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UNIT 1 CONCEPTS

PILLARS OF 
BIG HISTORY

THRESHOLDS OF INCREASING COMPLEXITY
These are moments in the history of the Universe when the right ingredients combine under just 
the right conditions — that is, the Goldilocks Conditions — to create something entirely new  
and more complex. With this new complexity come more diverse, precisely arranged ingredients 
that display new “emergent” properties and are increasingly fragile.

SCALE
Scale refers to the frames of time and space that researchers use to study their topics. Some 
focus on molecules, others on the Universe. Some study the past, looking at a single day or  
a millennium or more, and at one person or at the entire world; others consider the future,  
here on Earth, or on some other planet that we might colonize. Big history is unique because  
it considers all of these possible scales of time and space.

COLLECTIVE LEARNING
Collective learning is the uniquely human ability to use precise symbolic language to pass along 
information quickly and efficiently from person to person and generation to generation, such  
that people can learn relatively quickly from the pool of accumulated knowledge and build upon 
it with new discoveries and inventions. As population increases and more information is passed 
around, the chances for innovation also increase; innovation, in turn, often allows people to tap 
and utilize more resources that support the growing population, which then leads to increased 
collective learning. This cycle explains why change has accelerated so rapidly throughout recent 
human history.

CLAIM TESTING
People use different claim testers to decide whether or not something is true. One claim tester 
people use is intuition, or their gut feeling. People also might believe something is true because 
an authority, like a teacher or a religious leader, tells them it’s true. A third way that people 
test claims is by using logic, or reasoning. Finally, people make decisions about what to believe 
based on empirical evidence, or proof through observation and/or experimentation.


