Unit 6
Order and Early Societies
Introduction to Unit
This unit explores the many ways people ordered their worlds in complex societies. In the past, scholars assumed
that inequality was an inevitable product of increasing social complexity. However, there are some examples of
societies that exhibited other ways of ordering the world. Now, many scholars are becoming aware that we should
view the relationship between increasing social complexity and inequality as a complicated one. Moreover, it now
seems clear that the formation of the centralized state was a common—but not inevitable—outcome of
increasing social complexity. As populations rose because of increasing food supplies (often due to agriculture),
so too did the need for protecting those food supplies from outsiders. The need for defense often led to centralized leadership. Such leadership was frequently justified in terms of religious or cosmological forces. Historians
have tried to account for the differences in the ways people ordered their worlds by looking at the influences of
physical environments, economies, religious and cultural traditions, changing technologies, and contacts with
other peoples and cultures. A variety of sources—archaeology, myths, oral traditions, and written texts—from a
variety of places can be used to give us clues to, and different perspectives on, past means of ordering the world.

Learning Objectives
· Explain why social complexity often led to the centralization of power.
· Analyze the relationship between social complexity and inequality.
· Explore the question: How did gender inequality increase as power became centralized in some early
states?
· Discuss how and why some types of political and social organizations evolve into large-scale polities such
as empires, while others persist as small, decentralized polities.

Preparing for This Session
Read Unit 6 in the Bridging World History online text. You may also want to refer to some of the Suggested
Readings and Materials. If you feel you need more background knowledge, refer to a college-level world history
textbook on this subject (look under the index for China [ancient], Maya, Africa [ancient]).
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Unit Activities
Before You Begin—35 minutes
Use the following excerpt to discuss why social complexity often led to the centralization of power.
As peoples around the world began to practice agriculture and move into cities, societies became increasingly
larger and more complex. With complexity came an increasingly unequal distribution of resources and power. This
pattern intensified as agricultural villages became cities, city-states, kingdoms, and even empires. Another feature
of large, complex, agricultural societies was the growth of military forces, which arose to protect food stores and
to defend territory. Eventually, however, military forces functioned to expand power and control over their own
lands and people. The people who could field and control military forces also frequently began to take leadership
roles in complex societies, and they worked to centralize their own power. Religious ideas and practices that had
inspired and guided community life in earlier times were adapted to provide sanction for new rulers and new
forms of political organization, which often created new social hierarchies and economic relationships. Although
not all societies followed this path, it was common in many different parts of the world from the middle of the first
millennium BCE to the end of the first millennium CE.

Watch the Video for “Unit 6: Order and Early Societies”—
30 minutes
Activity 1: Inequality and Early Societies—45 minutes
Excavations of Shang tombs
revealed that the Shang rulers
required the decapitation of
sacrificed people in front of
their burial caskets. Some
scholars speculate that the
skeletons belonged to war captives from the battles between
the settled agricultural peoples
of the Yellow River valley and
the nomadic peoples to the
north and west. Historians do
not completely understand
why this practice became
common, but texts from the
succeeding Zhou and Qin
periods condemn the Shang.
Some Zhou and Qin texts
emphasize that the Zhou and
Qin abandonment of the
decapitation practice reveals
their superiority to the Shang.

Item # 2779. Anonymous Chinese, WAR CHARIOT OF FU HAO (REAR VIEW) IN ANYANG, CHINA
(c. 1250 BCE). Courtesy of WorldArt Kiosk/Robert J. Milnes.

Imagine you are a war captive
of the Shang. You understand
the burial practices of the Shang, and you learn that an important member of the royal household just died. You
find some way to escape from the Shang and return to your community in the north. How might you explain the
Shang burial practices to your people?
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Unit Activities, cont’d.
Several centuries later, the Qin
take over the Yellow River valley
and centralize and expand the
empire in the region. Proclaiming
himself to be a moral ruler, the first
emperor of the Qin required that
sculptures of the soldiers and
battle tools be made for his tomb.
Compare the ways the Qin and
Shang rulers used religion to sanction their power.
Despite its powerful military
forces, the Qin collapsed within
one generation, and a new
dynasty, the Han, came to power.
The Han established their dynasty
on the foundation of centralized
empire created by the Qin. But
they justified their right to rule in
Confucian—not legalist—terms.
Item #3272. Seth Joel, ARCHAEOLOGICAL FINDINGS FROM XI’AN, CHINA (1980). Courtesy of
The Han founder claimed the
AP/Wide World Photos.
Mandate of Heaven. That is, that
the moral order of the cosmos—
or Heaven—gave him the right to rule because of the Han’s virtue and merit. This moral argument underlying the
Mandate of Heaven concept can be seen in the Han scholar Jia Yi’s explanation of why, from the Confucian point
of view, the Qin had fallen from power:
Qin, beginning with an insignificant amount of territory, reached the power of a great kingdom and for a hundred years made the ancient eight provinces pay homage at its court. Yet, after it had become master of the
six directions and established its palaces within the passes, a single commoner opposed it and its seven ancestral temples toppled, its ruler died by the hands of men, and it became the laughing stock of the world. Why?
Because it failed to rule with humanity and righteousness, and did not realize that the power to attack, and
the power to retain what one has thereby won, are not the same. (Sima Qian, Records of the Grand Historian:
Qin Dynasty, trans. Burton Watson, [New York: Columbia University Press, 1995] 74–83.)
Discuss with a partner the changing practices of the ruling elite in China. Does the quote from Jia Yi prove that
the Han really ruled with humanity and righteousness? What kinds of analysis would you as historians apply to
studying the ethical codes and practices of the ruling elite during the Qin and then the Han dynasties? What kind
of sources would you use to conduct that analysis?

Activity 2: Social Complexity and Inequality—45 minutes
What is the relationship between social complexity and inequality? How did gender inequality increase as power
became centralized in some early states?
As societies became more centralized and more complex, they usually also became more stratified. Use the image
of the oracle bone on the following page along with the summary of some text from another set of oracle bones
to explain how oracle bones prove historians’ thesis about the stratification of early Chinese society. What clues in
the summary tell you that gender inequality might have been present in the Qin period?
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Unit Activities, cont’d.
The sacrificial activities of the Shang represent an area of religious practice distinct from divination. Sacrifices to ancestors were directed by figures we refer to loosely as “priests” or “shamans,” and it is not clear to
what degree these people were distinct from the diviners. The Shang
texts themselves say little about these figures. Some inscriptions seem
to refer to a ritual practice of burning a female shaman, but our understanding of these inscriptions is not yet clear. The oracle texts reveal
that sacrificial rituals could be extremely complex. They could involve
music and dance performances, or offerings to a series of ancestors.
They often called for the slaughter of large numbers of animals—or
even human beings captured in battles.

Summary of Oracle Bones Texts
The Shang king would order his priest to inscribe a question on the cow
shoulder bone (scapula) or on a turtle shell. The question always was
written to elicit a yes or no answer. He would direct his questions to
specific royal ancestors. For example, the king might want to make sure
that his sacrifices were being done correctly. Was he sacrificing the right
number of animals or captured enemy soldiers to show the right
amount of respect to each of the royal ancestors? (Text of oracle bones
can be found at http://pup.princeton.edu/sample_chapters/lopez/
chapter_one.html.)
Item # 4690. Anonymous Chinese, AN
ORACLE BONE (c. 1600–1100 BCE). Courtesy
of The Image Works.

Activity 3: Historical Evidence and Ritual—25 minutes
Compare the artifacts of the Shang, the Maya, and the Igbo Okwu to see how historians make conclusions based
on limited evidence.
First, examine the Igbo Okwu artifacts to
the right and on the following page.
When seen alone, the vase and the mask
do not seem very powerful. When seen in
conjunction with the photograph of a
shaman at work, then the power of the
artifacts increases. Compare the Igbo
Okwu ritual vessels with those of the
Shang. What similarities do you notice?
When are ritual objects for personal religious expression, and when do they serve
to promote the power of the ruler or
ruling elite? How can historians know
exactly how the ritual objects were used
for political purposes? What other kinds
of sources would help historians interpret
the specialized role that shamans and
other religious figures played in the past?
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Item # 2933. Dirk Bakker, PENDANT,
BRONZE, FROM THE IGBO UKWU SITE
(n.d.). Courtesy of Dirk Bakker.

- 52 -

Item # 2931. Dirk Bakker, BRONZE BOWL
FROM THE IGBO UKWU SITE (n.d.). Courtesy of Dirk Bakker.
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Unit Activities, cont’d.

Item # 2929. Dirk Bakker, BRONZE BOWL
FROM THE IGBO UKWU SITE (n.d.). Courtesy of Dirk Bakker.

Some historians look for specialization of occupations in a
society as evidence of social stratification. How do the artifacts of the Igbo Okwu serve as evidence that they did
stratify their societies?
Below is a rollout drawing of a cylindrical vessel depicting
the Hero Twins, the Mayan gods who loved to play ball. They
tricked the Lords of Death into restoring their father—
Hun-Nal-Yeh, the maize god—back to life, then they became
the sun and the moon.
The drawing also shows
a large plate containing
jewels and the infant
maize god, while a
female seated inside
the White-Bone-Snake
—an underworld lord,
the “God of Zero”—
offers jewels to the
standing adult maize
god.

Item # 3736. Mary Nooter Roberts, IGBO OKWU MAN (1989).
Courtesy of Mary Nooter Roberts.

Discuss how the Mayan
Item # 2535. Linda Schele, MAYAN GLYPH DRAWING 5509 (n.d.). Courtesy of FAMSI, The Foundation for the
cosmology is shown in
Advancement of Mesoamerican Studies, Inc.
the drawing. How do
historians use information about cosmology to analyze the use of such a vessel by the ruler who caused it to be made?
Scholars study the differences in the ways people ordered their worlds. A variety of sources—archaeology, myths,
oral traditions, and written texts—from a variety of places can be used to give us clues to, and different perspectives on, past means of ordering the world. What kinds of sources do you think historians find the most reliable?
When using religious objects to find evidence of specialization, stratification, and centralization, what obstacles
do you think historians face? What limitations do historians have if they only use textual sources?
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Homework
Read Unit 6 in the online text, Section 3, Reading 3: Richard Smith, “What Happened to the Ancient Libyans?
Chasing Sources across the Sahara from Herodotus to Ibn Khaldun,” Journal of World History 14, no. 4 (December
2003) 459–500 and answer the following questions.

Reading Questions
· Make a timeline of the different historians whose writings on North Africa before 1000 BCE are discussed in
the article.
· What are some problems with trying to write ethnic history with ancient sources?
· How did the ancient historians try to explain male veiling or women’s sexual practices?
· How does the persistence of nomadic groups in the Sahara contrast the rise and fall of empires in the
Mediterranean region?

Optional: Visit the Web Site
Explore this topic further on the Bridging World History Web site. Browse the Archive, look up terms in the Audio
Glossary, review related units, or use the World History Traveler to examine this issue from different perspectives.
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