Historical time is a councrete and
living realify with an irreversible
onward rush. It is the very ﬁlaéﬁa
in vhich events are immersed, and
the field within which they become
intelligible. |
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Beginnings and Endings of Historical Epochs: Periodization in History

The comprehension of histbric'time it turns out is a very
sophisticated business., The child is a complete presentist, ab-
sorbed in his immediate world of space and time and utterly unable
- to appreciatelcbmplex dimensions. of either. When hé reaches ten or
twelveryearé,'he may have some understanding of an historic past,
although a broad sense of chronology probably still elludes him,*
Indeed, chronological illiteracy remaiﬁsvonewof ihe greatest fail-
ings in the present generation ofluniversity s;udents, who
frequently'fail to grasp both event sequences and the horizontal
compérisons in time of cultures, civilizations, and nations, By

redycing thié cpntinuum ﬁo‘a memorization of dates and‘an intensive
study of chronological charts, they soén alienate themselves from
history of all sorts. To what end, they say, this stream of a
‘dead and amorphoué,past?. ’ |

Undergraduates are not'unique.in hafing difficulty with the
chroﬁological sweep of history. The ancients certainly had no such
concept. fhﬁcydides could but exclaim in ﬁhe initial page of his -
Peloponnesian Wars that it

was the greatest movement yet known in

history; not only of the Hellenes, but of

a larger part of the baébarian world~~I had
almost said of mankind., For though the events

of remote antiquity, and even those that

immediately precede the war, could not

from lapse.of time be clearly aséertained,

yvet the evidences which an inquiry carried

as far back as was practicable leads me to




trust,rali péint to the conclusion that

there‘was nothing on a great .scaley either

in war or in other matters.z |
Thuéy&ides clearly had no bétter idea of the stream of history
than m@ny undérgraduétes. : But ﬁhere the difference
ends, forThﬁc&dides had little recorded history to draw upon;. we
of the twentieth century have an enormous store of historical
information in a vast chronological frdmewofk,;gven if?w%Lbften choose
b0 ignore it. |

The great continuum is further cpmplicated by the uneveness

iniemphaseé which we inévitably give to the recent as comparéd to
fhe‘distant fast. Geologic time we measure in billions of years;
the eariiegt historic in. centuries; the most recent in decades or
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We do this because, of course,

even such episodes as August 1914,
- we have more infofmation.in many instances about the recent but
also because the episodic seems more manageable and poséesses a
greater drama than the grand flow of history.
| How,iﬂdeed, does oné make sense or use of this stream? VWhere,
if at ali; does one find romance and excitement. in it? 'The’answer
is in the distinction which exists between pontinuity and change,
between the contiﬁuumvand those historical episodes within it, 4
The historian's task is that of reéolving the tension between these.
two by sﬁbstituting "a web of many seams" for Maitland's “éeamless
web of history.".SIn-reconciling continuity and change, the
historian really frovidés & narrower. context for describiné just what has
occurred in time, That context he calls a period or epoch.'
There is no magio or absolute quality about the historical |

. period: it is really the historian's construct, resting in the




continuum and relating to the epdchs preceding and succeeding it.
Periodization; whether spoken ofVQritten, makes the historian's
narrative more intelligible. His task, after all, is that of re-
constructing a meaningful past by locating objects (people, events,
forceé)'in time, lThe historian uniquely draws upon the learning
of all discipiines to describe thé change and thereby establishes
a context. He compafes the patterns which he discerns in
historical time, This coherence whichqhé has bestowed upon the
continuum through periodizatioh enables him to make greater sense
and use of history. | |

. The fundamental question is vhat constitutes an historical
~epoch, WhatAare the elements or criterié forAesiablishing the
beginnings and endings of historical periods? What is the naturet
of this change which occurs within the continuum? These are but
several ways of phrasing the vital question, First, a period may
be identified with an individual or a sharply-defined event.
When we have a genuine "herd in histo;y" or events that articulate
'.decisive cﬂanges in the historical continuum then we muét pause to
ponder the matter}6 Secondly, the epoch may be a wateréhed'of
forces, a point in time when obvious changes are oécurring in
politics, socieﬁy; economics, and culﬁure——one or more of these, -
While the beginnings and endings of these changes may be difficult
to documént with precision, &e,plainly discern them. Thirdly, the
period may be designdted rather drtificially by simply establishing
decade, century, or even millennia limits. Fourthly, the ﬁeriod
may be Broadly Shaped by the.rhythm of civilizations or a pﬁilosophy>

of history that tends to focus on the phenomena of civilizations or




Vclass structures.

The first are those périods esiablished with reasonable pre- '
cision, Such a definite ﬁegiqning and éndiﬁg may be perceived;in
the single most successful periodizing enterprise, that fashioned
'by.Christian hiétorians,wwho divided history into B.C. and A.,D.
This periodizétion meets with such uncritical'acceptance that we
virtually conclude that Socrates knew he lived in the f£fifth
century B.C., We have at least as much precisign with- this
periédization as with any other.

Ages aséociated with heroes such as the Age of Pericles, -~
Alexander the Great, Augustus, Constantine, Lorenzo the Magnificent, .
Loujs XIV, Napoleon, and Bismarck can usualfy be designated with
some specificity. Golden Ages, as they idenfify individuals with
cities and political entities, e.g. Periclean Aﬁhens, Augustan
Rome, the Baghdad of Haroun aluRashid,‘Laurentian.Florané, and
Elizabe£han England are in the same category.

With wérs or revolutions, the problem is mére complicated than
with heroeg. A Series of eventé may mark the beginning of a war
or,re#olﬁtiéﬂ; for a war, at least, the end may be cleaf-cut,

e.g. an.armistice or thé signiﬁg of a treaty, but even that.is not
.always the case, .Do we‘mark'thé origins 6f the first World War .
witﬁ the assassination of the Archduke- Francis Ferdinand or with
the #arious declarations of war? Or do we recognize the long—rangg
causes.and speak of fhe era ofithe First World Var asAaating to

the time of Bismarckian diplomaéy in the aftermath of the ﬁranco-
Prussian WaréT When did-it end? Some might say 1918 or 1919,

but others have depicted the Second World War as merely part and

parcel of the first, and thus an era of world war from 1914 until
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I1945.8 Only through the function of time and varying perspec%ive
do we see that Wgrld War I1 was an extension of World Wgr I..
The Secdnd World war, incidentally, presents some difficulty on ’
endings, for the peace treaties were either delayed or stiil

" elude us., Perhaps armistices suffice, although the almost
immediate féshmption of a Cold War clouds the'cledr division
which one norhally expects between war and peace.

Revolutioné are more difficult still, although they usually
fall in the precise beginning and ending category. Did the
‘Russian Revolution'begin with the February uprising in Petfograd
" or the October ome? Is a prefer@ble origin 'the Revolution of
19057 And its ending? The choice exists among No?embér, 1917,
the conclusion of the shattering Civil War, or the Stalin Revolu-
~tion of the early 1930'8.10Historians still argue these points as
they attempt to make intelligible this centufy's>span of Russian
history. And what of the Prench Revolution?' Did it begin with
the profligacy of Louis XIV aqd Louis XV,}with the American Revolu=-
tion; the énlightenment (Wha£ever and whenever that was), or the
calling bf fhe Estates General in 17897 And its ending? Thermidor
which devoured the Revolution's children in 1794, Napoleon's
coup d'etat in 1799, and the fall of Napoleon in 1814-15 are vari--
ousi& préclaiméd. Indeed, should Napoleon be lumped into the
revolutionary epoch, say from 1789-1814, in order to round off
neatly a quarter cenﬁury? Historians havgyalso used the decade
package, from 1789 to Napbléon's coup in 1799, The wagé seem in-
finite, even when precise and natural endings appear to sét off
periods. |

" The second kind of period which I have chosen to emphasize




is that which is longer and more indefiﬁite,‘one emboaying change
~on a broad scale, - If the historian has considerable latitude in
dealing with gpecific events, his options seem endless and, indeed,
ambiguous when he takes on such historical epochs as the Middle Ages,
the Renaissance, the Reformation, and the Scientific Revolution,
Here the,anél&sis should focus on not just heroes but on such |
ﬁatters éé political béhaviqr and institutions; social mobility and
structure; economic development; demogéaphicypgtterns and configura-
.ﬁionj intellectual, cultural, and religious climate; the trans—
mission.of ideas aﬁd culture; aﬁd the impact of science and technology.
vSuch criteria,afe neéé#safy in‘defiﬁing and-determining the
_grigins'of ﬁhe Mid&le Ages, Should, one must ask,AtheiMiddle Ages
" ‘be equated with the Dark, and may one legitimately speak of such a
pefiod beﬁweeﬁ the two cultural peaks of Antiquity and the.
RenéiSsance? -HistoridﬁS‘of séience like Lynn Thorndike and of
technoiogyvlike-Lynn White take-exéeption to the idea of a Dark
Age and point to notable medieval accomplishments in their respective
fields;12Wéllace Ferguson, moreover, has shown that the demeaning |
of the p¥e~Renaissance era was a mahufacture of~Renaiss§née>humanists.
Be it as it may, we must firétvtalk of origins, Did the Middle
Ages, if we persiét in usingAthe term, occur with the first evidence
of Roman decline in the’éecohd centuiy,,with the increased pressuré:
of the German tribes in the third, with the,coﬁversion of Constantine.
in the fourth, with fhe "fail” of Rome in +the fiffh, with the
emergence of Byzéntium in the sixtﬂ, with the Muslim onsladght in
the seventh, with the estabiishment of the Frankish dominioh in the
eighth, or when?14Before long we encounter a Carolingian, Ottonian,

’ 1
- Tenth Century, and Twelfth Century Renaissance, 5Are we to assume
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that Middle Ages and HRenaissance do not mix even though Johan )

“Huizinga speaks of the Waning of the Middle Ages during the,same,gu@ttro;_

cehtb that_Jaéob Burckhardt lauds a Civilization of the Renais-—

sance in Italy? The fact is that the origin and conclusion of

the Middle Ages are very, very ellusive, even though historians
by using the term have for the most part rendered an 1nte111g1ble
account of the stream of time since the age of Augustus. We now
know better than to assume that the Middle Ages started abruptly
in 476 and ended with, say, Dante or the fall of Constantinople.
We know, too, that.a'Middle Age pertéinS‘only to Europe, and for
many historians oply a part of it at that. Recognizing these
limits and that it is not a synonym for Darﬁ, it still remains
useful nomenclature. ' o .
Concluding the Middle Ages is, as noted abévé, quife as
difficult and imprecise a task as beginning it. Sometimes the end
- of the Middle Ages is taken to be the beginning of the Renaissance.
The point is not only whén but where? Burckhardt has forever left
his mark on Edropean periodization with his Iﬁglian Quattrocento
conthucf, yet was thgre a Renaissance elsevhere in Europe during
the fiffeenth century? ‘Huizinga finds a distinctly medieval
cultﬁre in the fifteenth century Netherlands, while Cbafles Haskins
- has suggésfed that the ¥ea1 roots of the Renaiséance were medieval,

in a Renaissance of the Twelfth Century. In effect, Haskins re-

jected‘the abrupt break which Burckhardt imposed on the contiﬁuUm.
This really raises the questlon about criteria for periodizing
such amorphous epochs.. Hasklns was impressed with twelfth century
medieval Latin culture; Charles McIllwain believed that medieval
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parliaments were important in appraising that general period.
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Burckhardt suggested that Italian individualism was the dominant
mark of fifteenth century Italy. "Economic growth and the rise of
a middle class (forever rising!!) were characteristic features of

Robert Lopez' Tenth Century Renaissance, which he meant to be'the

beginning of the end of the Middle Ages. Then there were such
cdtaclysmic’or heroic events as. the fall of Constantinople to the
Ottoman Turks in 1453, thé conclusion of the Hundred Years Var,
and the Columﬁian voyages, Particqlarlf the first in 1492 to the
New World.

The Renaissanée, as Fefguson has shéwn, is a subject of endless
fascination; and by studying it oné is impressed by the perceptionsv
~of historians from their frame of reference no less thén by ob-

“jective historical events.<18

Renaissance humanists
believed they lived in a veritable golden,age compared to the one
of superstition which had preceded theirs. Religious reformers

in the sixteenth century reached a similar conclusion but for
_different reasons, For £hem thé oiigins of Christianity rather
than Class{cal Antiquity established the primany of an earlier
age, and.they had simply recaptured the Christian essenée after a
millennium of clerical domination from Rome, Nor did historians
iduring the Enlightenment relish the thought ofiextolling the .
virtues Qf an "Age of Faith" so tﬁey, too,'aocepted_thé'Renaissancen
Refbrgation.theory of‘a dark age. Ohly romantics in the aftermath’
of Rousseau and the french Revolution found soiace in these
religious and ethical idealé{df an organic society so 1acking in
£heir ovn time. 1In this.samé instance they imposed upon thé
Renaissance the image of a monstrous Machiavelle, Not until after

" World War I‘with the "revolt of the medievalists" was there an
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attempt to modify that Burckhardtian synthesis, which had been’
unéhailenged‘ " for half a'century.' |

| The Reformation was, in large degree, & hybrid between a
precise and an imprecise period.‘ Did it begin with Luther's nail-
'ing the Ninety-Five Theses fo the door of Wittenberg Cathedral and
éancludé wifhatbe Peace of Westphalia after the Thirty Years |
- War, or were its beginnings and endinés much more deeply=<rooted? 19
Some would discern origins in the protests of Wyclif and Hus at
the end of the fourteenth_century‘(if not in the Albigensian
heresy of the late twelfth!) and woﬁld have difficulty cloéing the
period before the Cromwellian era in Britain had spent itself.

Theg, too, does_ong use only reiigiou; events to denote the
Reformation era. What éf the sixteenth century's great inflation -
and'resulﬁing social impact, the modernizing bf'political structures,
~ the oceanic discdveries,.dnd, of course, the heroes of the age?

All of these enter into the scheme of periqdization and allow for
éub—divisiéns as well as extensions of the epoch. One of +the
~thornies£ éroblems for studenté of the Renaissance and Reformation

is the linkagg between the tw§ and the effect fhat it has for
periodization, Was there a logical sequence of Renaissance to
Reformation; did Erasmus, indeed, lay the egg which Luther hatched,
aé contemporaries h@d s£ated it? Or was the Reformation merely
thg religious expression of the Renaissance, a part of a thoroughly’
revoluﬁioﬁary pattern? "More recently it'haé become fashionable to' 
speak of the Reformation as a Counter-Renaissance, an anti-secular
imovement and epoch which had much in common with the Middle Ages
and which, in turn, was tossed aside by the secularism generated

by the Scientific Revolution?o Herbert Butterfield's comment

f
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below makes this point., With all these qualifications the old
limits of Luther and Westphalié-pale into insignificance.

The age of the Scientific Revolution as the end of the Middle
Ages continues where Lynn Thorndike's interpretation of medieval
science ieft off, if we are to accept commonly-held bpinions of
historians of' science. The éuggestionris that the Renaissance
was barren scientifically and that the secuiar ethos of the
seventeenth century was a much more plausible termination of the
- Middle Ages and beginning oflModefnity. Herge;t Butterfield in

The Origins of Modern Science identified the source of seventeenth century
secularism:

It is the so-called "scientific revolution,"
populariy associated with the sixteenth and
seventeenﬁh centuries, but feéching back in
an unmistakably continuous line to é period
much,earliér still. Sincevthat revolution
overturned the authérity in science not only
of the middié ages but of the ancienf world—-
since it ended not only.in the eclipse of

" scholastic philosophy but in the destruction -
of Aristotelian physids-—it outsﬁines every-
thing since the rise of Christianity and reduces
fhe Renaissanée and Reformation to thé rank of

' meré episodes, mere internal displacements,
within the system of‘medieval Christendom.zl‘

Hans Baron, that indefatigable defender of Burckhardt has

prqbéd' - - scientific thought and accomplishment during the

Renaissance in order té counter this position; however, heAis hard-

pressed ﬁb discover a a secular climate in fhe fifteenth century comparable

. ., 22
to that in time from Galileo to Newton. Alas, the world could
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‘never be quite the same again, although Carl Becker discovered a medi-

eval Heavenly City of -the Eighteenth Century Philosophers in the

Eniightenment.ZBSo much for the eras which know only vague beginnings
and endings. Alas, debate about and interpretation of them also
know no limits! |

Art styles, like scientific and intellectual revolutions, are used to
label historical epochs but have equally indefinite beginnings and
endings., The difficulty of establishing the temporal and géo~
graphicllimits to the gothié,-baréque, rococo,mand romanticismiié

weilfknown. :The relationshiy,.especiallx,between

late eighteenth and early nineteenth century classicism (sometimes

ref?rred to as classical revival.or neo-cléssicism) and its ante-
cedents.and'sﬁccessbrs haS'trOubled art historians and periodizers,
Was classicism a revival style or derivative from fhe classic
sugfstructufe of the baroque and rococo idiom?24What, indeed are

its tiﬁe limits? How does romanticism relate to'it?zssome have
suggested that the sublime classicism as exhibited in the "Oath

of the Horatii" by Jacqﬁes Louis David or the world of cjlinders,
spheres,’ahd cdnesﬁof fhe architects Boulle and Ledoux;should
pfoperly be labelled an age of romantic élassiéisﬁlzéQné viqﬁ isfthéf |
classicism, as a dimenSioh bf‘romahtiCism, originated with the English
gdrdens of the early eighteenth century, received authentication

from the excavations of Pompeii andAHerculaneum, and was publi=-

cized by the HelleniStVWinkelmann and the etcher Pe?anegi before
achieving fuifillment at the end of the century%7 When romantic
classicism Spent iﬁself,>aé the argument goes, the classical gave

way to a new phase of romanticism, a gothicArevival. This kind

of intridate periodiiation has sometimes led to more confusion

[

than resolution in determining the cultural nomenclature for the




epoch, 1750-1850,

To cbncludeithisfsection on imprecise modes of periodization,
let me suggest other types occasionally used. Whenever geographic
- designations have labeled historie epochs, they inevitably have
been impreoise,v This is evident with the "moving frontier'" in
- American hiéﬁéry or the historic interaction between forest and
steppe in Russia, Religion easily lends itself to periodization
as suggested by the Reforma@ion Age. fhe.Agg of Faith is sometimes
substituted for the Middle Ages, or a part of it. Institutions
identify periods, e.g. Age of the Church, of Feudalism, or Rise of
Cities., ®Socio-economic developments hay also periodize: the
.Bou;geoisVCeﬁtury, and the Ages of Mercantilism, ahd Ihdustfial,

Agrarian, and Commerciai Revolutions. Periods of migration also

- have marked periods. The VglkerwanderunQ of the late Roman and
eafly medieval periods has provided a COnfex£ within.the cdntinuum
while thé Jewish disapora has been a virtual continuum ﬁnto itself.
Scientific and techhglogical achievements,'mentioned earlier, have
béen imporéant considerations for periodization, It may be that
Hiroshima will provide an enduring chronological benchmérk in our
designating the post—Wbrld War II epoch an Atomic Age;

The thifd kiﬁd of periodization noted above, is, in a sense,
nét peribdizatién at all. It is the unimaginative categorizing
of event§ and movements into cenfuries, even when they do not |
quite fit., We have falked already about the Tenth Century Renaig-

g;iﬁce, the Renaissénce of the Twelfth Century, and could also refer

to The Thirteenth, Greatest 6f-Cénturies, or a recent serieé with

such titles as Europe in the Sixteenth Century and Seventeenth
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- Century Europe. Even with this apparent precision, overlapping

occurs because historical forces are not always contained within




century limits,

| /.Marc.BIOCh ﬁrdte thoughtfu11y ébout usiﬁg cehturies as a
divide: "We no longer name ages after their heroes., Ve very
prudently number them in sequence every hundred years, starting
from a point fixed, once and for-all, at the year 1 of the ’
Christién era, The art’ of the thirteenth century, the phllo%ophy
of the elghteenth the- "stupld nlneteenth'" these faces in
arithemetical masks haunt the pages of our bgoks.. Which of us

will boast of having never fallen prey to the lures of their
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" apparent convenience?"”“To make matters worse, centuries them-
selves are sub-divided with sometimes feeble attempts to apply

broad~based labels to relatively brief spans ih time, é.g. the

Rise of Modern Europe series contains A Generation of Materialism:

Europe-l&ZO—iQOOVdnd the Age of the Barogques 1610-1660{30Then,

tob, centuries are sometimes lumped tégether. William McNeill
has thought in terms of millennia and half millennia?l He sees a
unity of the world between 500 B.C. and 1500 A.D, and between
1500 A.D.‘énd the present; ¥ith the hotable chdnges’occurring
just now;‘wg;have bégun a new epoch, | |
| Scripture, global hisﬁorians; and philosophical systems—-

those which or who have taken the broader view of man and
.5001ety--have left their mark on hlstorlcal periods. They con=-
stitute fﬁ fqurth | - category for periodization., In
Scripture the construct of the Four Kingdoms from the Bbok>of
Daniel has been a durable model. Interpreting Nebuchadnezéar;s
dream, Daniel told the king that |

You, O king, the king of kings, to whom the

God of the heavens has given the'kingdom,

the power, the strength, and the glory, and \
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into whose‘hand he has put the children of men,
the'beasts of the field, and the birds of the
air, wherever they dwell, making you rule over
them all=~you are the head of gold. After you
shall arise another kingdom, inferiér to yoﬁ*
then a third kingdom, of bronze, which shall
rule over all the earth, And the fourth

-kingdom shall be as strongfas,irog;\for as’
iron.breaks in pieces and beats down all things,
and as iron crushes all things, so shall it

break in pieces and crush.32

’It‘js less sﬁrprising that,Jean Bodin ih the sixteenth'century
.followedADaniel's scheme~~for it continued as accepted periodization
untillthe Enlightenment~=than that Hegel did in just the‘iast
century.‘ For the latter the Four kmpires were the Oriéntal, Greek,
Roman, and German, which, of course, provided a éonvenient entry

"iﬁto the Middle Ages. Iﬁ such periodization littlé can be said
about the ﬁeginnings and eﬁds of epochs, for they become self-
ev1dent and not really subJect to any criteria.- |

In our day tradltlonal perlodlzatlon has also been buffetted
by historians who take thls broader view of mankind, yet they do

S0 withyimmeasurably more finesse than’did Hegel.- I speak of world

historians like William McNeill and Leften Stavrianos. Professor

McNeill in hié Rise 6f the Wesf;’places the West in a lafger con=
text and cpnsequentlonf necessity.déals extensively withvihe world
beyond the West. In a very generairway McNeill divides his

" narrative into.The Era of Middle Eastern Dominance to 500 B.C.;

- the Eurasian Cultural Balance 500 B.C.-1500 A.D.; and The Era of
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Westérn'Dbminance, 1500 to the Present. The middle epoch contﬁins,
- for example, a number of sﬁb-categofies: The Expansion of -
Hellenism, 500-146 B.C., bloqqre of the Eurasian Ecumene, 500 B.C,-
200 A.D., the Barbarian Onslaught and Civilizéd'Response, 200~600
A.D., The Resurgence of the Middle Bast, 600-1000 A.D., and

o Steppe Conquerors and the European Far West, 1000 1500 A.D. As

far as the West is concerncd McNelll is saying much the same that
others have said, but by placing it in a world perspective, he has
- raised new questions about establishingvbeginningsvand endings for
péribds. He has shown quite. clearly that the old labels no longér‘
hold. | |
"The séme is even truer of_the feriodizdtion}of Professof

 stavriaﬁos; who has auﬂhoréd a text which he calls a.gloﬁdl
history. He even more than McNeill challenges fraditional
 périodizétion. Rejecting an organizétion which is essentiélly.oné
for Western hlstory with scattered chapters on- the non«West he hQS»

in The World to 1500 and The Wbrld Since 1500 v1ewed the world from

afar, flguratlvely, from the moon. After establlshlng a world
settlng, the author molds both space and time $here%fter.“The' ‘
thlrteenth century is more important as the era of the Turco-
Tartar advance than as one of the orlglns of the English parlia—l
meﬁt. The sixteenth century marks the beginning bf the "World of
the Emerging West," while the Renaissance and Heformation are
curlously m1551ng. In "World of Western Domlnance, 1763~ 1914 "
one 1ooks in vain for such tradltlonal topics as the Unlflcatlon
of Italy and Germany. .The nearest the author comes to either is

-a broader Political Revolution and its sub-topics of Liberalism

and Nationalism. The last section is "World of Western Decline and
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-~ Triumph, 1914~ M In such'a.way the world historians, the
Great Synthesiéers,-h&ve drﬁmaticaliy changed our temporal as well
-as spatial perspective, Whi;@ they are reaily not new at this,
they are considerably more sophisticated than the followers of

the Book of Daniel or Voltaire and his universal history in the
eighteenth éeﬁtury.

‘ TWO reéent advbcatés'of the.larger view, ihough differiﬁg in
thelr method from McNeill and Stavrlanos, have offered notable"
~1nnovat10ns in periodization. I speak of Oswald Spengler and Arnold.
fToynbeé, for whoﬁAcivilization constituted a unit of study.?%Beyond
that p01nt they had llttlo agreement,. Sfenglér, really aAgloomy
biological determinist, belleved that civilization passed through
a succession of completed cycles. Beglnnlng with chlldhood, it
moved'through Qid age before inaugurating an enﬁirely new epoch,
‘His periodization consisted of Indian, Arabian, Anﬁique; and
VWestern civilizafions, thevlatter'having.begun about 900 A.D.

By the twentieth century it had reached the "wiﬁter" of its life‘.
span and wdé in irrevocabie'decline. Toynbee, also anxious about
. the f&te of the West, believed that through anuly81s of some
twenty one c1V1llzatlons a pattern or rhythm could be discovered,
Far from being determiniétic, he cdncluded that civilizations |
maintainéd themselvés sé long as they responded to the challenges
which confronted them._ His periodization incorporated within the
’ challenge-rosponse theme genes:s, growth, breakdown, d1s1ntegra—
tion, an age of universal states, universal churches, and her01c
ages. Though Toynbee's method differed greatly from Spengler's, -
he, too, saw patterns of growth and decline and so perceiving, he
ldbeled these stagés in the time continuumn,

Recently the problem of reconciling periods of development
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within a country to-the tenets of a universal system has arisen.
‘I refer particularly to thé-effor%s-bfoOViét historians to
clarify and articulate periods in Russian history in the context
of the general Marxist scheme, The historian Leo Yarish has noted
their difficulties:

' Tﬂe'adjustment of the history of an individual
vcouﬁtfy.ﬁo a predétermihed uni&erééi'pdﬁtérn
tends uﬁder any cirgumstances torbg gwkward5'
but in this case it is made pafticularly |
difficult by several complexities, No£ the
least of thesé.is_thaf.Maniém is a sysﬁem of

. - thought which lea§e$ roombfor‘different |
interpretations'of_its basifoheses.‘ fven more
significant, hovevér,_is the fact that the
political leaders'of thevSCviet_Uﬁion have.
reserved fér themselves the right to determine
which of these interprefations must be
éccepted by histérical scholarship-—and from time

~ to time this official interpretation is
changed to meet what théy.consider to be the

- requirements of overall national policy.

It isAtherefore'not sufprisiﬁg that the
periodization of Russian.history has been &
matter of controversy throughout the half;
century s}nce Russian Marxists have been writ-
ing general history, and that it appears to re-
-main as far from a satisfactory settlement today

34

as it was at the start,” .




 has been achieved in the USSR.

18.
Stalin himself initially generated much of the debate in his

History of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union: Short Course,

in which he stated that "The prime tdsk of historical science 1is
to study and disclose  the laws of production, the laws of develop~
ment of the productive forces and of the relations of production,
the laws of economic devélopment of society.ﬁ With this model
before‘them Soviet historians have uSually'tried-to_identify and
set forth the chronological limits of the fo%loﬁing: '1) a ﬁrimi—
tive society in which.commuﬁaivowﬁership.pfeva;led, 2) avéociety,; .
in.ﬁhich production was based on slavery and antagonistic relation—
ships, 3) a system identified as feudal in which a serf-lord
relﬁtionshiﬁ pré#ailéd,‘4) a dapiiéliét System featu£ing_the a
capitalist-wage laborer conflict and, finally, 5)'socialism5 which
35Al£hough~thése five phases of develop-
ment have often been modified dﬁring intense debﬁtes which hdve
lasted for decades, Soviet historians usually apﬁroximate’such an-
outliné as they aséribe vﬁrying substance and limits fb Russia's
histofica1 epochs. Vhat has beén ﬁotably abSeﬁﬁ hés been the human
factor; ﬁhichrclearly has pldyedravcrucial réleithroughbut‘the
.Russian past.  | ' - | |

‘In éonclusion, thé‘historian emphasizes the centrality of time
in hié grappling with the'pfoblem of continuity and change. He does
so through periodizatidn which imposes order and gives @eaning'to
the continuum while at the same time provides the episode with a
context, This has the effect of articﬁlating the substance and
enlivening the discipline, essential to botﬁ effective teaching and
narrating.

The question arises as to whether the historian's construct of

L]
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'a period is an arbitr;ry fhing and realiy a bit of luck when it
sticks as a label. ‘The'historiapfs‘cfedo,-;iketthaf of.any~sqhqlanb
is one of attaining truth. WVhile truth may be an absolube, the
historian's method is one of a relatxvxst, who recognlzes that hls/her'
conc1u51ons are always tempered by the frame of reference, This
relativism does not imply, however, that one period name is as good
as another. Each, presumably,‘wiil stand‘on.its‘mérit énd by thé
criteria utilized. AS we have noted, thé national historian of the
last century will re@ch a differe#f qonclnéi;nkfrom,thé'global one of
the late twentieth in assessing CaVOurfs‘Italy and Bismarck's Gefmany.
The same may be said of Burckhardt, who waé obvioﬁsly better received
in a Europe—ofiented world than ih'a'giobél ohe. ,?eriodiZation then
is haidly arbitrqu; it repfesents at any giveh time a'synthesis of
infor@ation from varioﬁs disciplines. Because it is limited by the
higtorian’svframe'of refgreﬂce,Ait is inconclusive aﬁd may be quite
imprecise. | o |

'Océasionally luck does seem to enter into the acceptance of a
deSignation. In fhis respect,Athe.term Renaissance‘requires & final
scrutiny. .Wallace.Ferguson has nofed correctly that Trécento and
Quattrocentro humanlsts were quite aware and vocal about the unlqueness
of thelr .age. andrlts contrast with that. of the Schoolman several centur«
QiesTA»—ear11er. Yet it vas only in the last century that the French
historian Michelet used the word Renaissance to suggest a return to
the humenistic models of Antiquity. Shortly afterward %he word received
the stamp of affirmation £rom Jacob Burckhardt. Now it is such a
by~word for periodization that oply a global perspective threatens
£o eradicate it., But ;as it not more than luck that led to the
durability of the Michelet-Burckhardt term? Was it not the

high intellectual quality of Burckhardt's classic Civilization of
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‘the Renalbsance in Italv that 1eft an 1nde11ble mark -on the

“continuum. That conclus1on is undoubtedly a fairer one than Just
leaving it to fortune.

‘Periodization hanbrnught}mith“it its own;probléms.
ﬁistorica1>epoéhs as aeiiheated by historians have a way of be-
coming dbsolutes Wthh entrap both hlstorlans and their audiences.
The former sometlmes argue endlessly and frultlessly about the
more appropriate criteria for determining begignings and endings' -
"of pefiods, while students, on the other ﬁ@nd, vieﬁ the epdchs as
rlgldly cemented into the contlnuum. Bothvparties appear forgetful
that epochs are the hlstorlan s construct to be used to clarlfy and
Tcommunlcmte, not defend to the death In the end one becomes rather
bored with Professor Baron's fanatical defense of the Burckhardtian_
“thesis. ,Is‘it after all the énd of all history? When the approach
. is excessively figid, the‘pfoblem of "lag" occurs,ra frighteniﬁg
“and unnerving phehomenon for the novice. How, ihdeéd, can feudal
elements lihger into-the Frépch Revoiutionary‘era_(sweptaway,_tp ‘
be sure, oﬁ that,memorable‘night of August 4, 1789) when we have
beenltauéht $hat the last vestiges ﬁad disappeared yith.Cellini's
, Itély? Aéain, E, M, Tillyard diséo#ered medieval‘holdoversiin'
Elizabéthan Engiéﬁd, after we had been convinced by thét formidable
triumvirate of Tudor hlstorlans Pollard Read, and Neale that her
‘age was thoroughl& "modern." The examples are endless, and they
show the risks in 1o§king for precise and clear ansvers; these
examples show also the difficulties of changing minds alreédy made
up about historical,periodé;

Why, then, is periodization--~determining the beginnings and;

- endings of historical epochs--so slippery? 1) Certainly the




historian should have at his'éomménd a bfoad range.df inter~-
‘disciplinary fdols.if-he,is‘iabéling"or attempting to undérstand"
the labels impoSéd on the gresat sweep of history. He must approach
his task both in an analytical.ahd synthetic manner., 2) All of
this presuppgges'thatbhe has an‘écute awvareness of the importance
of thé‘tempéréi'dimension and a sense of humility that his own
frqmeAdf reference.impéses speéial limitations‘upon him. 3) Only
time will tell whether a label stioké and this_may occur through
A luck? high scholarship, or a changing climate of opinion. Ve see
réadily that concerns about energy,“population, Third World, space,
- population, food at the end 6fvthe_tweptieth century easily lend
themselves to period labels., The variables are indeéd'great in
thisvfask, o : | o D
The historian who dismisses the temporal dimension or regards it
lightly as a mere ebstraction does disservice to his discipline,
‘Time is what distinguishes history from §ther disciplines. The éonQ
tinuum is Yhat is truly unique, but he must reconcile it with chahge,
the episode. Marc Bloch éummed it up in his incomparabie wa&: "The
great préblems of historical inquiry derive from the antithésis of
these t#o attributes [continuity and changé] ...To what extent does:
the connéction which the flow of time sets bétween them predominate
over the differences born out of the same flow? Should the knowledge
of ﬁhe»earlier period‘be considered indispensable or superflous for
the understanding of the 1ater?"36 The answer to these quqstions“
are what the beginnings and endings of historical epochs are about.
By developing criteria for afranging time in historical periods we
can at oncé accent the continuum and relieve the monotony from it.

" The historian's public, whether in his classroom or his readers, is
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“receptive to the episéde, but not the continuum, We practitioners
will ignére this state of affairs at our peril, for recognizing

énd articulating change offers the best prospect for ordering the
stream. Above all, it will increase the reception and make history

a meaningful discipline that is so desperately needed today,

. Albert J. Schmidt
Bernhard Professor of History
University of Bridgeport
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