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Introduction 

Having quickly reviewed the hundreds of thousands of 
years of human prehistory and the 3000 years of devel­
opments in the river valley civilizations, we now slow 
down our discussion considerably. In the remainder of 
this book, we deal with the most recent 3000 years of 
human experience, from roughly 1000 years before the 
common era (B.CE.) until the present. There are several 
reasons for this radical change of pace. Available knowl­
edge is one. Civilizations over the past 3000 years have 
produced far more records than their predecessors. We 
not onJy know more about events such as wars and 
rebellions, but we also have a fuller sense of how ordi­
nary people in these societies thought about daily issues 
such as health and family. More important is the fact that 
civilizations created after 1000 B.C.E. have direct links 
to civilizations that exist today. Chinese civilization, 
indeed, flows quite coherently from the middle of the 
Zhou dynasty (500 B.CE.) to the present, witl1 surges 
and declines and significant changes but with equally 
important connections to preceding events. Even in 
Western society, where there have been far more shat­
tering disruptions than in China, we can look back to 
Greek and Roman civilizations and find philosophies 
and political institutions directly related to contempo­
rary ideas and forms. 

The period in the history of civilization after the 
decline of the river valley cultures is known as classical,- it 
nlns from about 1000 B.C.E. until the 5th century C.E. 

In three parts of the world-China, India, and the 
Mediterranean area (which extends from the Middle East 
to southern Europe and north Africa)-new or renewed 
civilizations arose that proved very durable. These civi­
lizations did not touch all the world's peoples, although 
they spread well beyond the boundaries of tl1e river val­
leys. It is important to remember tlut tl1e history ofclas­

sical civilization does no t reflect the whole of world his­
tory during this period~ because it does not include 
northern Europeans, centiral Asians, most Africans below 
the Sahara, and of course! all American Indians. Histori­
cal developments in thes~ regions beyond the classical 
civilizations were significant, but they followed patterns 
different from tl10se in ~e classical world. 

Also during the class~cal period, new empires arose 
arow1d the Tigris-Euphr~tes valley, resUD1i..ng the devel­
opments of those started iby the Sumerians and Babylo­
nians. First the Assyrians and then the Persians 
established large empires tat at times extended through­
out the Middle East and! even into Europe and India. 
These empires boasted rlot only great power but also 
important new religiou~ ideas and artistic styles that 
influenced both Greek aJ\d Indian cultures later on. 

The three classical civilizations of China, India, and 
the Mediterranean left ~e most substantial legacies, 
however, and they also ir).cluded the largest population 
concentrations in the wol-ld at that time. Moreover, all 
three classical civilization~ set in motion institutions and 
values that would continue to shape these key parts of 
the world long after the 4lassical period was over. Some 
of the continuing diversity of our world is the result of 
distinctions created during the classical period. Examples 
include the intense politicW. centralization of the Chinese 
in contrast to the greater1regionalism ofIndian political 
life, or the emotional res~aint the Chinese and Japanese 
were taught to exhibit corpared with the greater display 
of feeling allowed many ¥editerranean peoples. 

All three classical civilizations built on the achieve­
ments of the river valley sbcieties. In the Mediterranean, 
Greeks benefited from the influence of the earlier 
Minoan civilization, which had been centered on the 
Greek islands and parti~y derived from the greater 
Egyptian culture. Here, .J1d still more obviously in India 
and China, classical peodles relied on the tecbnologies 
developed in the river va.\ley societies; they also utilized 
earlier artistic styles an~ possibly some more abstract 
ideas. And, of course, they adapted earlier writing sys­
tems and mathematical concepts. 

However, the classic~l civilizations were not, in the 
final analysis, simple con$uations of the earlier societies 
from which they derived l Use of iron weapons, first by 
invading peoples, gave governments a new military 
edge. Classical civilizations also created larger political 
structures, capable of coptrolling more territory. They 
shifted their geographichl base: The center of Indian 
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