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1- SUBJECT DESCRIPTION

This course is designed to introduce students to the basic outlines of human history from our 
evolutionary origins to our modern society. Given the scope of material embraced by this 
agenda, the class is not focused on sets of specific dates, facts, people, or events that have 
traditionally been used as the “markers” and “makers” of history, even though these are, of 
course, important to making sense of our journey through time. But there are other ways to 
approach and interpret that journey; not as a series of connected events, but instead as a 
conceptual experience that emerges from engaging a set of broad themes that will be used to 
highlight different aspects of how human society has evolved and to elucidate key points that help 
explain why it has taken the shape it does today. These include understanding: how different 
types of human institutions have emerged and why; how we have established social, political and 
economic priorities; the varied ways we have had of seeing ourselves and others;  different modes of 
social organisation; and the role that property, gender, class, and race have played in crafting and/
or fragmenting human social identities, among other themes.   Stretching from our 
Palaeolithic past and to our post-Industrial present, the course will challenge students to draw 
unobvious connections, build wide-span conceptual bridges, and embrace different perspectives in 
order to animate a basic comprehension of how our past has determined our present and will 
continue to shape our future. 

2- METHODOLOGY

The course involves a wide range of reading drawn from a wide range of subject matters. 
Evaluation will be based on written work (80%) and class participation (20%). For their 
written work, students are expected to submit 2 short essays (800 words) during the course and a 
long final essay (1500 words) after the course has ended. Topics will be distributed by the 
instructor. 

A Note on Readings

The course is built around a set of readings that together cover a wide range of topics. There is no 
mandatory reading. Instead, you will need to read at least one of the excerpts from the listed texts 
per theme. It is entirely at your discretion which reading you choose.  
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3- PROGRAM 

Session 1 
Sessions 2 - 5 
Sessions 6 - 11 
Sessions 12-17 
Sessions 18-23 
Sessions 24-25

Introduction to the course 
Theme 1: The Social Dimension of our Distant Past 
Theme 2: The Costs of Civilization
Theme 3: Equilibrium and Instability
Theme 4: The Embrace of Modernity
Theme 5: Past, Meet Future

Theme 1: The Social Dimension of our Distant Past (Sessions 2 - 5)

Our opening theme offers a broad review of the different ways in which human society 
evolved before we developed “civilization.” To what degree should we see the human societies that 
emerge after the so-called Neolithic revolution as a rupture or a continuity with 
prehistoric identities. To explore this question, we grapple with the surprising complexity of 
“primitive” societies. 

Topics explored
• What is the distinction between prehistory & history?
• How did human society evolve over the first two hundred thousand years of our existence as a species?
• What role did technology play in developing human institutions?
• What was the impact of language?
• What explains the shift from hunting-gathering to farming? Was it inevitable? 

Reading selections (select at least 1): 
Bellwood, First Farmers: The Origins of Agricultural Societies.
Graeber & Wengrow, The Dawn of Everything: A New History of Humanity. 
Renfrew, Prehistory: The Making Of The Human Mind.
Sahlins, Stone Age Economics.
Strom-Olsen, Out of Equilibrium.

Theme 2: The Costs of Civilization (Sessions 6 - 11) 
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Civilization, as it is typically defined involves the invention of writing systems, the emergence of 
urban centres and states, the development of rational social hierarchies, and the rise of political 
institutions. It is also inextricably linked, however, with institutions like class division, patriarchy, 
war, and slavery. We explore to what degree these are the inevitable tradeoffs to our models of 
post-Neolithic civilization wherever it is found, from East Asia to Meso-America. 

Topics explored

• What was the Neolithic revolution and its consequences?
• What are the main features “Civilization”?
• What is the role that property rights played in promoting state institutions?
• How have different societies evolved different forms of “civilized” life?
• Does civilization require class and gender categories?
• Is the institution of Slavery naturally linked to the concept of the state? 

Reading selections (select at least 1): 
Blundell, Women in Ancient Greece
Dumont, Homo Hierarchicus: The Caste System and Its Implications
Graeber, Debt: the first five thousand years. 
Lerner, The Creation of Patriarchy
Scott, Against the Grain
Silverblatt, Moon, Sun and Witches: Gender Ideologies and Class in Inca and Colonial Peru. 
Wiedemann, Greek and Roman Slavery (Sourcebook)

Short Essay 1 Due

Theme 3: Equilibrium and Instability (Sessions 12-17)
The fact that so much history, from the highest level to the lowest, can often be told in terms of 
“rise and fall” reveals something about the underlying dynamism that informs how human society, 
culture, and political economy are constantly changing. We explore this dynamic using a range 
of examples across time and place to ask whether instability is a core feature of the human 
experience, and if it is something to be embraced or feared (or both). 

Topics explored
• What explains patterns of growth & decline 
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• What are the sources of political, cultural, social and economic stability/instability? Are they universal?
• What role does culture play in making a society “successful” or not?
• What patterns can we discern across time and space in different human societies?
• What explains why societies have diverged so starkly in their development?
• Was the “Great Divergence” necessary for the rise of our modern system? 

Reading selections (select at least 1): 
• Acemoglu & Robinson, Why Nations Fail: The Origins of Power, Prosperity, and Poverty
• Diamond, Collapse: how societies choose to succeed or fail.
• Pomeranz, The Great Divergence: China, Europe, and the Making of the Modern World Economy 

Theme 4: The Embrace of Modernity (Sessions 18-23)
The rise of the nation-state serves not just as a normative political model, but indeed as a way of 
thinking. Since the 19th century. We have transformed our approach to how society should operate, 
how we should enable innovation and technology, and how we should think about the ways in 
which responsibility is devolved to the individual. We examine the wide-sweeping consequences of 
this transformation.  

Topics explored
• What is the “Great Transformation” and what were its effects?
• How did the colonial experience shape modernity?
• What narratives support our concept of the nation state?
• What is our concept of the “modern citizen”?
• How can we explain modern patterns of prosperity? What is the cost of modernity? 

Reading selections (select at least 1): 
• Polanyi, The Great Transformation
• Halsey, Quest for power: European imperialism and the making of Chinese statecraft
• Ecksteins, Rites of Spring: the Great War and the birth of the modern age
• Galbraith, The Affluent Society 

Short Essay 2 Due
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Theme 5: Past, Meet Future (Sessions 24-25)
As we contemplate the serious challenges raised by global climate change, how can we 
leverage our understanding of the past to make the right choices for the future. Especially with 
respect to how we should think about framing future social and institutional responses to the 
unfolding climate catastrophe, we consider what we can take from the past in order to help take 
control over our future. 

No Reading

Final Essay Due   

4- EVALUATION METHOD

20%
20%
40%

Short Essay 1 
Short Essay 2 
Final Essay 
Participation 20% 
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