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Introduction

Many will no doubt regard it as insufferably presumptuous to claim that the history of the world can be compressed into so short a book as this. Even ‘short’ histories of the world are usually much longer. But the aim here is not to provide an overarching survey of the story of humanity, but to focus on certain key developments and events, so providing some very basic foundations for the reader to build on if he or she so wishes.

It is a common complaint that children are only taught a handful of historical topics at school – the Romans, the Tudors, the Nazis, for example – and have no idea about all the bits in between. This book does not claim to fill in all those bits in between, but it does aim to broaden horizons and to introduce the reader to topics of which he or she may only have had the littlest inkling.

There are many lenses through which one can examine the past. Recent decades have seen a blossoming of a variety of approaches that cut across the stories we traditionally told ourselves about how we got to where we are – social history, economic history, Black history, the histories of labour, of women, of ideas, to name but a few. To exponents of these disciplines, the present volume will no doubt appear terribly old-fashioned, with its chronicles of wars, empires, conquerors, discoveries, and so on. But this book aspires to be more than a bald and unconsidered account in which one event simply follows another, without explanation. Economic, social, geographic, cultural and other factors are all considered, and it is hoped that the reader will come away with some flavour of the complexities and uncertainties involved in attempting to understand the past, and how it might or might not colour the way we live now.

Ian Crofton




01 The beginnings of agriculture

None of the things that we take today as marks of our civilization – our great cities, our art, music and literature, our commerce and industry, our scientific and technological achievements – would be possible without agriculture.

It was only after we human beings learned how to farm that we could produce sufficient food surpluses to allow some of us to follow pursuits other than hunting and gathering. With some people specializing in food production, others could become full-time priests or soldiers or artisans or scribes or scholars. Thus more complex, and less egalitarian, societies began to emerge. But these developments only came very late in the story of humankind.

The dawn of humanity

The earliest of our ancestors that we might recognize as human emerged some 4 million years ago. Over the ages a variety of human species evolved – Homo habilis, Homo erectus, the Neanderthals – but it was not until around 70,000 years ago that modern humans began to spread out of Africa and started to colonize the rest of the world.

Humans had started to use stone tools around 2 million years previously, but the rate of technological progress was extremely slow. Gradually tools and weapons – of wood, stone, bone and antler – became more refined, and humans learned how to use fire. People sustained themselves by fishing, hunting and gathering fruits, seeds, nuts and berries – a way of life that can support small groups, but which requires that the hunter-gatherers must move on once the resources of one area are temporarily exhausted.

Then around 8000 BCE something extraordinary happened in the Fertile Crescent, an area of the Middle East that extends from the valleys of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers westward through Syria and then south through the Levant. It was here that people first began to cultivate crops, kick-starting a global revolution in the way that humans live. The Fertile Crescent may not have been the first area to experience an agricultural revolution: farming independently began in various other parts of the world, including Mesoamerica, the Andean region of South America, China, south-east Asia and sub-Saharan Africa.


A hidden danger




Reliance on a diet of cereals contained a hidden danger. Many skeletons from the ancient world show evidence of appalling abscesses in the jaw, a result of teeth shattering when biting on fragments of rock from the stones used to grind the grain.



The first crops

It is probably no coincidence that the beginnings of agriculture 10,000 years ago coincided with the end of the last Ice Age. As the earth warmed, the ice sheets covering much of northern Eurasia and North America melted, releasing vast amounts of fresh water. In these conditions, the sparse tundra gave way to lusher vegetation – grasslands and forests – which provided hunter-gatherers with much richer pickings. In some places, the environment was so productive that groups that knew how to exploit it could stay put rather than having to move on constantly. With greater quantities of food available, populations grew, and this in turn meant that people had to devise ways of surviving through leaner periods, by learning how to store food. One of the easiest foods to store, because they do not decay when kept dry, are cereals – the seeds of various grasses.

It was no doubt a gradual process by which certain groups learned to look after the wild plants that they found most useful as food sources. Keeping off pests and clearing away weeds was a start, and at some point people made the connection between sowing seed and harvesting the resulting crop. In the Fertile Crescent, wheat and barley were the key cereals; in the Americas it was maize, in sub-Saharan Africa sorghum, in northern China millet, while in southern China and south-east Asia it was rice. Other crops were also important in various parts of the world, for example beans, yams, potatoes, gourds and peppers.

Domesticating wild animals

The first animal to be domesticated was the dog, which is a direct descendant of the wolf. Dogs were used in hunting and as guards long before people became settled farmers – the feral dingo of Australia, for example, is a descendant of the dogs that the first humans brought to the continent some 50,000 years ago.

But it was not until after arable farming began in the Middle East that livestock farming – the rearing of animals for food and other products such as leather – began. The first animals to be tamed were cattle, sheep, pigs and horses, which in their domesticated form spread from the Middle East across Asia. Cattle and donkeys began to be used to pull ploughs, sleds and eventually wheeled wagons. In South America, the llama was bred as a pack animal, while guinea pigs were reared for food.

What agriculture has done for us

Food production based on agriculture continues to provide the bedrock of modern civilization. But the coming of agriculture was not an unmixed blessing. Comparison of the skeletons of earlier hunter-gatherers with those of later farming peoples shows that on the whole the former were better built and healthier, reflecting their more varied diet. The first farmers – and this is still the case with hundreds of millions of subsistence farmers around the world – had a very plain diet, largely consisting of a staple carbohydrate crop. Protein, in the form of meat or dairy products, was very much a rarity.

Before the coming of farming there was some division of labour. In hunter-gatherer societies the women probably did most of the gathering and the men most of the hunting, while certain individuals, sometimes with some form of disability, became shamans. But generally speaking, the development of occupational specializations and social hierarchies, with kings and priests at the top and the enslaved at the bottom, came only after the establishment of sedentary farming communities. Settled communities, food surpluses and the manufacture of artefacts such as pottery or ceremonial stone axes also gave rise to trade over considerable distances – amber from the Baltic, for example, has been found in Neolithic sites across Europe.


And Abel was a keeper of sheep, but Cain was a tiller of the ground.

Genesis, 4:2, on the sons of Adam and Eve




Milk drinkers and milk haters




Originally, no humans could digest milk once they had been weaned from their mother’s breast. Then around 7,500 years ago a new gene arose amongst a tribe of cattle herders living between the Balkans and central Europe. This gene enabled them to continue digesting lactose – the sugar found in milk – through adulthood, so giving rise to the addition to the diet of such items as butter, cheese and yoghurt. However, this gene, which is commonest in people of northern European origin, is absent in half the world’s population, who continue to be intolerant of lactose.



By 6000 BCE some of these communities – such as those at Jericho in the Jordan valley and at Çatal Höyük in Anatolia – had grown into small towns. The emergence of urban civilization in the form of the first city-states and empires was only a matter of time.

In a nutshell
Agriculture fundamentally changed the way we live




02 The first cities

Today, most people in the Western world live in cities – and this is increasingly also the case in rapidly developing countries such as India, China and Brazil. Mass urbanization is a relatively recent phenomenon, associated with industrialization and the mechanization of agriculture over the last two centuries. Prior to this the vast majority of people lived in the countryside, working the land. But cities have existed since the very beginning of recorded human history, over five millennia ago, and were from the start important centres of power, as well as engines of cultural and technological change.

Cities largely grew from towns, which in turn started as villages. The first permanent villages came with the beginnings of agriculture in the Middle East some 10,000 years ago, although some settlements may have begun not as farming communities, but as markets at the intersection of trade routes. Trade certainly played an important role in the development of larger towns and cities, but growing urban populations could have not have been sustained without an intensification of agriculture, which in many places was only made possible by large and complex irrigation schemes.

The importance of water

Between 4000 and 2000 BCE, the first urban civilizations arose independently in four different parts of the world: between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers in Mesopotamia (modern Iraq); in Egypt’s Nile valley; in the Indus valley in what is now Pakistan; and along the Yellow River (Huang He) and the Yangtze (Chang Jiang) in China.

All of these great rivers are prone to seasonal variations in flow, with flood alternating with drought. To maximize agricultural production, it was necessary to build dams to store the flood waters in reservoirs, and then dig ditches to water the fields during the dry season. Once this technology was developed, farmers found that they could move into more arid areas, such as southern Mesopotamia – although here the deposition of salts caused by irrigation eventually left the land barren. Irrigation could mean that instead of just one crop a year, two or even three crops could be harvested.


Nile Flood, be green and come! Give life to humankind and cattle with the harvest of the fields!

Hymn to the Nile, ancient Egypt, c.1500 BCE



Constructing such irrigation schemes required an accurate calendar to predict when the floods would come, and a high degree of social organization, necessary for establishing land ownership and recruiting a large labour force. Recording ownership of property spurred not only accurate measurement (hence the beginnings of mathematics) but also the first writing. In addition, the management of big construction projects required a tightly defined hierarchy that dictated who would do the digging and who would give the orders and reap most of the benefit.

Social and political organization

The same degree of social stratification and mobilization of labour was required to construct the first cities, which were built on the back of the agricultural surpluses generated by irrigation schemes. These first cities were more than just collections of dwellings and workshops. They contained great monumental structures such as temples and palaces, ceremonial avenues, storehouses for tributes, taxes and traded goods, defensive walls, and, linked into the irrigation systems, canals and aqueducts to bring fresh water to the population. The great planned cities of the Indus valley, Mohenjo Daro and Harappa, built around 2600 BCE, also had systems of covered drains to take away waste water and sewage.

Often different classes – labourers, artisans, merchants, priests and princes – lived in different quarters of the city, the size and quality of their dwellings reflecting their social status. Large numbers of labourers (whether free or enslaved) were required to build the great religious and civic monuments – the ziggurats (temple towers) of Mesopotamia, the pyramids of Egypt, the temples and great ritual baths of the Indus. Artisans produced pottery, textiles, jewellery, stone carving, metalwork and other goods, both utilitarian and luxury, and these, together with agricultural produce, were widely traded by the merchant classes. Trade was not just local: in the later 3rd millennium BCE, for example, the cities of the Indus were trading with those of Sumeria in what is now Iraq.

Over all ruled the kings, who often claimed descent from the gods, and who maintained their power via an assertion of divine authority – backed up by armed force where necessary. Armies were not just for keeping the king safe from his subjects. Human aggression and competition over resources in earlier periods had manifested itself in intermittent inter-tribal raiding. Now this escalated into a new phenomenon: war. In Mesopotamia, the Sumerian city-states of the 3rd millennium BCE such as Eridu, Kish, Ur and Uruk were constantly fighting each other, and this in turn gave a boost to technological innovation in the form of city walls, war chariots, shields, spears and metal helmets. The period of warring city-states was succeeded by a period of empires – for example, those of the Akkadians, the Babylonians and the Assyrians. Political unity over a large area was also established in Egypt in around 3000 BCE, and in China in the middle of the 2nd millennium BCE under the first dynasty, the Shang.


Create Babylon, whose construction you requested! Let its mud bricks be moulded, and build high the shrine!

The Epic of Creation, dating from the 1st millennium BCE, which was recited every year before a statue of the Babylonian god Marduk



In the 1st millennium BCE, urban civilizations emerged in other parts of the world: in Persia, across India and south-east Asia, in Greece and the Roman empire. By the 1st millennium CE, great cities such as Teotihuacán – with a population of some 200,000 – were also flourishing in Mesoamerica, and also in the Andean region of South America. Although emerging in isolation from the rest of the world, these cities of the New World bore all the characteristics of the cities of the Old World – Teotihuacán, for example, is laid out on a grid, and is dominated by two great ceremonial monuments, the Pyramid of the Sun and the Pyramid of the Moon. And, like many other cities of the ancient world, all that is left are bare ruins, the reminder of a lost civilization.


The beginnings of writing




The earliest forms of writing developed independently in the cities of Mesopotamia, China, the Indus valley and Mesoamerica. The first systems were generally pictographic – consisting of symbols representing things or ideas – but in Mesopotamia a more flexible syllabic script, known as cuneiform, had developed by 2800 BCE. Writing helped the ruling elites to maintain control, being used to label and list property, and to name the succession of kings. Later, writing was also used for recording commercial agreements, for personal and government letters and, most importantly, for defining the laws – an important step in tempering the absolute power of the ruler. Literature, however, remained an oral phenomenon for much longer: one of the world’s earliest known literary works, the Mesopotamian Epic of Gilgamesh, was only written down in the 7th century BCE.



In a nutshell
Cities provided an engine for political, social, cultural and technological development




03 Egypt of the pharaohs

The kingdom of Egypt was one of the oldest and certainly the longest lived of the ancient civilizations, enduring for over three millennia. This long period was not without disruptions and upheavals, but Egyptian culture was so firmly rooted that even foreign conquerors were absorbed by it, and adopted the ways of Egypt’s hereditary rulers, the pharaohs, who were regarded as sons of the supreme god Ra, the god of the sun.

Although evidence of the civilization of the ancient Egyptians was everywhere apparent, in the form of giant pyramids, vast statues and spectacular ruined temples, little was known of its detailed history, its society and its beliefs until its mysterious hieroglyphic (picture) writing was deciphered in the early 19th century, following the discovery of the Rosetta Stone.

Society and culture

The lifeline of the ancient Egyptians was the River Nile, whose annual flood watered their fields and guaranteed bountiful harvests. Human settlement in ancient Egypt was confined to a strip either side of the river (Upper Egypt), and across its extensive delta (Lower Egypt). Apart from these areas, and the occasional oasis, the land was desert. The Nile valley was one of the first places in the world where agriculture developed, followed by some of the world’s first towns and cities.

Around 3100 BCE Upper Egypt and Lower Egypt were united by a king called Menes, who became the first pharaoh. A new capital, Memphis, was built at the junction of Upper and Lower Egypt, and this became the centre of a highly centralized state, with the pharaoh at the top of an efficient administrative hierarchy. Such organization enabled great building projects to be undertaken, and the first pyramid – the Step Pyramid at Saqqara – was built around 2630 BCE as the burial place of Pharaoh Djoser. By tradition it was designed by the architect and physician Imhotep, and provided the model for the famous pyramids at Giza, built shortly afterwards. The Great Pyramid at Giza, with a height of 138 m (453 ft) was for four millennia the tallest structure in the world.


God is three of all gods Amun, Ra, Ptah, without any others . . .Their cities on earth endure to eternity –Thebes, Heliopolis, Memphis, forever.

A hymn from c.1220 BCE, praising the three aspects of the state god of the New Kingdom. The Egyptians in fact worshipped many other gods, including Isis, Osiris, Anubis and Horus.



The pyramids were tombs for the pharaohs, and the bodies of the dead were surrounded by all the objects that might be required in the afterlife – which was imagined to be a world very much like Egypt. In order that the dead might enjoy the afterlife, it was crucial that their bodies were preserved, and to this end the Egyptians developed sophisticated techniques of mummification. Although initially such elaborate burials were confined to the upper echelons of society, over the centuries even the poor were provided with modest grave goods to provision their needs in the life to come.

Trade, empire and conquest

Although Egypt was rich in agricultural and mineral resources, it lacked such things as timber, wine, oil, ivory and precious stones. In order to fulfil demand, great trading expeditions were mounted to Sinai and the Levant in the north-east, to Libya in the west, and to Nubia and Punt (the Horn of Africa) in the south. In the wake of these commercial contacts, the Egyptians sought to expand their power as well as their horizons, and between 1500 and 1000 BCE they built an empire extending from Syria to the Sudan. Huge amounts of wealth poured into Egypt from the new provinces in the form of tribute, enabling the building of a great new religious centre at Thebes, and the huge temple at Karnak.


The Rosetta Stone




The meaning of Egyptian hieroglyphic writing was finally cracked following the discovery in 1799 of an inscribed stone at Rosetta (Arabic Rashid), near Alexandria. Dating from 196 BCE, the stone carries a decree from Pharaoh Ptolemy V in Egyptian in both hieroglyphic and demotic (cursive) script, and also in ancient Greek. This gave interpreters the key they needed. The work of decipherment was begun by the English polymath Thomas Young, and was completed by the French scholar Jean-François Champollion in 1822. The Rosetta Stone is now in the British Museum in London, although the Egyptian government has requested its return.




Akhenaten’s religious revolution




In 1379 BCE Pharaoh Amenophis IV came to the throne and instigated a religious revolution. He replaced the worship of the state god Amun-Ra and the pantheon of other gods with that of a single god, the Aten, the sun’s disc. He himself took the name Akhenaten (meaning ‘favourable to the sun disc’), built a new capital, Akhetaton (modern el Amarna), and initiated a naturalistic style of royal portraiture in place of the tradition of highly stylized depictions. Akhenaten neglected his empire in western Asia, and lost northern Syria to the Hittites. At home he met with considerable opposition from the powerful priests of Amun, and after his death in 1362 BCE he was succeeded by the young Tutankhamun, and traditional religious practices were restored.



This expansion brought the Egyptians into contact with powerful neighbouring empires, and diplomatic relations were established with the Hittites of Anatolia, the Babylonians and the Assyrians. Contact brought competition and conflict: in 1285 BCE the powerful Pharaoh Rameses II fought a mighty battle against the Hittites at Kadesh in Syria, and subsequently Egypt faced attacks from the mysterious ‘Sea Peoples’ of the eastern Mediterranean.

Around 700 BCE the Assyrians invaded Egypt and sacked Thebes. Another invasion, this time by the Persians, came in 525 BCE, and Egypt became a Persian province until it surrendered without a fight to Alexander the Great in 332 BCE. Alexander made a journey across the desert to the Oracle of Amun at the Siwa Oasis, and here he was endorsed by the priests as the new pharaoh. After Alexander’s death, one of his generals, Ptolemy, established a dynasty of pharaohs who similarly gained the support of the people and the priesthood by honouring the gods of Egypt. Even after Egypt became a Roman province in 30 BCE, its Graeco-Egyptian culture thrived until finally extinguished by the Muslim Arab conquest of the 7th century CE.


I met a traveller from an antique land Who said:– Two vast and trunkless legs of stone Stand in the desert. Near them on the sand, Half sunk, a shatter’d visage lies . . .

Percy Bysshe Shelley, ‘Ozymandias’, 1819. The poem alludes to the numerous giant statues of the Pharaoh Rameses II that lie in ruins in the deserts of Egypt and the Near East.



In a nutshell
A magnificent civilization that endured for over 3,000 years




04 Classical Greece

Much of our art and architecture, our literature and philosophy, our democratic politics and our science we owe to the ancient Greeks. That Greece should have had such a powerful cultural influence on the Western world is all the more surprising, given that there was never a unified Greek state. Instead, classical Greece consisted of a collection of rival city-states, with colonies scattered all around the Mediterranean and the Black Sea.

These city-states had begun to emerge in the 8th century BCE, and each one had its own strongly maintained identity, centred around an acropolis – a citadel in which temples were dedicated to the city’s favoured god or goddess. This robust sense of independence was partly engendered by the geography of the country, with each city and its surrounding agricultural land isolated from its neighbours by mountain ranges and the sea.

The advent of democracy

At first, power in each city-state was in the hands of the leading noble families, although assemblies of adult male citizens might be consulted on certain issues (women and the enslaved were entirely excluded). But a number of developments ushered in a shift in power. First of all, the spread of literacy and the public display of the laws of the state in written form meant that the power of the nobles was circumscribed and opened to question. Secondly, the establishment of new colonies overseas gave citizens the opportunity to establish new patterns of land ownership and political organization. Thirdly, the development of new and highly effective military tactics, in which the traditional aristocrats in their war chariots were replaced by formations of heavily armed citizen-warriors called hoplites, gave every freeman a very real sense of power, which the state was obliged to respect.

These developments helped to give birth to democracy in a number of Greek city-states, most notably in Athens, the most powerful of them all, where decisions were made by assemblies of all adult male citizens. Democracy was by no means universal, or permanent. There were periods of rule by ‘tyrants’, or by small groups of leading citizens known as ‘oligarchs’.

The rise and fall of Athens

Attempts by the mighty Persian empire to the east to conquer Greece in the early 5th century BCE were defeated by a combination of the Athenian navy and the army of the other major Greek power, Sparta. In the wake of this victory, Athens began to impose itself on its less-powerful neighbours and allies, some of whom turned to Athens’s rival, Sparta. Tensions culminated in the protracted and destructive Peloponnesian War (431–404 BCE). With the defeat of Athens, Sparta became the dominant power – and as resented as Athens had been, leading to a further succession of internecine wars. Greece, thus weakened, became an easy prey to an ambitious warrior-king to the north: Philip II of Macedon, father of Alexander the Great. With Philip’s victory at Chaeronea in 338 BCE, Greece at last became united – but under a foreign ruler.

Greek philosophy and science

All these wars had little negative impact on Greece’s intellectual life. It is unclear why the spirit of inquiry should have been so keen in ancient Greece, but that it was is reflected in the fact that our word ‘philosophy’ comes from the Greek word philosophos, meaning ‘lover of wisdom’. For the Greeks the remit of philosophy covered not only such fields as ethics, metaphysics and logic, but also the whole of what we now call science.

The early Greek philosophers, from the 6th century BCE, rejected earlier mythological explanations of the physical world, and sought instead a single element that they believed underlay all things. The followers of Pythagoras looked at how nature might be described in terms of number, while others examined via paradoxes the nature of infinity and such questions as whether change, as represented by motion, is a reality or an illusion.


If the people of Greece could achieve political unity they could control the rest of the world.

Aristotle, Politics, 4th century BCE



In the 5th century BCE the Athenian philosopher Socrates turned the focus onto ethical and political issues, devising a dialectical method of question and answer to examine the logical validity of propositions. Socrates’ follower Plato asserted that the ultimate nature of reality cannot be grasped via the senses, holding that the physical world we experience is but a shadow of the ideal forms of things.

Plato’s pupil Aristotle had a more analytical approach, attempting to define, catalogue and explain the world in which he lived. Thus as well as examining issues in ethics, aesthetics, metaphysics and politics, he also turned his attention to subjects such as biology, physics and cosmology. The teachings of Aristotle dominated both Islamic and Western thought until the Scientific Revolution of the 16th and 17th centuries.

Artistic influence

The Greek approach to art and architecture reflects their philosophy. Their sculptures seek to embody a Platonic ideal of ultimate beauty, rather than depicting actual individuals with all their supposed flaws. Greek architecture based on geometric forms, embodies the Pythagorean belief in the overriding significance of number and ratio in nature and encapsulates all that is meant by ‘classical art’ – balance, proportion, calm, perfection. Greek aesthetic values were borrowed wholesale by the Romans, but largely forgotten after the collapse of the Roman empire. Their rediscovery in Europe in the 15th century led to some of the greatest artistic achievements of the Renaissance.


Some notable Greek scientists




• Pythagoras (6th century BCE): realized Earth is a sphere, and established the numerical basis of musical harmonics.

• Empedocles (c.490–430 BCE): held that all matter consisted of four elements.

• Democritus (c.460–370 BCE) and Leucippus (5th century BCE): suggested that matter was made up of minute, identical, indivisible particles called atoms.

• Hippocrates (c.460–c.377 BCE): became known as ‘the father of medicine’.

• Euclid (fl.c.300 BCE): set out the principles of geometry.

• Aristarchos of Samos (c.310–230 BCE): realized that Earth rotates about its own axis and orbits the Sun.

• Archimedes (c.287–c.212 BCE): pioneered the field of mechanics and invented many ingenious devices.

• Eratosthenes of Cyrene (c.276–c.194 BCE): calculated Earth’s circumference with a creditable degree of accuracy.



The Renaissance also saw a renewed popularity, as the subject matter for both art and literature, of the Greek myths and the tales of the Trojan War and its aftermath, as told by Homer and others, notably the Roman poet Ovid. Equally profound in their influence were the great Greek playwrights such as Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides, whose tragedies explore how humans behave in the most extreme circumstances, eliciting in the audience what Aristotle characterized as ‘pity and terror’. Their plays have been enormously influential on Western drama, and indeed on the whole way we see ourselves as human beings.

In a nutshell
Greek culture lies at the root of Western identity
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