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Civilizations of the 
Ancient World
S P R I N G  2 0 2 4

The Origins 
of Civilization

• Evidence

• Periodization 

• The Agricultural Revolution

• The City-State
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Four things today

Evidence

Periodization 

The Agricultural Revolution

The City-State
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The course website
The key resources you need for the course are 
on the course website
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Evidence
Understanding evidence helps us get 
a clearer understanding of the past
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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

Oral history
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(2) Things survive

Archaeology
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(2) Things survive

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

Art
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The 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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Periodization
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The “Common Era” calendar

You are 

here

B.C. (Before Christ) A.D. (Anno Domini)

12000 10000 8000 6000 4000 2000 0 2000

BCE (Before the Common Era) CE (Common Era)

Birth of 
Christ
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Eras of (Mediterranean) history

12 00 0 10 00 0 80 00 60 00 40 00 20 00 0 20 00

Prehistoric Era Ancient Era Medieval 
Era

Modern 
Era

Invention of 

civilization

Fall of 

Rom e

Protestant 
Reform ation
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Ages of technology

12000 10000 8000 6000 4000 2000 0 2000

Prehistoric Era Ancient Era

Paleolithic 
(“Old Stone”) Age Neolithic (“New Stone”) Age Bronze Age Iron Age

Invention of 

civilization

Fall of 

Rom e

18



1/28/24

7

Counting centuries

| | | || | | | ...

1st century

Year 1 Year 100Year 2 Year 3 Year 98 Year 99
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Counting centuries

0 100 200 300 1800 1900 2000 2100...

Occurs during the 21st century CE
Biden sworn in: 2021 CE

1st 
century

2nd 
century

3rd 
century

19th 
century

20th 
century

21st 
century
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Counting centuries

300 200 100 0 100 200 300 ...

1st century
CE

2nd century
CE

3rd century
CE

BCE CE

1st century
BCE

2nd century
BCE

3rd century
BCE

Romans destroy Carthage: 146 BCE
Occurs during the 2nd century BCE
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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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The stone age
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The Paleolithic (Old Stone Age)
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Neolithic: Agricultural revolution
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Neolithic sites

Çatal Höyük, 7500–5700 BCE
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• Economically independent
§ Urban center—skilled labor and manufacturing
§ Surrounding farmlands—part of central market and identity

• Politically autonomous

•Monumental building

• Patron deity

The city-state
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• Shared 
§ Culture
§ Heritage
§ Language
§ Religion

• Rivalry for limited resources

The city-state culture
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Great river civilizations
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Civilization as social revolution
• Complex social structures

§ Division of labor
§ Class
§ Forms of government
§ Citizen and noncitizen

• The responsibilities of the citizen
§ The individual is subordinated to the community

• The responsibilities of gender
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Forms of government 
• Democracy δήμος ‘people’ + κράτος ‘power’

• Republic RES PUBLICA ‘public matters’

• Oligarchy ὀλίγος ‘few’ + ἄρχων ‘leader’

• Autocracy αὐτός ‘self’ + κράτος ‘power’
• Tyranny τύραννος ‘lord and master’
• Monarchy μόνος ‘alone’ + ἄρχων ‘leader’
• Dynasty δύναμαι ‘to be able, to be strong enough’

• Theocracy θεός ‘deity’ + κράτος ‘power’

• Citizen CIVITAS ‘city-dwellers’

• Constitution CONSTITUO ‘settled, agreed upon’

• Empire IMPERIUM ‘power to command, compel’
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