
Preface

This is now the third account of big history that I have 
written. Unlike the first one, when I was working alone 
in my downstairs office trying to convert piles of notes 

into a story, now I am connected to people teaching, writing, and 
learning big history around the world.

I called my first account Big History: From the Big Bang to the 
Present (New York: New Press, 2007; 2nd ed. 2012). I wrote my 
second account with David Christian and Craig Benjamin; we 
called it Big History: Between Nothing and Everything (New York: 
McGraw-Hill, 2014).

In the almost ten years since my first book of big history 
appeared in 2007, big history has become a global mini-move-
ment in teaching and research. The formation of the International 
Big History Association in 2010 anchored these activities. (See 
www.ibhanet.org.)

At the elementary level Jennifer Morgan has spearheaded pro-
fessional training for teachers. (See www.deeptimejourney.org.) 
This is used especially in Montessori schools, based on Maria 
Montessori’s ideas in the late 1940s for cosmic education.

At the high school level Bill Gates galvanized action by fund-
ing the development of free on-line curricula—one for anyone 
to take on their own and one for teachers to use in high school 
classrooms. (See www.bighistoryproject.com.) At present about 
1500 schools have big history classes managed by the Big History 
Project, while some 50,000 teachers worldwide are using part of 
the curriculum.
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At the undergraduate university level three textbooks have 
appeared. These are: David Christian, Maps of Time: An Intro-
duction to Big History (Berkeley, CA: University of California 
Press, 2004, 2nd ed. 2011); Fred Spier, Big History and the Future of 
Humanity (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010, 2nd ed. 2015), and 
Christian, Brown, and Benjamin, Big History: Between Nothing and 
Everything (New York: McGraw-Hill, 2014).

Undergraduate course are being taught throughout the world, 
especially in Korea, Australia, the U.S., and the Netherlands. At 
Dominican University of California, all freshmen are required 
to take two semesters of big history courses. The faculty used 
their experience to write Teaching Big History. Ed. by Richard 
Simon, Mojgan Behmand, and Thomas Burke. Berkeley: Uni-
versity of California Press, 2015. (See also www. dominican.edu 
/academics/big-history.)

At the graduate level courses are currently being developed. 
A few intrepid students are in Ph.D. programs in Amsterdam 
and Sydney. Ten graduate scholarships are being offered at Mac-
quarie University’s Big History Institute. (See www.bighistory 
.mq.edu .au.)

In the midst of all this big history activity, I wanted to write 
another account of big history. I wanted to re-think the story 
once more, after becoming familiar with the various versions of 
it and the issues involved in how it is structured and presented.

Primarily, however, I wanted to write as simply and clearly as 
I possibly could, using my tenth grade teaching voice. (I taught 
tenth grade world history for two years at Eastern High School in 
Baltimore, MD, from September 1961 to June 1963.) I also wanted 
to give more space to science than I did in my earlier versions—in 
order to have more room to be clear and to put humans in their 
proper context.

My hope is that this version of big history will be accessible to 
many people—to students, teachers and the general public. I hope 
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that teachers will find it useful as a supplement to the on-line 
materials from the Big History Project. I hope that students can 
keep it in their backpacks and on their bookshelves. I hope that it 
will be easy to translate so that people everywhere can learn our 
global story.

This book is organized into twelve chapters, which can fit 
easily into one semester of instruction, if desired, with about a 
chapter a week. In the first chapter I discuss what the scientific 
method and big history are. In the last chapter I discuss a variety 
of ways that people interpret big history and find meaning in it. 
The other ten chapters are based on eight major turning points, 
or thresholds, in the cosmic story. One threshold, the emergence 
of life, deserves two chapters, while a discussion of the future fills 
chapter 11.

This book is not formatted as a traditional textbook, although 
it can easily be used as one. It has a glossary to alert students and 
teachers to keywords. Each chapter has questions on the frontier 
of knowledge, as well as suggestions of how the content applies 
directly to the reader, to answer the perennial question: “Why 
do I have to learn this?” In addition, the book contains thirteen 
profiles of interesting people currently involved in science and the 
humanities.

Knowing that traditional textbooks tend to be boring, I hope 
this one is not. I trust that you enjoy it and keep turning those 
pages. After all, this is the most amazing story ever told—the 
story of how hydrogen gas eventually turned into us. (Thanks, 
Brian Swimme.)
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