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The Emergence of Civilizations 
 
Most of us would say that we live in a “civilization”. But what is a civilization? When did 
civilization start, and where? More importantly, how did civilization begin, and why? Was there 
only one, or were there many paths to civilization? How can we know, anyway? 
 

This course is meant to get you thinking about these questions, and give you some tools for 
finding and evaluating the answers. You should finish the course with a richer understanding of 
the “civilized” society we live in today, the processes that led to the beginnings of history, and 
the similarities and differences among civilizations around the world. You should also finish the 
course with sharpened critical thinking and writing skills, because I expect you not only to learn 
facts and ideas, but also to think, evaluate, synthesize, and write. 
 

We will start by looking at what societies may have been like before “civilization” emerged, 
from foraging bands to the first farming towns. Along the way, we will pick up some 
anthropological concepts and think about what we mean by “civilization”. Then we will examine 
some of the better-known examples of early civilizations, starting with Mesopotamia and Egypt, 
and progressing around the globe. We will discuss some theories about how and why civilization 
appeared. You will evaluate these ideas and how well they fit the archaeological evidence in 
three written assignments, explaining the evidence and arguments that support your conclusions. 
By the end, you should know a bit about what actually happened in a few crucial times and 
places in prehistory, and you should understand some ideas about how and why the changes that 
led to civilization took place. 
 

This course addresses the specific problem of the initial emergence of civilization. It is not a 
general introduction to the prehistory of humankind. We won’t have time to cover every 
civilization, nor to consider the vast spans of time that preceded and followed the emergence of 
the first civilizations. We won’t focus much on the methods of archaeology itself, but you will 
get a taste of them as we go. 
 

This course satisfies the upper division World History and Civilization (D2) General Education 
requirement. 
 

Many students find this course difficult. You will have to grapple with a lot of dense reading and 
many new concepts, terms, and facts. Nevertheless, the point of this course is not to memorize 
details, but to synthesize evidence, understand arguments, and draw logical conclusions. The two 
tests will require you to remember a fair amount of information, while the three written 
assignments will let you work in more detail with all your readings and notes at hand. 
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Reading: This course has no textbook, and no reader. Instead, readings from a wide range of 
sources will be posted on the class website. Maps, charts, and other materials will also be posted. 
Please read the selections for each class before the class session. I suggest that you print some or 
all of these materials, in order to write notes in the margins, highlight or underline, and so on. 
 

Readings average around 25 pages per class session, and vary widely. Much of the material is 
dense, but you don’t need to memorize all the details. Instead, read to understand the overall 
picture, to round out examples discussed in class, and to find facts for your assignments. 
 

Lecture notes: My lecture notes and graphics used in class will also be posted on the website. 
The notes are useful for studying and finding information for the assignments, but they are no 
substitute for attending class and doing the reading. 
 

Class web page: You are responsible for checking the class website regularly. Not only the 
readings and lecture notes, but also announcements, assignment information, deadlines, and other 
useful information will be posted there. The class web page will change and grow throughout the 
semester. It is located at: 
 

http://bruceowen.com/emciv/341f2006.htm 
 
Due to copyright restrictions, you will need a class user ID and password to access the readings 
on the class website. These are NOT the same ones that you use for other SSU functions. The 
class user ID and password will be announced in class. If you can’t recall them, email me. 
 
Assignments and their weights in grading: 
 

50% Three written assignments (17% each). These are take-home essay assignments, typically 
three to five pages in length, in which you apply definitions and theories to the 
archaeological evidence and evaluate how well the concepts work to explain the emergence 
of civilization. The emphasis is on clear reasoning and use of evidence to support your 
conclusions. The details of each assignment will be posted on the class web page. 

 

50% In-class midterm and final exam (25% each). These tests include essay questions, 
“objective” questions in formats such as multiple-choice and matching, and maps on which 
you mark important places and regions. The map questions are drawn only from the 
standardized maps posted on the class web page. 

 

Submitting assignments: The written assignments must be submitted BOTH on paper, AND as 
a file attached to an email message to me. I will return the paper copy with comments and a grade 
written on it. The paper copy is due in class on the day indicated on the syllabus. The computer 
file OF THE IDENTICAL PAPER is due by midnight of that day. I must have BOTH versions to 
give you credit. Name the file in this format: 

341-06f-(assignment number)-(Lastname)(Firstname) 
Your word processor may add a 3-letter file extension. For example, 

341-06f-2-SmithJohn.doc 
If you send me a draft to comment on, use the same format but add "-draft". For example,  

341-06f-2-SmithJohn-draft.doc 
 

Deadline policy: If circumstances prevent you from successfully submitting the paper or 
computer version, I will consider the assignment to be on time if one of the two copies reaches 
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me by the deadline. I must eventually receive both in order to give you credit, though. I will 
accept one assignment from you up to one week late with a 20% grading penalty. 
 

Plagiarism: Plagiarism is the use of someone else’s words, information, or ideas without giving 
that person credit. This includes cutting and pasting from websites or other public sources, even 
brief phrases. Always indicate all your sources. Plagiarism results in a reduced or zero grade for 
that assignment. Repeated or severe plagiarism results in an F for the course. University policy 
requires me to report plagiarism. The University checks for repeat offenders, and may impose 
sanctions up to expulsion. For details, including how to use material correctly without 
plagiarizing, please see the class website. The University cheating and plagiarism policy is 
online: 
 

http://www.sonoma.edu/uaffairs/policies/cheatingpolicy.htm 
 
Drafts: I encourage you to submit drafts of the assignments so that I can comment on them and 
help guide you in a good direction for the final version. Email is fastest, but I will also look at 
paper drafts. 
 

Open invitation: If you want to talk about the emergence of civilization, assignments, preparing 
for tests, archaeology, or anything else, please drop by during my office hours, arrange to see me 
at some other time, or contact me by email. I usually reply to emails within 24 hours. If you do 
not hear from me within 48 hours, assume that I did not get your message and try again. 
 

Disability accommodations: To request academic accommodations due to a disability, please 
contact the disabled student services (DSS) office in Salazar 1049, or call 664-2677. If you have 
a letter from DSS indicating that you require academic accommodations, please bring it to me so 
we can discuss arrangements for this class. 
 

University policies: There are important University policies that you should be aware of, such as 
the add/drop policy; cheating and plagiarism policy, grade appeal procedures, accommodations 
for students with disabilities and the diversity vision statement. You can see them at: 
 

http://www.sonoma.edu/uaffairs/policies/studentinfo.shtml 
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The Emergence of Civilizations 
Lecture and Reading Schedule, Fall 2006 

 
• Readings for each class session will be posted on the class website: 
 

http://bruceowen.com/emciv/341f2006.htm 
 

• Read the posted material before each lecture, so you can follow and participate in class 
discussion. 

• Changes to the syllabus, assignment deadlines, and other updates will be posted on the class 
web page. Posted changes take precedence over the syllabus below, so check the web page! 

 
  1 Tue Aug 22 Introduction 

  2 Thur Aug 24 Society before civilization: The foraging way of life 

  3 Tue Aug 29 The origins of agriculture: Theories and why it matters 

  4 Thur Aug 31 A brief introduction to archaeology: How we recover prehistory 

  5 Tue Sept   5 The origins of agriculture: What actually happened? 

  6 Thur Sept   7 What do we mean by "city", "state", and “civilization”? 

  7 Tue Sept 12 Examples of the first towns on Earth: Jericho and Çatal Hüyük 

  8 Thur Sept 14 Some theories of the origins of civilizations 

  9 Tue Sept 19 Mesopotamia: Neolithic and early complex cultures 

10 Thur Sept 21 Mesopotamia: 'Ubaid period 

11 Tue Sept 26 Mesopotamia: Uruk period 
* Essay # 1 due 
 

12 Thur Sept 28 Mesopotamia: The origins of writing 

13 Tue Oct   3 Mesopotamia: Early Dynastic period 

14 Thur Oct   5 Discussion, review, catch-up 

15 Tue Oct 10 * Midterm exam (in class) 

16 Thur Oct 12 More theories of the emergence of civilization 

17 Tue Oct 17 Egypt: The setting and the Neolithic through Naqada I 

18 Thur Oct 19 Egypt: Naqada II and III 

19 Tue Oct 24 Egypt: Early Dynastic period 

20 Thur Oct 26 Egypt: Old Kingdom and synthesis 

21 Tue Oct 31 The Indus valley: Neolithic through Early Indus 

22 Thur Nov   2 The Indus valley: Mature Harappan 
* Essay # 2 due 
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23 Tue Nov   7 The Indus valley: Harappan trade, writing, and society 

24 Thur Nov   9 China: Neolithic societies 

25 Tue Nov 14 China: Lungshan Horizon 

26 Thur Nov 16 China: Shang Dynasty and writing 

27 Tue Nov 21 The Andes: The setting and the Maritime Foundations debate 

 Thur Nov 23 Thanksgiving: No class 

28 Tue Nov 28 The Andes: Late Preceramic 

29 Thur Nov 30 The Andes: Initial Period/Early Horizon 

30 Tue Dec   5 The Andes: Moche 

31 Thur Dec   7 Discussion, review, and evaluation 
* Essay # 3 due 

 
Final exam: Tuesday, Dec 12, 2:00-3:50, in our regular classroom, Stevenson 3008. 
 


