Unit 6
Order and Early Societies

Section 1
Unit Materials

Questions To Consider

Question 1.

Why did social complexity often lead to the centralization of power?

Question 2.

What is the relationship between social complexity and inequality?

Question 3.

What were some of the different ways societies created order around the world before 1000 CE?
Question 4.

How and why do some types of political and social organizations evolve into large-scale polities
such as empires, while others persist as small, decentralized polities?

The Big Picture

How is this topic related to Increasing Integration?
As states became more centralized under strong rulers, populations within those states became
more integrated.

How is this topic related to Proliferating Difference?

As state authority grew, the distribution of resources became more unequal. Whether due to
religious ideas or to control technologies, this unequal distribution was expressed in increasing
social, political, economic, and gender hierarchies.

Unit Purpose

= 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.

= As societies became more centralized and more complex, they usually also became
more stratified.



= Some complex societies did not fit the general pattern because they did not become
centralized or stratified.



Unit Content Overview

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 land and people. The
people who could field and control military forces also frequently began to take a leadership role
and worked to centralize their own power. Religious ideas and practices that had inspired and
guided community life in earlier times were then 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 mid-first millennium BCE to the end of the first millennium CE.

This unit explores the many ways people ordered their worlds in complex societies. In the past,
scholars have assumed that inequality was an inevitable product of increasing social complexity;
some societies, however, exhibited other ways of ordering the world. Many scholars are now
becoming aware that, at the very least, 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. Historians have tried to account for the differences in the ways people ordered their
worlds by looking at the influence of physical environments, economies, religious and cultural
traditions, changing technologies, and contacts with other peoples and cultures. A variety of
sources — archaeology, myth, oral traditions, and written texts — from a variety of places can be
used to give us clues to, and different perspectives on, “ordering the world” in the past.
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Global Historical Context
= Time Period: Foundations, esp. first millennium BCE to 1000 CE

= All complex societies sought to create systems of order. In the 2000 years between 1000
BCE and 1000 CE, such systems varied widely across time and space. Some are better
known than others, such as the Greek city-states that developed in the Mediterranean in
the fifth century BCE, the Mauryan dynasty that formed in South Asia in the fourth
century BCE, or the Han dynasty of China that lasted from 206 BCE until 9 CE. All,
however, had to devise methods to protect themselves from outside threats and to
encourage political and economic integration. Generally, these efforts resulted in social
inequalities and social stratification, but not always: In some cases, such as with the
Igbo-Ukwu in Nigeria, social stratification did not result from social complexity.

AP Themes

= Examines technology, demography, and environment through a focus on the ways that
population growth and agriculture resulted in a need for systems of order.

= Explores systems of social structure by looking at the ways various societies approached
the problems of complexity through state-building.

= Discusses changing functions of states because systems of social order evolved as a
result of changes in population densities, economic activities, and the need for protection.

Related Units

= Unit 8. Early Economies: How do societies assign value to land, labor, and material
goods? A comparison of manorial economies in Japan and medieval Europe is
contrasted with the tribute economy of the Inka, and the experience of dramatic economic
change is illustrated by the commercial revolution in China. It is related to Unit 6 because
it explores the ways early political orders interacted with early economic systems.

= Unit 11. Early Empires: What makes an “empire”? Through the Mongol, Mali, and Inka
empires, this unit examines the construction of empires, their administrative structures,
legitimating ideologies, and the environmental and technological conditions that shaped
them. This unit is related to Unit 6 because it develops an important — and large-scale —
form of political order that resulted from complex society.

= Unit 13. Family and Household: What does the study of families and households tell us
about our global past? In this unit examining West Asia, Europe, and China, historians
focus on how families and households provide windows into the private experiences of
world societies — and explore how these private experiences sometimes become models
for ordering the outside world. It is related to Unit 6 because it compares and contrasts
the ways that order within the family relates to political order.

= Unit 20. Imperial Designs: What lasting impacts did modern imperialism have on the
world? The profound consequences of imperialism are examined in the South African
frontier and Brazil, where politics, culture, industrial capitalism, and the environment were
shaped and re-shaped. This unit is related to Unit 6 because it provides an opportunity to
compare and contrast the relationships among the parts of modern empires with those of
the distant past.



Section 2
Video-Related Materials

Video Segment 1: The Evolution of the Early Chinese Empire

Much of what scholars know about early complex societies is discovered through archaeological
excavations, which can reveal a wealth of information about a society through its material and
built culture. This is certainly true of China’s Shang people, who lived in a complex, centralized
social order during the second millennium BCE. The presence of bronze vessels, weapons, and
other signs of wealth in gravesites, for example, suggested a society sharply stratified by wealth
and status. The presence of these artifacts also provides clues about how the Shang rulers were
able to centralize power in their own hands. Indeed, archaeological finds demonstrated that
Shang rulers and elites held a monopoly on bronze technology (used for making weapons of war
and ritual vessels) and on writing (used for communicating with the gods). More surprisingly,
evidence from a noblewoman’s grave also suggested that some Shang women might have had
wealth and even military power. By the eleventh century BCE, however, the Shang dynasty was
overthrown and replaced by the Zhou dynasty, which justified its rule in moral terms through the
Mandate of Heaven. When the Zhou dynasty collapsed in 500 BCE, a period of chaos followed.
This unrest ended in 221 BCE when the Qin dynasty unified China under an imperial system
whose legal and administrative structure would endure for 2000 years.

Video Segment 2: Mayan Kingdoms

Not all complex societies were ordered by centralizing power in the hands of one ruling dynasty.
This segment looks at the Mayan kingdoms from about 300 BCE to 900 CE to illustrate this point.
Archaeological evidence indicates that the Mayan people, although divided by regional
differences and language, were united by a common culture. In spite of this common culture,
however, the Mayan people did not develop a single, centralized imperial structure as the Shang
had done. What emerged instead was a group of regional city-states — each ruled by a different
king, and each competing with one another for influence. Moreover, the extent of a king’s territory
was based not on physical space but on the influence that he held over surrounding peoples. If
his influence was great, then so was the extent of his realm. While this aspect of Mayan ordering
was certainly different from Chinese methods of ordering, rulers of both societies gained their
authority by tracing their lineages to the gods. In Mayan society, moreover, Mayan kings were
seen as visionary leaders able to communicate with the gods.

Video Segment 3: Igbo-Ukwu: Archaeology and Early States

Sometimes, archaeology and ethnography (the study of modern people in their natural settings)
can provide evidence that forces scholars to rethink the nature of the past. Such was the case
when a site in the forest region of Nigeria, Igbo-Ukwu, was discovered to contain the remnants of
a complex, settled, agricultural society. In the past, scholars believed that such societies had
been absent from African forest regions. They also believed that centralization of some kind or
another needed to accompany the development of complex societies. This segment uses Igbo-
Ukwu to demonstrate that complex societies did not have to be centralized. Indeed, a
combination of archaeological evidence and the study of modern Ibo peoples in Nigeria led
scholars to believe that the people of Igbo-Ukwu ordered their society through a system of self-
governing villages headed by family leaders. Instead of the highly stratified social hierarchy of
centralized kingdoms or city-states, the social order of Igbo-Ukwu emphasized common goals
and group achievements. The discovery of Igho-Ukwu has provided yet another model by which
scholars understand how ancient people ordered their worlds.

Perspectives on the Past: Interpreting Gender in the Past
Did gender inequality arise before the emergence of centralized states or after? Scholars have
frequently assumed that gender inequality was a feature of human organization before



centralized states appeared. However, archaeological discoveries from the Hongshan culture, a
group of Neolithic sites in northeastern China, show remarkable evidence that females played
important roles in Hongshan society. Discoveries like this raise questions about the role of gender
in China before the formation of centralized, complex society.

Video Details

Who Is Interviewed
e Linda Walton
e Candice Goucher
e Peter Winn

Primary Source Materials Featured in the Video
* JiaYi, Han Chinese historian
*  Popol Vuh, Mayan Book of the People

Program Contents

Begins Ends Contents

00:00 01:37 Show tease, show opening credits

01:38 04:30 Program overview/introduction

04:31 13:54 Video Segment 1. The Evolution of the Early Chinese Empire
13:55 19:09 Video Segment 2. Mayan Kingdoms

19:10 24:25 Video Segment 3. Igbo-Ukwu: Archaeology and Early States
24:26 25:54 Perspectives on the Past: Interpreting Gender in the Past
25:55 28:25 Show close and program credits




