
Foreword

We live in an extraordinarily complex and rapidly 
changing world. Even more than people in other 
societies and eras, we need maps to help us navigate 

our way through the world. Without maps we’re lost, sometimes 
literally. Education provides us with the sort of maps that inform 
us about our own country and the greater world. Education also 
gives some of the skills that we will need to find employment and 
a place in our society. We also come across many other kinds of 
maps of the world—in books, in conversations with friends or 
family, on the Internet, or in churches. What is missing, however, 
is any attempt to show the links between all these maps, to show 
how they all fit together like a gigantic jigsaw map of everything. 
It’s as if we studied the earth using lots of street maps, but never 
looked at a globe showing the whole world. 

Big history assembles lots of different maps into a grand map 
of our universe. It tells an epic story that reaches across almost 14 
billion years and takes us to the very beginnings of time and space. 
It uses modern scientific scholarship from many different fields to 
explain how everything around us came to be as it is: how the 
universe itself appeared in a vast cosmic explosion from nothing, 
how the first stars formed in the young universe, and how, in their 
fiery dying days, very large stars forged the elements from which 
planets and living organisms were formed; how life appeared at 
least on one planet (but perhaps also on many others), and how 
life changed and diversified and got more complex over billions 
of years; and how, eventually, one of the millions of different 
life forms evolved into a creature that was our first ancestor, the 

xi

Big History, Small World.indd   11 30/12/16   11:00 am



xii

foreword

first human, and how that person’s descendants spread around the 
world, and built a great diversity of different societies, cultures, 
religions and political systems, including, eventually, the aston-
ishingly vibrant global societies we live in today. It tells, above 
all, how a very simple young universe generated more and more 
interesting and complex phenomena and organisms, including, 
eventually, us! Equipped with that map we can ask where it is all 
going and we can also ask about our own place in this grand story.

This is the story that Cynthia Brown tells superbly, clearly, 
simply and engagingly, in the book you are about to read. Cynthia 
Brown is a master of the big history story. As she explains how, 
step by step, all the different pieces of our world came together 
over almost 14 billion years, you’ll start to see what it is you are a 
part of. This is very much a story about you and your world. And 
it’s a wonderful, exotic, and surprising story with many unex-
pected twists and sudden turns. 

The big history story is far from perfect. It has been pieced 
together by scholars and scientists working across the world over 
several centuries, though most of the details have fallen into place 
only in the last few decades. The story still struggles to explain 
many important phenomena, though it may do better in the near 
future. What is consciousness? Why did the Big Bang happen? 
How exactly did the first life forms appear on earth? Even with 
these imperfections, this is a story you need to take very seriously 
because it is based on an extraordinary amount of carefully exam-
ined information, and it is the first origin story to be constructed 
by scholars throughout the world, rather than in just one region. 
As the first global origin story, it is very much a story for today’s 
world, the world of the “Anthropocene.”

In the final chapter, Cynthia Brown shows that the big history 
story is not just rich and fascinating; it’s also saturated with mean-
ing. If you have ever asked whether the universe has a purpose, 
life has a purpose, or even if your life has a purpose, you need to 

Big History, Small World.indd   12 30/12/16   11:00 am



xiii

foreword

start with this story. Read it carefully enough and you will find 
your own meaning in this wonderful, exotic, and ever-surpris-
ing universe of which we are all a tiny part. This is the ultimate 
“world map.” Enjoy!

David Christian
Director, Big History Institute

Macquarie University, Sydney, Australia
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