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Just as a panoramic image provides a broad view, 

Panorama provides a ground-breaking, broad view 

of the world’s history by reaching across regional 

boundaries and highlighting large-scale, global 

patterns. Panorama’s easily understood chronology, 

coupled with its innovative, proven digital tools,  

ensures that learners are always moving forward 

as they study change and continuity across time, 

assess knowledge gaps, and mold critical thinking 

skills. The result is improved course performance 

through greater 

understanding of 

our world’s past, 

its large-scale 

global trends, 

and its impact 

on and relevance 

to 21st-century 

students. 

The way we once learned history . . .

. . . IS NOW HISTORY

ii
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STUDY SMARTER WITH SMARTBOOK    
The fi rst and only adaptive reading experience, SmartBook is
changing the way students read and learn. As a student engages
with SmartBook and takes its interactive quizzes, the program 
continuously adapts by highlighting content that the student doesn’t 
know. This helps close specifi c knowledge gaps and simultaneously 
promotes long-term learning.

Panorama is a program 
     for the 21st Century 
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THINK CRITICALLY 
WITH CRITICAL 
MISSIONS  
Critical Missions immerse  students as 
active participants in a series of
transformative moments in history.
As advisors to key historical fi gures, 
students read and analyze sources, 
interpret maps and timelines, and
write recommendations. As part of
each mission, students learn to think 
like an historian, conducting a
retrospective analysis from a
contemporary perspective.

iv

LEARN BETTER WITH 
LEARNSMART
LearnSmart is the premier learning 
system designed to eff ectively as-
sess a student’s knowledge of course 
content through a series of adaptive 
questions.  LearnSmart intelligently 
pinpoints concepts the student does 
not understand and maps out a personalized
study plan for success. LearnSmart prepares
students for class, allowing instructors to focus
on higher-level learning.
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SUCCEED FASTER WITH 
CONNECT HISTORY 
Connect History strengthens the link 
between faculty, students and course-
work. Innovative, adaptive technology
aligns the goals of students and faculty, 
allowing them to work together to
accomplish more in less time. It
engages students in the course
content so they are better prepared, 
more active in discussions, and able to 
excel. 

EASY ACCESS
WITH MHCAMPUS  
Enjoy Easy Access with MHCampus, 
which integrates our digital tools into 
your school’s course management sys-
tem.   This integration provides single 
sign-on access for students and a com-
prehensive grade book for instructors 
allowing for easy tracking of  students’ 
progress as well as remediation on 
challenging topics. MHCampus ensures 
that students will master the learning 
outcomes and core objectives of their 
world history course. 

 v
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“Finally, a world history text that puts human history on world time! Focused on humankind as a whole and 

its interactions over time, Panorama provides a conceptually organized and integrative approach to the 

human past.”

Edmund Burke III, University of California, Santa Cruz

“Panorama demonstrates the promise of the ‘new world history,’ as revealed in the authors’ skillful  

integration of far-reaching global connections with careful attention to the lives of individuals in specific 

places. Their discussion of peoples who are often found at the periphery of world history, such as Africans, 

is certain to push world historians and their students to diversify their historical perspectives.”

Richard Warner, Wabash College

“This is an excellent text.  Dunn and Mitchell’s categories of analysis, global research, and their years of 

experience teaching world history are brilliantly displayed.  For those of us who have been in the trenches 

teaching world history, we finally have a masterful global textbook by world history scholars who have extensive 

experience teaching such courses.”  

-Elaine Carey, St. John’s University 

“I think I’ve finally found a world history book that is truly ‘world’ in an intelligent and useful way.  It’s readable, its 

coverage is very good, and it has a clear analytical framework.  I particularly like its environmental perspective.”  

-Phyllis Jestice, College of Charleston

“What makes Panorama unique is a truly comparative framework that is global in scope within successive eras. 

It lays a solid foundation for the development of individual societies in the Americas and the Pacific and the 

cooperative and competitive cultures of Afroeurasia before contact is established in the late 15th century. Then 

Panorama unfolds a gradual and impressive analysis of human interaction across the globe since that pivotal 

event.” 

-Ryan Thompson, Cleveland State Community College  

“Students want to understand the order of events, but so often world history begins to look like stacked 

timelines. Panorama’s format helps to bring global issues and broad themes together in a manageable, 

chronological way.  It also prompts students to think of other examples that they may already be aware of. “ 

-Erika Briesacher, Worcester State University 

 “This is a compelling text that makes me eager to teach World History as soon as possible!  Panorama introduces 

issues of climate and geography to the human story in a truly profound and innovative way.” 

-Brian Black, Pennsylvania State University, Altoona

Praise for Panorama
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Like all writers of world history, we have made choices 
to leave out a great deal of perfectly useful and interest-
ing knowledge. Only by doing this are we able to keep our 
sights on the panoramic view and on the unifi ed narrative. 
We have also, however, aimed to write in concrete, descrip-
tive language, recognizing that history is fundamentally 
about human beings, individually or in groups, thinking, 
working, fi ghting, and creating.

Q: How are you able to combine the telling of 
“large-scale” history with in-depth, “small-scale” 
knowledge of people and events?
A: In every chapter, we shift between larger- and smaller-
scale narratives, but we aim consistently to relate devel-
opments at relatively small scales to those at much larger 
scales. We cannot understand the Industrial Revolution as 
the world event it was by studying just one English factory 
town, but historians might write about such a town as an 
example of how large-scale changes played out on a local 
level and affected people’s lives.

Q: Does Panorama have a central theme?
A: Yes, it does. This theme is the growing complexity of 
human society from the early era of stone toolmaking to 
today. Looking over the very long term of history, we see 
a nearly continuous though by no means inevitable trend 
toward greater complexity in the relations of human groups 
with one another and with the earthly environment. This 
movement from lesser to greater complexity has been mani-
fested across the ages in several nearly continuous trends of 
growth, even though the rates and dimensions of change in 
these areas have been uneven:

•	 Global population (more people and more groups inter-
acting with one another)

•	 Human use of the planet’s energy supply to produce 
food and other goods

•	 Human intervention to alter the natural and physical 
environment

•	 The intricacy and sophistication of technology and 
science

•	 The density and speed of systems of communication 
and transport

Ross Dunn and Laura Mitchell discuss how they came to 
write Panorama and how they believe it contributes to the 
study of the human past.

Q: Tell us about the unique approach you have 
taken in Panorama.
A: In Panorama, we have created a unifi ed narrative of world 
history, assuming that the primary subject we are investi-
gating is humankind as a whole, and the primary setting of 
the narrative is the globe. We have organized the chapters 
chronologically, by consecutive historical periods—never 
repeating a period from different regional or thematic an-
gles. Our aim is to advance the mission of conceptualizing 
the human experience in ways that are more holistic and 
integrated. To do this, we have had to select the very broad 
developments that defi ne particular historical periods and 
that we think readers ought to understand.

Q: Why did you choose this approach?
A: We wanted to contribute to the important work of mak-
ing the history of humankind intelligible, to write a unifi ed 
narrative that is clear and coherent and that gives readers 
a sturdy framework for thinking about the global past. We 
believe we can begin to understand big and rapid changes 
in the world today only if we have a mental scaffolding of 
ideas and words for thinking, talking, and writing about 
the world as a whole. Similarly, we can begin to grasp how 
the world got to be the way it is only if we have world-scale 
narratives that help us connect the histories of particular 
groups—nations, civilizations, religions, corporations—to 
patterns of change in human society writ large.

Q: How do you balance large historical 
generalizations with knowledge about particular 
peoples, places, and events?
A: We know from experience that if the presentation is too 
broad, abstract, or theoretical, students may have a hard 
time grasping the generalizations. But if the writing is too 
loaded with historical details (all of which may be signifi -
cant at some level), then the big pictures of change tend to 
get lost in thickets of information about particular societies, 
individuals, conquests, wars, philosophies, artistic move-
ments, and so on.

An Interview 
with the Authors of 

Panorama: A World History
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xviii  An Interview with the Authors of Panorama: A World History

with billions—when they got along without doing these 
things for hundreds of thousands of years.

Q: You refer to your narrative as “unified”;  
can you elaborate?
A: One element of our approach to a unified narrative is to 
conceive of Africa, Asia, and Europe together as a single 
land mass, a sort of “supercontinent” within which humans 
interacted, or at least had the physical possibility of inter-
acting, since paleolithic times. As discussed in our Intro-
duction, we refer to this supercontinent as Afroeurasia. For 
periods of world history up to 1500 c.e., we conceive of the 
world as divided into four primary geographical regions: 
Afroeurasia (where the great majority of human beings 
have always lived—about 86 percent today), the Americas 
(North and South together), Australia, and Oceania (the 
Island Pacific). Within these regions, human groups inter-
acted with one another, though with greater or lesser in-
tensity and from different chronological starting points. On 
the other hand, people did not interact, at least not in any 
sustained way, between one of these regions and another 
because wide expanses of ocean and to some extent con-
trasting climatic conditions prevented or discouraged it. For 
periods up to 1500 c.e., therefore, we explore developments 
in these regions in different chapters or sections of chapters, 
even though we also introduce points of historical compar-
ison between one region and another. Starting in the late 
fifteenth century, the four regions began to throw out lines 
of communication to one another, though not all at once. 
The Great World Convergence, as we call it, began when 
sea captains established regular transport routes between 
Afroeurasia and the Americas. For periods after 1500, we 
treat the entire world as a single zone within which human 
interrelations became increasingly complex and large-scale 
developments occurred. From that chronological point to 
the present, all the chapters are global in scope.

Q: How does Panorama cover the significance of 
individuals—both men and women—in the course 
of human history?
A: Panorama endeavors to take full account of the histori-
cal fact that men and women share the planet. Even though 
much of the narrative is not explicitly gender specific, it 
aims to be “gender sensitive.” This has meant repeatedly 
asking ourselves as we move from topic to topic how both 
men and women, whether aristocrats, city workers, peas-
ants, or forager-hunters, acted as agents of change.

In every chapter of this book, the cast of characters is 
necessarily very large. We aim, however, to remind read-
ers of the importance of individuals as agents of change by 
introducing a chapter feature titled “Individuals Matter.” 
It presents a biographical sketch of an individual whose 
life in some way illuminates the period the chapter ad-
dresses. In most cases, this individual is a person of public 

•	 The density of human networks of interchange, includ-
ing movement of people, goods, and ideas

•	 The size of governments and their capacity to manage 
and control people

•	 The technical capabilities of weaponry to kill people 
and destroy property

•	 The size and elaborateness of systems of belief, includ-
ing religions, ethical structures, and philosophies

Throughout the book, we pose the same question in  
different ways: How and why did the world move relent-
lessly toward greater cultural complexity, despite breaks 
and unevenness in that trend, for example, short-term 
drops in global population, periods of economic contrac-
tion, or the disappearance of particular languages and local 
religions?

Q: How did you decide on the topics  
for each chapter?
A: In aiming to write a unified narrative of history, we fol-
lowed the basic principle of bringing to the fore historical 
developments that had (and may still have) an impact on 
relatively large numbers of people, that is, developments 
of large scale. We let these big developments generally de-
termine the chronological frame of each chapter, and we 
investigate them in whatever geographical context seems 
appropriate for clear discussion of their importance. If most 
chapters focus in part on developments in a region, it is be-
cause a development of large-scale significance happened 
or started there in that particular period. For example, we 
devote a primary chapter section to developments in China 
under the Song dynasties of the eleventh and twelfth centu-
ries because China in those centuries generated exuberant 
economic innovation and growth, a phenomenon that had 
effects all across the Eastern Hemisphere.

Q: What is distinctive about Panorama’s 
periodization of the past?
A: As a unified narrative, Panorama proposes a plan for di-
viding the past into specific chunks of time, with the be-
ginnings and endings of those chunks determined by the 
important historical developments that occurred within 
them. Our periodization plan is a single chronology, or time-
line moving from the remote to the recent past. One way that 
Panorama’s periodization differs from the majority of world 
history books is its greater attention to very early human 
history, that is, to the long paleolithic era that preceded the 
coming of agriculture. The whole paleolithic era (old stone 
age), which started perhaps 2.5 million years ago, constitutes 
about 99.6 percent of the history of humankind and its near 
biological ancestors. Attention to early history encourages 
readers to think about how and why humans made radical 
changes in the way they lived—taking up farming, building 
cities, creating mechanized industries, populating the world 
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Q: Is there a theme to your chapter-opening 
vignettes?
A: Yes. A key element of the trend toward greater complex-
ity in world history has been the development of systems 
of communication that have allowed humans to move from 
one place to another and to create networks for exchanging 
ideas and things in increasingly complicated ways and at 
faster and faster speeds. To highlight this aspect of human 
complexity, we open each chapter with a brief story or vi-
gnette that has to do with some kind of communication, 
transport, or movement pertinent to the historical period 
under study. The subjects of these stories range widely from 
camel caravans to the profession of telephone operator.

Q: Is Panorama available as an e-book?
A: Even better—it is available as a SmartBook, which means 
not only that students can read it online, but they can quiz 
themselves after every section. The SmartBook then adapts 
to their response, highlighting areas in the narrative that 
they need to study more.

Q: Are any other digital resources available?
A: Absolutely. The Connect History program offers activities 
with Panorama’s maps, primary sources, key concepts and 
terms, as well as auto-gradable test items and essay questions.

importance, for example, Empress Wu of the Chinese Tang 
dynasty, or Diego Rivera, the twentieth-century Mexican 
artist. In a few chapters, however, the individual is an “or-
dinary” woman or man whose life or deeds illustrate some 
aspect of the period—for example, Ötzi, the ascribed name 
of a neolithic traveler in the Alps, or Olga Lisikova, a Rus-
sian combat pilot in World War II.

Q: Does Panorama incorporate primary sources?
A: Yes. A feature titled “Weighing the Evidence” appears in 
every chapter—and in the accompanying Connect History 
program—offering students an opportunity to critically ex-
amine a piece of historical evidence relating to the chapter 
content. The selection is usually a written document (for ex-
ample, a nineteenth-century Moroccan diplomat’s descrip-
tion of France), though in a few chapters a visual artifact 
(for example, an image of a giant stone head from ancient 
Mexico) is included. In some chapters, we present two 
pieces of evidence to compare with each other. “Weighing 
the Evidence” includes questions that prompt readers to an-
alyze, interpret, and discuss the selection. This feature re-
minds readers that the Panorama narrative rests on the work 
of thousands of professional historians and other scholars 
who have examined, authenticated, and interpreted written 
documents, works of art, fossilized bones, and numerous 
other kinds of primary evidence.

Final Pages
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Panorama’s seven parts correspond to seven 
eras of global history. Within each part, chap-
ters are organized chronologically by consecu-
tive historical periods, never repeating a period 
from different regional or thematic angles. This 
organization gives students the mental scaf-
folding needed to think about the world as a 
whole. Each part-opening spread previews the 
major trends of the global era and includes 
both a time-band placing that period in the 
larger context of world history and a graph 
illustrating the era’s population growth.

Panorama: A New 
View of World History
Panorama presents the big picture: a uni� ed chronological narrative of world history that 
gives students a valuable framework for thinking about the global past.
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Not all empires fell and not all economies went into deep 

recession during these centuries. The armies of Sasanid Per-

sia and the eastern Roman empire held back nomad invaders. 

In South Asia, the kings of the Gupta state united a large part 

of the subcontinent. Several regions, including southern China, 

Southeast Asia, and tropical West Africa, generally escaped 

dismal depressions and continued to prosper, despite regional 

wars and dynastic changes. Long-distance trade on the Inner 

Eurasian silk roads and the chain of seas from China to South-

west Asia fell off, but only the western Mediterranean suffered 

an extended commercial slump.

In the sixth century, the engines of population and economic 

growth began to rev up nearly everywhere in Afroeurasia:

■■ After three and a half centuries of fragmentation, China 
achieved political unification under the Sui and Tang dynasties 
(581–907). This development sparked a new round of technical 
innovation and rapid population growth in the rice-growing 
south.

■■ In South Asia the Gupta empire disintegrated in the mid-
sixth century, but this crisis appears to have had little effect on 
the subcontinent’s swelling production of cotton textiles, pep-
per, and cinnamon, goods that found eager markets across 
Afroeurasia.

■■ In western Africa, merchants who discovered the hardy 
qualities of the dromedary camel set up commercial opera-
tions that connected the Mediterranean lands with West  
Africa. This pioneering enterprise, well under way by the 
seventh century, lubricated the whole Afroeurasian 
exchange system with injections of West African gold.

■■ Assaults of Eurasian nomads on China, India, and 
Southwest Asia tailed off. In the steppes new war-
rior empires arose in the sixth century, but they also 
stabilized political conditions and recharged silk road 
commerce. In the late first millennium, Europe endured 
an incursion of Magyar warriors from the steppes, but 
these intruders settled down quickly.

■■ Finally, invaders from the Arabian Desert, who pro-
claimed Islam as a new universalist religion, politically 
united most of Southwest Asia, a region of agricultural 
and urban productivity that had been divided between 
rival states for nearly a thousand years. The cities of 
Southwest Asia had for millennia funneled commercial 
goods and new ideas along a corridor that connected 
the Mediterranean basin with the whole expanse of Asia 

and eastern Africa. Following unification under Arab leadership, 
that corridor became more animated than ever before. From 
Southwest Asia, Arab soldiers, preachers, and merchants intro-
duced Islam along the routes of conquest and trade. This new 
expression of monotheistic faith drew on the teachings of both 
Judaism and Christianity, and it put great emphasis on social 
cooperation and codes of proper ethical and legal behavior. 
Thus, Islam joined Buddhism and Christianity as a universalist 
faith offering the promise of community harmony and individual 
salvation. Together, these three religions reached just about 
every part of Afroeurasia in the late millennium.

Between 200 and 1000 c.e. migrant farmers, long-distance 

merchants, conquering armies, and wandering missionaries 

brought more of Afroeurasia into a single arena of human inter-

change. This happened without any revolutionary breakthroughs 

in communication and transport technology, though artisans 

and engineers tinkered endlessly with ship designs, navigational 

tools, and more efficient systems of banking and credit. By the 

end of the millennium, signs of new economic growth and so-

cial complexity were abundant. Afroeurasia’s overall population 

climbed nearly back to where it had been eight hundred years 

earlier. Interlinked commercial networks operated across the 

breadth of Afroeurasia. China was moving into an era of unprec-

edented industrial growth. And after suffering a half-millennium 

of chronic disorder, western Europeans were building a new ur-

ban civilization.
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part 3
Shifting Power, Thickening Webs
Afroeurasia, 200–1000 c.e.

I
f in the very long term human history has been a 

story of more and more people sharing the planet, 

while inventing increasingly complex of ways of or-

ganizing themselves, interacting with one another, 

and exploiting the earth’s energy to their own ben-

efit, this trend has not been entirely steady. Within 

the overall movement toward greater complexity, 

there have been cycles in which population has 

declined and recovered, cities have shrunk and flourished again, and 

economies have contracted and expanded. These cycles may be 

merely regional in scope, but they have also had interregional or even 

global dimensions, as we have seen in modern times when business 

recessions reverberate quickly around the world. The three chapters 

in Part 3 encompass approximately eight hundred years in the history 

of Afroeurasia, an era when the demographic and economic trends of the 

previous millennium temporarily slowed down or even reversed themselves, 

before accelerating again at an even faster pace.

The third century c.e., where Part 3 begins, represents a jarring break—in some 

places violent and destructive—in the prevailing pattern of population and economic 

growth. Between about 200 and 600, the Han, Kushana, Parthian, and western Ro-

man empires all collapsed. These upheavals occurred partly in connection with the 

aggressive migrations of peoples from the Inner Eurasian steppes into neighboring 

agrarian lands. Western Europe, North Africa, northern India, and northern China all 

experienced serious economic turmoil. Disease epidemics that swept around the 

Mediterranean rim and across Southwest Asia in the sixth century had similar con-

sequences. Conditions of life in several regions became harsh enough that Afroeur-

asia’s overall population declined by several tens of millions between the third and 

seventh centuries, perhaps the first significant drop since the invention of agriculture.
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merely regional in scope, but they have also had interregional or even 

global dimensions, as we have seen in modern times when business 

recessions reverberate quickly around the world. The three chapters 

in Part 3 encompass approximately eight hundred years in the history 

of Afroeurasia, an era when the demographic and economic trends of the 

previous millennium temporarily slowed down or even reversed themselves, 

before accelerating again at an even faster pace.

The third century c.
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aggressive migrations of peoples from the Inner Eurasian steppes into neighboring 

agrarian lands. Western Europe, North Africa, northern India, and northern China all 

experienced serious economic turmoil. Disease epidemics that swept around the 

Mediterranean rim and across Southwest Asia in the sixth century had similar con

sequences. Conditions of life in several regions became harsh enough that Afroeur

asia’s overall population declined by several tens of millions between the third and 

seventh centuries, perhaps the first significant drop since the invention of agriculture.
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asia’s overall population declined by several tens of millions between the third and 

seventh centuries, perhaps the first significant drop since the invention of agriculture.

A terra-cotta camel and rider from the era of the Tang dynasty in China.
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Panorama’s maps are designed 
for optimal classroom projection 
as well as pedagogical clarity 
(see Map List, pp. xxvii–xxviii). 
Maps titled “A Panoramic View” 
at the beginning of each chapter 
provide a big-picture overview for 
the narrative. Within each chapter, 
additional maps zoom into the 
regional or local level or provide 
other views. Questions for each 
map engage students in thinking 
about geography and history.

Connect History, an online learning tool, offers 28 
interactive maps that actively engage students, 
supporting geographical as well as historical 
thinking. These dynamic maps allow students 
to selectively focus on elements of the map. For 
example, they can examine the spread of specifi c 
crops one at a time, then reconstruct the full global 
process of agricultural diffusion. Other interactive 
maps enable students to analyze periodization, 
comparing changing political boundaries or the 
spread of technology over time.
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MAP 20.1 Major states and colonial territories after the Seven Years’ War (1756–1763).

Empires claimed huge swaths of territory—some in contiguous stretches of land and others overseas. Desire for even more territory and wealth fueled rival-
ries among empires. What aspects of this political map of states after the Seven Years’ War might explain the global nature of that conflict among European 
powers?

A Panoramic View
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military momentum and to protect his position against 
family rivals, he campaigned furiously throughout his 
reign, incorporating the far southwestern region of Yunnan 
into the Yuan state, attacking Burma, and sending naval ex-
peditions against Vietnam and Java. He also asserted Mon-
gol domination over mountainous Korea, where the rulers 
of the Koryo dynasty agreed humbly to pay tribute.

Once Korea was subdued, Kubilai looked east across 
the Korea Strait to Japan, which he and his commanders 
knew to have a prosperous rice economy, numerous towns, 
and busy trade with Chinese ports. In the later thirteenth 

authority. Horse archers had to advance into the subtropical 
south, where open pasture gave way to densely populated 
rice-growing lands and warm-climate diseases took many 
Mongol lives. One by one, however, the invaders captured 
the Song’s stout-walled cities, while defecting Chinese sail-
ors helped the Mongols win naval battles on the southern 
rivers and coasts. The great capital of Hangzhou fell in 1276, 
and the last Song emperor died three years later.

Kubilai Khan, adopting the dynastic name Yuan, mean-
ing “the origin,” united northern and southern China for 
the first time in a century and a half. But partly to keep up 
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MAP 13.2 Mongol states and their neighbors, 1300.

What geographical or ecological features might help account for the Chagatai khanate being the economically weakest of the four great Mongol states?
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Paci� c. In this chapter, we focus on the con� ict’s global di-
mensions, its relationship to industry and technology, and 
its immediate, largely disastrous consequences.

unbearably expensive. Instead, the struggle lasted more 
than four years, took close to sixteen million military and 
civilian lives, aborted global economic growth, and spilled 
from Europe into Africa, Asia, the Americas, and the Island 
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MAP 24.1 States and colonial dependencies, 1910.

On the eve of World War I, western European countries, the United States, and Japan claimed or administered large parts of Africa, Asia, and the Island 
Paci� c. Which countries claimed the largest overseas empires? 
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Individuals Matter spotlights women and men—
some public fi gures, others “ordinary” people—
whose life or deeds capture an aspect of the period. 
These biographies remind readers of the importance 
of individuals as agents of change in world history.

Each chapter offers students the opportunity to 
examine historical evidence through a Weighing the 
Evidence selection. The primary sources in these 
boxed features include public and private documents, 
visual sources, and material artifacts; sometimes two 
sources are presented for comparison. A headnote 
puts the source in context, and a series of questions 
after the source challenges students to think deeply 
and analytically about its signifi cance.
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Weighing THE EVIDENCE

Frantz Fanon on the Shortcomings of the National Bourgeoisie
One of the most influential texts to emerge from colonial independence movements is Frantz Fanon’s The 
Wretched of the Earth. Fanon (1925–1961) came from a middle-class family on the French Caribbean island of 
Martinique. During World War II he went to North Africa to join the Free French resistance against the Ger-
mans. He was wounded in battle and awarded the Croix de Guerre. After the war he studied medicine and 
psychiatry in France. There, he became starkly aware of the limits of social assimilation. Though he had grown 
up in a thoroughly French environment and fought for the country, whites never viewed him as an equal. His 
interest in the psychological effects of colonialism resulted in his first book, Black Skin, White Masks (1952).

In 1953 Fanon accepted a position at an Algerian psychiatric hospital and gave support to FLN revolution-
aries. He became acutely aware, through experiences of his patients, of the violent foundations of French 
colonial rule. In 1956 the French government expelled him from Algeria. He then moved to Tunisia where he 
continued his work on behalf of Algerian independence.

Suffering from terminal leukemia, Fanon wrote The Wretched of the Earth in 1961. The book attracted no-
toriety for its apparent approval of violence as a means to end colonial rule. Fanon recognized, however, that 
both perpetrators and victims of violence can never escape its psychological effects. In subsequent essays 
he explained that revolutionary violence must be short lived, or it will destroy all whom it touches.

In the excerpt below, he discusses how the nation (here referring to a body of people with shared political 
goals) must negotiate the transition from colonialism to independence. Within a general Marxist framework of 
class struggle, Fanon argues that the indigenous colonial bourgeoisie are ill equipped to lead the nation be-
cause they have identified with the values of their capitalist colonial oppressors and lost touch with the masses.

The national middle class which takes over power at the end 
of the colonial regime is an under-developed middle class. It 
has practically no economic power, and in any case it is in no 
way commensurate with the bourgeoisie of the mother coun-
try which it hopes to replace. . . .

Seen through its eyes, its mission has nothing to do with 
transforming the nation; it consists, prosaically, of being the 
transmission line between the nation and a capitalism, ram-
pant though camouflaged, which today puts on the masque of 
neocolonialism. The national bourgeoisie will be quite content 
with the role of the Western bourgeoisie’s business agent, and 
it will play its part without any complexes in a most dignified 
manner. But this same lucrative role, this cheap-jack’s func-
tion, this meanness of outlook and this absence of all ambition 
symbolize the incapability of the national middle class to fulfill 
its historic role of bourgeoisie. Here, the dynamic, pioneer as-
pect, the characteristics of the inventor and of the discoverer 
of new worlds which are found in all national bourgeoisies are 
lamentably absent. In the colonial countries, the spirit of in-
dulgence is dominant at the core of the bourgeoisie; and this 
is because the national bourgeoisie identifies itself with the 
Western bourgeoisie, from whom it has learnt its lessons. It 
follows the Western bourgeoisie along its path of negation and 
decadence without ever having emulated it in its first stages 
of exploration and invention, stages which are an acquisition 
of that Western bourgeoisie whatever the circumstances. . . .  
The national bourgeoisie will be greatly helped on its way to-
wards decadence by the Western bourgeoisies, who come to 

it as tourists avid for the exotic, for big-game hunting and for 
casinos. . . . Because it is bereft of ideas, because it lives to 
itself and cuts itself off from the people, undermined by its 
hereditary incapacity to think in terms of all the problems of 
the nation as seen from the point of view of the whole of that 
nation, the national middle class will have nothing better to do 
than to take on the role of manager for Western enterprise, and 
it will in practice set up its country as the brothel of Europe. . . .

If you really wish your country to avoid regression, or at best 
halts and uncertainties, a rapid step must be taken from na-
tional consciousness to political and social consciousness. . . . 
The battle-line against hunger, against ignorance, against pov-
erty and against unawareness ought to be ever present in the 
muscles and the intelligences of men and women. . . . There 
must be an economic program; there must also be a doctrine 
concerning the division of wealth and social relations. . . . It 
is only when men and women are included on a vast scale in 
enlightened and fruitful work that form and body are given to 
that consciousness. . . . The living expression of the nation is 
the moving consciousness of the whole of the people; it is the 
coherent, enlightened action of men and women. . . . No leader, 
however valuable he may be, can substitute himself for the 
popular will; and the national government, before concerning 
itself about international prestige, ought first to give back their 
dignity to all citizens.

Source: Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. Constance Farrington 
(New York: Grove Press, 1965), 149, 152–154, 203–205.

Thinking Critically
Why, in Fanon’s view, does the national middle class feel a stronger relationship to the colonizer than it does to others in 
its own country? What do you think Fanon means by saying that the middle class will turn its country into the “brothel of 
Europe”? What do you think he means by the term “neocolonialism”? What problems must a new nation first address to 
ensure its viability? From this selection, what can you infer about Fanon’s views of those taking power in newly indepen-
dent countries? In what ways, if any, does the selection reveal the influence of Marxism on Fanon’s thought?
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Public life in Hellenistic cities was as patriarchal, that is, 
as dominated by males, as it generally was in urban societies 
throughout Afroeurasia. We have some evidence, however, 
that in the bustling, impersonal climate of the larger cities, 
upper-class women had somewhat wider scope to pursue 
private interests than they had in fifth-century  b.c.e. Ath-
ens, where a tight guard of male relatives kept them close 

families that lived there adopted an elegant part-Greek, 
part-Egyptian lifestyle. The city also attracted a large, multi-
ethnic merchant population that made money supplying 
luxuries to the ruling class. The Hellenistic elite liked to 
think of the city as a kind of outpost of the Greek Aegean, 
not really in Egypt but merely next to it. Actually, native 
Egyptians made up the great majority of the population.

Coruler, high priestess, and goddess, 
Queen Arsinoe II (316–270  b.c.e.) was 
one of the most powerful royal women in 
Egypt’s long dynastic history. Her father 

was the Macedonian general Ptol-
emy I, who founded the Ptolemaic 
dynasty following the death of Alex-
ander the Great. About 300 b.c.e., 
when Arsinoe was fifteen or six-
teen years old, her father arranged 
her marriage, an entirely political 
transaction, to Lysimachus, the 
 sixty-one-year-old king who ruled 
territory on either side of the Bospo-
rus Strait. The couple had three sons 
in rapid succession, but Agathocles, 
a child from Lysimachus’s previous 
marriage, stood ahead of them in the 
line of royal succession. To improve 

her sons’ political positions, as well as 
her own, Arsinoe accused Agathocles 

of plotting to kill his father. Consequently, 
Lysimachus ordered him executed, a vile 
act that triggered violent uprisings. In 
281 b.c.e., less than a year after the mur-
der, the elderly Lysimachus died in battle 
against Seleucus, ruler of the Seleucid 
empire of Persia.

When she lost her husband, Arsinoe 
fled to Macedonia. Once there, she soon 
accepted a second marriage, this time to 
her own half-brother Ptolemy Keraunos. 
Greeks generally regarded marriage be-
tween siblings as indecent, but Arsinoe 

and her new spouse took their cue from 
Egypt, where such royal unions were 

customary. Ptolemy Keraunos had 

seized part of the dead Lysimachus’s territories, and he as-
sured Arsinoe that he would place her sons back in the line 
of succession as his adopted heirs. He deceived her, how-
ever, and fearing these sons as potential threats to his power, 
murdered the two younger boys, while the eldest escaped. 
Arsinoe fled once again, this time back to Egypt and the pro-
tection of her full brother Ptolemy II (r. 282–246  b.c.e.), who 
was by this time Egypt’s king.

Arsinoe lost no time getting back on her feet and maneu-
vering for power. She persuaded Ptolemy II that his wife was 
plotting against him and deserved to be sent into exile. Ptol-
emy not only complied but also made Arsinoe his new queen. 
The evidence from surviving texts and images demonstrates 
convincingly that, although she lived only for another five or 
six years, she enjoyed equality with her husband-brother as 
co ruler and may have governed more energetically than he 
did. Historians think she may have helped design the strategy 
that led to Egypt’s victory in a war against the Seleucids for 
control of territory in Syria. She may also have supervised a 
major expansion of the Egyptian navy. She appears with her 
brother on some coins of the period but alone on others, im-
plying her commanding status.

In the years leading to her death in 270 b.c.e. at about the 
age of forty-five, Arsinoe became not only priestess of her 
own cult, a typical practice among Egyptian rulers, but also a 
goddess, worshiped warmly during her own lifetime and for a 
long time after. A grand shrine was dedicated to her in Alex-
andria, and towns were named after her in Greece.

Historians, both ancient and modern, have often repre-
sented Arsinoe as conniving and power hungry, though these 
qualities were hardly rare among monarchs of the Hellenistic 
centuries. She doubtless exercised great political influence 
during her brief reign, and she offered a model for ambitious 
Ptolemaic queens that followed her. For example, Cleopatra VII 
(r. 51–30 b.c.e.), the last of the Ptolemaic rulers, adopted Arsi-
noe’s crown as her own.

Thinking Critically
What political advantages might Arsinoe have gained by 
encouraging her subjects to worship her as a deity while she 
shared the throne with her brother?

Queen Arsinoe II: Ruler of Ptolemaic Egypt

Individuals MATTER

Coruler, high priestess, and goddess, 
Queen Arsinoe II (316–270 
one of the most powerful royal women in 
Egypt’s long dynastic history. Her father 

her sons’ political positions, as well as 
her own, Arsinoe accused Agathocles 

of plotting to kill his father. Consequently, 
Lysimachus ordered him executed, a vile 
act that triggered violent uprisings. In 
281 
der, the elderly Lysimachus died in battle 
against Seleucus, ruler of the Seleucid 
empire of Persia.

When she lost her husband, Arsinoe 
fled to Macedonia. Once there, she soon 
accepted a second marriage, this time to 
her own half-brother Ptolemy Keraunos. 
Greeks generally regarded marriage be
tween siblings as indecent, but Arsinoe 

and her new spouse took their cue from 
Egypt, where such royal unions were 

Queen Arsinoe II: Ruler of Ptolemaic Egypt

Arsinoe II strikes a characteristically 
Egyptian pose, but she sports a Greek 
hairstyle.
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Change over Time chronologies help 
students review each chapter’s signifi cant 
events.
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Please see end of chapter reference section for additional reading suggestions related to this chapter.

Change over Time

1582 Confucian scholars encounter Catholic Christian missionaries in China.

1632 Galileo Galilei offers proof of heliocentric theory of planetary motion.

1639 Russian explorers advancing across Siberia reach the Pacific.

1642–1660 The English Civil War involves temporary abolition of monarchy.

1643–1715 Louis XIV rules France, promoting absolutist principles.

1644 The Qing dynasty comes to power in China, replacing the Ming dynasty.

1648 The Peace of Westphalia proposes principles to guide international relations in Europe.

1652 Khoisan peoples of South Africa encounter Dutch East India Company (VOC) colonizers.

1654–1722 The Kangxi emperor expands China’s land frontiers.

1675–1676 Native Americans unsuccessfully rebel against settlers in Massachusetts Bay Colony.

1682–1725 Peter the Great transforms Russia into a major European power.

1687 Isaac Newton publishes The Principia, detailing laws of gravity and motion.

1688 The Glorious Revolution in Britain limits the monarchy’s power.

1689 China and Russia settle land frontier disputes with the Treaty of Nerchinsk.

1690 John Locke publishes Two Treatises of Government, criticizing absolutist government.

1690s The Austrian Habsburg empire drives Ottoman forces out of Hungary.

1701–1714
The War of the Spanish Succession drains economies of western European states, 
especially France.

1713–1740 Frederick William I consolidates power in Prussia.

1792
Mary Wollstonecraft publishes A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, arguing for equal 
education for women.

Early 1800s The Spanish American empire reaches its greatest territorial extent.

Revised Pages

Focus questions at the begin-
ning of each major section help 
students focus their reading.

Key terms are defi ned in the margins as well 
as in the glossary. They are also listed with 
other study terms at the end of each chapter.
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the following millennium or two lie along an arc of high 
country in Southwest Asia, the region traditionally known 
as the Fertile Crescent.

Early Farming and the Big Thaw
Ten thousand years ago the world had around six million 
people scattered across Afroeurasia, Australia, and the 
Americas. Paleolithic bands lived with danger and inse-
curity, and most people probably died before they reached 
forty. Nevertheless, foragers ensured themselves of a plen-
tiful, varied food supply, at least much of the time, and 
they had shorter daily working hours than most humans 
have enjoyed since farming societies arose. They sheltered 
themselves adequately in a wide range of climates, and 
they shared in a rich social and ceremonial life. Why, then, 
should some groups in certain places take up a strangely 
different way of life, one that involved hoeing crops in the 
hot sun, milking animals every day, living in cramped vil-
lages, and perhaps handing part of their food supply to lo-
cal chiefs? Certainly no paleolithic woman suddenly got a 
flash of brilliance and said to her friends, “Why don’t we 
plant these seeds, care for the young plants, and harvest 
the food when it’s ripe?” Rather, farming evolved as many 
small groups made small decisions and alterations, many 
of them unconscious and 
unintentional. An agricul-
tural revolution occurred, 
but humankind backed 
into it.

Scholars generally agree 
that early farming was con-
nected in complicated ways to the onset of the Holocene, 
the global climatic warming cycle that fully set in after 
about 9600 b.c.e. and that continues today. During the tran-
sition from the Pleistocene to the Holocene era, global tem-
peratures increased by fractions of degrees over centuries. 

The Coming of Farmers:  
A Peculiar Event

FOCUS Why did humans in several parts of the world 
take up farming, given that our species had survived 
without it for 200,000 years?

The activity we call farming refers specifically to the tech-
nical process of producing food in a systematic way by plant-
ing, tending, and harvesting edible plants and by grazing 
domesticated animals on pasture. These new methods 
allowed humans to capture and consume much more of 
the sun’s energy, the source of all plant life, than in earlier 
times. But coaxing food energy and surplus wealth from 
the soil involved more than tools and techniques. Woven 
into the activity are social habits, moral rules, and super-
natural beliefs. Until the start of the industrial age barely 

more than 200 years ago, 
all complex societies were 
agrarian societies, based 
on farming as the primary 
way of life. And like the 
earlier colonization of the 
world, farming emerged as 

a consequence of human beings making countless everyday 
decisions century after century, though no one at the time 
could see where these experiments might be taking our 
species.

The current state of archeological evidence points to 
Southwest Asia as the site of the earliest communities that 
grew cereals, especially wheat, barley, and rye, as well as 
lentils, chickpeas (garbanzo beans), and a few other le-
gumes. At Abu Hureyra (A-boo hoo-RAIR-a) on the Eu-
phrates River in north central Syria, archaeologists have 
found large, plump seeds of domesticated rye that date to 
about 12,000 years ago—the oldest known trace of farming 
in the world. Other agrarian settlements that emerged in 

Warmer

Cooler

Younger 
Dryas

20 16 8 4

PresentThousands of years ago

20,000 years ago
glacial maximum

8500 B.C.E.
Southwest Asia  Wheat

7200 B.C.E.
Southeast Asia  Rice

7000 B.C.E.
Mesoamerica  Maize
Africa  Sorghum

12Pleistocene Holocene

Global temperature change and early farming. The Pleistocene was the long geological era characterized by cycles of climatic cooling and warming. 
The Holocene is the recent warming, or interglacial, era. The Younger Dryas was a temporary period of colder temperatures lasting about 1,200 years. 
Does the chronological match between rising global temperature and evidence of agriculture necessarily mean that global warming caused people to 
take up farming?

agrarian society A society 
in which agriculture, including 

both crop production and  
animal breeding, is the foun

dation of both subsistence  
and surplus wealth.

agricultural revolution  
The transition from collecting 
food in the wild to domesticat
ing and producing particular 
plants and animals for human 
consumption.
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CourseSmart e-books
CourseSmart offers thousands of the most commonly 
 adopted textbooks across hundreds of courses from a vari-
ety of higher education publishers. It is the only place for 
faculty to review and compare the full text of a textbook on-
line, providing immediate access without the environmental 
impact of requesting a printed exam copy. At Course Smart, 
students can save up to 50 percent off the cost of a printed 
book, and gain access to powerful web tools for learning, in-
cluding full text search, notes and highlighting, and e-mail 
tools for sharing notes among classmates. Learn more at 
www.coursesmart.com.

McGraw-Hill Campus
McGraw-Hill Campus is the fi rst-of-its-kind institutional 
service providing faculty with true single sign-on access 
to all of McGraw-Hill’s course content, digital tools, and 
other high-quality learning resources from any learning 
management system (LMS). This innovative offering al-
lows for secure and deep integration and seamless access to 
any of our course solutions such as McGraw-Hill Connect, 
McGraw-Hill Create, McGraw-Hill LearnSmart, or Tegrity. 
McGraw-Hill Campus includes access to our entire content 
library, including e-books, assessment tools, presentation 
slides, and multimedia content, among other resources, 
providing faculty open and unlimited access to prepare for 
class, create tests and quizzes, develop lecture material, in-
tegrate interactive content, and much more.

More Primary Sources 
in Create
The World History Document Collection in McGraw-Hill’s 
Create (www.mcgrawhillcreate.com) allows you to choose 
from over 100 primary and secondary sources—each with 
a headnote and questions—that can be added to your print 
text. Create also allows you to rearrange or omit chapters, 
combine material from other sources, and/or upload your 
syllabus or any other content you have written to make the 
perfect resources for your students. You can search thou-
sands of leading McGraw-Hill textbooks to fi nd the best 
content for your students, then arrange it to fi t your teach-
ing style. When you order a Create book, you receive a com-
plimentary review copy in three to fi ve business days or an 
electronic copy (eComp) via e-mail in about an hour. Reg-
ister today at www.mcgrawhillcreate.com and craft your 
course resources to match the way you teach.

Instructor Resources on 
the Online Learning Center
The Online Learning Center for Panorama at www.mhhe
.com/panorama1e contains a wealth of instructor resources, 
including an Instructor’s Manual, Test Bank, and Power-
Point presentations for each chapter. All maps and most 
images from the print text are included. A computerized 
test bank powered by McGraw-Hill’s EZ Test allows you 
to quickly create a customized exam using the publisher’s 
supplied test questions or add your own. You decide on the 
number, type, and order of test questions with a few simple 
clicks. EZ Test runs on your computer without a connection 
to the Internet.

Instructor Resources for 
Panorama: A World History
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6.4 The Hellenistic world and the Maurya empire, 

ca. 300–200 b.c.e.
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7.2 Roman imperial expansion, to 300 c.e.
7.3 The Qin and Han empires
7.4 The states of Kush and Axum
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8.1 Major agrarian societies in the Americas, 
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8.2 Major states in Mesoamerica, 500 b.c.e.–800 c.e.
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erectus
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2.4 Egypt from 3000 to 1000 b.c.e.
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nean, third millennium b.c.e.
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3.2 Spread of Indo-European languages
3.3 Major states of the eastern Mediterranean in the sec-

ond millennium b.c.e.
3.4 Mycenaean centers, second millennium b.c.e.
3.5 Diffusion of grain farming in the Afroeurasian tropi-
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4.1 The Americas, Australia, and the Pacifi c basin, 

to 500 b.c.e.
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4.3 Olmec civilization in Mesoamerica
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North America
4.5 Settlement in Australia and Oceania to 1000 b.c.e.
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region, 1000–600 b.c.e.
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List of Maps

Final Pages

dun82328_FM_i-xxxii.indd   25 11/21/13   6:51 AM



xxvi  List of Maps

15.1 Spread of the plague pandemic (Black Death), 
1330–1355

15.2 The empire of Timur in 1404
15.3 The Zheng He expeditions, 1405–1433
15.4 Europe in 1455

14.1 The Americas, tenth through thirteenth centuries
14.2 Major mounds and earthworks in North America  

to the fifteenth century
14.3 The roads from Chaco Canyon
14.4 Growth of the Aztec empire
14.5 Growth of the Inca empire

dun82328_FM_i-xxxii.indd   26 11/21/13   6:51 AM



1S
N
1L

DF Acknowledgments  xxvii

pioneers who, knowingly or not, have shaped my entire 
teaching and scholarly career. I also thank the members of 
the San Diego State University history department who en-
couraged me to introduce a world history course in a decade 
when deep specialization was the prime qualifi cation for 
academic success. I remember fondly the band of instruc-
tors that fi rst team-taught world history at SDSU (Neil Hey-
man, William D. Philips, Charles D. Smith, Ray Smith, and 
Frank Stites). And I appreciate and admire the commitment 
several members of the department have made, notably un-
der the leadership of Harry McDean and Joanne Ferraro, to 
perpetuate SDSU’s reputation as a center of innovation in 
global, cross-cultural, and comparative history.

Then there are those colleagues and friends who have 
profoundly infl uenced the conceptual foundations of this 
book by simply feeding me intellectually, and often mor-
ally, as I have listened to their lectures and papers, chat-
ted and e-mailed with them, visited their universities and 
homes, and shared good times. Among many others, these 
long-time friends and mentors include Terry Burke, David 
Christian, Bob Bain, Stan Burstein, Bill Cheek, Julia Clancy- 
Smith, the late Jerry Bentley, Susan Douglass, Tim Keirn, 
Paul Keeler, Howard Kushner, Craig Lockard, Patrick Man-
ning, Gary Nash, Kevin Reilly, Linda Symcox, John Voll, and 
Merry Wiesner-Hanks.

The year after I started teaching at SDSU, I married 
Jeanne Mueller Dunn. My partnership with this remark-
able, compassionate, and aesthetically gifted woman has 
moved into its fi fth decade. I could not have written this 
book without her. Nor would I have undertaken it without 
the steadfast love and support of our daughters, Jordan and 
Jocelyn, and their wonderful families.

Laura Mitchell writes:
I have been lucky beyond measure to have joined two his-
tory departments that value world history as intellectual 
inquiry in its own right, and not just as a challenging teach-
ing opportunity. My colleagues, fi rst at the University of 
Texas in San Antonio and, since 2002, at the University of 
California, Irvine, have been a consistent source of support, 
knowledge both arcane and general, inspiration, and good 
humor.

The University of California Multi-Campus Research 
Group in World History, spearheaded by Ken Pomeranz 
and Terry Burke, enabled me to build on my foundation 
as an Africanist. The collegiality and experimentation of 

We undertook to write Panorama out of a conviction that we 
must construct holistic, integrated, earth-scale accounts of 
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Introduction

The Earth:  
World History’s Theater

M
ost of us spend our typical days (when not staring at cell phones or computer 
screens) in the company of friends, family, or work and school associates. But 
we are also connected, often unconsciously, to numerous other networks of 
human relationships that affect the course of daily life. Some of these “commu-
nities” may be fleeting (passengers sharing an airplane flying at 30,000 feet), 
and some may be very large (all members of the Greek Orthodox Church). 
No individual anywhere in the world is truly isolated from global relationships, 
not hunters in the Amazon rainforest, not peasants in high Himalayan valleys.

The global nature of change is not simply a matter of one event there (war 
in the Middle East) affecting some condition of life here (a rise in the price of 

A composite satellite view of the earth at night.
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gas). Nor is it just that products or ideas spread quickly from 
one place to another. The most striking feature of global in-
teraction is that a significant development occurring in one 
place is likely to set off a complex chain reaction, disrupting 
and rearranging numerous relationships over an extensive 
area. A surge of change in one network of relationships, in-
ternational trade for example, easily sparks changes in other 
networks, such as diplomatic negotiations or the migration 
of workers from one country to another.

As individuals we carry on our daily routines right in the 
midst of this tumultuous restructuring. We are shielded to 
some extent from its more jarring effects by our cultural and 
social bonds, some of them new, some long tested. Even 
so, all aspects of life are subject to disturbance and revision. 
The “cultures” that we like to think of as solid and enduring 
are themselves undergoing ceaseless change.

For how long have peoples of the world been intercon-
nected? Since the Industrial Revolution? Since World War II? 
A better question might be: How far back in time would we 
have to go to find a world divided into a collection of separate, 
self-contained societies, each moving through time along 
its own track, and unresponsive to wider regional develop-
ments? The answer is that we could cast back hundreds of 
thousands of years and still not find a world of completely 
atomized societies. Indeed, the earliest history of humankind 
is a story of long-distance migrations of hunting and foraging 
bands to all the world’s land masses, a process that involved 
interaction between one group and another and therefore at 
least small disruptions and surprises wherever such contact 
occurred. In a sweeping way, then, the history of humanity 
from remote times is a tale of how groups of men and women 
connected with one another and how those interactions af-
fected and complicated the lives people lived in different 
parts of the earth. This challenges us to rethink humanity’s 
history in a more holistic, interconnected way, history that is 
not only the stories of different nations, civilizations, and re-
gions but also a single story of the species and its develop-
ment on the spherical earth over the past few million years. 
Indeed, the history of humankind and the planet are inextri-
cably connected.

We may find it easier to think about human history on a 
large scale and over the very long term if at the outset we 
have some familiarity with the planet’s geographical “per-
sonality,” that is, its major land masses, oceans, and large 
topographical and climatological features. If we consider the 
whole sphere as the primary “place” where history has un-
folded, and keep that context in mind as we investigate the 
past, we may better grasp the location of particular places 
and peoples in relation to one another. We may also better 

equip ourselves to make historical connections between 
one place or group of people and another, to compare his-
torical developments in different places, and to understand 
large-scale developments that cut across the conventional 
borders between states, cultural groups, or civilizations.

Chapter Outline

THE BIG LAND MASSES:  
THE MAIN STAGE OF HISTORY
Moving Land Masses
Seven Continents, or Only Five? 

AFROEURASIA
The Great Arid Zone
The Tropical Belt
The Northern Latitudes of Temperate Climate
Afroeurasia’s Mountain Spine
The Eleven Seas
Rivers 

AUSTRALIA 

NORTH AND SOUTH AMERICA
Connecting the Americas
The Americas’ Long Cordillera
Rivers and Seas 

THE OCEANS 
 
 
 

• • •
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The Big Land Masses: 
The Main Stage of History
Most of us think of the earth’s surface as the two- 
dimensional space where ground meets sky. In fact the hu-
man drama has unfolded on a stage that has depth as well 

as length and width. This 
is the biosphere, the zone 
that shelters all life-forms, 
including human beings. 

The biosphere may be visualized as constituting three lay-
ers, each one making up part of the whole. On top, as it were, 
is the atmosphere. About 78 percent of this layer of gasses 
is nitrogen and about 21 percent oxygen, the substance hu-
mans and other higher life-forms need to survive. Second 
is the hydrosphere, the watery realm, about 97  percent of 
which is the oceans. Third is the lithosphere, that is, the 
solid earth, or outer crust of sand, soil, rock, and fossilized 
organic matter that we recognize as coal, oil, and natural 
gas. Humans depend for survival on the stability of the bio-
sphere and live in relationship to its sun- powered  cycles—
photosynthesis, wind, and the evaporation and condensa-
tion of water. Our species has a genetic relationship to all 
living organisms, sharing, for example, a signifi cant por-
tion of our genes with the banana. In short, the arena of his-
tory is not just Asia, England, or the Aztec empire, but the 
“green skin” that envelops the earth.

For thousands of years, humans have known how to 
move across water, which covers about 71 percent of the 
planet, in various types of boats. Recently, we have mas-
tered air travel and even ventured beyond the atmosphere 
into space. Nevertheless, our history has played itself out 
mostly on the surface of the lithosphere, the rocky earth, 
which we see on the globe as chunks of land, some enor-
mous and some small.

Moving Land Masses
The science of tectonics tells us that the lithosphere is an 
interlocking puzzle board of sections, or plates. Heat and 
turbulence in the softer part of the earth’s mantle below 
the lithosphere cause these plates to move. Sometimes they 

drift apart, sometimes they 
converge. The seams be-
tween the tectonic plates,
which for the most part 
lie along the fl oors of the 
oceans, are places of volca-

nic activity and earthquakes. The movement of the plates 
relative to each other changes the shape and position of the 
land masses. This phenomenon happens of course in geo-
logical time, at the rate of not more than a few centimeters 
a year.

About 200 million years ago, one giant land mass, the 
continent geologists call Pangaea, dominated the earth. 
Over the succeeding tens of millions of years, it slowly broke 

into segments along several lines of seismic upheaval. First it 
split into two supercontinents, then into several. India, once 
part of the continent called Gondwanaland, broke off to 
glide relentlessly northward. It rammed into Eurasia about 
30 million years ago, the collision buckling the earth to form 
the Himalaya Mountains. Because the process of continen-
tal drift continues, the land mass confi guration that has en-
dured for the past 20 million years or so is only temporary. 
Africa is heading toward Europe, eventually to close off the 
Strait of Gibraltar and transform the Mediterranean into an 
inland sea. Coastal California, part of the Northern Pacifi c 
Plate, pushes northward and, to the possible satisfaction of 
some New Yorkers, might someday separate itself from the 
rest of North America.

More than 200 million years ago

Pangaea

Laurasia

180 million years ago

65 million years ago

Present

Gondwanaland

Changes in the earth’s plate structure. The land masses that humans 
inhabit sit atop tectonic plates that are continually in motion. Satellite 
imagery can accurately detect the tiny distances that continents move in 
a year’s time. On the scale of hundreds of millions of years, patterns of 
continental drift have affected the ways living species have evolved.

tectonic plates Irregular 
blocks of solid rock that make 

up the earth’s lithosphere 
and that constantly shift and 

change shape.

biosphere The zone of the 
earth that can support life.
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Seven Continents, or Only Five?
Schoolbooks still teach that there are seven primary land 
masses, or continents: Africa, Antarctica, Asia, Australia, 
Europe, North America, and South America. In our view 
this convention needs rethinking. If we accept even a loose 
physical defi nition of a continent as a distinct land mass 
surrounded, or nearly so, by water, Europe and Asia do not 
separately qualify. No signifi cant waterway or other par-
tition divides the eastern side of Europe from the western 
side of Asia. Rather, the two places constitute, and have 
constituted for millions of years, a single great land mass. 
A little more than a century ago, scholars named this land 
mass Eurasia. Since then, many have recognized that the 
standard physical defi nition of a continent properly applies 
to it. Logically, then, Europe is a long peninsula at the far 
western end of Eurasia, that is, a subcontinent roughly com-
parable to South Asia (Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan), a 
peninsula that juts south.

The precept that Europe is a continent goes back to the 
ancient Greeks, whose world centered on the Aegean Sea in 
the eastern Mediterranean basin. They conceived the planet 
as made up of three parts: Europe was the territory generally 
north and west of the Aegean Sea (including the Republic of 
Greece today), Asia was all land to the east and southeast, 
and Africa (called Libya) lay south and southwest. 

In the Middle Ages, European scholars perpetuated the 
Greeks’ three-part scheme, though recognizing that these 
territories were much larger than the Greeks had known 
them to be. Europeans came to identify their region with 
“Christendom,” the land where most Christians lived, and 
they defi ned Asia and Africa as the continents inhabited 

mainly by people who were not Christians. Therefore, re-
ligion, not an ocean or a sea, separated Europe from Asia. 
This was one way to defi ne what continents were, but this 
defi nition was based predominantly on cultural, not physical
distinctions.

But where exactly did Europe leave off and Asia start? 
In the eighteenth century, a Swedish military offi cer who 
traveled to Siberia proposed the Ural Mountains of Russia 
as a suitable continental boundary.1 Debates over the proper 
dividing line continued, but gradually European schol-
ars came to accept the Urals as a “natural” partition, even 
though those round-topped mountains rise no higher than 
about six thousand feet and have no compelling signifi -
cance as a topographical, cultural, or historical boundary. 
The same may be said of the Bosporus and Dardanelles, the 
two straits that connect the Mediterranean with the Black 
Sea and that have served conveniently to demarcate Europe 
from Asia. But those straits have hardly ever impeded the 
fl ow of history, and today one can drive from “Europe” to 
“Asia” on either of two bridges across the Bosporus. Yet de-
spite the obvious artifi ciality of the markers, the doctrine of 
European continent-hood has persisted. European nations 
came to dominate much of the world militarily and eco-
nomically in the later nineteenth century. To them, the idea 
of Europe as a primary world region seemed more natural 
than ever.

One standard map of the world has reinforced this idea. 
In 1569, Gerardus Mercator, a Flemish cartographer, devised 
a fl at projection of the world as an aid to sea captains: A 
straight line drawn between any two points on the map rep-
resents a constant true compass bearing. The Mercator map 
of the world, which until recently served as the standard 

An ancient Greek map of the world. 
Hecateus of Miletus, a Greek scholar 
of the fi fth century B.C.E., conceived 
of this circular map of the world. 
Why do you think Hecateus 
located the Mediterranean Sea 
at the center of the map?

Final Pages

dun07046_Intro_001-017.indd   5 11/5/13   7:25 AM



1S
N
1L

DF 6  Introduction | The Earth: World History’s Theater 

projection, makes Europe look much bigger than it actually is 
relative to regions that lie farther south. This is because this 
projection severely distorts the size of land masses toward 

the poles, so that territories 
at far northern or far south-
ern latitudes appear much 
larger than they actually 
are relative to lands nearer 
the equator. Consequently, 
Europe, from the southern 

end of Greece to the northern tip of Norway, looks much big-
ger relative to South America, Africa, or the Indian subconti-
nent, for example, than it really is on the round globe.

Mercator maps also sometimes situate Europe in the cen-
ter of the flat map relative to all four of its edges. That con-
figuration requires pushing the equator to the lower third 
of the map, which falsely compresses the size of lands in the 
Southern Hemisphere relative to Europe and the rest of the 
Northern Hemisphere. Looming as large and conspicuous 
as it does on this projection, Europe appears as though it 
might deserve membership in the club of continents.

All flat map projections distort size, shape, distance, or 
direction in some way because the surface of the earth is not 
flat but curved. Accuracy of all these elements requires a 
globe, an object impossible to reproduce on a book page. 
Since the eighteenth century, cartographers have been pub-
lishing various equal area maps that rectified Mercator’s 
size perversions. Projections in wide use today, such as Rob-
inson maps, make agreeable compromises between shape 
and volume of land areas, though they may still somewhat 
exaggerate size near the poles (see Map I.1).

Afroeurasia
Accepting the idea of Europe as an integral part of geophys-
ical Eurasia, students of global history should find it easier 
to conceive visually of that entire land mass from the North 

Atlantic to the North Pacific as a continuous stretch of ter-
ritory within which humans have lived, migrated, fought, 
and traded for many thousands of years. But what about Af-
rica? Because it is separated from Eurasia only by the Med-
iterranean and the Red Seas, it qualifies as a continent by 
the conventional definition, though barely. Africa also rests 
on one of the large sections of the lithosphere known as the 
African Plate. Is it possible, nevertheless, to conceive of Eur-
asia and Africa together as constituting one continent? Look 
at Map I.2. Cover up the Mediterranean Sea with the thumb 
of your left hand and place the index finger of your right 
hand over the Red Sea. Notice that with those two seas cov-
ered, it is not hard to see Eurasia and Africa together as a 
single land mass, and one much bigger than Eurasia alone. 
Compared to the Atlantic or the Pacific Ocean, the Medi-
terranean and the Red Seas are merely “lakes.” Humans 
have been shuttling routinely back and forth across them 
for thousands of years. And it is worth noting that one can 
walk from Africa to Eurasia by crossing the Sinai Peninsula 
and one of the bridges that spans the Suez Canal.

Because of regular interaction among peoples living 
around the rims of the Mediterranean and the Red Seas, 
historical developments in Africa, Asia, and Europe have 
been intertwined far more intensely than the conventional 
continental divisions would encourage us to think. In other 
words, an integrated approach to world history demands 
that we visualize not only Eurasia as a whole but Africa and 
Eurasia together (plus adjacent islands or island groups like 
Japan, the Philippines, and Britain) as a single space within 
which important historical developments have taken place 
from very early times.

In fact, ancient scholars had no trouble imagining Africa, 
Asia, and Europe together as constituting a larger inter-
connected whole. The Romans called it the Orbis Terrarum, 
or “the circle of the world.” However, the three-continents 
scheme, a product of human invention to start with, has be-
come so standardized in schoolbooks as the “right” way to 

latitude The imaginary east–
west lines that circle the earth 

and that indicate distance  
in degrees north and south 

of the equator, which has the 
value of 0 degrees.

MAP I.1 From left to right: Mercator, Gall-Peters, and Robinson map projections.

The sixteenth-century Mercator world map, which severely distorts the relative size of land masses, was used in school rooms for centuries. In 1973, Arno 
Peters published an equal area map of the world. It represents the relative size of land areas accurately but distorts their shapes. The Robinson projection, 
devised in the 1960s, attempts to strike a balance between size and shape distortions. Peters aimed deliberately to correct what he regarded as the Euro-
centric bias of the Mercator projection. How do you think the Gall-Peters map accomplishes that aim?
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see the world that modern geographers have never settled 
on a label for all of Africa and Eurasia together. In the six-
teenth century the term “Old World” appeared in European 
languages to distinguish the land masses of the Eastern 
Hemisphere from the “New World,” that is, the Americas. 
These terms, however, are vulnerable to criticism because 
the Americas were only “new” to the Europeans who first 
visited them, not to the people who had been living there for 
thousands of years. In this book we adopt the single word 

Afro eurasia to express the 
continuum of lands com-
prising Africa and Eurasia. 
It will serve as a convenient 
geographical tool for dis-

cussing large-scale historical developments that cut across 
the conventionally defined continental boundaries.

Afroeurasia takes up nearly 60 percent of the surface of 
the earth that is not water. This land mass is not only the big-
gest one on the planet, it is also where the human species 

first evolved (as far as we know), and it has historically been 
home to most of the humans who have ever lived. Today, 
about 86 percent of the globe’s population inhabits Afroeur-
asia. To understand the patterns of migration, settlement, 
exchange, and conquest that unfolded on this land mass, it 
helps to know its broad physical and climatological features.

The Great Arid Zone
A large part of the Afroeurasian land mass is a belt of dry 
or semidry country that 
extends all the way from 
the Atlantic coast of Africa 
in a generally northeast-
erly direction to the north-
ern interior of China. This 
enormous tract, which we 
refer to as the Great Arid 
Zone, comprises a chain of 

Equator

Tropic of Capricorn

Tropic of Cancer

60°E30°E 120°E 150°E

0°

30°S

30°N

60°N

0°

G O B I
D E S E R T

Sinai
Pen.

SYRIAN
DESERT

GREAT
INDIAN
DESERT

TAKLAMAKAN

DESERT

S U B - S A H A R A N
A F R I C A

ARABIAN
DESERT

IRANIAN
PLATEAU

H

I M
A L A Y A S

HINDU

KUSH

U
R

A
L

 M
O

U
N

T
A

IN
S

A L P S

ATLAS MTS

CARPATHIAN

MTS

ZAG
RO

S  M
TS

I N N E R         E U R A S I A

CAUCASUS  MTS

S A H A R A

D E S E R T A
F

R
O

E
U

R
A

S I A

R
ed Sea Arabian

Sea
Bay of
Bengal South

China
Sea

I N D I A N

O C E A N

Black Sea

Mediterranean Sea

P A C I F I C

O C E A N

A R C T I C   O C E A N

A T L A N T I C

O C E A N

North
Sea

Caspian Sea

Persian Gulf

Niger

Ye
llo

w

Ob

Vo
lga

Nile

Congo

Amur

Yangzi

M
ekong

Ganges

Za mbezi

Yenisey

In
du

s

Danube

Lena

0 1000 2000 mi

0 2000 km1000

Equator

Tropic of Capricorn

Tropic of Cancer

Arctic Circle

G R E A T  A R I D  Z O N E

Tropical Belt

Tropic of Capricorn

Tropic of Cancer

60°E30°E

0°

30°S

30°N

60°N

0°

G O BG O BG O BBG O BG O BBG O BG O BG O BG O B IIIII
D ED ED ED E SD E SD E SD EE SE SSDD EE SD S E R TE R TE R TE R TE R TTEE R T

SSSSiSiSSinaSinaSinaSinaSSinaSSinaSinaSSSS naSS nanaan iiiiiiiiiiiiiSiSSSiSiSSiSSSSSSi
PenPen.Pen.PPPenPenPen.Pen.Pen.Pen.PPPen.Pen.PPen.P n.nPenPenP nnPenP nPenPen.nn..nnP nnPenPen.Pen.PPenPPPenPenPen.P n.nnnnPen

SSSSYRSYRSYRISYRISYRISYSYSYSSYSSSSYSS RSSS ANANAANNAN
DEDESEDESEDESDESEDEDDESDD RTRTTTRT

GREAGREAGGREAGREAGRGREGREAGREAGRGREAGR AGG TTTTTTGGGG
INININDINDIINDIINDIIINININNDIAANANAN
DDESDDESEDESDESEDESEDDD RTRTRR

TTATAKTAKTAKLTAKLTAKLTATAKLTAKTATTTATAK AMAKAMAKAMAKAMA ANANANNNNNNNANAANANNNN

DESEDESEDESEDESDEESDDD RTRTRTTTT

S U BS U BS U BU B - S A- S A- S AAA- S A- S AA H AH A RH A RH A RH A RH AH A RH AA A NA NA NNA NA
A F RA F RA FA F RA F RA F RF RA F R I C AI C AI C AI C AI C AI C AC AC A

ARAARAARAARARARARAAAA AARAARAAAAAA BIABIABIABIAIABIIBIAAANNNNNNN
DDDESDESDESDESESESDESESDDDDESDDD SESDDDDESD ERTEERTEERTRTERTREREEEERTEE

IRAIRARAIRAIIIRAIRARAIRAIRARIRAIRAIIRAIR NIANIANIANIANIANIANIANIANIANIANIANININIAIIANIAANIANIAN AAAAAANNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN
PLAPLAPLAPLAPLAPLAPLAPLAPLAPPLPLPLAPLLPLLPLAAAPPL TETEATEATETETEAEATETEEATTEAEEATETEAAAATTT UUUUUUUUUUU

HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH

IIIIIIIIIIIII MMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMM
AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA LLLLLLLLLLLLL AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA YYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYY AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAYYY SSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS

HHHINHHINHINHININNHINHINHININHINHINHINHHINININHHINHINHINHINHINHINNHINHINHH
DUDUDUDUDDDUDUDDUDUDUDUDUDUDUDDUDUDDUDUDUDNNNNNNNNNDDDDDDDDDD

KUSKUSKUSKUSKUSUSSKUSSUSKUSKUSUSUSUSUSKUSKUSSKUSUSUSKUSKUSKUSKUSSSUSKUSKUSKUSKUSKUKUKUKKKK
HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHSSSSSSSHHHHHHHHH

UUUUUUU
RRRRRRR

AAAA
LLLLLLLL

MMMMMMMMMMMM
OOOOOOOOOOO

UUUUUUUUU
NNNNNNNNNNNNNNN

TTTTTTTTTT
AAAAAAAAAA

TTTTTTTTT
IIIIIIIINNNNNNNNNNN

SSSSSSSSSSSS

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA LLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLL PPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPP SSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAATTTTTTTTTTTTTLLLLLLLTTTTTTTTTTTTTT AAAAAALLLLLL SSSSSS MMMMMMMMMMMMMMTTTTTTTTTTTTTSSSSSSSSSSSTTTTTTTTT

CCCCCCCCCCCAAAAAAAAAAACCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCC RRRRRRRRRRPPPPPPPPPPPAAAAAAAAAAAPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPP TTTTTTTTTTTHHHHHHHHHHHTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTT

IIIIIIIIIIIIIAAAAAAAAAAAAIIIIIIIIIIII NNNNNNNNNNN

MMMMMMMMMMMMTTTTTTTTTTTTTMMMMMTTTSSSSSSSSSSSSTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTT

ZZZZZZZZZZZAAAAAAAAAAAAAZZZZZZZZZZZZZZ GGGGGGGGGGGGGGG
RRRRRRRRRRRRRRROOOOOOOOOOOOO

SSSSSSSSSSSSSS

MMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMM
TTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTT

IIIIIII NNNNNNNNNNN NNNNNNNNNNNN EEEEEEE RRRRRRR EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE UUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUU RRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA SSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS IIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIII AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA

CAUC
CAUC
CAUC
CAUC
CAUC
CAUC
CAUC
CAUCCC
CAUCCUC
CAUC
CAUC
CACAUC
CAUCUCCUCUCCCASUS

ASUS
ASUS
ASUASUS
ASUS
ASUS
ASUS
ASUS
ASUS
ASUASUS
ASUS
ASUS
ASUS
ASUS
ASUS
ASUS
ASUS
ASUS
ASUS
ASUS
ASUS
ASUSSUS
ASUS
ASUASUS
ASUS
ASUS
ASUSUSUSSMTMTMTMTMTMTMTMTMTMTMTMMMTMTTMMMMTTMTMTMTMMTTTTTSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSMTMMTMMTMTMTMMTMMTMTMT

S A HS A H AS A HS A H AA H AS A H AS AS A H AA H AA HHHH R AR AR AR ARR ARRR AR AAAA

D E S ED E S ED E S ED E S EE SD E S EEE RR TR TTTTTT AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA
FFFFFFFFFFF

RRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR
OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE
UUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUU

RRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR
AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA

SSSSSSS IIIIIIIIIII AAAAAAAAAAAAA

ddddd
R

ed Sea
eeeeedddddded

R

Arabian
Sea

Bay of
Bengal South

China
Sea

I N D I A N

O C E A N

BBlall ckcc Sea

MMMMMMMeeeeeeeeeeedid terrr arr nean Sea

P A C I F I C

O C E A N

A RA R C TC T I CI C   O CCO C E AE AE A NNNTTTTTTT

A T L A N T I C

O C E A N

North
Sea

CaCC sps iaii n
Sea

PePP rsrr iai n Gulffffffffffffl

Nig
NNNig
Nig
Nig
Nig
Nig
NiNig
Nig
NNiNiggereereerererer

Ye
l

Ye
l

Ye
l

Ye
l

Ye
l

Ye
l

Ye
l

Ye
l

Ye
l

Ye
l

Ye
l

Ye
l

Ye
l

Ye
l

Ye
l

Ye
l

Ye
l

Ye
l

Ye
l

Ye
l

Ye
leYeYeYeYeYeYeYeYY
lo

w
lo

wowwwlo
www

lo
w

lo
wwowwwwwwwwwlo
w

lo
w

lo
wowowlo
w

lo
wowlo
w

lo
wooooolllolll

ObObObObObOOOb

VVVVVVoooooVVVVVVV

llllllllgggggggggggggllllllllll aaaaaaaaagggggggggg

NNNiiiNNNN
lllleeeeeeeeellllll

CCCCoooCCCC

nnngggnn oooooooggggggg

AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAmmmmmmmmmmmmuuuurrrrrr

YYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYYY nnnnnnnnnnnnnnnngggggggggggnnnn zzzzzzzzzgggggggggg iiiiiii

MMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMM
eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeekkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkkooooooooooooooonnnnnnnnnnnnnggggggggggggggggggggggnnnnnnnn

GGGGGaaaanngggn
eeeeeegggg ssssss

ZZaaZ

mmmbbbbeeeezzzzzee iiiiii

YYYYYYYYeeeeeeYYYYYYYYYYY nnnnnniiiiiiiiiissssssiiiiiiiiii eeeeeeeeeyyyyyyyeeeeeee

ndIn
d

In
d

In
d

In
dd

In
d

In
d

In
dd

In
d

In
d

In
d

In
d

In
d

In
d

In
d

In
d

In
d

I
d

In
d

In
dndIn
d

In
d

In
dndnddndndddndIn
dd

In
dd

In
dd

In
dd

In
d

In
d

In
d

InIInInIIIIII
usususussusususuusussususususususususussususususususususususuuususuusususuususuuuuuuu

DDDDDDDDDDDDDaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaannnnnnnnnnnnnnnuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuubbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbbeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee

LLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeennnnnnnnnnnnnnnnaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa

0 1000 2000 mi

0 2000 km1000
120°E 1500000°00000°0000000 E

EquaEquaEquEqEquaEqEquaEquaEquaEquaEEEquaEquaEEquaEquaEEquaEquEEquaEEquaEqEquaEEquaEqEquaEquaEquEquaquEquatortortortortortorttortortortortorttoroorortotortortorttoroororotorto

rrEquaEquatorororrrrrr

ornTropic of Capricornornrn

Tropic of Cafff ncerff

ArArArctArctic Cic CircleAAAAArArArArA ti CCi l

E

G R E A TTTTTTTTTTTTTTTTT AA R IA D  Z O N EEEEEEEE
I

G R

Temperate Zone

TemTTeTeTTeTTeTeTTeTeTTTTT perateTT er
Zone

Tropical Belt

MAP I.2 Major physical and climatic features of Afroeurasia.

What physical features work to connect Afroeurasia as a single geographical unit? Which features support an understanding of this landmass as three continents?

Afroeurasia The land masses 
of Africa and Eurasia, together 

with adjacent islands, as a 
single spatial entity.

Great Arid Zone The belt of 
arid and semiarid land that 
extends across Afroeurasia 
from the Sahara Desert in the 
west to the Gobi Desert in the 
east. It has been home to both 
pastoral nomadic communities 
and to farming societies where 
sufficient water is available.
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interconnected deserts, mountains, and semiarid steppes. 
A steppe may be defined as flat or rolling grassland, equiv-
alent to what Americans call “prairie” and Argentineans 
call “pampas.” The main climatic characteristic of the Great 
Arid Zone is low annual rainfall, which may range from an 
average of less than five inches in the bleakest of deserts to 
twenty inches or so in better watered steppes.

The Sahara Desert, the largest area of intense aridity in 
the world, constitutes the western end of the Great Arid 
Zone. The Arabian and the Syrian Deserts, climatological 
extensions of the Sahara, connect on the east to the Iranian 
Plateau. A spur of dry country extends eastward from Iran 
across southern Pakistan to form the Great Indian Desert. 
North and northeast of Iran lie the steppes that cover a  

significant part of the huge 
interior region we call  
Inner Eurasia. Rainfall on 
the grasslands of western 
Inner Eurasia, that is, the 
lands roughly north of 
the Black Sea, is relatively 

abundant, as much as twenty inches a year. But further east, 
Inner Eurasia becomes progressively arid. The Gobi Desert, 
which overlaps China and Mongolia, marks the eastern end 
of high aridity, though much of northern China is semiarid.

Old Hollywood stereotypes represent the Great Arid 
Zone as a hellish sea of sand frequented only by camel no-
mads and French Foreign Legionnaires. Some sections of 
the belt are indeed infernal and uninhabited, but the movie 
image is way off the mark. Densely settled farming popu-
lations have inhabited dry lands for thousands of years. In 
fact, the earliest farming societies arose in the Great Arid 
Zone or on the margins of it. Aridity does not necessarily 
mean infertility as long as water for crops and pasture is 
available from rivers or underground sources. The Tigris- 
Euphrates, Nile, Indus, and Yellow (Huang He) Rivers, which 
nourished the earliest civilizations, all flow through parts of 

the Great Arid Zone. Indeed, oases supporting farmers and 
even great cities have sprung up wherever aquifers (areas 
under the earth’s surface containing significant amounts of 
water) could be tapped by springs, wells, or underground 
channels. Moreover, the zone includes highland regions as 
well as grassy plains. Rainfall and runoff in mountain val-
leys have nourished farmers from very ancient times.

Where farmers could not make a living in the Great 
Arid Zone, people found another way to survive. Begin-
ning between four thousand and five thousand years ago, 
small communities adapted to low precipitation by raising 
domesticated animals. These stock breeders developed 
a specialized economy based on herds of sheep, horses, 
goats, cattle, or camels that could be exploited for meat, 
milk, blood, hide, and bone. The earliest pastoralists, that 
is, people whose living depends on pasture, inhabited the 
semiarid grassy steppes of Inner Eurasia. Stock raisers also 
adapted long ago to the Sahara, the Arabian Desert, and the 
Iranian Plateau, in places where seasonal rains and strategi-
cally placed wells could keep herds alive. Because herding 
communities required extensive grazing land, their popu-
lation densities had to remain low compared to farming so-
cieties. Nevertheless, pastoral peoples—hardy, mobile, and 
often militant—have, as we will see, played a role in world 
history out of all proportion to their sheer numbers.

The Tropical Belt
South of the Great Arid Zone a broad belt of tropical or sub-
tropical territory runs across Afroeurasia, straddling the 
equator. In basic geographical terms, the “tropics” is the 
region bounded by two latitudinal lines: the Tropic of Can-
cer on the north and the Tropic of Capricorn on the south. 
The sun shines from directly overhead at least once a year 
in all areas between these lines. In the west of Afroeurasia 
lie the humid grassy or wooded savannas and the equato-
rial rainforests of Africa south of the Sahara. To the east are 

The Great Arid Zone. Climate in the long band of dry country that stretches across Afroeurasia ranges from extreme year-round aridity to semiarid 
conditions in which winter rains nourish spring grasses. Dromedaries, or one-humped camels, shown here (left) ambling across the western Arabian 
Desert, are in several respects biologically better suited to harsh environments than are horses, which for several thousand years have thrived on  
the grassy steppes of northeastern China.

Inner Eurasia The interior 
land mass of Eurasia, whose 
dominant features are flat or 

rolling regions of grassy steppe 
or forest, interrupted by deserts 

and highland areas.
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the woodlands and tropical forests of southern India, the 
Ganges River plain, Southeast Asia, and southern China. In 
contrast to the Great Arid Zone, the wet tropics have a short 
annual dry season and rainfall as high as 430 inches a year. 
Both plant and animal life are luxuriant and vastly diverse. 
The earliest human societies made their living hunting 
and foraging on tropical, sometimes wooded grasslands 
in eastern Africa. Farming and herding peoples settled the 
tropical zone of both Africa and Eurasia starting about the 
second millennium b.c.e., though encountering great eco-
logical challenges owing to nutrient-poor soils and a range 
of tropical diseases.

The Northern Latitudes  
of Temperate Climate
Running along the northern tier of the Afroeurasian land 
mass from the Atlantic to the Pacific is the wide band of 
temperate climate that was once covered in boreal and de-
ciduous forests. Westerly winds, encircling the earth, blow 
across northern Eurasia year-round. They create alternating 
conditions of warm and cold, wet and dry weather, as polar 
air masses compete for dominance with warm, tropical air. 
Streaming across the North Atlantic, the westerlies bring 
high rainfall, mostly in winter, to ocean-facing Europe. But 
deeper into Eurasia, and especially east of the Ural Moun-
tains, the climate is much drier and winters much colder. 
From late in the first millennium c.e., the immense hard-
wood forests of Europe dwindled gradually before the axe 
and the plow, though east of the Urals and on across Siberia, 
the taiga, or coniferous forestlands, remained sparsely set-
tled right into modern times.

Sandwiched between the northern forest belt and the 
Great Arid Zone at the western end of Eurasia is the ba-
sin of the Mediterranean Sea, the largest of the “internal” 
seas of Afroeurasia. Mild, rainy winters and hot summers 
of almost complete drought characterize the mountains and 
plains of the Mediterranean basin. Open woodlands once 
covered much of this temperate region, but in ancient times 
farmers converted plains and hillsides into wheat fields, 
 olive orchards, and vineyards.

Afroeurasia’s Mountain Spine
The regularity of the broad east-to-west climatic zones of 
Afroeurasia is broken partially by the string of mountains 
that extends across the land mass. Map I.2 (inset) highlights 
the mountain chain, which begins in the west with the At-
las Mountains of North Africa and extends eastward to the 
highlands of southwestern China. Afroeurasia’s mountains, 
where they are high and rugged enough, have frustrated 
communication between peoples living on either side of 
their ridges. The Himalaya and Kunlun ranges, for example, 
were formidable barriers to direct overland communication 
between China and India. The towering Alps also made 
travel difficult between the Mediterranean and the forested 
lands to the north. Indeed, the Alpine wall explains in some 

measure the cultural differences that characterized the de-
velopment of the southern and northern parts of Christian 
Europe.

By contrast, Afroeurasia’s highland valleys became home 
to foraging and hunting bands early in human history, later 
to farmers and herders. The highlands were explored and 
settled, and ancient trekkers mapped out trails over summer 
passes. Gaps in even the most foreboding of ranges became 
channels of slow but regular communication that linked 
distant peoples in trade. Nomads migrating with their herds 
and flocks, not to mention great armies of horsemen hell-
bent on conquest, also crossed high passes of the Atlas, 
Carpathians, Zagros, or Hindu Kush at different times in 
history, appearing suddenly out of the hills and plunging 
down on unsuspecting villagers in the plain below.

The Eleven Seas
A chain of seas also links the extremities of Afroeurasia. 
Map I.3 identifies the sequence of seas, beginning with the 

A high pass in the Himalaya Mountains. Merchants have carried 
goods across high Himalayan passes since ancient times. Only in 1986, 
however, was a route marked out for trekkers across the 19,500-foot 
Gondogoro Pass in northern Pakistan.
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