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Introduction and themesMeeting 1

● Civilization
● The syllabus
● Themes for the course
● Eras of history
● Evidence
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Civilization

What is civilization? Why was it invented?
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Origins of civilization

 What do we need for civilization?
– Agriculture (farming + pastoralism) 

– Not just subsistence farming but surplus production
– Specialization of labor

– Government

– Religion

– Long-distance trade
– Metalworking

– Writing

 What do people sacrifice in adopting civilization?

 Why did people choose civilization?

Stability and prosperity for the present and for posterity
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The ancient era
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The ancient era

5000 4500 4000 3500 3000 2500 2000 1500 1000 500 0 500

Prehistoric Era Ancient Era

Bronze AgeNeolithic Iron Age

BCE CE

5

Civilization: Sumerians…
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Egyptians…
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Indo-Europeans…
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Early Greeks…
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Phoenicians…
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Hebrews and Assyrians…
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Etruscans…
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Spartans and Athenians…
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Romans…
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(1) The individual and the community
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(2) The mortal and the divine
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(3) The male and the female
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(4) City and Empire
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Course website

The course website is your syllabus 
for the course
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markbwilson.com
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Geography

The peoples of the ancient world were 
connected by water
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The Mediterranean world
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Evidence

Most of our evidence of what 
happened in the past is flawed
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How do past events get to us?
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(1) Stories are passed on

Written documents
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(1) Stories are passed on

Written documents

Oral history
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(2) Things survive

Archaeology
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(2) Things survive

Archaeology

Material culture (tools, 
coins, etc.)
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(2) Things survive

Archaeology

Material culture (tools, 
coins, etc.)

Art
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Example: Epic of Gilgamesh
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Kinds of evidence

 Primary source
– Eyewitness testimony from the place and time being studied

 Secondary source
– A scholar collects and interprets primary sources on a subject

 Tertiary source
– General scholarly consensus on a subject
– Includes encyclopedias, textbooks, and almost everything on the web

– NOT ALLOWED as a source for history papers
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Problems with primary sources?

Intentional bias

Unintentional bias

Point of view

Survival

Translation

CONCLUSION:

There are no facts in history
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“Books are not made to be believed,
but to be subjected to inquiry.
When we consider a book,

we mustn’t ask ourselves what it says
but what it means.”

— William of Baskerville in Umberto Eco’s The Name of the Rose
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Example: Pliny the Younger, 79 CE

Eruption of Mt. Vesuvius, 79 CE
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Periodization

Dividing history eras is useful but 
misleading
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You are 
here
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Eras of (Mediterranean) history
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Ages of technology
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Counting centuries
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Counting centuries
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Counting centuries
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Periodization

 Historians divide history into “eras” based on how we can 
characterize society

 Archaeologists divide history into “ages” based on changes in 
prevalent technology

 These periods help organize our studies, but also overgeneralize 
places and times within each period
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