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with
INTEGRATED 
MEDIA“A History of Western Society remains, for me, the strongest 

textbook on Western history, integrating the insights of social and cultural 
history into the standard political narrative. It employs a wide variety of 
primary sources — texts, images, and objects — to make its narrative 
comprehensible to students.” — Christopher Ferguson, Auburn University 

INSTRUCTORS — KNOW YOUR OPTIONS!
•  Format and value-priced options: The Combined, Volume 1, and Volume 2 books are also 

available in loose-leaf, and all volumes are available in e-book versions at signifcant discounts. 

•  Primary source reader: Package Sources for Western Society, Third Edition, for free.

•  Package discounts: Package with other Bedford/St. Martin’s titles and select trade books for 
deep discounts.

•  Customization: Visit bedfordstmartins.com/custom to see if a custom version is right for you.

To learn more about all options, including student and instructor resources, see Versions and 
Supplements at the front of this book, visit bedfordstmartins.com/mckaywest/catalog, or 
contact your Bedford/St. Martin’s representative. 

SAVE MONEY     
This text is also available as a low-priced e-book. Learn about your e-book 
options and purchase a copy at bedfordstmartins.com/mckaywest/catalog 
/formats.
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MEDIA

PRINT + DIGITAL = SOLVED
Part of your book is online, where document assignments, video, audio, 
games, and activities with immediate feedback are possible. Your access code 
is printed on the inside front cover. Look for these icons throughout the book 
to get to the online content: 

LearningCurve. Be smart: get ready for class and tests by using the game-
like online quizzing of LearningCurve to discover what you know and learn 
what you don’t.

e-Pages. Draw your own conclusions about the past: each chapter comes with 
an Online Document Assignment that challenges you to explore key issues 
through primary source analysis — just as historians do.
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HOW TO ANALYZE PRIMARY SOURCES
In their search for an improved understanding of the past, historians look for new 
evidence — written documents or visual artifacts. When they encounter a written 
or visual primary source, historians ask certain key questions. You should ask these 
questions too. Sometimes historians can’t be certain about the answer, but they 
always ask the question.

Analyzing a written document
•   Who wrote the document? Is it a specifc person or someone whose identity you 

can merely infer from the context of the document (for example, a parent writing 
to a child, a traveler writing home)?

•   When and where was it written?

•   Why was the document written? Is there a clear purpose, or are multiple 
interpretations possible?

•   Who was, or who might have been, its intended audience?

•   What point of view does it refect?

•   What can the document tell us about the individual who produced it and the 
society from which he or she came?

Analyzing a visual source
•   Who made the image or artifact, and how was it made?

•   When and where was the image or artifact made?

•   Who paid for or commissioned it? How can you tell?

•   For what audience might it have been intended? Where might it have originally 
been displayed or used?

•   What message or messages is it trying to convey?

•   How could it be interpreted differently depending on who viewed or used it?

•   What can this visual source tell us about the individual who produced it and the 
society from which he or she came?

Instructors: For instructor access, visit bedfordstmartins.com/mckaywest and 
register as an instructor.

STUDENT ACCESS CODE

LearningCurve: Everyone’s got a learning curve — what’s yours?
Be smart: get ready for class and tests by using LearningCurve’s game-like online 
quizzing to discover what you know and learn what you don’t. Quiz feedback tells you 
why answers are right or wrong and links you to your book for review — with a chance 
to try again! Try it today and fnd out why students across the country rave about the 
LearningCurve advantage.

Online Document Assignments: Draw your own conclusions.
Each chapter comes with an Online Document Assignment based either on the 
“Individuals in Society” feature or on a key development in a “Life” chapter. Each 
assignment challenges you to draw your own conclusions about the past by examining  
a variety of documents — just as historians do.

For access to Bedford Integrated Media
1.  Go to bedfordstmartins.com/mckaywest.
2.   Click to enter your student access code. Enter it exactly as it appears below,  

including any dashes, and follow the on-screen instructions.

Note: If the code below does not work, it might have expired. You can purchase access 
to Bedford Integrated Media at bedfordstmartins.com/mckaywest.

For technical support, visit macmillanhighered.com/support.

You’ve got access to  
BEDFORD INTEGRATED MEDIA!
This text is integrated with LearningCurve and Online Document Assignments —  
two valuable resources accessible with just one access code.
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Raphael, The Veiled Woman
This portrait was painted in oil in about 1516 by the 
Italian Renaissance artist Raphael, the premier portrait 
painter of his era and one of the most influential artists 
of all time. The woman’s identity is not known, but she 
may have been Raphael’s mistress, Margarita Luti, who 
served as his model in other works, including several 
of his portraits of the Virgin Mary. Many stories about 
the two of them were invented after Raphael died at 
the relatively young age of 37, and their relationship 
became the subject of poems, paintings, drawings, 
operas, and a film. Whoever the woman is, Raphael 
portrays her here as beauty itself, in a magnificent 
white and gold satin dress, with a necklace of amber 
beads and a single pearl in her dark hair. The tiny 
lock of hair on her forehead that has escaped from her 
careful hair arrangement is a symbol of the Renaissance 
ideal of sprezzatura, an attitude of nonchalance in which 
difficult things are made to look easy, a quality that is 
found in many of Raphael’s paintings.

About the CoveR ARt

Combined volume volume 1  
From Antiquity  

to the enlightenment

volume 2 
From the Age of  

exploration to the Present

Since 1300

volume A  
From Antiquity  

to 1500

volume b  
From the Later  

Middle Ages to 1815

volume C 
From the Revolutionary  

era to the Present

AvAiLAbLe voLuMeS

00_MCK_1513_FM_COMB_i_xlviii_r6jm.indd   1 7/31/13   10:06 AM











1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54

 S 55
R 56

1st Pass Pages

master

this page left intentionally blank



1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54

 S 55
R 56

1st Pass Pages

master

1st Pass Pages

master

ca. 400,000–1100 b.c.e.  The Egyptians  vii

A History of 
Western Society

00_MCK_1513_FM_COMB_i_xlviii_r6jm.indd   7 7/31/13   10:07 AM



1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55 S
56 R

1st Pass Pages

master

1st Pass Pages

master

Eleventh Edition

bedford/st. martin’s
Boston • New York

00_MCK_1513_FM_COMB_i_xlviii_r6jm.indd   8 7/31/13   10:07 AM



1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54

 S 55
R 56

1st Pass Pages

master

1st Pass Pages

master

John P. McKay
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

Bennett D. Hill
Late of Georgetown University

John Buckler
Late of University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

Clare Haru Crowston
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

Merry E. Wiesner-Hanks
University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee

Joe Perry
Georgia State University

Eleventh Edition

A History of 
Western Society

bedford/st. martin’s
Boston • New York

00_MCK_1513_FM_COMB_i_xlviii_r6jm.indd   9 7/31/13   10:07 AM



1st Pass Pages

master

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55 S
56 R

1st Pass Pages

master

Copyright © 2014, 2011, 2008, 2006 by Bedford/St. Martin’s

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by 
any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, except as may be expressly permitted by the 
applicable copyright statutes or in writing by the Publisher.

Manufactured in the United States of America.

1 2 3 4 5 6   17 16 15 14 13

For information, write: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 75 Arlington Street, Boston, MA 02116 (617-399-4000)

ISBN 978-1-4576-1513-9 (Combined Edition)
ISBN 978-1-4576-5270-7 (Loose-leaf Edition)
ISBN 978-1-4576-4222-7 (Volume 1)
ISBN 978-1-4576-5272-1 (Loose-leaf Edition, Volume 1)
ISBN 978-1-4576-4219-7 (Volume 2)

ISBN 978-1-4576-5271-4 (Loose-leaf Edition, Volume 2)
ISBN 978-1-4576-4216-6 (Volume A)
ISBN 978-1-4576-4220-3 (Volume B)
ISBN 978-1-4576-4217-3 (Volume C)
ISBN 978-1-4576-4218-0 (Since 1300)

Publisher for History: Mary V. Dougherty
Executive Editor for History: Traci M. Crowell
Director of Development for History: Jane Knetzger
Developmental Editor: Annette Fantasia
Senior Production Editor: Christina M. Horn
Senior Production Supervisor: Dennis J. Conroy
Executive Marketing Manager: Sandra McGuire
Editorial Assistant: Emily DiPietro
Production Assistant: Elise Keller
Copy Editor: Jennifer Brett Greenstein
Indexer: Leoni Z. McVey
Cartography: Mapping Specialists, Ltd.
Photo Researcher: Carole Frohlich and Elisa Gallagher, The Visual 

Connection Image Research, Inc.

Senior Art Director: Anna Palchik
Text Designer: Jonathon Nix
Page Layout: Boynton Hue Studio
Cover Designer: Billy Boardman
Cover Art: Raphael (1483–1520), The Veiled Woman (La Donna 

Velata), ca. 1516 (oil on canvas). Palazzo Pitti, Florence/Alinari/
The Bridgeman Art Library.

Composition: Jouve
Printing and Binding: RR Donnelley and Sons

President, Bedford/St. Martin’s: Denise B. Wydra
Director of Marketing: Karen R. Soeltz
Production Director: Susan W. Brown
Director of Rights and Permissions: Hilary Newman

Published and distributed outside North America by
PALGRAVE MACMILLAN
Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire RG21 6XS
Companies and representatives throughout the world.

ISBN 978-1-137-37822-4 (Combined Edition)
ISBN 978-1-137-37826-2 (Volume 1)
ISBN 978-1-137-37827-9 (Volume 2)
ISBN 978-1-137-37828-6 (Since 1300)
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

FOR BEDFORD/ST. MARTIN’S

00_MCK_1513_FM_COMB_i_xlviii_r6jm.indd   10 7/31/13   10:07 AM



1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54

 S 55
R 56

1st Pass Pages

master

xi

1st Pass Pages

master

Preface
Why This Book This Way

A History of Western Society grew out of the initial three 
authors’ desire to infuse new life into the study of  Western 
Civilization. With this eleventh edition, we three new au-
thors, Clare Haru Crowston, Merry E. Wiesner-Hanks, 
and Joe Perry —  who first used the book as students or 
teachers —  have assumed full responsibility for the revision 
and continue to incorporate the latest and best scholar-
ship in the field. All three of us regularly teach introduc-
tory history courses and thus bring insights from the 
classroom, as well as from new secondary works and our 
own research in archives and libraries, into the text.

In this new edition we aimed to enhance the distinc-
tive attention to daily life that sparks students’ interest 
while also providing a number of innovative tools —  both 
print and digital —  designed to help students think his-
torically and master the  ma te rial. In response to the grow-
ing emphasis on historical thinking skills in the teaching 
of history at all levels, as well as to requests from our col-
leagues and current adopters, we have significantly ex-
panded the book’s primary source program to offer more 
sources in more ways. Every chapter now has at least five 
primary sources, both written and visual, and additional 
document sets online. Indeed, as the digital world contin-
ues to transform teaching and learning, this edition is 
 integrated with exciting new online resources —  automati-
cally available when students purchase a new copy of the 
book —  consisting of Online Document Assignments 
tied closely to each chapter that allow students to practice 
analysis and synthesis of fascinating document sets, as 
well as LearningCurve, an adaptive learning tool that 
helps students master the content. Finally, this edition in-
troduces LaunchPad, a robust new interactive e-book 
built into its own course space that makes customizing 
and assigning the book and its resources  simpler than 
ever. To learn more about the benefits of LearningCurve 
and LaunchPad, see the “Versions and Supplements” sec-
tion on page xvii.

The Story of A History of  
Western Society : Bringing the  
Past to Life for Students
At the point when A History of Western Society was first 
conceptualized, social history was dramatically changing 
the ways we understood the past, and the original authors 
decided to create a book that would re-create the lives of 
ordinary  people in appealing human terms, while also giv-
ing major economic, political, cultural, and intellectual 
developments the attention they unquestionably deserve. 
We three new authors remain committed to advancing 

this vision for today’s classroom, with a broader definition 
of social history that brings the original idea into the 
twenty-first century.

History as a discipline never stands still, and over the 
last several decades cultural history has joined social his-
tory as a source of dynamism. Because of its emphasis on 
the ways  people made sense of their lives, A History of  West-
ern Society has always included a large amount of cultural 
history, ranging from foundational works of philoso-
phy and literature to popular songs and stories. The focus 
on cultural history has been heightened in this eleventh 
edition in a way that highlights the interplay between 
men’s and women’s lived experiences and the ways men 
and women reflect on these experiences to create mean-
ing. The joint social and cultural perspective requires —  
fortunately, in our opinion —  the inclusion of objects as 
well as texts as important sources for studying history, 
which has allowed us to incorporate the growing empha-
sis on ma te rial culture in the work of many historians. We 
know that engaging students’ interest in the past is often 
a challenge, but we also know that the text’s hallmark 
 approach —  the emphasis on daily life and individual ex-
perience in its  social and cultural dimensions —  connects 
with students and makes the past vivid and accessible.

Additional “Life” Chapters
Although social and cultural history can be found in every 
chapter, they are particularly emphasized in the acclaimed 
“Life” chapters that have always distinguished this book. 
In response to popular demand by reviewers of the previ-
ous edition, these have been increased to five in this edi-
tion and now include Chapter 4: Life in the Hellenistic 
World, 336–30 b.c.e., and Chapter 30: Life in an Age 
of Globalization, 1990 to the Present, which join Chap-
ter 10: Life in Villages and Cities of the High  Middle 
Ages, 1000–1300; Chapter 18: Life in the Era of Expan-
sion, 1650–1800; and Chapter 22: Life in the Emerging 
Urban Society, 1840–1914.

We are delighted to incorporate additional “Life” chap-
ters into this edition, as many instructors have told us that 
it is these distinctive chapters that spark student inter-
est by making the past palpable and approachable in hu-
man terms. And because we know that a key challenge of 
teaching history —  and Western Civilization in particu-
lar —  is encouraging students to appreciate the relevance 
of the past to our lives today, these five “Life” chapters 
each include a NEW feature called “The Past Living 
Now” that examines an aspect of life today with origins in 
the period covered in that chapter. Featuring engaging 
topics such as the development of the modern university 
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(Chapter 10) and the dawn of commercialized sports 
(Chapter 18), these essays were conceived with student 
interest in mind. These “Life” chapters are also enhanced 
with NEW Online Document Assignments, rich and 
carefully crafted sets of primary sources that allow stu-
dents to delve further into a key development from each 
chapter while they analyze and synthesize the evidence. 
See the “More Sources More Ways” section below for 
more details.

More Sources More Ways
Because understanding the past requires that students 
 engage directly with sources on their own, this edition 
features an exciting NEW and expansive primary source 
program. Each chapter now includes at least five sources, 
both written and visual, and each source opens with a 
headnote and closes with questions for analysis that invite 
students to evaluate the evidence as historians would. Se-
lected for their interest and carefully integrated into their 
historical context, these sources provide students with 
firsthand encounters with  people of the past along with 
the means and tools for building historical skills.

To give students abundant opportunities to hone their 
textual and visual analysis skills as well as a sense of the 
variety of sources on which historians rely, the primary 
source program includes a mix of canonical and lesser-
known sources; a diversity of perspectives representing 
ordinary and prominent individuals alike; and a wide 
 variety of source types, from tomb inscriptions, diaries, 
sermons, letters, poetry, and drama to artifacts, architec-
ture, and propaganda posters. In addition, we have quoted 
extensively from a wide range of primary sources in the 
narrative, demonstrating that such quotations are the 
“stuff ” of history. We believe that our extensive use of 
primary source extracts as an integral part of the narrative 
as well as in extended form in the primary source boxes 
will give students ample practice in thinking critically and 
historically.

This edition also breaks new ground by offering addi-
tional document sets online —  called Online Document 
Assignments —  tied closely to each chapter of the text 
and available with the purchase of a new textbook via the 
code printed on the inside front cover. Each assignment, 
based on either the “Individuals in Society” feature or key 
developments from the “Life” chapters (Chapters 4, 10, 
18, 22, and 30), prompts students to explore a key ques-
tion through analysis of multiple sources. Chapter 14, for 
 example, asks students to analyze documents on the com-
plexities of race, identity, and slav ery in the early mod-
ern era to shed light on the conditions that made Juan 
de Pareja’s story  pos sible. The assignments feature a wealth 
of textual and visual sources as well as video and audio. 
Assignments based on the “Individuals in Society” feature 
include three to four documents in each assignment, 
while those based on the “Life” chapters include six to 

eight documents. These Online Document Assignments 
provide instructors with a rich variety of assignment options 
that encourage students to draw their own conclusions, 
with the help of short-answer questions, multiple-choice 
questions that provide instant feedback, and a final essay 
assignment that asks students to use the sources in cre-
ative ways.

Finally, the thoroughly revised companion reader, 
Sources for Western Society, Third Edition, provides a rich 
selection of documents to complement each chapter of 
the text and is FREE when packaged with the textbook.

Distinctive Essay Features
In addition to the new primary source program, we are 
proud of the two unique boxed essay features in each 
chapter —  “Individuals in Society” and “Living in the 
Past” —  that personalize larger developments and make 
them tangible.

To give students a chance to see the past through ordi-
nary  people’s lives, each chapter includes one of the popu-
lar “Individuals in Society” biographical essays, which 
offer brief studies of individuals or groups, informing stu-
dents about the societies in which they lived. We have 
found that readers empathize with these human beings as 
they themselves seek to define their own identities. The 
spotlighting of individuals, both famous and obscure, 
perpetuates the book’s continued attention to cultural 
and intellectual developments, highlights human agency, 
and reflects changing interests within the historical pro-
fession as well as the development of “microhistory.” 
NEW features include essays on Anna Jansz of Rotter-
dam, an Anabaptist martyr; Hürrem, a concubine who 
became a powerful figure in the Ottoman Empire during 
the sixteenth century; and Rebecca Protten, a former slave 
and leader in the Moravian missionary movement. As 
mentioned previously, the majority of these features are 
tied to NEW Online Document Assignments that allow 
students to further explore the historical conditions in 
which these individuals lived.

To introduce students to the study of  ma te rial culture, 
“Living in the Past” essays use social and cultural history 
to show how life in the past was both similar to and dif-
ferent from our lives today. As authors, we found it both 
a challenge and a pleasure to focus on relatively narrow 
aspects of social and cultural history in order to write 
compelling stories that would encourage students to think 
about the way the past informs the present. These features 
are richly illustrated with images and artifacts and include 
a short essay and questions for analysis. We use these es-
says to explore the deeper ramifications of things students 
might otherwise take for granted, such as consumer goods, 
factories, and even currency. Students connect to the 
 people of the past through a diverse range of topics such 
as “Assyrian Palace Life and Power,” “Roman Table Man-
ners,” “Foods of the Columbian Exchange,” “Coffeehouse 
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Culture,” “The Immigrant Experience,” “A Model Social-
ist Steel Town,” and “The Supermarket Revolution.”

Updated Organization and Coverage
To meet the demands of the evolving course, we took a 
close and critical look at the book’s structure and have 
made changes in the organization of chapters to reflect 
the way the course is taught today. Most notably, in addi-
tion to consolidating some coverage in the two new “Life” 
chapters described previously, we have combined the 
three chapters on the High  Middle Ages in the previous 
edition into two (Chapters 9 and 10), restructuring and in 
some cases shortening sections but retaining all key con-
cepts and topics, resulting in one fewer chapter overall. 
Chapter 9 now focuses more tightly on political, legal, 
and institutional developments in church and state, and 
Chapter 10 on the life of both villagers and city folk.

This edition is also enhanced by the incorporation of a 
wealth of new scholarship and subject areas that immerse 
students in the dynamic and ongoing work of history. 
Chapters 1–6 have been intensively revised to incorpo-
rate the exciting cross-disciplinary scholarship that has 
emerged over the last several decades on the Paleolithic 
and Neolithic eras, river valley civilizations, and the ancient 
Mediterranean. For  example, archaeologists working at 
Göbekli Tepe in present-day Turkey have unearthed rings 
of massive, multiton, elaborately carved limestone pillars 
built around 9000 b.c.e. by groups of foragers, which has 
led to a rethinking of the links between culture, religion, 
and the initial development of agriculture. Similarly, new 
research on the  peoples of Mesopotamia, based on cunei-
form writing along with other sources, has led scholars to 
revise the view that they were fatalistic and to emphasize 
instead that Mesopotamians generally anticipated being 
well treated by the gods if they behaved morally. Through-
out these chapters, new  ma te rial on cross-cultural connec-
tions, the impact of technologies, and changing social 
relationships has been added, particularly in Chapter 4, 
which has been recast as Life in the Hellenistic World. 
Other additions include an expanded discussion of the 
historiography of the fall of the Roman Empire (Chap-
ter 7); new  ma te rial on the reconquista (Chapter 9); recent 
ideas on the impact of empire on the Scientific Revolu-
tion (Chapter 16); more on the experiences of African 
Americans, Native Americans, and women in the revolu-
tionary era (Chapter 19); significant updates to the Indus-
trial Revolution coverage, including increased attention 
to the global context (Chapter 20); revised treatment of 
ideologies and romanticism (Chapter 21); new coverage 
of the popular appeal of nationalism (Chapter 23); new 
 ma te rial on Orientalism and European imperialism 
(Chapter 24); extensive updates on the Cold War (Chap-
ter 28); and up-to-date coverage of contemporary events 
in the final chapter, now called Life in an Age of Global-
ization, including the euro crisis, issues surrounding im-

migration and Muslims in Europe, and the Arab Spring 
(Chapter 30).

Improved Learning Aids
We know firsthand and take seriously the challenges stu-
dents face in understanding, retaining, and mastering so 
much  ma te rial that is often unfamiliar. With the goal of 
making this the most student-centered edition yet, we 
continued to enhance the book’s pedagogy on many 
fronts. As mentioned earlier, the NEW LearningCurve 
online adaptive tool allows students to rehearse the con-
tent and come to class prepared. In addition, to focus stu-
dents’ reading, each chapter opens with a chapter preview 
with focus questions keyed to the main chapter head-
ings. These questions are repeated within the chapter and 
again in the NEW “Review and Explore” section at the 
end of each chapter that provides helpful guidance for 
reviewing key topics. In addition, NEW “Make Con
nections” questions prompt students to assess larger de-
velopments across chapters, thus allowing them to develop 
skills in evaluating change and continuity, making com-
parisons, and analyzing context and causation.

Each “Review and Explore” section concludes with a 
NEW “Suggested Reading and Media Resources” list-
ing that includes up-to-date readings on the vast amount 
of new work being done in many fields, as well as recom-
mended documentaries, feature films, television, and Web 
sites.

To help students understand the  ma te rial and prepare 
for exams, each chapter includes “Looking Back, Look
ing Ahead” conclusions that provide an insightful synthe-
sis of the chapter’s main developments, while connecting 
to events that students will encounter in the chapters to 
come. In this way students are introduced to history as an 
ongoing process of interrelated events.

To promote clarity and comprehension, boldface key 
terms in the text are defined in the margins and listed in 
the chapter review. Phonetic spellings are located directly 
after terms that readers are likely to find hard to pro-
nounce. The chapter chronologies, which review major 
developments discussed in each chapter, mirror the key 
events of the chapter, and the topic-specific thematic 
chronologies that appear in many chapters provide a 
more focused timeline of certain developments. Once 
again we also provide a unified timeline at the end of the 
text. Comprehensive and easy to locate, this useful time-
line allows students to compare developments over the 
centuries.

The high-quality art and map program has been thor-
oughly revised and features hundreds of contemporane
ous illustrations. To make the past tangible, and as an 
extension of our attention to cultural history, we include 
numerous artifacts —  from swords and fans to playing 
cards and record players. As in earlier editions, all illustra-
tions have been carefully selected to complement the text, 
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and all include captions that inform students while en-
couraging them to read the text more deeply. High- 
quality fullsize maps illustrate major developments in 
the narrative, and helpful spot maps are embedded in the 
narrative to show areas under discussion.

We recognize students’ difficulties with geography, and 
the new edition includes the popular “Mapping the Past” 
map activities. Included in each chapter, these activities 
give students valuable skills in reading and interpreting 
maps by asking them to analyze the maps and make con-
nections to the larger processes discussed in the narrative.

These new directions have not changed the central mis-
sion of the book, which is to introduce students to the 
broad sweep of Western Civilization in a fresh yet balanced 
manner. Every edition has incorporated new research to 
keep the book up-to-date and respond to the changing 
needs of readers and instructors, and we have continued 
to do this in the eleventh edition. As we have made these 
changes, large and small, we have sought to give students 
and teachers an integrated perspective so that they  could 
pursue —  on their own or in the classroom —  the histori-
cal questions that they find particularly exciting and 
significant.
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Versions and Supplements

A dopters of A History of Western Society and their 
students have access to abundant extra resources, 
including documents, presentation and testing 

 ma te rials, the acclaimed Bedford Series in History and 
Culture volumes, and much more. See below for more in-
formation, visit the book’s catalog site at bedfordstmartins 
.com/mckaywest/catalog, or contact your local Bedford/
St. Martin’s sales representative.

Get the Right Version for Your Class
To accommodate different course lengths and course bud-
gets, A History of Western Society is available in several dif-
ferent formats, including three-hole-punched loose-leaf 
Budget Books versions and e-books, which are available at 
a substantial discount.

•	 Combined	edition	(Chapters	1–30):	available	in	
paperback, loose-leaf, and e-book formats

•	 Volume	1,	From	Antiquity	to	the	Enlightenment	
(Chapters 1–16): available in paperback, loose-leaf, 
and e-book formats

•	 Volume	2,	From	the	Age	of	Exploration	to	the	
Present (Chapters 14–30): available in paperback, 
loose-leaf, and e-book formats

•	 Volume	A,	From	Antiquity	to	1500	(Chapters	
1–12): available in paperback and e-book formats

•	 Volume	B,	From	the	Later		Middle	Ages	to	1815	
(Chapters 11–19): available in paperback and 
e-book formats

•	 Volume	C,	From	the	Revolutionary	Era	to	the	
Present (Chapters 19–30): available in paperback 
and e-book formats

•	 Since	1300	(Chapters	11–30):	available	in	paper-
back and e-book formats

Any of these volumes can be packaged with additional 
books for a discount. To get ISBNs for discount pack-
ages, see the online catalog at bedfordstmartins.com 
/mckaywest/catalog or contact your Bedford/St. Mar-
tin’s representative.

nEW    Assign LaunchPad —  the Online, Interactive 
eBook in a Course Space Enriched with Integrated 
Assets. The new standard in digital history, LaunchPad 
course tools are so intuitive to use that online, hybrid, and 
face-to-face courses can be set up in minutes. Even nov-
ices will find it’s easy to create assignments, track stu-
dents’ work, and access a wealth of relevant learning and 
teaching resources. It is the ideal learning environment 
for students to work with the text, maps, documents, and 

assessment. LaunchPad is loaded with the full interac-
tive e-book and the Sources for Western Society documents 
collection —  plus LearningCurve, the Online Document 
Assignments, additional primary sources, guided reading 
exercises designed to help students read actively for key 
concepts, boxed feature reading quizzes, chapter summa-
tive quizzes, and more. LaunchPad can be used as is or 
customized, and it easily integrates with course manage-
ment systems. And with fast ways to build assignments, 
rearrange chapters, and add pages, sections, or links, it lets 
teachers build the course  ma te rials they need and hold 
students accountable.

Let Students Choose Their eBook Format. In addition 
to the LaunchPad e-book, students can purchase the 
downloadable Bedford e-Book to Go for A History of West-
ern Society from our Web site or find other PDF versions 
of the e-book at our publishing partners’ sites: Course-
Smart, Barnes & Noble NookStudy, Kno, CafeScribe, or 
Chegg.

nEW    Go Beyond the Printed Page 
with Bedford Integrated Media
As described in the preface and on the inside front cover, 
students purchasing new books receive access to Learn-
ingCurve and Online Document Assignments for A His-
tory of Western Society.

    Assign LearningCurve so You Know What Your 
Students Know and They Come to Class Prepared. As-
signing LearningCurve in place of reading quizzes is easy 
for instructors, and the reporting features help instructors 
track overall class trends and spot topics that are giving 
students  trouble so they can adjust their lectures and class 
activities. This online learning tool is popular with students 
because it was designed to help them rehearse content at 
their own pace in a nonthreatening, gamelike environ-
ment. The feedback for wrong answers provides instruc-
tional coaching and sends students back to the book for 
review. Students answer as many questions as necessary to 
reach a target score, with repeated chances to revisit ma-
terial they haven’t mastered. When LearningCurve is as-
signed, students come to class better prepared.

    Assign the Online Document Assignments so that 
Students Put Interpretation into Practice. In addition 
to the five primary sources embedded in each chapter, this 
text comes with brand-new, ready-made assignable docu-
ment sets based either on the five “Life” chapters (Chap-
ters 4, 10, 18, 22, and 30) or on the popular “Individuals 
in Society” feature. Callouts to these assignments appear 
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in each chapter and prompt students to go online to ex-
plore a key question through analysis of the document 
set. The Online Document Assignments provide a helpful 
framework for working with the sources. Each assignment 
comes with an introduction that sets the specific context 
for the document set, as well as pre-reading questions that 
ask students to recall the related developments in the text-
book. Individual documents are accompanied by a brief 
headnote and a set of questions. In addition, multiple-
choice questions help students analyze the sources by pro-
viding instant feedback, and each assignment culminates 
in a one- to two-page essay prompt that encourages stu-
dents to use the sources in creative ways. With Online 
Document Assignments, students draw their own conclu-
sions about the past while practicing critical thinking and 
synthesis skills.

Send Students to Free  
Online Resources
The book’s Student Site at bedfordstmartins.com 
/mckaywest gives students a way to read, write, and 
study by providing plentiful quizzes and activities, study 
aids, and history research and writing help.

frEE    Online Study Guide. Available at the Student 
Site, this popular resource provides students with quizzes 
and activities for each chapter, including multiple-choice 
self-tests that focus on important concepts; flash cards 
that test students’ knowledge of key terms; timeline ac-
tivities that emphasize causal relationships; and map quiz-
zes intended to strengthen students’ geography skills. 
Instructors can monitor students’ progress through an 
online Quiz Gradebook or receive e-mail updates.

frEE    Research, Writing, and Antiplagiarism Advice. 
Available at the Student Site, Bedford’s History Research 
and Writing Help includes History Research and Ref
erence Sources, with links to history-related databases, 
indexes, and journals; Build a Bibliography, a  simple 
Web-based tool known as The Bedford Bibliographer that 
generates bibliographies in four commonly used docu-
mentation styles; and Tips on Avoiding Plagiarism, an 
online tutorial that reviews the consequences of plagia-
rism and features exercises to help students practice inte-
grating sources and recognize acceptable summaries.

Take Advantage of  
Instructor Resources
Bedford/St. Martin’s has developed a wide range of teach-
ing resources for this book and for this course. They range 
from lecture and presentation  ma te rials and assessment 
tools to course management options. Most can be down-
loaded or ordered at bedfordstmartins.com/mckaywest 
/catalog.

Instructor’s Resource Manual. The instructor’s manual 
offers both experienced and first-time instructors tools for 
preparing lectures and running discussions. It includes 
chapter-review  ma te rial, teaching strategies, and a guide 
to chapter-specific supplements available for the text, plus 
suggestions on how to get the most out of LearningCurve 
and a survival guide for first-time teaching assistants.

Guide to Changing Editions. Designed to facilitate an 
instructor’s transition from the previous edition of A His-
tory of Western Society to the current edition, this guide 
presents an overview of major changes as well as of changes 
in each chapter.

Computerized Test Bank. The test bank includes a mix 
of fresh, carefully crafted multiple-choice, short-answer, 
and essay questions for each chapter. It also contains 
brand-new primary source and map-based questions. All 
questions appear in Microsoft Word format and in easy-
to-use test bank software that allows instructors to add, 
edit, resequence, and print questions and answers. Instruc-
tors can also export questions into a variety of formats, 
including Blackboard, Desire2Learn, and Moodle.

The Bedford Lecture Kit: PowerPoint Maps, Images, 
Lecture Outlines, and i>clicker Content. Look good 
and save time with The Bedford Lecture Kit. These pre-
sentation  ma te rials are downloadable individually from 
the Instructor Resources tab at bedfordstmartins.com 
/mckaywest/catalog and are available on The Bedford 
Lecture Kit Instructor’s Resource CDROM. They pro-
vide ready-made and fully customizable PowerPoint multi-
media presentations that include lecture outlines with 
embedded maps, figures, and selected images from the text-
book and extra background for instructors. Also available 
are maps and selected images in JPEG and PowerPoint for-
mats; content for i>clicker, a classroom response system, in 
Microsoft Word and PowerPoint formats; the Instructor’s 
Resource Manual in Microsoft Word format; and outline 
maps in PDF format for quizzing or handing out. All files 
are suitable for copying onto transparency acetates.

Videos and Multimedia. A wide assortment of videos 
and multimedia CD-ROMs on various topics in Western 
Civilization is available to qualified adopters through 
your Bedford/St. Martin’s sales representative.

Package and Save Your  
Students Money
For information on free packages and discounts up to 
50 percent, visit bedfordstmartins.com/mckaywest 
/catalog, or contact your local Bedford/St. Martin’s sales 
representative. The products that follow all qualify for dis-
count packaging.

Sources for Western Society, Third Edition. This primary 
source collection —  available in Volume 1, Volume 2, and 
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Since 1300 versions —  provides a revised and expanded 
selection of sources to accompany A History of Western 
Society, Eleventh Edition. Each chapter features five or 
six written and visual sources by well-known figures and 
ordinary individuals alike. With over fifty new selec-
tions —  including a dozen new visual sources —  and en-
hanced pedagogy throughout, students are given the 
tools to engage critically with canonical and lesser-known 
sources and prominent and ordinary voices. Each chap-
ter includes a “Sources in Conversation” feature that 
presents differing views on key topics. This companion 
reader is an exceptional value for students and offers 
plenty of assignment options for instructors. Available 
free when packaged with the print text and included in 
the LaunchPad e-book. Also available on its own as a 
downloadable PDF e-book or with the main text’s e-Book 
to Go.

The Bedford Series in History and Culture. More than 
one hundred titles in this highly praised series combine 
first-rate scholarship, historical narrative, and important 
primary documents for undergraduate courses. Each book 
is brief, inexpensive, and focused on a specific topic or pe-
riod. For a complete list of titles, visit bedfordstmartins 
.com/history/series. Package discounts are available.

Rand McNally Atlas of Western Civilization. This col-
lection of over fifty full-color maps highlights social, po-
litical, and cross-cultural change and interaction from 
classical Greece and Rome to the postindustrial Western 
world. Each map is thoroughly indexed for fast reference. 
Available for $5.00 when packaged with the text.

The Bedford Glossary for European History. This handy 
supplement for the survey course gives students histori-
cally contextualized definitions for hundreds of terms —  
from Abbasids to Zionism —  that they will encounter in 
lectures, reading, and exams. Available free when pack-
aged with the text.

Trade Books. Titles published by sister companies Hill 
and Wang; Farrar, Straus and Giroux; Henry Holt and 

Company; St. Martin’s Press; Picador; and Palgrave Mac-
millan are available at a 50 percent discount when pack-
aged with Bedford/St. Martin’s textbooks. For more 
information, visit bedfordstmartins.com/tradeup.

A Pocket Guide to Writing in History. This portable and 
affordable reference tool by Mary Lynn Rampolla pro-
vides reading, writing, and research advice useful to stu-
dents in all history courses. Concise yet comprehensive 
advice on approaching typical history assignments, devel-
oping critical reading skills, writing effective history pa-
pers, conducting research, using and documenting 
sources, and avoiding plagiarism —  enhanced by practical 
tips and  examples throughout —  has made this slim refer-
ence a bestseller. Package discounts are available.

A Student’s Guide to History. This complete guide pro-
vides the practical help students need to be successful in 
any history course. In addition to introducing students to 
the nature of the discipline, author Jules Benjamin teaches 
a wide range of skills from preparing for exams to ap-
proaching common writing assignments and explains the 
research and documentation process with plentiful ex-
amples. Package discounts are available.

The Social Dimension of Western Civilization. Com-
bining current scholarship with classic pieces, this reader’s 
forty-eight secondary sources, compiled by Richard M. 
Golden, hook students with the fascinating and often sur-
prising details of how everyday Western  people worked, 
ate, played, celebrated, worshipped, married, procreated, 
fought, persecuted, and died. Package discounts are 
available.

The West in the Wider World: Sources and Perspec-
tives. Edited by Richard Lim and  David Kammerling 
Smith, the first college reader to focus on the central his-
torical question “How did the West become the West?” 
offers a wealth of written and visual source  ma te rials that 
reveal the influence of non-European regions on the ori-
gins and development of Western Civilization. Package 
discounts are available.
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 1
 Origins

to 1200 b.c.e.

What is history? That seemingly  simple question hides great complexities. If history is the 

story of humans, what does it mean to be human? As they have in the past, philosophers, 

religious leaders, politicians, physicians, and others wrestle with this question every day, 

as do scientists using technologies that were unavailable until very recently, such as DNA 

analysis and radiocarbon dating. Is all of the human past “history”? Previous generations 

of historians would generally have answered no, that history only began when writing 

began and everything before that was “prehistory.” This leaves out most of the human 

story, however, and today historians no longer see writing as such a sharp dividing line. 

They explore all eras of the human past using many different types of sources, although 

they do still tend to pay more attention to written sources.

For most of their history, humans were foragers moving through the landscape, invent-

ing ever more  specialized tools. About 11,000 years ago,  people in some places domesti-

cated plants and animals, which many scholars describe as the most significant change in 

human history. They began to live in permanent villages, some of which grew into cities. 

They created structures of governance to control their more complex societies, along with 

military forces and taxation systems. Some invented writing to record taxes, inventories, 

and payments, and they later put writing to other uses, including the preservation of sto-

ries, traditions, and history. The first places where these new technologies and systems 

were introduced were the Tigris and Euphrates River Valleys of southwest Asia and the 

Nile Valley of northeast Africa, areas whose history became linked through trade connec-

tions, military conquests, and migrations.    n
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LearningCurve
After reading the chapter, go online and use LearningCurve to retain what you’ve read.

Life in New Kingdom Egypt, ca. 1500–1300 b.c.e.    In this wall painting from the tomb of an official, a man guides a 
wooden ox-drawn plow through the soil, while the woman walking behind throws seed in the furrow. The painting was 
designed not to show real peasants working but to depict the servants who would spring to life to serve the deceased in 
the afterlife. Nevertheless, the gender division of labor and the plow itself are prob ably accurate. (Deir el-Medina, Thebes, 
Egypt/The Bridgeman Art Library)

chapter preview

Understanding Western History
What do we mean by “the West” and “Western 
civilization”?

The Earliest Human Societies
How did early human societies develop and create 
new technologies and cultural forms?

Civilization in Mesopotamia
What kind of civilization did the Sumerians develop 
in Mesopotamia?

Empires in Mesopotamia
How did the Akkadian and Old Babylonian empires 
develop in Mesopotamia?

The Egyp tians
How did the Egyp tians create a prosperous and 
long-lasting society?
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garded as the East. With colonization, Western came to 
mean those cultures that included significant numbers 
of  people of European ancestry, no matter where on 
the globe they were located.

In the early twentieth century educators and other 
leaders in the United States became worried that many 
 people, espe cially young  people, were becoming cut 
off from European intellectual and cultural traditions. 
They encouraged the establishment of college and uni-
versity courses focusing on “Western civilization,” the 
first of which was taught at Columbia University in 
1919. In designing the course, the faculty included 
cultures that as far back as the ancient Greeks had been 
considered  Eastern, such as Egypt and Mesopotamia. 
This conceptualization and the course spread to other 
colleges and universities, developing into what became 
known as the introductory Western civilization course, 
a staple of historical instruction for generations of col-
lege students.

After World War II divisions between the West and 
the East changed again. Now there was a new division 
between East and West within Europe, with Western 
coming to imply a capitalist economy and  Eastern the 
Communist  Eastern bloc. Thus, Japan was considered 
Western, and some Greek-speaking areas of Europe 
 became  Eastern. The collapse of communism in the 
Soviet Union and eastern Europe in the 1980s brought 
yet another refiguring, with much of eastern Europe 
joining the European Union, originally a Western or-
ganization.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century, West-
ern still suggests a capitalist economy, but it also has 
certain cultural connotations, such as individualism 
and competition, which some see as negative and oth-
ers as positive. Islamist radicals often describe their aims 
as an end to Western cultural, economic, and political 
influence, though Islam itself is generally described, 
along with Judaism and Chris tianity, as a Western 
monotheistic religion. Thus, throughout its long his-
tory, the meaning of “the West” has shifted, but in  every 
era it has meant more than a geographical location.

What Is Civilization?
Just as the meaning of the word Western is shaped by 
culture, so is the meaning of the word civilization. In 
the ancient world, residents of cities generally viewed 
themselves as more advanced and sophisticated than 
rural folk —  a judgment still made today. They saw 
themselves as more “civilized,” a word that comes from 
the Latin adjective civilis, which refers to a citizen, 
 either of a town or of a larger political unit such as an 
empire.

This depiction of  people as either civilized or uncivi-
lized was gradually extended to whole societies. Begin-

Understanding  
Western History
What do we mean by “the West” and  
“Western civilization”?

Most human groups have left some record of them-
selves. Some left artifacts, others pictures or signs, and 
still others written documents. In many of these rec-
ords, groups set up distinctions between themselves 
and others. Some of these distinctions are between 
small groups such as neighboring tribes, some between 
countries and civilizations, and some between vast parts 
of the world. Among the most enduring of the latter 
are the ideas of “the West” and “the East.”

Describing the West
Ideas about the West and the distinction between West 
and East derived originally from the ancient Greeks. 
Greek civilization grew up in the shadow of earlier 
civilizations to the south and east of Greece, espe cially 
Egypt and Mesopotamia. Greeks defined themselves in 
relation to these more advanced cultures, which they 
saw as “ Eastern.” Greeks were also the first to use the 
word Europe for a geographic area, taking the word 
from the name of a minor goddess. They set Europe in 
opposition to “Asia” (also named for a minor goddess), 
by which they meant both what we now call western 
Asia and what we call Africa.

The Greeks passed this conceptualization on to the 
Romans, who saw themselves clearly as part of the 
West. For some Romans, Greece remained in the West, 
while other Romans came to view Greek traditions as 
vaguely “ Eastern.” To Romans, the East was more so-
phisticated and more advanced, but also decadent and 
somewhat immoral. Roman value judgments have con-
tinued to shape preconceptions, stereotypes, and views 
of differences between the West and the East —  which 
in the past were also called the “Occident” and the 
“Orient” —  to this day.

Greco-Roman ideas about the West were passed on 
to  people who lived in western and northern Europe, 
who saw themselves as the inheritors of this classical 
tradition and thus as the West. When these Europeans 
established colonies outside of Europe beginning in 

the late fifteenth century, they re-
garded what they were doing as 
taking Western culture with them, 
even though many aspects of 
Western culture, such as Chris-
tianity, had actually originated in 
what Europeans by that point re-

civilization  A large-scale 
system of human political, 
economic, and social 
organizations; civilizations 
have cities, laws, states, and 
often writing.
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cultural values has been very powerful for thousands of 
years, and it still shapes the way many  people, includ-
ing  people in power, view the world.

The Earliest Human 
Societies
How did early human societies develop and 
create new technologies and cultural forms?

Scientists who study the history of the earth use a vari-
ety of systems to classify and divide time. Geologists 
and paleontologists divide time into periods that last 
many millions of years, determined by the movements 
of continents and the evolution and extinction of plant 
and animal species. During the nineteenth century, 

ning in the eighteenth century, European 
scholars described any society in which 
political, economic, and social organiza-
tions operated on a large scale, not pri-
marily through families and kin groups, 
as a civilization. Civilizations had cit-
ies; laws that governed human relation-
ships; codes of manners and social 
conduct that regulated how  people were 
to behave; and scientific, philosophical, 
and theological beliefs that explained 
the larger world. Civilizations also had 
some form of political organization, 
what political scientists call “the state,” 
through which one group was able to 
coerce resources out of others to engage 
in group endeavors, such as building 
large structures or carrying out warfare. 
States established armies, bureaucracies, 
and taxation systems. Generally only so-
cieties that used writing were judged to 
be civilizations, because writing allowed 
more permanent expression of thoughts, 
ideas, and feelings. Human societies in 
which  people were nomadic or lived in 
small villages without formal laws, and 
in which traditions were passed down 
orally, were not regarded as civilizations.

Until the  middle of the twentieth cen-
tury, historians often referred to the 
places where writing and cities developed 
as “ cradles of civilization,” pro posing a 
model of development for all humanity 
patterned on that of an individual life 
span. However, the idea that all human 
societies developed (or should develop) on a uniform 
process from a “ cradle” to a “mature” civilization has 
now been largely discredited, and some historians 
choose not to use the term civilization at all because it 
 could imply that some societies are superior to others.

Just as the notion of “civilization” has been ques-
tioned, so has the notion of “Western civilization.” 
Ever since the idea of “Western civilization” was first 
developed,  people have debated what its geographical 
extent and core values are. Are there certain beliefs, 
customs, concepts, and institutions that set Western 
civilization apart from other civilizations, and if so, 
when and how did these originate? How were these 
values and practices transmitted over space and time, 
and how did they change? No civilization stands alone, 
and each is influenced by its neighbors. Whatever 
Western civilization was —  and is —  it has been shaped 
by interactions with other societies, cultures, and civi-
lizations, but the idea that there are basic distinctions 
between the West and the rest of the world in terms of 

Chronology
ca. 250,000 b.c.e. Homo sapiens evolve in Africa

250,000–9,000 
b.c.e.

Paleolithic era

9000 b.c.e. Beginning of the Neolithic; crop raising; 
domestication of sheep and goats

ca. 7000 b.c.e. Domestication of cattle; plow agriculture

ca. 5500 b.c.e. Smelting of copper

ca. 3800 b.c.e. Establishment of first Mesopotamian cities

ca. 3200 b.c.e. Development of cuneiform and hieroglyphic 
writing

ca. 3100 b.c.e. Unification of Upper and Lower Egypt

ca. 3000 b.c.e. Development of wheeled transport; beginning 
of bronze technology

ca. 2500 b.c.e. Bronze technology becomes common in many 
areas

ca. 2300 b.c.e. Establishment of the Akkadian empire

ca. 1800 b.c.e. Hyksos  people begin to  settle in the Nile Delta

1792–1750 b.c.e. Hammurabi rules Babylon

1258 b.c.e. Peace treaty between Egyp tian pharaoh 
Ramesses II and Hittite king Hattusuli III

ca. 1200 b.c.e. “Bronze Age Collapse”; destruction and drought

A note on dates: This book generally uses the terms b.c.e. (Before the Common 
Era) and c.e. (Common Era) when giving dates, a system of chronology based on 
the Chris tian calendar and now used widely around the world.
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regular use of fire for heat, light, and cooking, increas-
ing the range of foods that were easily digestible. They 
also migrated, first across Africa, and by 70,000 years 
ago out of Africa into Eurasia. Eventually they traveled 
farther still, reaching Australia using rafts about 50,000 
years ago and the Americas by about 15,000 years ago, 
or perhaps earlier. They moved into areas where other 
types of hominids lived, interacting with them and in 
some cases interbreeding with them. Gradually the 
other types of hominids became extinct, leaving homo 
sapiens as the only survivors and the ancestors of all 
modern humans.

In the Paleolithic period humans throughout the 
world lived in ways that were similar to one another. 
Archaeological evidence and studies of modern forag-
ers suggest that  people generally lived in small groups 
of related individuals and moved throughout the land-
scape in search of food. In areas where food resources 
were espe cially rich, such as along seacoasts, they 
 settled more permanently in one place, living in caves 
or building structures. They ate mostly plants, and 
much of the animal protein in their diet came from 
foods gathered or scavenged, such as insects and bird’s 
eggs, rather than hunted directly. Paleolithic  peoples 
did, however, hunt large game. Groups working to-
gether forced animals over cliffs, threw spears, and, 
beginning about 15,000 b.c.e., used bows to shoot 
projectiles so that they  could stand farther away from 
their prey while hunting.

Paleolithic  people were not differentiated by wealth, 
because in a foraging society it was not advantageous 
to accumulate  ma te rial goods. Most foraging societies 
that exist today, or did so until recently, have some 
type of division of labor by sex, and also by age. Men 
are more often responsible for hunting, through which 
they gain prestige as well as meat, and women for gath-
ering plant and animal products. This may or may not 
have been the case in the Paleolithic era, or there may 
have been a diversity of patterns.

Early human societies are often described in terms 
of their tools, but this misses a large part of the story. 
Beginning in the Paleolithic era, human beings have 
expressed themselves through what we would now 
term the arts or culture: painting and decorating walls 
and objects, making music, telling stories, dancing 
alone or in groups. Paleolithic evidence, particularly 
from after about 50,000 years ago, includes flutes, 
carvings, jewelry, and amazing paintings done on cave 
walls and rock outcroppings that depict animals,  people, 
and symbols. Burials, paintings, and objects also suggest 
that  people may have developed ideas about supernatu-
ral forces that controlled some aspects of the natural 
world and the humans in it, what we now term spir it-
uality or religion. Spiritually adept men and women 
communicated with that unseen world, and objects 
such as carvings or masks were prob ably thought to 

 archaeologists coined labels for eras of the human past 
according to the primary  ma te rial out of which surviv-
ing tools had been made. Thus the earliest human era 
became the Stone Age, the next era the Bronze Age, 
and the next the Iron Age. They further divided the 
Stone Age into the Paleolithic (Old Stone) era, during 

which  people used stone, bone, 
and other natural products to 
make tools and gained food 
largely by foraging —  that is, by 
gathering plant products, trap-
ping or catching small animals 
and birds, and hunting larger 
prey. This was followed by the 
Neolithic (New Stone) era, 
which saw the beginning of agri-
cultural and animal domestica-
tion.  People around the world 
adopted agriculture at various 
times, and some never did, but 

the transition between the Paleolithic and the Neo-
lithic is usually set at about 9000 b.c.e., the point at 
which agriculture was first developed.

From the First Hominids  
to the Paleolithic Era
Using many different pieces of evidence from all over 
the world, archaeologists, paleontologists, and other 
scholars have developed a view of human evolution 
that has a widely shared basic outline, though there are 
disagreements about details. Sometime between 7 and 
6 million years ago in southern and eastern Africa, 
groups of human ancestors (members of the biological 
“hominid”  family) began to walk upright, which al-
lowed them to carry things. About 3.4 million years 
ago some hominids began to use naturally occurring 
objects as tools, and around 2.5 million years ago, one 
group in East Africa began to make  simple tools, a feat 
that was accompanied by, and may have spurred, brain 
development. Groups migrated into much of Africa, 
and then into Asia and Europe; by about 600,000 
years ago there were hominids throughout much of 
 Afroeurasia.

About 200,000 years ago, again in East Africa, some 
of these early humans evolved into Homo sapiens 
(“thinking humans”), which had still larger and more 
complex brains that allowed for symbolic language 
and better social skills. Homo sapiens invented highly 
 specialized tools made out of a variety of  ma te rials: 
barbed fishhooks and harpoons, snares and traps for 
catching small animals, bone  needles for sewing cloth-
ing, awls for punching holes in leather, sharpened flint 
pieces bound to wooden or bone  handles for hunting 
and cutting, and slings for carrying infants. They made 

Paleolithic era  The period 
of human history up to 
about 9000 b.c.e., when 
tools were made from stone 
and bone and  people gained 
their food through foraging.

Neolithic era  The period 
after 9000 b.c.e., when 
 people developed 
agriculture, domesticated 
animals, and used tools 
made of stone and wood.
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have  special healing or protective powers. (See “Primary 
Source 1.1: Paleolithic Venus Figures,” above.)

Total human population grew very slowly during 
the Paleolithic. One estimate proposes that there were 
perhaps 500,000 humans in the world about 30,000 
years ago. By about 10,000 years ago, this number had 
grown to 5 million —  ten times as many  people. This 
was a significant increase, but it took twenty thousand 
years. The low population density meant that human 
impact on the environment was relatively small, al-
though still significant.

Planting Crops
Foraging remained the basic way of life for most of hu-
man history, and for groups living in extreme environ-
ments, such as tundras or deserts, it was the only 
 pos sible way to survive. In a few espe cially fertile areas, 
however, the natural environment provided enough 
food that  people  could become more  settled. About 
15,000 years ago, the earth’s climate entered a warm-
ing phase, and more parts of the world were able to 
support sedentary or semi-sedentary groups of forag-
ers. In several of these places, foragers began planting 
seeds in the ground along with gathering wild grains, 
roots, and other foodstuffs. By observation, they 

learned the optimum times and places for planting. 
They removed unwanted plants through weeding and 
selected the seeds they planted in order to get crops 
that had favorable characteristics, such as larger edible 
parts. Through this human intervention, certain crops 
became domesticated, that is, modified by selective 
breeding so as to serve human needs.

Intentional crop planting first developed around 
9000 b.c.e., in the area archaeologists call the Fertile 
Crescent, which runs from present-day Lebanon, Is-
rael, and Jordan north to Tur-
key and then south and east to 
the Iran-Iraq border. In this 
area of mild climate, wild bar-
ley and wheat were abundant, 
along with fruit and nut trees, 
migrating ducks, and herds of 
gazelles and other animals. 
Over the next two millennia, intentional crop planting 
emerged for the most part independently in the Nile 
River Valley, western Africa, China, India, Papua New 
Guinea, Mesoamerica, and perhaps other places where 
the archaeological evidence has not survived.

Why, after living successfully as foragers for tens of 
thousands of years, did humans in so many parts of the 
world begin raising crops at about the same time? The 
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Paleolithic Venus Figures
Written sources provide evidence about the human past only after the develop-
ment of writing, allowing us to read the words of  people long dead. For most of 
human history, however, there were no written sources, so we “read” the past 
through objects. Interpreting written documents is difficult, and interpreting ar-
chaeological evidence is even more difficult and often contentious. For  example, 
small stone statues of women with enlarged breasts and buttocks dating from the 
later Paleolithic period (roughly 33,000–9,000 b.c.e.) have been found in many 
parts of Europe. These were dubbed “Venus figures” by nineteenth-century ar-
chaeologists, who thought they represented Paleolithic standards of female 
beauty just as the goddess Venus represented classical standards. A reproduction 
of one of these statues, the six-inch-tall Venus of Lespugue made from a mam-
moth tusk about 25,000 years ago in southern France, is shown here.

EVALUATE THE EVIDENCE

1. As you look at this statue, does it seem to link more closely with fertility 
or with sexuality? How might your own situation as a twenty-first-century 
person shape your answer to this question?

2. Some scholars see Venus figures as evidence that Paleolithic society was 
egalitarian or female dominated, but others point out that images of 
female deities or holy figures are often found in religions that deny 
women official authority. Can you think of  examples of the latter? Which 
point of view seems most persuasive to you?

PrIMary SOUrCE 1.1

7

(Ronald Sheridan/Ancient Art & Architecture Ltd.)

Fertile Crescent  An area of 
mild climate and abundant 
wild grain where agriculture 
first developed, in present-
day Lebanon, Israel, Jordan, 
Turkey, and Iraq.
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they did to carve these pillars and raise them into place, 
but the project may have unintentionally spurred the 
development of new methods of food production that 
would allow the many workers to be fed efficiently. 
 Indeed, it is very near here that evidence of the world’s 
oldest domesticated wheat has been discovered. Ar-
chaeologists speculate that, at least in this case, the 
symbolic, cultural, or perhaps religious importance of 
the structure can help explain why the  people building 
it changed from foraging to agriculture.

Implications of agriculture
Whatever the reasons for the move from foraging to 
agriculture, within several centuries of initial crop 
planting,  people in the Fertile Crescent, parts of China, 
and the Nile Valley were relying primarily on domesti-
cated food products. They built permanent houses 
near one another in villages and planted fields around 
the villages. In addition, they invented storage con-
tainers for food, such as pottery made from fired clay 
and woven baskets.

A field of planted and weeded crops yields ten 
to one hundred times as much food —   mea sured in 
calories —  as the same area of naturally occurring 
plants. It also requires much more labor, however, 
which was provided both by the greater number of 
 people in the community and by those  people working 
longer hours. In contrast to the twenty hours a week 
foragers spent on obtaining food, farming  peoples 
were often in the fields from dawn to dusk. Early farm-
ers were also less healthy than foragers were; their nar-
rower range of foodstuffs made them more susceptible 
to disease and nutritional deficiencies such as anemia, 
and also made them shorter. Still, farmers came to out-
number foragers, and slowly larger and larger parts of 
Europe, China, South and Southeast Asia, and Africa 
became home to farming villages, a dramatic human 
alteration of the environment.

At roughly the same time that they domesticated 
certain plants,  people also domesticated animals. The 
earliest animal to be domesticated was the dog, which 
separated genetically as a subspecies from wolves at 
least 15,000 years ago and perhaps much earlier. In 
about 9000 b.c.e., at the same time they began to raise 
crops,  people in the Fertile Crescent domesticated wild 
goats and sheep, prob ably using them first for meat, 
and then for milk, skins, and eventually fleece. They 
began to breed the goats and sheep selectively for qual-
ities that they wanted, including larger size, greater 
strength, better coats, increased milk production, and 
more even temperaments. Sheep and goats allow them-
selves to be herded, and  people developed a new form 
of living, pastoralism, based on herding and raising 
livestock; sometimes  people trained dogs to assist them. 
Eventually other grazing animals, including cattle, 

answer to this question is not clear, but crop raising 
may have resulted from population pressures in those 
parts of the world where the warming climate provided 
more food through foraging. More food meant lower 
child mortality and longer life spans, which allowed 
populations to grow.  People then had a choice: they 
 could move to a new area —  the solution that  people 
had always relied on when faced with the problem of 
food scarcity —  or they  could develop ways to increase 
the food supply. They chose the latter and began to 
plant more intensively, beginning cycles of expanding 
population and intensification of land use that have 
continued to today.

A very recent archaeological find at Göbekli Tepe in 
present-day Turkey, at the northern edge of the Fertile 
Crescent, suggests that cultural factors may have 
played a role in the development of agriculture. Here, 
around 9000 b.c.e., hundreds of  people came together 
to build rings of massive, multiton elaborately carved 
limestone pillars, and then covered them with dirt and 
built more. The  people who created this site lived some 
distance away, where archaeological remains indicate 
that at the time they first carved the pillars, they ate 
wild game and plants, not crops. We can only specu-
late about why so many  people expended the effort 

Pillar at Göbekli Tepe    The huge limestone pillars arranged in rings at 
the Paleolithic site Göbekli Tepe are somewhat humanoid in shape, and 
the carvings are of dangerous animals, including lions, boars, foxes, 
snakes, vultures, and scorpions. The structure required enormous skill 
and effort of the  people who built it, and clearly had great importance 
to them. (Vincent J. Musi/National Geographic Stock)
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to 1200 b.c.e.  The Earliest Human Societies 9

brought  ma te rial goods that 
 could be stored. The ability to 
control the labor of others  could 
also come from physical strength, 
a charismatic personality, or lead-
ership talents, and such traits may 
also have led to greater wealth. 
Material goods —  plows, sheep, 
cattle, sheds, pots, carts —  gave 
one the ability to amass still more 
 ma te rial goods, and the gap be-
tween those who had them and those who did not 
widened. Social hier archies were reinforced over gen-
erations as children inherited goods and status from 
their parents. By the time writing was invented, social 
distinctions between elites —  rulers, nobles, hereditary 
priests, and other privileged groups —  and the rest of 
the population were already in exis tence.

Along with hierarchies based on wealth and power, 
the development of agriculture was intertwined with a 
hierarchy based on gender. In many places, plow agri-
culture came to be a male task, perhaps because of 
men’s upper-body strength or because plow agriculture 
was difficult to combine with care for infants and small 
children. Men’s responsibility for plowing and other 
agricultural tasks took them outside the household 
more often than women’s duties did, enlarging their 
opportunities for leadership. This role may have led to 
their being favored as inheritors of  family land and the 
right to farm communally held land, because when in-
heritance systems were established in later millennia, 
they often favored sons when handing down land. 
 Accordingly, over generations, women’s independent 
access to resources decreased.

The system in which men have more power and 
 access to resources than women of the same social level, 
and in which some men are dominant over other men, 
is called patriarchy and is found in every society with 
written records, although the level of inequality varies. 
Men’s control of property was rarely absolute, because 
the desire to keep wealth and property within a  family 
or kin group often resulted in women inheriting, own-
ing, and in some cases managing significant amounts 
of wealth. Hierarchies of wealth and power thus inter-
sected with hierarchies of gender in complex ways.

Trade and Cross-Cultural 
Connections
By 7000 b.c.e. or so, some agricultural villages in the 
Fertile Crescent may have had as many as ten thousand 
residents. One of the best known of these, Çatal 
Hüyük in what is now Turkey, shows evidence of trade 
as well as  specialization of labor. Çatal Hüyük’s resi-
dents lived in densely packed mud-brick houses with 
walls covered in white plaster that had been made with 

camels, horses, yak, and reindeer, also became the basis 
of pastoral economies in Central and West Asia, many 
parts of Africa, and far northern Europe.

Crop raising and pastoralism brought significant 
changes to human ways of life, but the domestication 
of certain large animals had an even bigger impact. 
Cattle and water buffalo were domesticated in some 
parts of Asia and North Africa, in which they occurred 
naturally, by at least 7000 b.c.e. Donkeys were domes-
ticated by about 4000 b.c.e., and horses by about 
2500 b.c.e. All these animals can be trained to carry 
 people or burdens on their backs and pull against loads 
dragged behind them, two qualities that are rare among 
the world’s animal species. The domestication of large 
animals dramatically increased the power available to 
humans to carry out their tasks, which had both an 
immediate effect in the societies in which this hap-
pened and a long-term effect when these societies later 
encountered other societies in which human labor re-
mained the only source of power.

Sometime in the seventh millennium b.c.e.,  people 
attached wooden sticks to frames that animals dragged 
through the soil, thus breaking it up and allowing 
seeds to sprout more easily. These  simple scratch plows, 
pulled by cattle and water buffalo, allowed Neolithic 
 people to produce a significant amount of surplus food, 
which meant that some  people in the community 
 could spend their days performing other tasks, increas-
ing the division of labor. Surplus food had to be stored, 
and some  people began to  specialize in making prod-
ucts for storage, such as pots, baskets, bags, bins, and 
other kinds of containers. Others  specialized in mak-
ing tools, houses, and other items needed in village 
life, or for producing specific types of food. Families 
and households became increasingly interdependent, 
trading food for other commodities or  ser vices.

The division of labor allowed by plow agriculture 
contributed to the creation of social hierarchies, that 
is, the divisions between rich and poor, elites and com-
mon  people, that have been a central feature of human 
society since the Neolithic era. Although no written 
records were produced during this era, archaeological 
evidence provides some clues about how the hierar-
chies might have developed. Villagers needed more 
complex rules about how food was to be distributed 
and how different types of work were to be valued than 
did foragers. Certain individuals must have begun to 
 specialize in the determination and enforcement of 
these rules, and informal structures of power gradually 
became more formalized. Religious  specialists prob-
ably developed more elaborate rituals to celebrate life 
passages and to appeal to the gods for help in times of 
difficulty, such as illness.

Individuals who were the heads of large families or 
kin groups had control over the labor of others, and 
this power became more significant when that labor 

pastoralism  An economic 
system based on herding 
flocks of goats, sheep, cattle, 
or other animals beneficial 
to humans.

patriarchy  A society in 
which most power is held by 
older adult men, espe cially 
those from the elite groups.
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