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ethnic, and political groups from non-European regions (such 
as North and South America, eastern Russia, Australia, New 
Zealand, and South Africa) have identified themselves, in one 
way or another, with the West. Throughout the text, we de-
vote considerable attention to the boundaries of the West and 
show how borderlines between cultures have been created, 
especially in eastern and southeastern Europe.

Considered as a geographical and cultural realm, the 
West is a term of recent origin, and the civilization to which 
it refers did not become clearly defined until the eleventh 
century, especially during the Crusades, when western 
European Christians developed a distinct cultural identity. 
Before that time we can only talk about the powerful forces 
that created the West, especially the dynamic interaction of 
the civilizations of western Europe, the Byzantine Empire, 
and the Muslim world.

Over the centuries Western civilization has acquired 
many salient characteristics. These include two of the 
world’s great legal systems (civil law and common law), 
three of the world’s monotheistic religions (Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam), certain political and social philoso-
phies, forms of political organization (such as the modern 
bureaucratic state and democracy), methods of scientific 
inquiry, systems of economic organization (such as indus-
trial capitalism), and distinctive styles of art, architecture, 
and music. At times one or more of these characteristics has 
served as a primary source of Western identity: Christianity 
in the Middle Ages, science and rationalism during the 
Enlightenment, industrialization in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, and a defense of individual liberty and 
democracy in the late twentieth century. These sources of 
Western identity, however, have always been challenged 
and contested, both when they were coming into promi-
nence and when they appeared to be most triumphant. 
Western culture has never been monolithic; even today 
references to the West imply a wide range of meanings.

Cultural Encounters
The definition of the West is closely related to the central 
theme of our book, which is the process of cultural encoun-
ters. Throughout The West: Encounters and Transformations, 
we examine the West as a product of a series of cultural en-
counters both outside the West and within it. We show that 
the West originated and developed through a continuous 
process of inclusion and exclusion resulting from a series 
of encounters among and within different groups. These 
encounters can be described in a general sense as external, 
internal, or ideological.

We wrote this textbook to answer questions about 
the identity of the civilization in which we live. 
Journalists, politicians, and scholars often refer 

to our civilization, its political ideologies, its economic 
systems, and its cultures as “Western” without fully con-
sidering what that label means and why it might be appro-
priate. The classification of our civilization as Western has 
become particularly problematic in the age of globalization. 
The creation of international markets, the rapid dissemi-
nation of ideas on a global scale, and the transmission of 
popular culture from one country to another often make it 
difficult to distinguish what is Western from what is not. 
The West: Encounters and Transformations offers students 
a history of Western civilization in which these issues of 
Western identity are given prominence. Our goal is neither 
to idealize nor to indict that civilization, but to describe its 
main characteristics in different historical periods.

The West: Encounters and Transformations gives careful 
consideration to two basic questions. The first is, how did 
the definition of the West change over time? In what ways 
did its boundaries shift and how did the distinguishing 
characteristics of its cultures change? The second question 
is, by what means did the West—and the idea of the West—
develop? We argue that the West is the product of a series of 
cultural encounters that occurred both outside and within 
its geographical boundaries. We explore these encounters 
and the transformations they produced by detailing the 
political, social, religious, and cultural history of the regions 
that have been, at one time or another, a part of the West.

Defining the West
What is the West? How did it come into being? How has it 
developed throughout history? Many textbooks take for 
granted which regions or peoples of the globe constitute the 
West. They treat the history of the West as a somewhat ex-
panded version of European history. While not disputing 
the centrality of Europe to any definition of the West, we 
contend that the West is not only a geographical realm with 
ever-shifting boundaries, but also a cultural realm, an area 
of cultural influence extending beyond the geographical and 
political boundaries of Europe. We so strongly believe in this 
notion that we have written the introductory essay “What 
Is the West?” to encourage students to think about their un-
derstanding of Western civilization and to guide their under-
standing of each chapter. Many of the features of what we call 
Western civilization originated in regions that are not geo-
graphically part of Europe (such as North Africa and the Mid-
dle East), and ever since the fifteenth century various social, 
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By their very nature encounters are interactive, but they 
have taken different forms: They have been violent or 
peaceful, coercive or cooperative. Some have resulted in 
the imposition of Western ideas on areas outside the geo-
graphical boundaries of the West or the perpetuation of 
the dominant culture within Western societies. More often 
than not, however, encounters have resulted in a more 
reciprocal process of exchange in which both Western and 
non-Western cultures, or the values of both dominant and 
subordinate groups, have undergone significant transfor-
mation. Our book not only identifies these encounters, but 
also discusses their significance by returning periodically to 
the issue of Western identity.

Coverage
The West: Encounters and Transformations offers both com-
prehensive coverage of political, social, and cultural history 
and a broader coverage of the West and the world.

Comprehensive Coverage
Our goal throughout the text has been to provide compre-
hensive coverage of political, social, and cultural history 
and to include significant coverage of religious and military 
history as well. Political history defines the basic structure 
of the book, and some chapters, such as those on Hellenis-
tic civilization, the age of confessional divisions, absolutism 
and state building, the French Revolution, and the com-
ing of mass politics, include sustained political narratives. 
Because we understand the West to be a cultural as well as 
a geographical realm, we give a prominent position to cul-
tural history. Thus, we include rich sections on Hellenistic 
philosophy and literature, the cultural environment of the 
Italian Renaissance, the creation of a new political culture 
at the time of the French Revolution, and the atmosphere 
of cultural despair and desire that prevailed in Europe af-
ter World War I. We also devote special attention to reli-
gious history, including the history of Islam as well as that 
of Christianity and Judaism. Unlike many other textbooks, 
our coverage of religion continues into the modern period.

The West: Encounters and Transformations provides 
extensive coverage of the history of women and gender. 
Wherever possible the history of women is integrated into 
the broader social, cultural, and political history of the 
period. But there are also separate sections on women in 
our chapters on classical Greece, the Renaissance, the Ref-
ormation, the Enlightenment, the Industrial Revolution, 
World War I, World War II, and the postwar era.

The West and the World
Our book provides broad geographical coverage. Because 
the West is the product of a series of encounters, the ex-
ternal areas with which the West interacted are of major 

External Encounters
External encounters took place between peoples of different 
civilizations. Before the emergence of the West as a clearly 
defined entity, external encounters occurred between such 
diverse peoples as Greeks and Phoenicians, Macedonians 
and Egyptians, and Romans and Celts. After the elev-
enth century, external encounters between Western and 
non-Western peoples occurred mainly during periods of 
European exploration, expansion, and imperialism. In the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, for example, a series 
of external encounters took place between Europeans on 
the one hand and Africans, Asians, and the indigenous peo-
ple of the Americas on the other. Two chapters of The West: 
Encounters and Transformations (Chapters 13 and 18) and a 
large section of a third (Chapter 24) explore these external 
encounters in depth and discuss how they affected Western 
and non-Western civilizations alike.

Internal Encounters
Our discussion of encounters also includes similar interac-
tions between different social groups within Western coun-
tries. These internal encounters often took place between 
dominant and subordinate groups, such as between lords 
and peasants, rulers and subjects, men and women, factory 
owners and workers, and masters and slaves. Encounters 
between those who were educated and those who were il-
literate, which recurred frequently throughout Western 
history, also fall into this category. Encounters just as often 
took place between different religious and political groups, 
such as between Christians and Jews, Catholics and Protes-
tants, and royal absolutists and republicans.

Ideological Encounters
Ideological encounters involve interaction between com-
prehensive systems of thought, most notably religious doc-
trines, political philosophies, and scientific theories about 
the nature of the world. These ideological conflicts usu-
ally arose out of internal encounters, when various groups 
within Western societies subscribed to different theories 
of government or rival religious faiths. The encounters 
between Christianity and polytheism in the early Middle 
Ages, between liberalism and conservatism in the nine-
teenth century, and between fascism and communism in 
the twentieth century were ideological encounters. Some 
ideological encounters had an external dimension, such as 
when the forces of Islam and Christianity came into conflict 
during the Crusades and when the Cold War developed 
between Soviet communism and Western democracy in the 
second half of the twentieth century. 

* * *
The West: Encounters and Transformations illuminates 

the variety of these encounters and clarifies their effects. 
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Rather than simply offering opportunities to read 
about and study Western civilization, REVEL facilitates 
deep, engaging interactions with the concepts that mat-
ter most. By providing opportunities to improve skills in 
analyzing and interpreting primary and secondary sources 
of historical evidence, for example, REVEL engages stu-
dents directly and immediately, which leads to a better 
understanding of course material. A wealth of student and 
instructor resources and interactive materials can be found 
within REVEL. Some of our favorites are mentioned in the 
information that follows.

•	 Enhanced Images
Interactive visuals in each chapter include contextual 
“hotspots” that highlight the details of historic images 
or photos that students might otherwise miss.

•	 Interactive Maps
Custom-built interactive maps with chronological layers 
and pan-and-zoom functionality provide students with 
multiple ways of engaging with map visualizations.

•	 Video Introductions by the Authors
Opening videos in every chapter guide students through a 
process of historical inquiry. We draw upon a specific topic 
or theme to connect the past to the contemporary world.

•	 Interactive Chronologies
Students can check their memory of events and dates 
with interactive chronologies. After an initial viewing 
of the timeline, students match event entries to the cor-
responding date.

•	 Source Collections
Every chapter concludes with a collection of three to five 
additional primary or secondary sources. These docu-
ments supplement the coverage of the chapter and give 
students the chance to practice their analytical thinking 
skills.

•	 Vocabulary  Flashcards
Each chapter includes an interactive deck of key term 
flashcards that review important concepts, people, 
places, and events.

•	 Integrated Writing Opportunities
Writing opportunities help students reason more logi-
cally and write more clearly. Each chapter offers three 
types of writing prompts that measure historical literacy 
and students’ ability to formulate a historical argument.

•	 The Journal prompt provides students with an 
opportunity to write short answers in response to 
focus questions in each section. Journal prompts are 
not graded and can be used as a note-taking feature 
for readers.

•	 The Shared Writing prompt encourages students to 
address multiple sides of an issue by sharing and 
responding to each other’s viewpoints, encouraging 

importance. Three chapters deal specifically with the West 
and the world.

•	 Chapter 13, “The West and the World: The Significance 
of Global Encounters, 1450–1650”

•	 Chapter 18, “The West and the World: Empire, Trade, 
and War, 1650–1815”

•	 Chapter 24, “The West and the World: Cultural Crisis 
and the New Imperialism, 1870–1914”

These chapters present substantial material on sub-
Saharan Africa, Latin America, the Middle East, India, and 
East Asia.

Our text is also distinctive in its coverage of eastern 
Europe and the Muslim world, areas that have often been 
considered outside the boundaries of the West. These 
regions were arenas within which significant cultural 
encounters took place.

Finally, we include material on the United States and 
Australia, both of which have become part of the West. We 
recognize that most American college and university stu-
dents have the opportunity to study American history as 
a separate subject, but treatment of the United States as a 
Western nation provides a different perspective from that 
usually given in courses on American history. For example, 
this book treats America’s revolution as one of four Atlantic 
revolutions, its national unification in the nineteenth cen-
tury as part of a broader western European development, 
its pattern of industrialization as related to that of Britain, 
and its central role in the Cold War as part of an ideological 
encounter that was global in scope.

What’s New in the Fifth Edition?
REVELTM

Educational technology designed for the way 
today’s students read, think, and learn

When students are engaged deeply, they learn more 
effectively and perform better in their courses. This simple 
fact inspired the creation of REVEL: an immersive learn-
ing experience designed for the way today’s students read, 
think, and learn. Built in collaboration with educators and 
students nationwide, REVEL is the newest, fully digital 
way to deliver respected Pearson content.

REVEL enlivens course content with media interactives 
and assessments — integrated directly within the author’s 
narrative — that provide opportunities for students to 
read about and practice course material in tandem. This 
immersive eduational technology boosts student engage-
ment, which leads to better understanding of concepts and 
improved performance throughout the course.

Learn More About REVEL
www.pearsonhighered.com/REVEL
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“What Is the West?”
The West: Encounters and Transformations begins with an 
essay to engage students in the task of defining the West 
and to introduce them to the notion of cultural encounters. 
The essay addressing the question “What Is the West?” 
guides students through the text by providing a framework 
for understanding how the West was shaped. Structured 
around the six questions of What? When? Where? Who? 
How? and Why?, this framework encourages students to 
think about their understanding of Western civilization. 
The essay serves as a blueprint for using this textbook.

“Encounters and Transformations”
This feature, which appears in about half the chapters, 
illustrates the main theme of the book by identifying spe-
cific encounters and showing how they led to significant 
transformations in the cultures of the West. This feature 
shows, for example, how camels enabled encounters among 
nomadic tribes of Arabia, which led to the rapid spread of 
Islam; how the Mayas’ interpretation of Christian symbols 
transformed European Christianity into a hybrid religion; 
how the importation of chocolate from the New World to 
Europe changed Western consumption patterns and the 
rhythms of the Atlantic economy; and how Picasso’s en-
counter with African art contributed to the transformation 
of modernism. Each of these essays concludes with ques-
tions for discussion.

“Justice in History”
Found in every chapter, this feature presents a historically 
significant trial or episode in which different notions of jus-
tice (or injustice) were debated and resolved. The “Justice 
in History” feature illustrates cultural encounters within 
communities as they try to determine the fate of individu-
als from all walks of life. Many famous trials dealt with con-
flicts over basic religious, philosophical, or political values, 
such as those of Socrates, Jesus, Joan of Arc, Martin Luther, 
Charles I, Galileo, and Adolf Eichmann. In other chapters 
the “Justice in History” feature shows how judicial institu-
tions, such as the ordeal, the Inquisition, and revolutionary 
tribunals, handled adversarial situations in different societ-
ies. These essays, therefore, illustrate the way in which the 
basic values of the West have evolved through attempts to 
resolve disputes and conflict.

Each “Justice in History” feature includes two pedagogi-
cal aids. “For Discussion” helps students explore the histori-
cal significance of the episode just examined. These questions 
can be used in classroom discussion or as student essay topics. 
“Taking It Further” provides the student with a few references 
that can be consulted in connection with a research project. 
In REVEL, each shared writing prompt is tied to a “Justice in 
History” discussion question, enabling students to comment 
and respond to one another via an online thread.

all to critically analyze a historical event, text, or 
question. In The West, Shared Writing questions are 
tied to the “Justice in History” feature.

•	 The Essay prompt in each chapter is from Pear-
son’s Writing Space, where instructors can assign 
both automatically graded and instructor-graded 
prompts.

For more information about all the tools and resources in 
REVEL and access to your own REVEL account for The West: 
Encounters and Transformations, go to www.pearsonhighered 
.com/REVEL.

The Fifth Edition Includes New Coverage 
in a Brand New Look
•	 A new two-column design allows us to showcase larger 

images and maps.

•	 Several chapters open with new images to illustrate the 
opening vignettes. For instance, Chapter 9 now opens 
with an image of Boniface felling the Donar Oak at Geis-
mar; Chapter 15 begins with a new painting of the assas-
sination of William the Silent of Orange at Delft; and 
Chapter 24 shows Sudanese troops charging the British 
at the Battle of Omdurman in 1898.

•	 Chapter 23 invites a fresh comparison of primary sources 
by comparing Mrs. Humphry Ward’s “An Appeal 
Against Female Suffrage” with “Fourteen Reasons for 
Supporting Women’s Suffrage” published by the British 
National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies.

•	 Chapter 25 features a new section on the defensive use 
of trench warfare in 1914 and the relative lack of offen-
sive technologies.

•	 Chapter 28 has been reorganized and substantially 
rewritten to consolidate the discussion of the Cold War 
and to explore more fully the impact of decolonization 
on both the West and the world.

•	 Chapter 29 contains a new section on Putin’s Russia and 
expanded discussions of both the Islamist challenge to 
the West and the implications of the European debt cri-
sis for the EU. A new final section returns to the ques-
tion of “What Is the West?” and explores contemporary 
definitions of Western identity. A new conclusion brings 
the student back to the central theme of encounters and 
transformations.

Key Features and Pedagogical Aids
In writing this textbook we have endeavored to keep both 
the student reader and the classroom instructor in mind 
at all times. The text includes the following features and 
pedagogical aids, all of which are intended to support the 
themes of the book.
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Key Terms and Glossary
We have sought to create a work that is accessible to students 
with little prior knowledge of the basic facts of Western his-
tory or geography. Throughout the book we have explained 
difficult concepts at length. For example, we present in-
depth explanations of the concepts of Zoroastrianism, Neo-
platonism, Renaissance humanism, the various Protestant 
denominations of the sixteenth century, capitalism, seven-
teenth-century absolutism, nineteenth-century liberalism and 
nationalism, fascism, and modernism. We have identified 
these concepts as key terms by printing them in bold in the 
text. Key terms for each chapter are listed at the end of each 
chapter. In REVEL, key terms are presented in an interactive 
flashcard deck for easy review of concepts, people, places, 
and events.

Suggested Readings
An annotated list of suggested readings for all the chap-
ters now appears at the end of each chapter. The items 
listed there are not scholarly works for the benefit of the 
instructor, but suggestions for students who wish to ex-
plore a topic in greater depth or to write a research paper. 
References to books or articles relevant to the subject of the 
“Justice in History” feature appear in each chapter under 
the heading “Taking It Further.”

A Note About Dates and Transliterations
In keeping with current academic practice, The West: 
Encounters and Transformations uses b.c.e. (before the 
common era) and c.e. (common era) to designate dates. 
We also follow the most current and widely accepted 
English transliterations of Arabic. Qur’an, for example, 
is used for Koran; Muslim is used for Moslem. Chinese 
words appearing in the text for the first time are written 
in pinyin, followed by the older Wade-Giles system in 
parentheses.

Key Supplements  
and Customer Support
Supplements for Instructors
Instructor’s Resource Center. www.pearsonhighered.com/
irc. This website provides instructors with additional text-
specific resources that can be downloaded for classroom 
use. Resources include the Instructor’s Resource Manual, 
PowerPoint presentations, and the Test Item File. Register 
online for access to the resources for The West.

Instructor’s Manual. Available at the Instructor’s Resource 
Center for download, www.pearsonhighered.com/irc, the 
Instructor’s Manual contains detailed chapter overviews, 

“Different Voices”
Each chapter contains a feature consisting of two primary 
source documents that present different and often opposing 
views regarding a particular person, event, or development. 
An introduction to the documents provides the necessary 
historical context, identifies the authors of the documents, 
and suggests the different perspectives they take. A set of 
questions for discussion follows the two documents.

Chapter Review and Questions 
for Discussion
This edition of The West offers three different sets of 
questions in each chapter.

•	 Each of the major sections of the chapter begins 
with the main question that the section addresses. In 
REVEL, students have the opportunity to type short 
answers in response to these questions at the end of 
each section.

•	 At the end of each chapter a set of questions under the 
heading “Making Connections” ask the student to think 
about some of the more specific issues discussed in the 
chapter. In REVEL, these questions are the basis of the 
Writing Space essay prompts.

•	 Each “Encounters and Transformation,” “Justice in His-
tory” and “Different Voices”  feature is followed by a set 
of questions under the heading “For Discussion.”

Maps and Illustrations
Artwork is a key component of our book. We recognize 
that many students often lack a strong familiarity with 
geography, and so we have taken great care to develop 
maps that help sharpen their geographic skills. Comple-
menting the book’s standard map program, we include 
maps focusing on areas outside the borders of Western 
civilization. More than 300 images of fine art and photos 
tell the story of Western civilization and help students 
visualize the past: the way people lived, the events that 
shaped their lives, and how they viewed the world around 
them. In REVEL, images and maps are further enhanced 
with interactivity.

Chronologies
Each chapter includes a varying number of chronologies 
that list in tabular form the events relating to a particular 
topic discussed in the text. Chronologies present the se-
quence of events and can be helpful for purposes of review. 
In REVEL, students can use the chronologies as a review 
tool by dragging and dropping events to match the corre-
sponding date.
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efficiently manage assessments anytime, anywhere! In-
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controls.
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Edward Muir grew up in 
the foothills of the Wasatch 
Mountains in Utah, close to 
the Emigration Trail along 
which wagon trains of Mor-
mon pioneers and Califor-
nia-bound settlers made 
their way westward. As a 
child he loved to explore the 
broken-down wagons and 
abandoned household goods 
left at the side of the trail and 
from that acquired a fascination with the past. Besides the 
material remains of the past, he grew up with stories of his 
Mormon pioneer ancestors and an appreciation for how the 
past continued to influence the present. During the turbu-
lent 1960s, he became interested in Renaissance Italy as a 
period and place that had been formative for Western civi-
lization. His biggest challenge is finding the time to explore 
yet another new corner of Italy and its restaurants.

Muir received his Ph.D. from Rutgers University, 
where he specialized in the Italian Renaissance and did 
archival research in Venice and Florence, Italy. He is now 
the Clarence L. Ver Steeg Professor in the Arts and Sci-
ences at Northwestern University and former chair of the 
history department. At Northwestern he has won several 
teaching awards. His books include Civic Ritual in Renais-
sance Venice (1981), Mad Blood Stirring: Vendetta in Renais-
sance Italy (1993 and 1998), Ritual in Early Modern Europe 
(1997 and 2005), and The Culture Wars of the Late Renais-
sance: Skeptics, Libertines, and Opera (2007). His books have 
also been published in Italian. He is the recipient of the 
Andrew W. Mellon Foundation Distinguished Achieve-
ment Award and is a member of the Academia Europaea 
and the American Academy of Arts and Sciences.

Some years ago Muir began to experiment with the use 
of historical trials in teaching and discovered that students 
loved them. From that experience he decided to write this 
textbook, which employs trials as a central feature. He lives 
beside Lake Michigan in Evanston, Illinois. His twin pas-
sions are skiing in the Rocky Mountains and rooting for the 
Chicago Cubs, who manage every summer to demonstrate 
that winning isn’t everything.

Brian Levack grew up in 
a family of teachers in the 
New York metropolitan 
area. From his father, a pro-
fessor of French history, he 
acquired a love for study-
ing the past, and he knew 
from an early age that he 
too would become a histo-
rian. He received his B.A. 
from Fordham University 
in 1965 and his Ph.D. from 

Yale in 1970. In graduate school he became fascinated by 
the history of the law and the interaction between law 
and politics, interests that he has maintained through-
out his career. In 1969 he joined the history department 
of the University of Texas at Austin, where he is now the 
John Green Regents Professor in History. The winner of 
several teaching awards, Levack teaches a wide variety 
of courses on British and European history, legal history, 
and the history of witchcraft. For eight years he served 
as the chair of his department, a rewarding but challeng-
ing assignment that made it difficult for him to devote as 
much time as he wished to his teaching and scholarship. 
His books include The Civil Lawyers in England, 1603–
1641: A Political Study (1973), The Formation of the British 
State: England, Scotland and the Union, 1603–1707 (1987), 
The Witch-Hunt in Early Modern Europe (4th edition, 2015), 
and The Devil Within: Possession and Exorcism in the Chris-
tian West (2013).

His study of the development of beliefs about witch-
craft in Europe over the course of many centuries gave him 
the idea of writing a textbook on Western civilization that 
would illustrate a broader set of encounters between dif-
ferent cultures, societies, and ideologies. While writing the 
book, Levack and his two sons built a house on property 
that he and his wife, Nancy, own in the Texas hill coun-
try. He found that the two projects presented similar chal-
lenges: It was easy to draw up the design, but far more 
difficult to execute it. When not teaching, writing, or doing 
carpentry work, Levack runs along the jogging trails of 
Austin and has recently discovered the pleasures of scuba 
diving.
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twentieth-century British history and twentieth-century 
Europe, as well as the second half of “Western Civ.” In her 
many semesters in the Western Civ. classroom, Veldman 
tried a number of different textbooks but found herself 
increasingly dissatisfied. She wanted a text that would con-
vey to beginning students at least some of the complexities 
and ambiguities of historical interpretation, introduce them 
to the exciting work being done in cultural history, and, most 
important, tell a good story. The search for this textbook led 
her to accept the offer made by Levack and Muir to join them 
in writing The West: Encounters and Transformations.

An award-winning teacher, Veldman is also the author 
of Fantasy, the Bomb, and the Greening of Britain: Romantic 
Protest, 1945–1980 (1994) and Margaret Thatcher: Shaping 
the New Conservatism (2016), and the co-author, with T. W. 
Heyck, of The Peoples of the British Isles (2014). She and her 
family ride out the hurricanes in Baton Rouge, Louisiana. 
She remains a Cubs fan and she misses snow.

Meredith Veldman grew up 
in the western suburbs of 
Chicago, where she learned 
to  love  winter  and the 
Cubs—which might explain 
her preference for all things 
impractical and improbable. 
Certainly that preference 
is what attracted her to the 
study of history, filled as it 
is with impractical people 

doing the most improbable things. Veldman majored in 
history at Calvin College in Grand Rapids, Michigan, and 
then earned a Ph.D. in modern European history, with a 
concentration in nineteenth- and twentieth-century Brit-
ain, from Northwestern University in 1988.

As an associate professor of history at Louisiana State 
University, Veldman teaches courses in nineteenth- and 
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The Shifting Borders of the West
The most basic definition of the West is of a place. Western 
civilization is now typically thought to comprise the re-
gions of Europe, the Americas, Australia, and New 
Zealand. However, this is a contemporary definition of the 
West. The inclusion of these places in the West is the result 
of a long history of European expansion through coloniza-
tion and conquest.

The West

What Is the West?
Many of the people who influence public opinion—
politicians, teachers, clergy, journalists, and television com-
mentators—refer to “Western values,” “the West,” and 
“Western civilization.” They often use these terms as if 
they do not require explanation. But what do these terms 
mean? The West has always been an arena within which 
different cultures, religions, values, and philosophies have 
interacted; any definition of the West will inevitably arouse 
controversy.

The definition of the West has always been disputed. 
Note the difference in the following two poems, the first 
by Rudyard Kipling (1865–1936), an ardent promoter of 
European imperialism who wrote “The Ballad of East and 
West” at the height of the British Empire:

OH, East is East, and West is West, and never the 
twain shall meet,
Till Earth and Sky stand presently at God’s great 
Judgment Seat. . . .1 

The second, “East/West Poem,” is by a Chinese-American 
living in Hawaii, Wing Tek Lum (1946– ), who expresses 
the confusion caused by terms that designate both cultural 
traits and directions around the globe:

O
East is East
and
West is West.
but
I never did
understand
why
in Geography class
the East was west
and
the West was east
and that no
one ever
cared
about the difference.2

This textbook cares about the difference. It also shows 
that East and West have, in contrast to Kipling’s view, often 
“met.” These encounters created the idea of the East and 
the West and helped identify the ever shifting borders 
between the two.

The Temple Of Hera At Paestum, Italy  Greek colonists in 
Italy built this temple in the sixth century b.c.e. Greek ideas and 
artistic styles spread throughout the ancient world, both from Greek 
colonists, such as those at Paestum, and from other peoples who 
imitated the Greeks.

SOURCE: Galina Mikhalishina/Alamy
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country that was never colonized by a European power 
complicates the idea of what is the West. Or consider the 
Republic of South Africa, which the white minority—people 
descended from European immigrants—ruled until 1994. 
The oppressive white regime violated human rights, rejected 
full legal equality for all citizens, and jailed or murdered 
those who questioned the government. Only when demo-
cratic elections open to blacks replaced that government did 
South Africa fully embrace what the rest of the West would 
consider Western values. To what degree was South Africa 
part of the West before and after these developments?

Or how about Russia? Russia long saw itself as a Christian 
country with cultural, economic, and political ties with the rest 
of Europe. The Russians have intermittently identified with 
their Western neighbors, especially during the reign of Peter 
the Great (1682–1725), but their neighbors were not always 
sure about the Russians. After the Mongol invasions of the 
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries much of Russia was iso-
lated from the rest of the West, and during the Cold War from 
1949 to 1989 Western democracies considered communist Rus-
sia an enemy. When was Russia “Western” and when not?

Thus, when we talk about where the West is, we are 
almost always talking about the Mediterranean basin and 
much of Europe (and later, the Americas). But we will 
also show that countries that border “the West,” and even 
countries far from it, might be considered Western in many 
aspects as well.

This textbook begins about 10,000 years ago in what 
is now Iraq; the final chapter returns to discuss the Iraq 
War, but in the meantime the Mesopotamian region is 
only occasionally a concern for Western history. The his-
tory of the West begins with the domestication of animals, 
the cultivation of the first crops, and the establishment of 
long-distance trading networks in the Tigris, Euphrates, 
and Nile River valleys. Cities, kingdoms, and empires in 
those valleys gave birth to the first civilizations in the West. 
By about 500 b.c.e., the civilizations that were the cultural 
ancestors of the modern West had spread from southwest-
ern Asia and north Africa to include the entire Mediterra-
nean basin—areas influenced by Egyptian, Hebrew, Greek, 
and Roman thought, art, law, and religion. The resulting 
Greco-Roman culture created the most enduring founda-
tion of the West. By the first century c.e. the Roman Empire 
drew the map of what historians consider the heartland of 
the West: most of western and southern Europe, the coast-
lands of the Mediterranean Sea, and the Middle East.

For many centuries, these ancient foundations defined 
the borders of the West. During the last century, however, 
the West came to be less about geography than about cul-
ture, identity, and technology. When Japan, an Asian coun-
try, accepted human rights and democracy after World War 
II, did it become part of the West? Most Japanese might not 
think they have adopted “Western” values, but the thriving 
capitalism and stable democracy of this traditional Asian 

Where Is The West?  The shifting borders of the West have moved many times throughout 
history, but they have always included the areas shown in this satellite photo. These include Europe, 
north Africa, and the Middle East.
SOURCE: GSO Images/The Image Bank/Getty Images
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they continued to look back to the common cultural ori-
gins in the ancient world that they shared with Jews and 
Christians.

During the Renaissance in the fifteenth century, these 
ancient cultural origins became an alternative to religious 
affiliation for thinking about the identity of the West. From 
this Renaissance historical perspective Jews, Christians, 
and Muslims descended from the cultures of the ancient 
Egyptians, Hebrews, Greeks, and Romans. Despite their 
differences, the followers of these religions shared a his-
tory. In fact, in the late Renaissance a number of Jewish and 
Christian thinkers imagined the possibility of rediscovering 
the single universal religion that they thought must have 
once been practiced in the ancient world. If they could just 
recapture that religion, they could restore the unity they 
imagined had once prevailed in the West.

The definition of the West has also changed as a result 
of European colonialism, which began about 500 years ago. 
When European powers assembled large overseas empires, 
they introduced Western languages, religions, technologies, 
and cultures to many distant places in the world, making 
Western identity a transportable concept. In some of these 
colonized areas—such as North America, Argentina, Aus-
tralia, and New Zealand—the European newcomers so out-
numbered the indigenous people that these regions became 
as much a part of the West as Britain, France, and Spain. 
In other European colonies, especially on the Asian conti-
nent, Western cultures failed to exercise similar levels of 
influence.

As a result of colonialism Western culture sometimes 
merged with other cultures, and in the process, both were 
changed. Brazil, a South American country inhabited by 
large numbers of indigenous peoples, the descendants of 
African slaves, and European settlers, epitomizes the com-
plexity of what defines the West. In Brazil, almost every-
one speaks a Western language (Portuguese), practices a 
Western religion (Christianity), and participates in West-
ern political and economic institutions (democracy and 
capitalism). Yet in Brazil all of these features of Western 
civilization have become part of a distinctive culture in 
which indigenous, African, and European elements have 
been blended. During Carnival, for example, Brazilians 
dressed in indigenous costumes dance in African rhythms 
to the accompaniment of music played on European 
instruments.

Western Values
For many people today, the most important definition of 
the West involves adherence to “Western values.” The val-
ues typically identified as Western include democracy, in-
dividualism, universal human rights, toleration of religious 
diversity, ownership of private property, equality before the 
law, and freedom of inquiry and expression. These values, 
however, have not always been part of Western civilization. 

Changing Identities Within the West
In addition to being a place, the West is the birthplace of 
Western civilization, a civilization that encompasses a 
cultural history—a tradition stretching back thousands 
of years to the ancient world. Over this long period the 
civilization we now identify as Western gradually took 
shape. The many characteristics that identify it emerged 
over this time: forms of governments, economic systems, 
and methods of scientific inquiry, as well as religions, lan-
guages, literature, and art.

Throughout the development of Western civilization, 
the ways in which people identified themselves changed 
as well. People in the ancient world had no such idea of 
the common identity of the West, only of being members 
of a tribe, citizens of a town, or subjects of an empire. 
But with the spread of Christianity and Islam between 
the first and seventh centuries, the notion of a distinct 
civilization in these “Western” lands subtly changed. 
People came to identify themselves less as subjects of a 
particular empire and more as members of a community 
of faith—whether that community comprised followers 
of Judaism, Christianity, or Islam. These communities of 
faith drew lines of inclusion and exclusion that still exist 
today. Starting about 1,600 years ago, Christian monarchs 
and clergy began to obliterate polytheism (the worship 
of many gods) and marginalize Jews. From 1,000 to 500 
years ago, Christian authorities fought to expel Muslims 
from Europe. Europeans developed definitions of the West 
that did not include Islamic communities, even though 
Muslims continued to live in Europe, and Europeans 
traded and interacted with the Muslim world. The Islamic 
countries themselves erected their own barriers, seeing 
themselves in opposition to the Christian West, even as 

Mariner’s Compass  The mariner’s compass was a navigational 
device intended for use primarily at sea. The compass originated in 
China; once adopted by Europeans, it enabled them to embark on 
long ocean voyages around the world. 
SOURCE: Mariner’s compass in an ivory case, probably Italian, c.1570 / 
National Maritime Museum, London, UK/ Bridgeman Images
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did not exist. Rather, a number of distinctive civilizations 
emerged in the Middle East, northern Africa, and Europe, 
each of which contributed to what later became Western 
civilization. As these cultures developed and intermingled, 
the idea of Western civilization slowly began to form. Thus, 
the understanding of Western civilization will change from 
chapter to chapter. The most extensive change in the place 
of the West was through the colonial expansion of the Eu-
ropean nations between the fifteenth and twentieth cen-
turies. Perhaps the most significant cultural change came 
with acceptance of the values of scientific inquiry for solv-
ing human and philosophical problems, an approach that 
did not exist before the seventeenth century but became 
one of the distinguishing characteristics of Western civiliza-
tion. During the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
industrialization became the engine that drove economic 
development in the West. During the twentieth century, in-
dustrialization in both its capitalist and communist forms 
dramatically gave the West a level of economic prosperity 
unmatched in the nonindustrialized parts of the world.

The “When” Question
When did the defining characteristics of Western civilization 
first emerge, and for how long did they prevail? Dates frame 
and organize the content of each chapter, and numerous short 
chronologies are offered. These resources make it possible to 
keep track of what happened when. Dates have no mean-
ing by themselves, but the connections between them can be 
very revealing. For example, dates show that the agricultural 
revolution that permitted the birth of the first civilizations 
unfolded over a long span of about 10,000 years—which is 
more time than was taken by all the other events and devel-
opments covered in this textbook. Wars of religion plagued 
Europe for nearly 200 years before Enlightenment thinkers 
articulated the ideals of religious toleration. The American 
Civil War—the war to preserve the union, as President Abra-
ham Lincoln termed it—took place at exactly the same time 
as wars were being fought for national unity in Germany 
and Italy. In other words, by paying attention to other con-
temporaneous wars for national unity, the American experi-
ence seems less peculiarly an American event.

By learning when things happened, one can identify the 
major causes and consequences of events and thus see 
the transformations of Western civilization. For instance, 
the production of a surplus of food through agriculture 
and the domestication of animals was a prerequisite for the 
emergence of civilizations. The violent collapse of religious 
unity after the Protestant Reformation in the sixteenth cen-
tury led some Europeans to propose the separation of church 
and state two centuries later. And during the nineteenth cen-
tury many Western countries—in response to the enormous 
diversity among their own peoples—became preoccupied 
with maintaining or establishing national unity.

In fact, they describe ideals rather than actual realities; these 
values are by no means universally accepted throughout 
the West. Thus, there is nothing inevitable about these val-
ues; Western history at various stages exhibited quite differ-
ent ones. Western societies seldom prized legal or political 
equality until quite recently. In ancient Rome and through-
out most of medieval Europe, the wealthy and the powerful 
enjoyed more protection under the law than did slaves or 
the poor. Most medieval Christians were completely con-
vinced of the virtue of making war against Muslims and her-
etics and curtailing the actions of Jews. Before the end of the 
eighteenth century, few Westerners questioned the practice 
of slavery, a social hierarchy of birth that remained power-
ful in the West through the nineteenth century; in addition, 
most women were excluded from equal economic and edu-
cational opportunities until well into the twentieth century. 
In many places women still do not have equal opportunities. 
In the twentieth century, millions of Westerners followed 
leaders who stifled free inquiry, denied basic human rights 
to many of their citizens, made terror an instrument of the 
state, and censored authors, artists, and journalists.

The values that define the West not only have changed 
over time, but have remained fiercely contested. One of the 
most divisive political issues today, for example, is that of 
“gay marriage.” Both sides in this debate frame their argu-
ments in terms of “Western values.” Supporters of the legal-
ization of same-sex marriages highlight equality and human 
rights: They demand that all citizens have equal access to 
the basic legal protections afforded by marriage. Opponents 
emphasize the centrality of the tradition of monogamous 
heterosexual marriage to Western legal, moral, and religious 
codes. What this current debate shows us is that no single 
understanding of “Western values,” or of the West itself, 
exists. These values have always been contended, disputed, 
and fought over. In other words, they have a history. This 
text highlights and examines that history.

Asking the Right Questions
So how can we make sense of the West as a place and 
an identity, the shifting borders and definitions of the 
West, and Western civilization in general? In short, what 
has Western civilization been over the course of its long 
history—and what is it today?

Answering these questions is the challenge this book 
addresses. There are no simple answers to any of these 
questions, but there is a method for finding answers. The 
method is straightforward: Always ask the what, when, 
where, who, how, and why questions of the text.

The “What” Question
What is Western civilization? The answer to this question 
will vary according to time and place. In fact, for much of 
the early history covered in this book, “Western civilization” 
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such as the many millions who migrated from Europe to 
North America or the unfortunate millions who suffered 
and died in the trenches of World War I; they also influ-
enced the course of events.

Perhaps most often this book encounters people who 
were less the shapers of their own destinies than the sub-
jects of forces that conditioned the kinds of choices they 
could make, often with unanticipated results. During the 
eleventh century when farmers throughout Europe began 
to employ a new kind of plow to till their fields, they were 
merely trying to do their work more efficiently. They cer-
tainly did not recognize that the increase in food they pro-
duced would stimulate the enormous population growth 
that made possible the medieval civilization of thriving 
cities and magnificent cathedrals. Answering the who ques-
tion requires an evaluation of how much individuals and 
groups of people were in control of events and how much 
events controlled them.

The “How” Question
How did Western civilization develop? This is a question 
about processes—about how things change or stay the 
same over time. This book identifies and explores these 
processes in several ways.

The “Where” Question
Where has Western civilization been located? Geography, 
of course, does not change very rapidly, but the idea of 
where the West is does change. By tracing the shifting re-
lationships between the West and other, more distant civili-
zations with which it interacted, the chapters highlight the 
changing “where” of the West. The key to understanding 
the shifting borders of the West is to study how the peoples 
within the West thought of themselves and how they iden-
tified others as “not Western.” During the Cold War, for ex-
ample, many within the West viewed Russia as an enemy 
rather than as part of the West. In the previous centuries, 
Australia and North America came to be part of the West 
because the European conquerors of these regions identi-
fied themselves with European cultures and traditions and 
against non-European values.

The “Who” Question
Who were the people responsible for making Western civi-
lization? Some were anonymous, such as the unknown ge-
niuses who invented the mathematical systems of ancient 
Mesopotamia. Others are well known—saints such as Joan 
of Arc, creative thinkers such as Galileo Galilei, and gener-
als such as Napoleon. Most were ordinary, humble people, 
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Map 1  Core Lands of the West
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own purposes. As a result, they were able to conquer their 
neighbors very quickly and spread Islam far beyond its 
original home in Arabia.

The “Different Voices” feature in each chapter includes 
documents from the period that represent contrasting 
views about a particular issue important at the time. These 
conflicting voices demonstrate how people debated what 
mattered to them and in the process formulated what have 
become Western values. During the Franco-Algerian War 
of the 1950s and early 1960s, for example, French military 
officers debated the appropriateness of torture when inter-
rogating Algerian prisoners alleged to be insurgents. The 
debate about the use of torture against terrorist suspects 
continues today, revealing one of the unresolved conflicts 
over the appropriate values of the West.

The “Why” Question
Why did things happen in the way they did in history? This 
is the hardest question of all, one that engenders the most 
debate among historians. To take one persistent example, 
why did Hitler initiate a plan to exterminate the Jews of 
Europe? Can it be explained by something that happened 
to him in his childhood? Was he full of self-loathing that he 
projected onto the Jews? Was it a way of creating an enemy 
so that he could better unify Germany? Did he really be-
lieve that the Jews were the cause of all of Germany’s prob-
lems? Did he merely act on the deeply seated anti-Semitic 
tendencies of the German people? Historians still debate 
the answers to these questions.

Such questions raise issues about human motivation 
and the role of human agency in historical events. Can 
historians ever really know what motivated a particular 
individual in the past, especially when it is so notoriously 
difficult to understand what motivates other people in the 
present? Can any individual determine the course of his-
tory? The what, when, where, who, and how questions are 
much easier to answer; but the why question, of course, 
is the most interesting one, the one that cries out for an 
answer.

This book does not—and cannot—always offer defini-
tive answers to the why question, but it attempts to lay out 
the most likely possibilities. For example, historians do not 
really know what disease caused the Black Death in the 
fourteenth century that killed about one-third of the pop-
ulation in a matter of months. But they can answer many 
questions about the consequences of that great catastrophe. 
Why were there so many new universities in the fourteenth 
and fifteenth centuries? It was because so many priests 
had died in the Black Death, creating a huge demand for 
replacements. The answers to the why questions are not 
always obvious, but they are always intriguing; finding the 
answers is the joy of studying history.

First, woven throughout the story is the theme of encoun-
ters and transformations. What is meant by encounters? 
When the Spanish conquistadores arrived in the Americas 
some 500 years ago, they came into contact with the cul-
tures of the Caribs, the Aztecs, the Incas, and other peoples 
who had lived in the Americas for thousands of years. As 
the Spanish fought, traded with, and intermarried with the 
natives, each culture changed. The Spanish, for their part, 
borrowed from the Americas new plants for cultivation and 
responded to what they considered serious threats to their 
worldview. Many native Americans, in turn, adopted Euro-
pean religious practices and learned to speak European lan-
guages. At the same time, Amerindians were decimated by 
European diseases, illnesses to which they had never been 
exposed. The native Americans also witnessed the destruc-
tion of their own civilizations and governments at the 
hands of the colonial powers. Through centuries of inter-
action and mutual influence, both sides became something 
other than what they had been.

The European encounter with the Americas is an obvi-
ous example of what was, in fact, a continuous process of 
encounters with other cultures. These encounters often 
occurred between peoples from different civilizations, such 
as the struggles between Greeks and Persians in the ancient 
world or between Europeans and Chinese in the nineteenth 
century. Other encounters took place among people living 
in the same civilization. These include interactions between 
lords and peasants, men and women, Christians and Jews, 
Catholics and Protestants, factory owners and workers, and 
capitalists and communists. Western civilization developed 
and changed, and still does, through a series of external 
and internal encounters.

Second, features in the chapters formulate answers to 
the question of how Western civilization developed. For 
example, each chapter contains an essay titled “Justice 
in History.” These essays discuss a trial or some other 
episode involving questions of justice. Some “Justice in 
History” essays illustrate how Western civilization was 
forged in struggles over conflicting values, such as the dis-
cussion of the trial of Galileo, which examines the conflict 
between religious and scientific concepts of truth. Other 
essays show how efforts to resolve internal cultural, polit-
ical, and religious tensions helped shape Western ideas 
about justice, such as the essay on the auto da fé, which 
illustrates how authorities attempted to enforce religious 
conformity.

Some chapters include another feature as well. The 
“Encounters and Transformations” feature shows how 
encounters between different groups of people, technolo-
gies, and ideas were not abstract historical processes, but 
events that brought people together in a way that trans-
formed history. For example, when the Arabs encountered 
the camel as an instrument of war, they adopted it for their 
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1

Chapter 1

The Beginnings of Civilization, 
10,000–1150 b.c.e.

In 1991 hikers toiling across a glacier in the Alps between 
Austria and Italy made a startling discovery: a man’s body 
stuck in the ice. They alerted law enforcement, but the police 
soon turned the corpse over to archaeologists: The man had 
died 5,300 years before. Ötzi the Ice Man (his name comes 
from the Ötztal Valley where he perished) quickly became 
a global celebrity, the subject of much speculation and the 
source of much investigation. We now know that Ötzi suffered 
from intestinal parasites and had been ill several times in his 
final months. Healers had marked his body with 61 tattoos, 
small incisions rubbed with charcoal. Ötzi did not, however, 
die of disease. Cuts on his hands and an arrowhead lodged in 

his left shoulder bore witness to his violent last hours; cerebral 
trauma—a blow to the head—finished him off.

Ötzi lived (and died) in a transitional time, the end 
of the Neolithic Age. Lasting from about 10,000 to about 
3000 b.c.e., the Neolithic (or New Stone) Age was a period of 
the most fundamental revolutionary change: food produc-
tion through agriculture and the domestication of animals. 
The achievement of food production let humans develop 
new, settled forms of communities; Ötzi probably lived in 
one such settlement. His stomach contents showed that he 
had recently eaten not only wild goat and deer, but also 
herb bread. The cultivation of grain and the milling of flour 

The Thinker of Cernevoda  Just 4½ inches high, this Neolithic sculpture is at least 1200 years older than Ötzi the 
Ice Man. While most surviving Neolithic art focuses on the fundamental concerns of fertility and hunting, this terracotta 
sculpture depicts a figure deep in thought.
SOURCE: Dea Picture Library/Art Resource, NY
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2  Chapter 1

Learning how to mine and manipulate metal, like learn-
ing how to produce food, was a revolutionary transforma-
tion. It marked the shift from the Neolithic to the Bronze 
Age, and into more complex societies with distinct social 
hierarchies and wider and more complicated economic 
interactions. Once people settled in a region, they began 
trading for commodities that were not available in their 
homelands—particularly if those commodities denoted 
wealth and power. Ötzi’s settlement, located in an area rich 
in copper ore, most likely not only produced its own cop-
per tools and weapons, but also traded its copper goods 
with other settlements. As trade routes extended over long 
distances and interactions among diverse peoples prolifer-
ated, ideas and technology spread. Out of these multiple 
encounters emerged civilization itself.

Yet the world’s first civilizations arose not in the central 
Alps, where Ötzi lived and died, nor even in Europe, the 
geographic heartland of the “West.” Instead, civilization first 
developed in what we now call the Middle East. In this chap-
ter, then, we focus on two questions: How did the encounters 
within and between early human societies create the world’s 
first civilizations? And, what was the relationship between 
these civilizations and what would become the West?

for such bread were, in fact, the results of thousands of years 
of human interaction and experimentation with the natural 
environment. The story of Western civilization—and of all 
humanity—begins with this most fundamental encounter 
of all: that between humanity and nature.

Ötzi’s possessions on the day of his death showed how 
well he knew, and could utilize, his natural environment. 
He wore leather boots insulated with dense grasses for 
protection against the cold. The pouch around his waist 
contained fire-lighting equipment, and in his light wooden 
backpack he carried containers to hold burning embers. The 
arrows in his quiver featured a natural adhesive that tightly 
bound bone and wooden points to the shafts, while his bow 
was made of wood selected for strength and flexibility.

The most noteworthy find among Ötzi’s possessions, 
however, was his axe. It bore an ordinary wooden handle, 
but its blade was copper, a much-prized feature in a time 
when most tools were made of stone. Only someone of high 
rank would have carried a copper weapon; Ötzi, then, was 
most likely a warrior. The high levels of arsenic found in his 
hair may indicate that he also worked as a copper smelter, a 
position that also would have carried high rank, given the 
importance of copper in his society.
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1.1  �Defining Civilization, 
Defining Western 
Civilization

What is the link between the food-producing revolution of 
the Neolithic era and the emergence of civilization?

Anthropologists use the term culture to describe all the 
different ways that humans collectively adjust to their 

environment, organize their experiences, and transmit 
their knowledge to future generations. Culture serves as 
a web of interconnected meanings that enable individu-
als to understand themselves and their place in the world. 
Archaeologists define civilization as an urban culture with 
differentiated levels of wealth, occupation, and power. One 
archaeologist notes that the “complete checklist of civiliza-
tion” contains “cities, warfare, writing, social hierarchies, 
[and] advanced arts and crafts.”1 With cities, human pop-
ulations achieved the critical mass necessary to develop 
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when, as we will see, city-states in Mesopotamia formed a 
flourishing civilization and Egypt’s Old Kingdom was well-
developed, Europeans still lived only in scattered agricul-
tural communities. Without the critical mass of people and 
possessions that accompanied city life, early Europeans did 
not develop the specialized religious, economic, and politi-
cal classes that characterize a civilization.

1.1.1  �Making Civilization Possible: 
The Food-Producing Revolution

For more than the first 175,000 years of their existence, 
modern humans, known as Homo sapiens sapiens (“most 
intelligent people”), did not produce food. The end of the 
last Ice Age about 15,000 years ago, however, ushered in 
an era of momentous change: the food-producing revolu-
tion. As the Earth’s climate became warmer, cereal grasses 
spread over large areas. Hunter-gatherers learned to collect 
these wild grains and grind them up for food. When peo-
ple learned that the seeds of wild grasses could be trans-
planted and grown in new areas, the cultivation of plants 
was underway.

People also began domesticating pigs, sheep, goats, 
and cattle, which eventually replaced wild game as the 

* Terms such as the “Near East,” the “Middle East,” and the “Far East”—
China, Japan, and Korea—betray their Western European origins. For 
someone in India, say, or Russia or Australia, neither Mesopotamia nor 
Egypt is located to the “east.”

specialized occupations and a level of economic produc-
tion high enough to sustain complex religious and cultural 
practices—and to wage war. To record these economic, cul-
tural, and military interactions, writing developed. Social 
organization grew more complex. The labor of most people 
supported a small group of political, military, and religious 
leaders. These leaders controlled not only government and 
warfare, but also the distribution of food and wealth. They 
augmented their authority by building monuments to the 
gods and participating in religious rituals that linked divin-
ity with kingship and military prowess. Thus, in early civi-
lizations four kinds of power—military, economic, political, 
and religious—converged.

As Map 1.1 shows, a number of civilizations developed 
independently of each other across the globe. This chapter 
focuses on the Mesopotamian and Egyptian civilizations 
because many of the characteristics of “Western civiliza-
tion” originated in these areas. The history of Western civi-
lization thus begins not in Europe, the core territory of the 
West today, but in what we usually call the Middle East and 
what ancient historians call the “Near East.”* By 2500 b.c.e., 

Map 1.1  The Beginnings of Civilization
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Civilizations developed independently in India, China, central Asia, and Peru, as well as in Egypt and southwest Asia. Western civilization, 
however, is rooted in the civilizations that first emerged in Egypt and southwest Asia. What five features make up the “complete checklist 
of civilization”?
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to the Euphrates River valley in today’s Iraq.* The second 
region was the hilly land north of Mesopotamia at the base 
of the Zagros Mountains. The third was Anatolia, or what 
is now Turkey.

Archaeological evidence from the Anatolian settlement 
of Çatal Hüyük provides a glimpse into these early food-
producing communities. By 6000 b.c.e., Çatal Hüyük (mean-
ing “Fork Mound”) consisted of 32 acres of tightly packed 
rectangular mud houses that the townspeople rebuilt more 
than a dozen times as their population expanded. About 
6,000 people lived in houses built so closely together that 
residents could only enter their homes by walking along the 
rooftops and climbing down a ladder set in the smoke hole. 
Such a set-up, while physically uncomfortable, also 
strengthened Çatal Hüyük’s security from outside attack. 
Archaeologists have uncovered about 40 rooms that served 
as religious shrines. The paintings and engravings on the 
walls of these rooms focus on the two main concerns of 
ancient societies: fertility and death. In these scenes, vul-
tures scavenge on human corpses while women give birth 
to bulls (associated with virility). These shrines also contain 
statues of goddesses whose exaggerated breasts and 

* The term Levant refers to the eastern Mediterranean coastal region. 
“Levant” comes from the French: “the rising [sun]”—in other words, the 
territory to the east, where the sun rises.

main sources of meat. The first signs of goat domestica-
tion occurred about 8900 b.c.e. in the Zagros Mountains in 
southwest Asia. Pigs, which adapt well to human settle-
ments because they eat garbage, were first domesticated 
around 7000 b.c.e. By around 6500 b.c.e., domestication had 
become widespread.

Farming and herding were hard work, but the payoff 
was enormous. Even simple agricultural methods could 
produce about 50 times more food than hunting and gath-
ering. Thanks to the increased food supply, more newborns 
survived past infancy. Populations expanded, and so did 
human settlements. With the mastery of food production, 
human societies developed the mechanisms not only to feed 
themselves, but also to produce a surplus, which allowed 
for economic specialization and fostered the growth of 
social, political, and religious hierarchies.

1.1.2  �The First Food-Producing 
Communities

The world’s first food-producing communities emerged in 
southwest Asia. People began cultivating food in three sep-
arate areas, shown on Map 1.2. Archaeologists have named 
the first area the Levantine Corridor (also known as the 
Fertile Crescent)—a 25-mile-wide strip of land that runs 
from the Jordan River valley of modern Israel and Palestine 

Map 1.2  The Beginnings of Food Production

Sinai
Peninsula

Arabian
Desert

Zagros Mountains 

Jo
rd

a
n

 R
.

Euphrates R. 

Tigris R
. 

Mediterranean
Sea

Red
Sea

Caspian
Sea

Persian
Gulf

Çatal Hüyük

MESOPOTAMIA

ANATOLIA

LEVANTINE CORRIDOR / FERTILE CRESCENT 

0 200 mi

0 200 km

The Beginnings of Food Production

This map shows early farming sites where the first known production of food occurred 
in ancient southwest Asia. What were the three areas in which people first began 
cultivating food?
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its wealth rested on trade in obsidian. This volcanic stone 
was the most important commodity in the Neolithic Age 
because it could be used to make sharp-edged tools such as 
arrowheads, spear points, and sickles for harvesting crops. 
Çatal Hüyük controlled the obsidian trade from Anatolia to 

buttocks indicate the importance of fertility rites in the vil-
lagers’ religious rituals.

Only a wealthy community could allow some people to 
work as artists or priests rather than as farmers, and Çatal 
Hüyük was wealthy by the standards of its era. Much of 

Chronology: The Foundations of Civilization
150,000 years ago Modern humans first appear in 

Africa.

45,000 years ago Modern humans spread through 
Africa, Asia, and Europe.

15,000 years ago Ice Age ends.

11,000 years ago Food production begins in 
southwest Asia.

9,500–3,000 years ago Settled villages, domesticated 
plants and animals, and long-
distance trade appear in Meso-
potamia, Anatolia, and Egypt.

Çatal Hüyük  This drawing illustrates archaeologists’ reconstruction of Çatal Hüyük. In such a settlement, modern conceptions of privacy 
and self-determination would have been inconceivable.
SOURCE: The city of Çatal Hüyük, with its one room houses which were accessed from the roof, drawing, Turkey, VII VI millennium b.c.e./De Agostini Picture 
Library/Bridgeman Images
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6  Chapter 1

give way to small, widely dispersed farming communities. 
(See Map 1.3.)

As farmers and herders spread across Europe, people 
adapted to different climates and terrain. A variety of cul-
tures evolved from these differences but most shared the 
same basic characteristics: Early Europeans farmed a range 
of crops and herded domesticated animals. They lived in 
villages, clusters of permanent family farmsteads. Jewelry 
and other luxury goods left in women’s graves might 
indicate that these village societies granted high status to 
women, perhaps because these communities traced ances-
try through mothers.

Two important technological shifts ushered in signifi-
cant economic and social change in these early European 
groups. The first was metallurgy, the art of using fire to 
shape metals. Knowledge of metallurgy spread slowly 
across Europe from the Balkans, where people started to 
mine copper as early as 5500 b.c.e. Jewelry made from cop-
per and gold became coveted luxury goods (recall Ötzi the 
Ice Man’s copper-bladed axe). As trade in metals flourished, 
long-distance trading networks evolved. These networks 
provided the basis for the meeting and blending of differ-
ent groups of peoples and different cultural assumptions 
and ideas.

The introduction of the plow was the second signifi-
cant technological development for early Europe. The plow, 
invented in Mesopotamia in the late fifth or early fourth 

the Levantine Corridor. With increasing wealth came wid-
ening social differences. While most of the burial sites at 
Çatal Hüyük showed little variation, a few corpses were 
buried with jewelry and other riches, a practice that indi-
cates the beginning of distinctions between wealthy and 
poor members of the society.

The long-distance obsidian trade that underlay Çatal 
Hüyük’s wealth also sped up the development of other 
food-producing communities in the Levantine Corridor, 
the Zagros Mountains, and Anatolia. These trade networks 
of the Neolithic Age laid the foundation for the commer-
cial and cultural encounters that fostered the world’s first 
civilization.

1.1.3  Transformations in Europe
In all of these developments, Europe remained far behind. 
The colder and wetter European climate meant heavier 
soils that were harder to cultivate than those in the Near 
East. The food-producing revolution that began in south-
west Asia around 8000 b.c.e. did not spread to Europe for 
another thousand years, when farmers, probably from 
Anatolia, ventured to northern Greece and the Balkans. 
Settled agricultural communities had become the norm 
in southwest Asia by 6000 b.c.e., but not until about 2500 
b.c.e. did most of Europe’s hunting and gathering cultures 

Map 1.3  Neolithic Cultures in Europe
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During the Neolithic period, new cultures developed as most of the peoples of Europe 
changed their way of life from hunting and gathering to food production. What features 
characterized these early European societies?
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Scandinavia to Spain and on islands in the western Medi-
terranean. The best-known megalith construction is Stone-
henge in England. People began to build Stonehenge about 
3000 b.c.e. as a ring of pits. The first stone circle of “blue-
stones,” hauled all the way from the Welsh hills, was con-
structed about 2300 b.c.e.

A second example of an early European monument 
stands in the Boyne Valley in eastern Ireland, where more 
than 30 human-made Neolithic mounds dot the landscape. 
The most impressive of these is Newgrange, a breathtak-
ing astrological and engineering achievement that dates to 
approximately 3200 b.c.e. More than 90 monumental stand-
ing stones, many of them beautifully carved, wreathe the 
Newgrange mound. The mound itself consists of 200,000 
metric tons of stone and earth, all hauled to the site by 
human labor. A passage over 60 feet long cuts through 
the mound and ends in a large vaulted chamber. On the 
morning of the winter solstice (December 21), the rays of 
the dawning sun shine through a precisely placed opening 

millennium b.c.e., became widely used in Europe around 
2600 b.c.e. The use of plows meant that fewer people were 
needed to cultivate Europe’s heavy soils. With more peo-
ple available to clear forest lands, farming communities 
expanded and multiplied, as did opportunities for individ-
ual initiative and the accumulation of wealth.

As a result of these developments—and as had occurred 
much earlier in the Near East—the social structure within 
European villages became more stratified, with growing 
divisions between the rich and the poor. From the evidence 
of weaponry buried in graves, we know that the warrior 
emerged as a dominant figure in these early European 
societies. With the growing emphasis on military power, 
women’s status may have declined.

These early Europeans constructed enduring monu-
ments that offer tantalizing glimpses of their cultural prac-
tices and religious beliefs. Around 4000 b.c.e., for example, 
Europeans began building communal tombs with huge 
stones called megaliths. Megaliths were constructed from 

Stonehenge  This megalithic monument in southern England consists of two circles of standing stones with large blocks capping the circles. 
It was built without the aid of wheeled vehicles or metal tools, and the stones were dragged from many miles away.
SOURCE: Desfa24/Fotolia
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Sumerian civilization developed as its peoples learned to 
control the rivers that both enabled and imperiled human 
settlement.

The Tigris and Euphrates are unpredictable water 
sources, prone to sudden, powerful, and destructive 
flooding. Sumerian villagers first built their own levees 
for flood protection and dug their own small channels to 
divert floodwaters from the two great rivers to irrigate 
their dry lands. Then they discovered that by combining 
the labor force of several villages, they could build and 
maintain levee systems and irrigation channels on a large 
scale. Villages merged into cities that became the founda-
tion of Sumerian civilization, as centralized administra-
tions developed to manage the dams, levees, and irrigation 
canals; to direct the labor needed to maintain and expand 
the water works; and to distribute the resources that the 
system produced.

By 2500 b.c.e., about 13 major city-states—perhaps as 
many as 35 in all—managed the Mesopotamian floodplain 
in an organized fashion. (See Map 1.4.) In Sumer’s city-
states, the urban center directly controlled the surround-
ing countryside. Uruk, “the first city in human history,”3 
covered about two square miles and had a population of 
approximately 50,000 people, including both city-dwellers 
and the peasants living in small villages in a radius of about 
10 miles around the city.

Sumer’s cities served as economic centers where craft 
specialists such as potters, toolmakers, and weavers gath-
ered to swap information and trade goods. Long-distance 
trade, made easier by the introduction of wheeled carts, 
enabled merchants to bring timber, ores, building stone, 
and luxury items unavailable in southern Mesopotamia 
from Anatolia, the Levantine Corridor, Afghanistan, and 
Iran.

Within each city-state, an elite group of residents regu-
lated economic life. Uruk and the other Sumerian city-states 
were redistributive economies. In this type of economic 
system, the central authority (such as the king) controlled 
the agricultural resources and “redistributed” them to his 
people (in an unequal fashion!). Archaeologists excavating 
Uruk have found millions of bevel-rimmed bowls, all the 
same size and shape. One theory is that the bowls were 
ration bowls—containers in which workers received their 
daily ration of grain. What is certain is that the bowls were 
mass-produced, and that only a powerful central authority 
could organize such mass production.

In the earliest era of Sumerian history, temple priests 
constituted this central authority. Sumerians believed that 
their city belonged to a god or goddess: The god owned all 
the lands and water, and the god’s priests, who lived with 
him (or her) in the temple, administered these resources 
on the god’s behalf. In practice, this meant that the priests 
collected exorbitant taxes in the forms of goods (grains, 

and sweep down the passageway to illuminate the entire 
chamber.

The purpose of these magnificent constructions remains 
controversial. Were sites such as Stonehenge and New-
grange built primarily to measure the movements of the 
stars and planets? Or were they principally sacred spaces, 
places where people gathered for religious rituals? Recent 
excavations at Stonehenge suggest that it may have been a 
complex devoted to healing ceremonies, while Newgrange 
was certainly used at least in part for burials. All of these 
theories could be correct, for ancient peoples commonly 
associated healing and astronomical observation with reli-
gious practice and the afterlife.

Only an advanced level of engineering expertise and 
astronomical knowledge, combined with a high degree 
of organization of labor, made constructions such as 
Stonehenge and Newgrange possible. Yet, if we recall the 
“complete checklist” needed for a civilization—“cities, 
warfare, writing, social hierarchies, [and] advanced arts 
and crafts”2—we can see that by 1600 b.c.e., Europeans 
had checked off all of these requirements except cities and 
writing—both crucial for building human civilizations. The 
rest of this chapter, then, will focus not on Europe, but on 
the dramatic developments in southwest Asia and Egypt 
from the sixth millennium b.c.e. on.

1.2  �Mesopotamia: 
Kingdoms, Empires, 
and Conquests

What changes and continuities characterized 
Mesopotamian civilization between the emergence 
of Sumer’s city-states and the rise of Hammurabi’s 
Babylonian Empire?

The first civilization emerged on the Mesopotamian flood-
plain. Standing at the junction of the three continents of 
Africa, Asia, and Europe, southwest Asia became the meet-
ing place of peoples, technologies, and ideas.

1.2.1  The Sumerian Kingdoms
About 5300 b.c.e. the villages in Sumer in southern Meso-
potamia began a dynamic civilization that would flourish 
for thousands of years. The key to Sumerian civilization 
was water. Without a regular water supply, villages and 
cities could not have survived in Sumer. The name Mesopo-
tamia, an ancient Greek word, means “the land between the 
rivers.” Nestled between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, 
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challenge the king was to challenge the gods—never a 
healthy choice. The royal household and the temple priest-
hood thus worked together to exploit the labor of their sub-
jects and amass power and wealth. Religious and political 
life were thoroughly intertwined.

Although the Sumerian city-states did not unite 
politically—and, in fact frequently fought each other—
a number of factors created a single Sumerian culture. 
First, the kings maintained diplomatic relations with one 
another and with rulers throughout southwest Asia and 
Egypt, primarily to protect their trading networks. These 
trade networks also helped tie the Sumerian cities together 
and fostered a common Sumerian culture. Second, the city-
states shared the same pantheon of gods. The surviving 
documents reveal that Sumerians in the different city-states 
sang the same hymns, used the same incantations to pro-
tect themselves from evil spirits, and offered their children 
the same proverbial nuggets of advice and warning. They 
did so, however, in two different languages—Sumerian, 
unrelated to any other known language, and Akkadian, 

livestock, and manufactured products such as textiles) and 
services (laboring on city building and irrigation projects), 
and in return provided food rations for the workers from 
these collections.

As Sumer’s city-states expanded, a new form of 
authority emerged. The ruins of monumental palaces as 
well as temples testify to the appearance of powerful royal 
households that joined the temple priesthood in manag-
ing the resources of the city-state. Historians theorize that 
as city-states expanded, competition for land increased. 
Such competition led to warfare, and during warfare, 
military leaders amassed power and, eventually, became 
kings.

The king’s power rested on his military might. Yet to 
retain the people’s loyalty and obedience, a king also needed 
religious legitimacy. Kingship, then, quickly became a key 
part of Sumerian religious traditions. Sumerians believed 
that “kingship descended from heaven,” that the king ruled 
on the god’s behalf. According to a Sumerian proverb, “Man 
is the shadow of god, but the king is god’s reflection.”4 To 

Map 1.4  Kingdoms and Empires in Southwest Asia

Mediterranean Sea

Black Sea

Aegean
Sea

Caspian
Sea 

Red
Sea

Persian Gulf

Cyprus

Syrian
Desert

Sinai

Zagros  Mountains

Euphrates R. 

Tigris R. 
Babylon

Ur
Uruk

Memphis

Thebes

Nineveh

Assur

Kanesh

Akkad?

Kish

ANATOLIA

EGYPT

ASSYRIAN
EMPIRE

SYRIAN
CITIES

CANAANITE
CITIES

ASSYRIA

SUMER

MESOPOTAMIA

0 400 mi

0 400 km

Kingdoms and Empires in Southwest Asia

Sargon’s Empire
Hammurabi’s Empire
Ur III

Between 3000 and 1500 b.c.e., the Sumerian city-states, Sargon’s Akkadian Empire, Hammurabi’s empire in Babylon, and 
the Ur III dynasty emerged in southwest Asia. What features did these four different political entities share?
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