products such as lard,
butter, and cheese. Religion can have an influence on trade: medieval churchmen aided the
growth of Mediterranean commerce by importing silk for the vestments, incense for their
ceremonies, and precious stones for their altar vessels and relic boxes. Trade in turn can
influence the development of a religion: often it has been the merchant who prepared the
way for the missionary. Ideas, technologies, institutions, social patterns, shifts in consumer
preferences interact in complicated and bewildering ways. For example, increased use of
easily washable cotton clothing in modern Europe improved personal hygiene and thus
may have reduced death rates and contributed to growth of population. At the same time,
increased demand for cotton encouraged the extension of slavery in the United States and
thus was one of the causes of the Civil War.

Full realization of the connections among all human activities should lead to three
conclusions. First, there are multiple causes for every event; single explanations for change
are almost always wrong. Second, change in any one part of the social pattern may affect
any other part of the pattern. Finally, the connections lead back into the past, and therefore
the past influences the present.

The relationship between continuity and change is an interaction that the historian
must watch with special care. All societies change, and yet all societies retain some
connection with the past. The most “traditional” society is less traditional than it realizes;
the most “modern” society is more influenced by tradition than it would like to believe.
The Anglo-Saxons, theoretically bound by immemorial custom, invented the office of
sheriff about the year 1000 a.p. The Americans, theoretically free to create an entirely new
political structure, have preserved the office of sheriff with many of its original powers.
Conquests and revolutions do not break all the connections with the past. Even where there
has apparently been a complete break, the roots of a society may again grow down into its
past. Roman law practically vanished from the West after the fifth century a.p.; it reap-
peared as a powerful force in the thirteenth century.

If there were no continuity, there would be no use in studying history, since nothing
in the past would have any bearing on what is done today. If there were no change, there
would be no history; a few years of practical experience would teach anyone all he needed
to know about human behavior in society at any time and in any place. But, in the world as
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it is, the forces that would make for change are modified and even distorted by habit and
custom, the forces that make for continuity are weakened and limited by new desires and
new ideas. It is of some importance to understand where, why, and to what degree the
desire for change prevails.

It is easy to see multiple, interlocking activities and rapid rates of change in the
modern world. It is less easy to get a sense of the complexity and capacity for change of
premodern and non-European societies, which is why the history of such societies often
seems flat and uninteresting. The European Middle Ages are summed up as an “Age of
Faith”; the history of much of Asia is dismissed with talk of the “unchanging Orient.” Yet
the Middle Ages were also a period of state building, economic growth, and technological
invention—activities that have influenced the modern world fully as much as the Christian
Church. The “unchanging Orient” produced all the great world religions, and each of these
religions was a powerful force for change. Moreover, there are advantages in studying
societies that are less complex and in which rates of change are less rapid than in our own.
It is easier to observe and to draw conclusions about human behavior when the number of
variables is small and changes do not come so fast that their effects are blurred.

A good historian, then, will try to give adequate attention to a wide variety of human
activities, to discuss the interactions among these activities, and to trace the connections
between past and present. But these principles cannot be applied mechanically. A writer
who is careful to give an exactly equal amount of space to politics, economics, religion, the
arts, and scholarship will probably not produce an adequate description of a society. The
importance and even the identity of each of these activities varies with time and place.
Religion had more influence on Indian than on Chinese society. Economics and politics
merge in primitive societies, such as that of the early Germans. It is probably true that the
vast majority of the world’s scientists were born in the twentieth century; this could not be
said of theologians. Thus the impact of scholarship on early societies is different from its
impact on modern societies. To understand such variations and transformations, the
historian must be more than a meticulous scholar. He must develop a feel for the period he
is writing about, a sense of how people lived and worked and thought. It takes time and
experience to acquire this feeling for the past, but once it has been acquired historians can
give reasonably accurate, and occasionally penetrating, descriptions of earlier societies.

It is this understanding of the development of human society that gives history its
chief value. History, even at its worst, gives us the comforting and necessary feeling that
there are some familiar elements in a changing world and that there is some hope of
understanding the changes that do occur. History at its best gives us a chance of reacting
sensibly to problems as they arise. It does not guarantee the correctness of our responses,
but it should improve the quality of our judgment. Good judgment about human behavior
in society is badly needed today.
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A Note on the Paperbound Editions

his volume is one of a number of variant printings of the Third Edition of The
Mainstream of Civilization. It is not a revised or condensed text. Many users of the
Second Edition found the various paperbound versions of that edition useful
because the variant printings made it possible for them to fit the text into their own
patterns of teaching and scheduling. In the Third Edition, the publishers have continued
the practice of preparing separate paperbound volumes. Users may choose the volume that
best corresponds to the chronological period covered by their courses. The variants are:

1. A two-volume edition

The first volume (Chapters 1 through 21) starts with the beginnings of western
civilization in the ancient Middle East and continues to the eighteenth century. The
second volume (Chapters 20 through 34) begins with the seventeenth century and
carries the account forward to the present day.

2. A three-volume edition

The first volume (Chapters 1 through 14) starts with the beginnings of western
civilization in the ancient Middle East and continues to the end of the Middle Ages.
The second volume (Chapters 13 through 23) begins with the late Middle Ages
and ends with Napoleon. The third volume (Chapters 23 through 34) begins with
the French Revolution and Napoleon and carries the account forward to the
present day.

3. Since 1500 (one volume)

Since 1500 (Chapters 16 through 34), after a Prologue that summarizes events to the
year 1500, begins with the Renaissance and carries the account forward to the
present day.

In all the variant printings, the pagination, index, illustrations, maps (except for the color
maps in the three-volume printing), and other related materials from the one-volume
version are retained. The difference between the one-volume and the other versions of this
book is a difference only in form.
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his is a history of civilization, with emphasis on the civilization developed by the

peoples of Europe. Like all histories, it must be selective. Incomplete as our record

of the past is, it is still too full to permit discussion in a single book of all
civilizations or even of all events in the history of one civilization. The principles that have
guided our selection of topics may be indicated by a definition of our subject. We must
answer two questions: What is civilization, and what has been the role of western civiliza-
tion in creating the conditions that we find in the world today?

Civilization is derived from the Latin word for city, civitas. There is reason to
emphasize this derivation, for every great civilization has had great cities, and the basic
characteristics of civilization are easiest to observe in cities. Civilization is first of all
cooperation—men working together to satisfy their material and spiritual needs. It requires
organization—as soon as several people start working together there must be some sort of
social, political, or economic pattern to regulate their activity. It encourages specialization—as
soon as several people begin to cooperate in an organized way there are obvious advantages
in dividing the work so that no one man has to do everything for himself. The character of
a particular civilization is determined by the type and degree of the organization and
specialization of that civilization. Ten thousand Greeks living in a small city-state could
accomplish much more than ten thousand Indians scattered through the forests of North
America. A few hundred men specializing in science have done more to change our
civilization in the last few centuries than millions of artisans working through past ages.
Intensive organization and specialization can produce spectacular results, and they can also
create spectacular problems.

Civilization requires faith in certain ideals and values as well as skill in organization
and techniques. The immediate and direct advantages of organization and specialization are
not very apparent to most people. Organization sets limits on personal freedom, and
specialization makes a man dependent on other men who may not be wholly trustworthy.
In the long run the advantages are greater than the disadvantages, but farseeing, enlight-
ened self-interest is a very rare human quality, probably rarer than altruism. And if men
hesitate to give up present benefits for advantages in their own future, they will be even
more hesitant if the advantages are to be gained only by their descendants. There is always



resistance to increasing the scale and scope of organization; there is usually resistance to
new types of specialization. This resistance can be overcome only by belief that there is
something more important than the individual—a religion that emphasizes cooperation, a
divinely appointed ruler or ruling class, a nation that has become almost a divinity, a theory
of society that has taken on the aspects of a religion. There is a close connection between
the dominant beliefs of a people and the kind of civilization it creates.

This history of civilization examines, more than anything else, how and why people
have worked together. It is concerned with political history because the political record
helps us to understand why people have been more successful at some times than at others
in organizing on a large scale, and why some types of organization have proved more
effective than others. It is concerned with economic and social history because economic
and social organization has a direct effect on both political organization and the type and
degree of specialization. It is concerned with the history of ideas and their manifestations in
art and literature because organization and specialization are possible only within a
framework of accepted beliefs. The interactions among political organizations, economic
institutions, and dominant beliefs determine the character and development of a civiliza-
tion.

Western civilization is only one, and by no means the oldest, of the civilizations that
has left a historical record. The earliest civilizations touched Europe and the West only
slightly; they centered in the river valleys of Egypt, the Near East, and China. Only with the
appearance of the Greek city-states after 1000 B.c. can we see the beginnings of a civiliza-
tion that belongs to the same family as our own. The Greeks drew heavily on the older
civilizations of their neighbors, but they reorganized their borrowed materials and added
significant elements to them. Ideas and forms of organization that have remained important
in western civilization for over twenty-five hundred years first appear in ancient Greece.
The Romans followed the Greeks as the dominant people in the Mediterranean basin. Like
the Greeks, they borrowed from their predecessors, rearranged the old materials in new
ways, and added ideas of their own, especially in government and law. Roman civilization
is the direct ancestor of the civilization of modern European countries. There has never
been a time, from the first conquests of the Roman Republic down to the present, when
Roman law and Roman political ideas were not being discussed in some parts of the
Continent.

Yet, while there is unbroken continuity between the civilization of the Greeks and
the Romans and that of the modern West, it is well to remember that continuity is not
identity. Much has been added—for example, the ideas brought in by Christianity—and
much has been changed. Greco-Roman civilization was neither western nor European; it was
Mediterranean. It was most highly developed on the eastern shores of the Mediterranean,
and it was greatly influenced by the Orient. France and Spain were colonial outposts that
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contributed little to Greco-Roman civilization; Germany, Scandinavia, and the Slavic
countries were outside the limits of the civilized Mediterranean world.

This Mediterranean civilization ran into trouble in the fourth and fifth centuries a.p.
The economic organization proved unsatisfactory, and loyalty to the political organization
weakened. As the Roman Empire slowly crumbled, the unity of the Mediterranean basin
was destroyed, never to be restored. The southern and eastern shores became part of an
Arab empire, part of the non-European Moslem civilization. A remnant of the old Roman
Empire, centering around Constantinople, became the Byzantine Empire. This empire
developed its own civilization—Christian in belief, Greek in language, but strongly influ-
enced by the East in organization. Byzantine civilization made a great impression on the
Slavic peoples of eastern Europe and had some influence on the Latin and Germanic
peoples of the West. But it was never fully integrated with the civilization that grew up in
western Europe. The western Europeans thought of the Byzantines as remote and some-
what untrustworthy relatives, who might hand out valuable gifts from time to time but who
were too eccentric to live with. This attitude, in turn, has made it difficult to integrate
eastern and western Europe, since the eastern countries borrowed much more from Byzan-
tium than did those of the West.

With the Arab and Byzantine empires developing separate civilizations, the western
European remnant of the old Mediterranean world was thrown back on its own resources.
These were at first not very great. Western Europe saved only a fragment of its Roman
inheritance, and this Roman inheritance was itself only a fragment of the old Mediterra-
nean civilization. Moreover, the Germanic peoples of northern and central Europe, who had
never been included in the Mediterranean world, were for a time dominant in western
Europe. They brought in some new ideas and institutions, but they were backward in both
political and economic organization. They were slow in assimilating the fragments of Roman
civilization that remained, and even slower in developing effective types of organization. In
the same way, the Christian religion, which eventually had great influence on European
civilization, was only slowly absorbed by the half-barbarized Latins and the half-civilized
Germans. For six centuries Europeans struggled with the problems of assimilating the
Roman inheritance, integrating Latin and Germanic peoples, and implementing the basic
ideas of Christianity. Only when this triple task was done did western Europe at last
achieve an independent and consistent civilization. Only then could it profit from its
contacts with the more highly developed civilizations of the Arab and Byzantine worlds.

Once it was established as a separate and viable entity, western Europe civilization
developed rapidly. Many of our basic institutions and ideas, such as universities and
representative assemblies, were worked out in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. But this
western European civilization was confined to a very small area. Its center was in the north,
in a triangle bounded by Paris, Cologne, and London. The peripheral countries—Spain,

Introduction



Ireland, Norway, Sweden, Poland, Bohemia, and Italy—did not share in all the manifesta-
tions of this civilization, though they accepted its basic ideas. And beyond these countries
the influence of western European civilization dropped off sharply. It had little effect on the
Moslem world and none whatever on the peoples of Africa and Asia who lived beyond the
limits of Moslem influence. It had some impact on Byzantium, but not enough to erase the
differences that separated Byzantium from the West. There were some contacts with
Russia, but the Russians were probably more influenced by the Byzantines. And the
Mongol conquest of the thirteenth century weakened the ties that the Russians had with
the West and forced them to face east for two centuries.

Meanwhile, another group of civilizations had developed in the Far East, in India,
China, and Japan. Each had its own characteristic values—religious in India, secular and
political in China, military in Japan. All three tended to become somewhat self-satisfied and
isolated; neither India nor China, for example, was as interested in foreign voyages in the
sixteenth century as it had been earlier. In all three the economic system was still based
largely on village agriculture. Finally, in spite of promising beginnings, none of the Far
Eastern civilizations had developed a strong scientific tradition. These characteristics put
the Far Eastern countries at a disadvantage in dealing with Europeans, who were deeply
interested in strange lands and peoples, were beginning to develop an economy based on
machine production, and were just about to make their first important scientific discoveries.

The great voyages of exploration and the great mechanical inventions, both of which
began in the fifteenth century, enabled western European civilization to emerge from its
narrow corner and to spread throughout the world. Eastern Europe gradually accepted
much of the civilization of the West, though the process was never complete. Three new
continents—North America, South America, and Australia—were occupied by Europeans,
and a fourth, Africa, was dominated by them. Asia, with its old civilizations and its dense
population, was not so easily overrun, but even Asia was profoundly influenced by the
European impact. Thus, for the first time, all the peoples of the world were brought into
contact with a single civilization. The results of this great experiment are only beginning to
be apparent.

There is some justification, then, for the conventional division of history into
Ancient, Medieval, and Modern. Ancient history deals with the period in which some of
the basic elements of western civilization were developed and passed on to later peoples.
But ancient history must be focused on the Near East and the Mediterranean, not on
Europe. It must give greater weight to Greece, Asia Minor, Syria, Mesopotamia, and Egypt
than to Gaul, Britain, or Germany. Medieval history deals with the period in which a
distinct western European civilization appeared. But this civilization was confined to a small
part of the European peninsula, and it had little influence outside that area. During the
Middle Ages each great region of the world had its own civilization, and no one civilization
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