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Abstract:  

The question of the division of history into stages is a complex one, reflecting the overlap between 

different branches of knowledge. It has aroused the interest of intellectuals, philosophers, 

scientists, sociologists, literary scholars, economists, politicians as well, all of whom have had 

their own investigation and have singled out a certain perception of time, its basic features, that 

have led them to determine the beginning and end of stages of cultural, political, intellectual or 

social activity. 

But the division of history into epochs remains at the heart of the process of historiography and 

the essence of historical knowledge, which varies from one civilisation to another. Western 

civilisation has a particular point of view on this subject, which has developed over centuries and 

has been influenced by all the intellectual, religious and political transformations it has undergone. 

We can see this by tracing the milestones through which historical periodisation has passed in the 

West, until it has settled into the quadrilateral form we know today.How has Western thought 

travelled this long road? and how has this quadrilateral, produced by a particular mental 

experience, become a form that frames the history of all the peoples of the world? 

Keywords: Periodisation - Historical knowledge - Western civilisation - Artificial division - 

Christoph Keller. 

 

Introduction: 

We can distinguish two main types of periodisation. The first relates to the history of human life 

in this universe and can be further divided into two categories. The first category is the 

periodisation of prehistoric eras
1
, which begins with the beginning of human history in this 

universe and ends with the development of writing and the recording of human actions in stone, 

clay or other materials, some 3,000 years before Common Era, under the Egyptian and 

Mesopotamian civilisations
2
. The second category is the historical periodisation of human 

activity, which begins where the first category ends and continues to the present day. 

The second main type of periodisation is the natural or geological periodisation (geological 

epoch), which scientists have divided into four major epochs, each of which is further divided into 

periods spanning hundreds of millions of years. The last of these geological epochs is called the 

Holocene, dating back about 11,000 years to the present, and is the period in which human 

civilisation and writing emerged
3
. The focus of this paper, however, is on the second type of 

periodisation from the first main category. 
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The question of historical periodisation is an integral part of the philosophy of history, and it has 

great epistemological significance as a rich field for exploration and reflection. Western thought 

has long devoted considerable attention to this topic. 

In fact, tracing the origins of historical periodisation with any precision is difficult, as European 

scholars acknowledge. This paper is an attempt to trace the emergence and development of the 

process of dividing history into periods within Western thought.The fundamental problem, 

however, is not limited to uncovering the roots of this process and outlining its stages of 

development within Western civilisation, as the title suggests.Rather, it is to understand the 

broader civilisational dimensions and the reasons for the widespread adoption of the four 

historical periodisations coined by the Western mind, which have become the standard divisions 

of history in universities worldwide.Faced with this reality, the big question is Is it possible to 

transcend these terms and invent alternative ones?This is a pressing question that confronts 

everyone, especially historians who do not belong to the European continent. 

First / Genealogy of historical periodisation: Concept and meaning: 

1- Explanation of the concept of genealogy: 

Genealogy, a term originally belonging to the field of history, refers to the study of the lineage of 

individuals, institutions and ideas, and the historical tracing of various phenomena, presenting 

them sequentially from their inception to the final stage of their development
4
. The German 

philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche
5
 borrowed this term and gave it a philosophical dimension, using 

it to raise questions about the origins of moral values, not just to establish them but to critique 

them. He wanted to explore the ancient source of values, tracing it back to the conflict between 

nobles and slaves, and between the free spirit of the warrior and the spiteful spirit of the priest
6
. In 

this sense, the term has a strong critical connotation and, for Nietzsche, has a double function: to 

investigate the origin of values and, at the same time, the value of this origin. According to 

Nietzsche, every phenomenon, language or text derives its value from the meaning we ascribe to 

it. Religion, for example, has different interpretations and meanings that vary according to the 

forces that benefit from it. Thus, all existence cannot be found as “raw reality” because it is a 

series of interpretations and subject to the “cunning of symbols”. Ideas, according to Nietzsche, do 

not express anything, but reveal and conceal at the same time
7
. 

2- The concept and meaning of historical periodisation: 

Linguistically, the term “era” means a period of time, regardless of its duration. This meaning is 

found in Arabic as well as in French (période), English (period) and German (Zeitabschnitt)
8
. The 

term “periodisation” (périodisation - periodisation) has two meanings: a general, literal one, which 

is the division of time into periods
9
; and a more specific, scientific or technical one, which is the 

correct understanding of the different periods of time and their interrelationships and sequences. 

This involves subjecting various individual and collective activities to interpretation and analysis, 

which helps to construct an accurate concept of a given era
10

. 

In this sense, periodisation is the process of framing past events and categorising them according 

to epochs with common characteristics. At the same time, each era bears the hallmarks of a 

“cognitive or factual break” that distinguishes it from the preceding and succeeding periods
11

. 

This means that periodisation is based on elements of simultaneity and succession, encompassing 

relative similarity or homogeneity as well as differences
12

. 

Periodisation has many advantages, as it serves to organise and frame events in memory, 

preventing them from becoming scattered fragments. This process is neither easy nor simple, as it 
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requires the fulfilment of certain cognitive and scientific conditions, which can only be achieved 

through the integration of several mental processes, such as reading, reflection and interpretation 

of different types of activities and achievements within a society. Without these mental processes, 

periodisation would become an arbitrary and haphazard task. As a result, the writing of history 

would become a series of scattered events, devoid of coherence and hampering the understanding 

that can only be achieved by categorising, organising and placing events in their general context
13

. 

But is historical periodisation merely an artificial division imposed by technical and professional 

necessity, and a procedural tool needed by researchers to frame their subject in order to facilitate 

the understanding of history? Or does it have other dimensions? 

Perhaps the most distinctive feature of historical periodisation is its epistemic dimension, since it 

is linked to historical knowledge in two ways: on the one hand, it is a product of it, and on the 

other, it delimits its domain in terms of time and space, defining the markers of beginning and end 

and elucidating the set of constants and variables that characterise the stage or the epoch
14

. It is 

well known that historical knowledge plays a key role in the process of understanding history. 

It is well known that historical knowledge plays an important role in shaping the self-

understanding of societies, since it helps a nation to express its will and to declare its independent 

and distinct entity, in addition to creating the appropriate climate for unity, cooperation and 

understanding among individuals
15

. 

Through this organic relationship between periodisation and historical knowledge, we realise that 

periodisation is an activity not without ideological backgrounds
16

, which influence not only the 

writing of history and its accompanying details, but also the human conception of reality and 

truth. It is characterised by specificity because it is subject to the historian’s perspective, which 

reflects the environment and civilisation to which he belongs. 

As pragmatic linguistics has shown, this is the case with any term that embodies the meanings of 

the cultural circle to which it belongs and the civilisational context from which it emerged
17

. 

Perhaps an understanding of the history of periodisation and the stages of its development within 

Western thought would further clarify this judgement. 

Secondly, the religious periodisation of history: 

It is said that man is naturally civil, and it is also said that he is naturally religious. Religion has 

been a fundamental factor in the emergence of every civilisation throughout history. The observer 

of the history of human thought will realise that every intellectual advance achieved by mankind 

is based on and emanates from ancient religious beginnings as old as man’s existence in this 

world
18

. The process of periodisation is no exception to this phenomenon.   

The Heavenly Books contained the earliest recorded histories of human life, the beginning of 

creation, the relationship between man and other beings, and the immortalisation of the great 

events experienced by humanity. The first attempts to write history were made by priests, such as 

the Egyptian priest Manetho (Manetho), who wrote a book on the history of the ancient Egyptians 

in the form of annals, and another Babylonian priest called “Berossus”, who wrote a book on the 

history of Babylon. After the rise of Christianity and its adoption as the official religion of the 

Roman Empire during the reign of Emperor Constantine (306-337 AD), the clergy monopolised 

the writing of history and the religious event became the centre of history. Annals were written to 

recount religious feasts and the history of the Church, reducing historical writing to the story of 

man’s relationship with his Creator, filled with stories of miracles and saintly deeds
19

. 



 
PSYCHOLOGY AND EDUCATION (2024) 61(5): 297-313              
ISSN:1553-6939 
 

 

300 
www.psychologyandeducation.net 
 

It is not surprising, therefore, that the first attempt made by man to divide history into periods was 

based on a religious concept, and one of the oldest forms of religious periodization is the 

periodization mentioned in the Book of Daniel
20

.  

It places the historical events of the world within the framework of four empires: the Babylonian, 

the Median
21

, the Persian and the Greek
22

. Close to this periodisation was that of the Spanish 

priest and historian “Paulus Orosius”
23

. 

One of the most important religious periodisations of history is that of Saint Augustin
24

. He 

divided the historical epochs into six periods: from Adam to Noah, from Noah to Abraham, from 

Abraham to David, from David to the Babylonian captivity, from the Babylonian captivity to the 

incarnation of Christ, and from the incarnation to Augustine’s time and beyond
25

. 

This division is in keeping with the religious text, which states that God created the universe in six 

days, as mentioned in the Book of Genesis in the Torah (the Creation): “And the heavens and the 

earth were finished, and all the host of them. And on the seventh day God ended his work which 

he had made; and he rested on the seventh day from all his work which he had made. And God 

blessed the seventh day, and sanctified it: because that in it he had rested from all his work which 

God created and made”
26

. Augustine made the course of these epochs correspond to the life span 

of a human being, from childhood to old age
27

. 

 He also believed that human existence will end on the seventh day, which will witness the return 

of Christ and the resurrection, marking the end of time and history and the entry into the eternal 

stage
28

. 

All religions have agreed that God is the Creator of the universe and of time, which means the 

overthrow of the idea of deifying time, which is no longer endless but teleological, ending in a 

sacred goal. 

The journey of humanity is determined by a straight line, from original sin to final repentance. It 

has become possible to count the years from the beginning of creation, and history, according to 

the Jewish and Christian interpretation, is God’s providence in His creation and His will in the 

world, a series of stages beginning with Adam’s expulsion from Paradise and ending with the 

Resurrection.This trajectory is also supported by other beginnings, such as the moment of creation 

and the appearance of the message or the incarnation of Christ, so that religious thought has 

resolved the problem raised by philosophers when they asked whether time had a beginning, since 

the heavenly books prove that God created the world from nothing
29

. 

It is worth noting that the religious periodisation is based on the tripartite division of time and 

includes: the time of temptation and darkness, or the time of Paradise and the beginning of the 

universe; then the earthly time and worldly life; and thirdly the time of the Resurrection and the 

Final Judgement. The time of the worldly life is characterised by being a time full of 

contradictions, because it is a life of guidance and faith as well as a life of ignorance and disbelief, 

and its events are temporary events governed by divine providence
30

. The theory of divine 

providence is the theory of the worldly life. 

The theory of divine providence is a religious approach to the interpretation of history and it 

appeared with the emergence of man who believed in the existence of a constant power that 

controls all the transformations that societies undergo. The origins of the principle of Divine 

Providence go back to ancient civilisations such as the Egyptian, Babylonian, Assyrian and 

Greek, all of which considered man to be part of nature, so that what happens to nature happens to 

him. The wise God must intervene in order to plan for the helpless human being, who is incapable 
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of doing good for himself, and without this intervention history would have become merely an 

accumulation of turbulent ages. The Jews were unique in their belief that they were a people with 

a special status in the universe, for the Creator’s providence is limited to them and they are His 

chosen people. They believe that historical events do not repeat themselves, but proceed in a line 

that ends with their return to the Promised Land
31

. 

Augustine, in his book The City of God, says: 

“...and divine providence has its place, for it is the judgement in victories as well as in defeats”
32

. 

And we find much in Orosius that is similar to this text, such as what is mentioned in his book 

The History of the World: “... and the proof of the design of God Almighty in establishing the 

kingdom of the Romans in place of the kingdom of the Syrians, and that this is not from the doing 

of mortals, nor from what the world brings according to agreement”, and he also says: “...and 

what can be understood in itself, the nature of mankind was created to deny that the world from its 

beginning and foundation is but a succession for the sins of its people”
33

. 

Moreover,Christianity sees history as a course determined by divine providence, telling the story 

of the emergence and settlement of humanity on earth. Events are not attributed to human wisdom 

and action, but to a preordained destiny known to God. The figure of Christ is central to this world 

history; everything that precedes his coming is seen as a prelude, and everything that follows is 

seen as a consequence of his comin
34

. It is obvious that the religious interpretation of history and 

the concept of time in Judaism and Christianity have directly influenced the formulation of 

periodisation according to these perceptions. 

Religious periodisation has survived for many centuries, despite the significant changes that 

Europe has undergone. Its three-part structure, mentioned above, cast a long shadow over 

subsequent forms of periodisation, becoming the background from which they emerged. 

Third, the emergence of the tripartite periodisation of history: 

The religious periodisation of history persisted, with some modifications, until the seventeenth 

century, thanks to the French priest Jacques-Bénigne Bossuet, a prominent representative of 

Christian fundamentalism
35

. In his book Discourse on Universal History, he chronicled world 

history from a Catholic Christian perspective until the end of Charlemagne's reign in the ninth 

century AD, dividing history into epochs based on the Bible. He believed that religion was the 

only phenomenon worth recording because it was eternal truth
36

. In 1681, he wrote an essay 

entitled "Discourse on Universal History", in which he argued that the events of human history 

follow a causal sequence according to the sacred divine plan, with Christianity at its core
37

.  

Bossuet proposed a threefold periodisation of history with religious and philosophical 

significance, which he considered simpler and easier: 

1.The first epoch: from the beginning to the foundation of Rome, covering 4004 years. 

2. The second epoch: from the foundation of Rome to the birth of Christ, covering 747 years. 

3. The third epoch: from the birth of Christ to the present day
38

. 

In addition to the philosophical and religious significance of this periodisation, it should also be 

noted that it was known to the peoples of the East, from where the Jews adopted it and then 

passed it on to the Christians. It was also adopted by the philosophers of the Enlightenment, but 

with fundamental modifications. Bossuet can be considered the father of historical periodization 

in Europe, since the trace of his tripartite periodization can be found in all subsequent 

periodizations, which maintained the tripartite structure of the division of history
39

. 
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However, its connection with religion gradually began to fade, in line with the scientific 

development that Europe was experiencing, coinciding with the religious reform movement and 

the intensification of the conflict between scientists and the clergy, who had monopolised the 

authority of knowledge, which drew its strength from its relationship with the Holy Scriptures and 

its reliance on divine truths. But despite this intense antagonism between the two sides, the 

empirical scientists were not driven to fight religion by their conflict with the priests and the 

clergy. On the contrary, they affirmed their connection with it and devoted their scientific efforts 

to the cause of faith
40

. 

One of the philosophers who tried to reconcile the religious interpretation of history with the 

scientific method based on induction, similar to the natural sciences, was the Italian philosopher 

Giambattista Vico
41

, author of the book “The New Science” (1725), in which he outlined the 

origins and axioms of this science, which he limited to one hundred and fourteen philosophical 

and linguistic axioms. Axiom number 28 dealt with the law of the evolution of peoples according 

to a historical cycle, which is an eternal, fixed system to which the history of all human 

organisations is subject
42

. 

Vico believed that human history was a spiral of constant change, divided into three ages, each 

dominated by a particular language and nature: 

The Age of the Gods: In this age, nations live under despotic governments controlled by the 

clergy, who enact laws they claim to be divine. This age is characterised by the dominance of 

superstition and myth, and the use of a special, sacred and secret language. The dominant human 

nature in this age is the religious nature, whose influence increases due to the weakness of rational 

thought. 

The Age of Heroes: In this age, rule is in the hands of mighty heroes, whom people believe to be 

superior to ordinary humans. This has led to the enslavement of humans by other humans. The 

language of this age is symbolic, and human nature in this age is heroic, characterised by quick 

tempers.  

The Age of Man: In this age the equality of humans is recognised and the role of despotic 

monarchies diminishes. The language of this age is popular or vernacular. Human nature in this 

stage has become more civilised and its dominant traits are humility and a sense of social duty. 

According to Vico, all peoples have passed through these roles and continue to do so in a cyclical 

succession in which the end of the third role is linked to the first, so that the problem of an eternal, 

complete cycle is perpetually renewed. When a nation has completed its human stage, it returns to 

the stage of the gods and begins a new cycle
43

. This does not mean, however, that peoples return 

to their starting point, but rather that their historical course takes on a spiral form, like one circling 

a mountain to reach its summit. Each cycle, though seemingly similar to the previous one, carries 

the climber to a new, higher point. Thus, with each transition from one cycle to another, human 

thought expands. Vico believes that divine providence intended history to follow this trajectory
44

. 

Another tripartite periodisation came from the German philosopher Hegel
45

, who described the 

movement of history in the language of logic, considering historical events as the embodiment 

and manifestation of the Idea
46

. Reason is the essence of both nature and history, but the reason 

inherent in nature is an unconscious one, existing in natural phenomena that are unaware of the 

laws that govern them. Therefore, nature is a world of unconscious thought, and human history 

only began when humanity separated from this world and became self-aware. 
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The course of history is thus the expression of the movement of the rational mind in search of 

self-consciousness, which realises its freedom
47

. Hegel believed that humanity reached this goal 

through three stages: 

 

The Oriental stage, characterised by despotic rule, in which freedom is the prerogative of a single 

individual, the ruler or patriarch - representing the stage of childhood.  

The Greco-Roman stage, characterised by aristocratic-democratic rule, in which freedom was not 

yet recognised for all, but only for Greek and Roman citizens - representing the stage of youth. 

The Germanic stage, marked by monarchical rule under the Prussian state, representing the stage 

of maturity, in which individual freedom is achieved. Hegel considered this to be the final stage, 

as it embodies the spirit of freedom
48

. 

It is clear that this periodisation was tainted with a racial bias, glorifying the German people as the 

true, original people of God
49

. This also reveals Hegel’s close relationship with religion, since for 

him the state is the actualised, conscious embodiment of the divine idea on earth, akin to the 

church in its divine essence, and the ultimate religion of humanity
50

. This is not surprising given 

Hegel’s theological background and his emphasis in his early writings on the close connection 

between religion, faith and science, which earned him the title of “philosopher of Christianity
51

. 

The influence of the religious perspective on the division of history into stages began to recede in 

Europe over time, making way for a new conception of history that also produced new 

terminology. 

Fourth/ The secular tripartite periodisation: 

Renaissance and Enlightenment thinkers rejected the religious periodisation of history, believing 

that man plays a central role in the civilising movement of the universe. This rejection manifested 

itself in the establishment of a new tripartite division of history. However, the foundations of this 

tripartite division first appeared in the 15th century, when Italian humanists distinguished between 

two epochs: the ancient and the modern. In the second half of the century, the term “Middle 

Ages” emerged as a stage between the two. This tripartite division spread throughout Europe 

during the 16th and 17th centuries, and is evident in the works of the German philosopher 

Christoph Keller (1638-1707), who completed three studies bearing the titles of these periods in 

that order: Ancient History (Historia Antiqua, 1685), Medieval History (Historia Medii Aevi, 

1688) and Modern History (Historia Nova, 1702). Some studies have focused on Keller’s 

contribution to historical periodisation, suggesting that he was the originator of the terms ‘Middle 

Ages’, ‘Modern History’ and ‘Ancient History’. The truth, however, is that these terms were in 

use before him, and he became known for them because he was the one who, unlike others, wrote 

extensively about them
52

. 

This periodisation spread slowly and gradually across Europe, facilitated by several factors that 

influenced philosophers’ views of time and historical events. These factors can be summarised as 

follows 

1- The disappearance of the concept of circular time: 

The Greeks believed in the concept of circular time, that time, like the planets, moved in a circular 

motion, causing events to take the form of recurring cycles. This view of time stemmed from their 

belief that things were finite and self-contained, leading them to see time as a closed circle in 

which events return to the starting point
53

. Religion played a crucial role in the disappearance of 

this circular concept of time, transforming it into a straight line
54

 with a beginning - Adam’s 
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expulsion from Eden - and an end - the Day of Judgement. Between these two points lie “golden” 

events that cannot be repeated, such as the moment of creation and the incarnation of Christ. The 

Scriptures affirm that God created the world out of nothing, thus resolving the philosophical 

dilemma of whether time has a beginning
55

. 

 

2- The spread of rationalism: 

This movement arose in the seventeenth century following scientific discoveries that overturned 

old beliefs. People began to trust and glorify the human mind, believing in its ability to arrive at 

truth. Faith was no longer seen as a source of knowledge, and progress became synonymous with 

the advancement of reason
56

. 

3 - The emergence of the idea of progress: 

The Middle Ages had a negative view of each new period of time, seeing it as a departure from 

the original state of perfection. In the Renaissance, however, time became a manifestation of 

human progress, moving from lower to higher levels. The present was seen as a turning point 

between a previous period symbolising backwardness and a future period symbolising progress 

and prosperity. Time no longer followed a circular path, but a straight line towards a bright future, 

as each epoch added something new that developed “the true wealth, happiness and knowledge of 

the human race”
57

. 

By the 18th century, the concept of progress had become a preoccupation of Enlightenment 

thinkers and philosophers in Europe
58

. They were known for their liberal tendencies, subjecting 

everything to criticism and scrutiny, rejecting the religious interpretation of history and rejecting 

the periodisation used by the clergy, which divided history into pagan and Christian era
59

. They 

argued that some forms of primitive mental activity were destined to disappear to make way for 

the progress and maturation of reason, and that human beings were capable of achievements that 

could raise their standard of living and realise a secular, earthly paradise on a par with the 

heavenly paradis
60

. They claimed that society, like nature, evolves in a regular and continuous 

manner, progressing from lower to higher stages, so that the previous era is no longer regarded as 

the golden age or the best of times, as was customary. Historical time is not only continuous and 

subject to the logic of accumulation, it is also constantly moving forward. Even civilisation moves 

from the simple to the comple
61

. 

4 - The scientific revolution in Europe: 

Europe witnessed this revolution from the 16th century, thanks to the adoption of the 

experimental method, which led to the demolition of the old astronomical axiom
62

. However, the 

powerful effects of this revolution did not become apparent until the following century, when 

natural phenomena began to be explained by the modern mathematical approach and the laws of 

modern physics.This development had a direct impact on all the sciences, including the 

humanities, and the concept of time in historical knowledge was not immune to this influence
63

. 

This influence can be traced through the development of the physical sciences, which gave rise to 

what is known as mechanical philosophy, which believes that nature is not driven by hidden 

spirits, as previously thought, but is subject to mechanistic motion governed by mathematical 

laws, one of the principles of which is that a moving body continues in a straight line
64

. 

In the context of modern philosophy, the so-called principle of thermodynamics has emerged, 

which states that thermal phenomena are irreversible. This is explained by the fact that heat 

transfer occurs in a single direction in time and cannot be reversed - heat flows from a hotter body 
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to a cooler one, but not vice versa. This physical discovery was considered to be one of the most 

important factors that led to the demise of the idea of circular time, to be replaced by the concept 

of successive historical time moving in a single direction without regression
65

. This discovery 

contributed to the emergence of what is known in the history of European thought as modernity - 

a new system of values reflecting the spirit of the age that Europe had entered since the 17th 

century, based on the belief in reason as an effective means of progress, which is a constant and 

unidirectional process
66

.   

In the nineteenth century, Darwin’s theory of evolutio
67

 contributed to the decline of the idea of 

circular time by providing a historical conception of nature according to a biological evolution 

that follows an ascending, non-cyclical trajectory. This meaning was then projected onto time and 

history, which came to be divided into successive stages that followed a linear path, moving from 

the lower to the higher
68

. 

The conditions and factors mentioned above produced the so-called “rational historian”, who 

adopted the secular tripartite division of history: ancient - medieval - modern. Parallel to these 

defined historical periods, another tripartite scheme of periodisation continued in the 19th century, 

for example in the work of Auguste Comte
69

. This scheme did not represent a complete break 

with the influence of religious thought, although Comte is regarded as the founder of the positivist 

doctrine, which focused on the world of reality and experience and distanced itself from all 

metaphysical debates
70

.  

This tripartite periodisation is known as the “law of the three stages” and expresses the gradual 

evolution that humanity has undergone in its attempts to explain the world. The first stage is the 

theological state, in which myths and legends were used to explain natural phenomena, and there 

was a belief in supernatural causes and hidden forces underlying things. This is followed by the 

metaphysical state, where the prevailing belief was that the forces controlling things were innate, 

latent forces that were their primary cause. Finally, there is the positive state, in which human 

intelligence developed and its view of the world evolved so that it sought to understand the fixed 

relationships between phenomena through scientific observation, without seeking the primary 

causes of things, since the mind is incapable of reaching absolute truths and must be satisfied with 

the relative
71

. 

Fifth/The emergence and generalisation of the quadripartite periodisation: 

The contemporary period was initially included within the modern period, but was later separated 

from it, leading to the emergence of the quadripartite periodisation
72

 of history we know today. It 

seems that the term ‘contemporary history’ did not appear in all European countries at the same 

time, but was used at different intervals before becoming widespread across the continent and 

then the world. The term “contemporary history” appeared as early as 1826 with the French 

historian Jules Michelet
73

, who established 1789 as the beginning of this period. It then appeared 

in an educational journal in 1842, and with this addition the periodisation became quadripartite
74

. 

As far as academic curricula were concerned, European educational institutions initially adopted 

the bipartite periodisation, with England being the pioneer, with the creation of professorships of 

ancient history at the universities of Oxford in 1622 and Cambridge in 1627, followed by modern 

history at both universities since 1724. In France, the bipartite periodisation was adopted at the 

end of the 18th century, and in the 19th century the French curriculum included subjects such as 

Ancient History, Roman History, Medieval History and Modern History at the secondary level 

(by decree of 4 September 1821). Contemporary history was later introduced in the final year of 
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secondary school by the decree of 24 March 1864. Furthermore, the decree of 28 February 1837 

stipulated that candidates for the history and geography teaching certificate had to pass an 

examination in either ancient or Roman history and another in either medieval or modern 

history
75

. 

The dominance of the quadripartite periodisation was gradually established in Europe, with each 

period becoming an independent specialisation in the study of history. In the 1960s, associations 

of history professors specialising in specific periods were created in French universities, such as 

the Association of Historians of the Contemporary Era for Higher Education and Research 

(AHCESR), founded in 1965, followed by associations of specialists in ancient history in 1966, 

modern history in 1967 and medieval history in 1969
76

. 

On the fringes of the quadripartite periodisation, sub-periodisations emerged, such as the period of 

Late Antiquity. This term appeared among German historians and, since the 1960s, it has been 

proposed as a subject of discussion in several conferences and has been of interest to some 

historians
77

. As for the term “Renaissance”, it is attributed to the French historian “Michelet”, 

who used it in the lectures he gave at the Collège de France in 1840 and then devoted a part of his 

book “History of France”, published in 1855, but some do not consider the Renaissance as an 

independent historical period between the Middle Ages and modern times, The French historian 

Jacques Le Goff went on to argue that the real transformation that ended the Middle Ages took 

place in the eighteenth century, a view previously held by Lucien Febvr
78

. 

Regarding the landmarks for the beginning and end of historical periods, Christoph Keller, the 

pioneer of European historical periodisation, had established temporal boundaries and divisions 

between the three main periods, considering the year 476 AD as the symbolic date of the fall of 

the Western Roman Empire, the dividing line between the ancient and medieval periods, and the 

fall of Constantinople in 1453 AD as the dividing line between the medieval and modern 

periods
79

. 

However, there was no consensus among European countries as to when historical periods began 

and ended. In France, for example, since 1874, secondary school programmes have adopted 1789 

as the end of the modern era, rather than 1814 or 1815 as previously, but 1789 is not adopted by 

other countries because English and American historians consider the Industrial Revolution to be 

a transitional stage between recent and distant modern history. In the Soviet Union, the year 1917 

is used as the dividing line between the modern and contemporary eras.In China, the Modern Era 

begins with the Opium War of 1839, the year in which the British Empire forced the Qing 

Dynasty to open up to foreign trade, while the Contemporary Era begins precisely on 4 May 1919, 

the date of the student uprising against Japanese control of Shandong Province.(80) In China, the 

Modern Era begins with the Opium War of 1839, the year in which the British Empire forced the 

Qing Dynasty to open up to foreign trade.In China, the Modern Era begins with the Opium War 

of 1839, the year in which the British Empire forced the Qing Dynasty to open up to foreign trade, 

while the Contemporary Era begins precisely on 4 May 1919, the date of the student uprising 

against Japanese control of Shandong Province.(80In China, the Modern Era begins with the 

Opium War of 1839, the year in which the British Empire forced the Qing Dynasty to open up to 

foreign trade, while the Contemporary Era begins precisely on 4 May 1919, the date of the student 

uprising against Japanese control of Shandong Province⁸ .In China, the Modern Era begins with 

the Opium War of 1839, the year in which the British Empire forced the Qing Dynasty to open up 
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to foreign trade, while the Contemporary Era begins precisely on 4 May 1919, the date of the 

student uprising against Japanese control of Shandong Province
80

. 

But do these years really represent real boundaries separating two periods? This question leads us 

to consider the question of rupture and continuity in the process of periodisation. In order to 

understand this issue, it is helpful to use the concept of the “turning point”, which is one of the 

most important epistemological concepts produced by the historian, or more precisely, the 

philosopher of history. It is also a fundamental component of the production of periodisation. It is 

not a temporal break that separates two eras; thus, a new concept of an era can be established as a 

period of time confined between two turning points, characterised by features that distinguish it 

from the previous era, organised around a central general concept and highlighting a certain 

transformation. The characteristics of the era are derived from dominant events and occurrences. 

For example, terms such as the Renaissance, the Enlightenment, Salafism and others are not 

necessarily given in historical documents, but historians always present them in a methodical, 

scientific form. This process is difficult and complex due to the nature of periodisation, which is a 

sophisticated and advanced concept of time. This concept varies from one civilisation to another 

and is also subject to the historical development experienced by an individual nation, reflecting its 

level of civilisation
81

. 

It is also tied to the historical process of the environment to which the historian or philosopher 

belongs. Nevertheless, the use of Western periodisation has been generalised to different 

geographical and cultural areas. What justifies this generalisation? In truth, there are no 

convincing objective justifications for it. Despite claims about the pedagogical nature of the 

fourfold periodisation and that it is merely a procedural tool used by historians in response to 

technical and professional needs, its generalisation in fact reflects the idea of Eurocentrism.  

This brings us to the delicate issue of the bias of the term towards its context of origin and its 

creator. The creator of the term places himself at the centre, arranging things around him 

according to his own vision, which enables him to control reality, to surpass the other, who is 

incapable of naming things
82

. This explains the attitude of superiority and arrogance that the West 

has had towards other cultures since the eighteenth century, with Islam as a civilisation being one 

of the main victims of this attitude
83

. This is reason enough for the rational mind to reject the 

universality that Western philosophy imparts to its concepts, because they lack the human 

dimension that can only be achieved by abandoning the mentality of exclusion and contempt and 

opening up to the other, away from the logic of power and domination
84

. 

To be fair, it must be acknowledged that the Western mind is characterised by its critical nature 

and desire for renewal and change, and that it genuinely believes in the principle of constant 

correction as a fundamental condition for progress in all fields of knowledge, including historical 

knowledge. Many voices within the European intellectual framework have criticised the 

prevailing periodisation and called for its “four idols” to be dismantled. 

 Conclusion: 

The question of periodisation is a complex one, reflecting the intersection of different branches of 

human knowledge. It has attracted the interest of thinkers, philosophers, sociologists, literary 

figures, economists and politicians, each of whom has developed their own periodisation and their 

own conception of time, guided by its fundamental markers to delineate the beginning and end of 

cultural, political, intellectual or social phases. Nevertheless, periodisation remains intrinsic to the 
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process of historiography and the core of historical knowledge, highlighting its importance and 

potential risks. The following conclusions can be drawn from this study: 

- The periodisation of Western civilisation faithfully reflects the history of Western thought as it 

has evolved over time to its present state. 

- Dividing history into phases is a complex task, requiring a specific awareness of time and the 

events it encompasses. 

- There is a distinction between the horizontal view of the timeline adopted by modern historical 

knowledge and the vertical view found in classical historical knowledge, centred on the idea of 

eschatological salvation, in which the chronological sequence of events is seen merely as a 

prelude arranged by divine providence. 

- The Western periodisation of history began with a religious perspective, persisted as such for 

centuries, and in the eighteenth century, with the spread of rationalism, gave way to a secular 

perspective that regarded human consciousness as the most reliable source of knowledge. 

- The division of history into four epochs was the result of the joint efforts of philosophers from 

different European countries - Italy, Germany, France - reflecting the cumulative nature of 

Western scientific production. 

- The generalisation and adoption of quadripartite periodisation in universities outside Europe 

expresses a cultural reality that has imposed itself and served as a source of its strength. 

- The terminology of periodisation carries with it cultural and intellectual backgrounds that must 

be taken into account in order to determine our position in relation to others and to be sufficiently 

aware of ourselves and the responsibilities that await us. 
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