Chapter 1
Before History
CHAPTER OVERVIEW
The history of the earth itself stretches back around four and a half billion years. However, the human chapter of this long story is a relatively short one; the first humanlike apes appeared roughly four million years ago. Relatively recently, the first of our species made their appearance about two hundred thousand years ago. This chapter examines that early period up through the increasing sophistication of the paleolithic and neolithic ages, when humans reached the dawn of the establishment of complex societies.
THEMES
The evolution of the human species. Research over the past hundred years has shown that while humans share some remarkable similarities with the large apes, they also clearly stand out as the most distinctive of the primate species. Humans, unlike other animal species, altered the natural environment to suit their own needs and desires.
The paleolithic era. This was by far the longest portion of the human experience, also called the “old stone age.” During this period, humans foraged for their food, but about 12,000 years ago groups of Homo sapiens began to rely on cultivated crops.

Agriculture as an agent of change. Adoption of agricultural techniques transformed human economics, particularly in foodstuffs, from subsistence to surplus, profoundly changing the size and geographical reach of humans.
LECTURE STRATEGIES
“Civilizations” or “Complex Societies”?
Defining civilization can be a tough task—and one that is fraught with some danger. If a society doesn’t meet all the criteria of an overly stringent definition, does that mean that they are “uncivilized”? Bentley and Ziegler use the term complex societies, and it’s easy to see why they might prefer that designation to the word civilization. Nevertheless, maybe the single most important thing that you can do at the beginning of the class is to define civilization. The course is designed to give the student an appreciation for a certain section of world civilization, but what exactly does that mean? As historians we always tend, with some variations, to define civilization as the presence of some manner of economic specialization, the rise of social classes, the conscious development of the arts and intellectual pursuits, and the rise of some level of political institutions and geographic boundaries. While we may argue among ourselves about our own specific definitions, and for that matter, the ramifications of creating definitions, we nevertheless understand what we mean by the term civilization. What is easy to forget is that the distinction is often lost on students. If students don’t understand the nature and complexity of the question of civilization from the beginning of the class, then they are going to miss both the terrible struggles and significant accomplishments of early humans. It is also important at the beginning for the students to realize that although civilization may be the foundation of their world, not every aspect of it is positive. The differentiation of society into different social classes left the majority of the population under the control of an exalted few. It is essential for the students to understand from the first day in class that in history, as in life, there is a price to be paid for every advancement.
Early Humans’ Lives and Experiences
The changing and expanding worldview of early humans is a fascinating topic. Students all too often view the ancient world as a very dusty and boring place. The Venus figurines and cave paintings of the paleolithic age help to show how humans have always struggled with the question of their place in a greater world. What can humans do to somehow make sense of and control a seemingly chaotic world? Expanding neolithic villages such as Çatal Hüyük offer an urban hustle and bustle that is, in many ways, very modern. From the very beginning of the class it is important to express the “humanness” of early humans.
Connecting the Paleolithic and Neolithic Ages
It is essential for the students to understand both the foundations of the paleolithic and neolithic ages and the reasons for the enormous differences between the two worlds. This understanding allows you to discuss the significance of something as seemingly commonplace (at least to the students) as the discovery of agriculture. The more that students understand the relationship between these two ages, the more they will understand the meaning of complex societies and how they developed. Students will be able to comprehend that humans during the paleolithic and neolithic ages were in many ways very sophisticated. Consequently, the eventual rise of civilization in Mesopotamia and elsewhere seems the conclusion of a logical, if precarious, process.
TEACHING SUGGESTIONS
Approaching the Topic of Evolution
Every instructor who has ever taught a world civilization class has had both wonderful and horrible experiences in discussing the question of the evolution of humankind. This issue is dependent, of course, on the religious beliefs of the instructor and the students. There is no graceful way around the topic. At the same time, this subject provides a tremendous opportunity to introduce a key notion at the very beginning of the course. In a world civilization class, arguably more than in any other class, it is essential for the students to keep an open mind. By the very nature of the class, there will be topics discussed on a daily basis that are totally alien to the students’ worldview. At the same time, the world out there is very big, and students will have to have some understanding of it to succeed in an increasingly global environment. The question of evolution only adds to the adventure of prehistory and history as humans become who they are. Encourage students to explore current scientific debates concerning human evolution, and then critically analyze the arguments proposed by both paleoanthropologists and their critics.
Defining Civilization
The most important topic in this section, and for that matter in this entire work, will be the question of the rise of civilization. Consequently, one of the best topics for discussion in this early stage is to simply ask the students to define civilization. Because this discussion will probably take place on the first day of class, there is no telling what kind of answers the students may provide for the question of civilization. Consequently, you need to be both flexible and skillful in leading the discussion around to a workable, shared definition. The advantage of this question is that it actively brings the students into the class from the very beginning. The students, even if they have been carefully guided along by you, will feel that they have helped define one of the core concepts of the class and thus established the parameters of the course. The course can then become a shared mission to both understand and trace the rise of civilization. It would also be useful to ask the students if there are dangers in using the term civilization. Ask them why Bentley and Ziegler use the term complex society instead. It can be useful here to bring up the old Daoist admonition that as soon as you call something beautiful, you create ugliness. By identifying some societies as civilized, are we creating uncivilized societies? Are “uncivilized” societies truly uncivilized? Also, ask the students to think of disadvantages to civilization.
Human Mastery of Agriculture
A discussion centering on the significance of the discovery of agriculture can be enlightening, mainly because for today’s students food supply is a given. Students, especially modern, American ones, have very little concept of the fact that one of the great common denominators of people throughout time is the lack of enough food. The enormity of the accomplishment of human mastery of agriculture, and the resulting transformation from food gatherer to food producer, is the foundation for the rise of civilization. Plus, students might have trouble with the distinction between the concept of an agricultural revolution and the agricultural transition discussed by the authors. It’s important for the students to understand how precariously and desperately paleolithic humans clung to survival and thus how profoundly their lives were influenced by agriculture. 
The Agricultural Transition
Make lists of the advantages and disadvantages of living in the types of hunting/gathering societies described in the text. Then make lists of the advantages and disadvantages of living in early agricultural societies. What was gained and what was lost by the agricultural transition that took place twelve thousand to five thousand years ago?
IM – 1 | 1
Copyright © 2015 McGraw-Hill Education. All rights reserved. 
No reproduction or distribution without the prior written consent of McGraw-Hill Education.

