he study of history is the study of the past.

Knowledge of the past gives us perspective

on our societies today. It shows different
ways in which people have identified problems and
tried to resolve them, as well as important common
impulses in the human experience. History can
inform through its variety, remind us of some human
constants, and provide a common vocabulary and
examples that aid in mutual communication.

The study of history is also the study of change.
Historians analyze major changes in the human expe-
rience over time and examine the ways in which those
changes connect the past to the present. They try to
distinguish between superficial and fundamental
change, as well as between sudden and gradual
change. They explain why change occurs and what
impact it has. Finally, they pinpoint continuities from
the past along with innovations. History, in other
words, is a study of human society in motion.

World history is not simply a collection of the
histories of various societies but a subject in its own
right. World history is the study of historical events
in a global context. It does not attempt to sum up
everything that has happened in the past. It focuses
on two principal subjects: the evolution of leading
societies and the interaction among different peoples
around the globe.

The Emergence
of World History

Serious attempts to deal with world history are rela-
tively recent. Many historians have attempted to
locate the evolution of their own societies in the con-
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text of developments in a larger “known world”:
Herodotus, though particularly interested in the ori-
gins of Greek culture, wrote also of developments
around the Mediterranean; Ibn Khaldun wrote of
what he knew about developments in Africa and
Europe as well as in the Muslim world. But not until
the 20th century, with an increase in international
contacts and a vastly expanded knowledge of the his-
torical patterns of major societies, did a full world his-
tory become possible. In the West, world history
depended on a growing realization that the world
could not be understood simply as a mirror reflecting
the West’s greater glory or as a stage for Western-
dominated power politics. This hard-won realization
continues to meet some resistance. Nevertheless, his-
torians in several societies have attempted to develop
an international approach to the subject that includes,
but goes beyond, merely establishing a context for
the emergence of their own civilizations.

Our understanding of world history has been
increasingly shaped by two processes that define his-
torical inquiry: debate and detective work. Histori-
ans are steadily uncovering new data not just about
particular societies but about lesser-known contacts.
Looking at a variety of records and artifacts, for
example, they learn how an 8th-century battle
between Arab and Chinese forces in central Asia
brought Chinese prisoners who knew how to make
paper to the Middle East, where their talents were
quickly put to work. And they argue about world
history frameworks: how central European actions
should be in the world history of the past 500
years, and whether a standard process of modern-
ization is useful or distorting in measuring develop-
ments in modern Turkey or China. Through debate
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come advances in how world history is understood
and conceptualized, just as the detective work
advances the factual base.

What Civilization Means

Humans have always shown a tendency to operate in
groups that provide a framework for economic activ-
ities, governance, and cultural forms—beliefs and
artistic styles. These groups, or societies, may be quite
small—hunting-and-gathering bands often number-
ing no more than 60 people. World history usually
focuses on somewhat larger societies, with more
extensive economic relationships (at least for trade)
and cultures.

One vital kind of grouping is called civilization.
The idea of civilization as a type of human society is
central to most world history, though it also generates
debate and though historians are now agreed that it is
not the only kind of grouping that warrants attention.
Civilizations, unlike some other societies, generate sur-
pluses beyond basic survival needs. This in turn pro-
motes a variety of specialized occupations and
heightened social differentiation, as well as regional
and long-distance trading networks. Surplus produc-
tion also spurs the growth of cities and the develop-

ment of formal states, with some bureaucracy, in con-
trast to more informal methods of governing. Most
civilizations have also developed systems of writing.

Civilizations are not necessarily better than other
kinds of societies. Nomadic groups have often
demonstrated great creativity in technology and
social relationships, as well as promoting global con-
tacts more vigorously than settled civilizations some-
times did. And there is disagreement about exactly
what defines a civilization—for example, what about
cases like the Incas where there was not writing?

Used carefully, however, the idea of civilization
as a form of human social organization, and an
unusually extensive one, has merit. Along with agri-
culture (which developed earlier), civilizations have
given human groups the capacity to fundamentally
reshape their environments and to dominate most
other living creatures. The history of civilizations
embraces most of the people who have ever lived;
their literature, formal scientific discoveries, art,
music, architecture, and inventions; their most elab-
orate social, political, and economic systems; their
brutality and destruction caused by contflicts; their
exploitation of other species; and their degradation of
the environment—a result of changes in technology
and the organization of work.





