
 

Human History: Major Eras and Turning 

Points 

 Human history spans from the emergence of Homo sapiens in deep prehistory to our 

current globalized world. Key stages include Prehistory, Ancient, Classical, Medieval 

(postclassical), Early Modern, Modern, and Contemporary eras. Each period saw major 

political shifts, cultural achievements, scientific advances, economic changes and social 

restructuring worldwide. Critical turning points include the Neolithic (Agricultural) Revolution, 

the rise and fall of empires, spread of religions and philosophies, the Enlightenment, 

industrialization, colonization and decolonization, world wars, and accelerating globalization. 

The table below summarizes these periods and their defining developments: 

Period 
Approx. Dates 

Key Developments (politics, tech, culture) 

Prehistory 

Ancient 

Classical 

Medieval 

(Post-

classical) 

c. 

300,000 

– 3,000 

BCE 

c. 3,000 

– 500 BCE 

500 BCE 

– 500 CE 

500 – 1500 CE 

Homo sapiens evolved in Africa (~300k ya) nhm.ac.uk and gradually migrated worldwide. P hunter-gatherers 

mastered stone tools, fire and cave art. The Neolithic Agricultural Revo 

(c. 12,000 BCE) enabled settled farming nationalgeographic.com , food surpluses, population grow eventually 

the first cities. 

First literate civilizations emerged in river valleys (Sumer/Mesopotamia, Egypt, Indus, Sha Cuneiform 

script appeared around 3200 BCE archaeology.org , pyramids and ziggurats were b codes (e.g. Hammurabi, c. 

1750 BCE) governed expanding state societies. Bronze metallu distance trade, polytheistic religions and 

social hierarchies (rulers, priests, commoners, sl this era. Cities like Uruk (Mesopotamia) grew large by 

~3200 BCE metmuseum.org . 

A global “Axial Age”: in Greece, democracy and philosophy (Socrates, Plato, Aristotle) flou and later 

Macedonia under Alexander (r. 336–323 BCE) spread Hellenistic culture. The Ro 

Republic/Empire unified the Mediterranean by 1st c. BCE, creating law, engineering and L 

Pax Romana) – Christianity also emerged. In South Asia, the Maurya Empire (c. 322–185 B Ashoka 

spread Buddhism; the Gupta Empire (c. 320–550 CE) saw a “Golden Age” of scienc astronomy) and 

literature en.wikipedia.org en.wikipedia.org . In East Asia, China was unified by Qin (221 BCE) and the 

Han Dynasty (206 BCE–220 CE) fostered bureaucracy and trade (Silk Ro inventions like paper date from 

this era asiasociety.org . Philosophies/religions blossomed glo 

Confucianism and Daoism in China; Buddhism in India; Judaism in the Middle East and (la Christianity in 

Rome; and Persian Zoroastrianism influenced West Asia. 

After the fall of Western Rome (476 CE), Byzantine (Eastern Roman) Empire preserved Ro 

Orthodox Christianity. Feudal Europe (600–1300s) was ruled by feudal kings and the Cat 

https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/when-how-did-modern-humans-homo-sapiens-spread-out-of-africa.html#:~:text=Homo%20sapiens%20first%20evolved%20in,more%20than%20300%2C000%20years%20ago
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/culture/article/neolithic-agricultural-revolution#:~:text=The%20Neolithic%20Revolution%E2%80%94also%20referred%20to,the%20way%20for%20modern%20civilization
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/culture/article/neolithic-agricultural-revolution#:~:text=The%20Neolithic%20Revolution%E2%80%94also%20referred%20to,the%20way%20for%20modern%20civilization
https://archaeology.org/collection/the-worlds-oldest-writing/#:~:text=First%20developed%20around%203200%20B,language%20that%20was%20the%20lingua
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gupta_Empire#:~:text=and%20Kumaragupta%20I%20,the%20whole%20subsequent%20course%20of
https://asiasociety.org/education/silk-road#:~:text=Good%20ideas%20travel%20easilyand%20far,in%20the%20Buddhist%20temples%20of


Carolingian Empire (Charlemagne, 800 CE) briefly united Western Europe. Islamic calipha 

rapidly expanded across the Middle East, North Africa and Spain; the Abbasid era (8th–1 

Revolution (1949) and post-colonial regimes reshaped nations. Decolonization swept As 

after WWII: Britain, France, others relinquished colonies (India 1947, Algeria 1962, etc.) of 

and sometimes violently britannica.com . Economies and cultures became increasingly 

globa advances in information and transport technologies (internet, jet travel) linked 

world mar societies education.nationalgeographic.org . Free trade expanded (e.g. WTO). The late 

20th–21st c. saw democratization (e.g. fall of Soviet Bloc), rise of new powers (China, 

Period Approx. 

Dates 
Key Developments (politics, tech, culture) scientific golden age (mathematicians like al-Khwarizmi, 

physicians like Ibn Sina), and tra Indian Ocean) connected Afro-Eurasia. China’s Tang (618–907) and Song 

(960–1279) dyn high technology (movable type printing, gunpowder, compass, paper money). The Mong 

(13th c.) created the largest contiguous land empire, facilitating East-West exchange. In S 

Gupta India saw regional kingdoms (e.g. Delhi Sultanate, 13th c.). Africa had thriving emp 

Ghana, Mali – famed for trans-Saharan gold-salt trade and Mansa Musa’s 14th c. pilgrima 

(Pre-Columbian): Classic Maya civilization peaked (c. 250–900 CE); later, the Aztec and Inc (c. 1300–1500). 

Architecture (cathedrals, mosques, temples), scholastic universities (e.g. P and new agricultural techniques 

(heavy plow, three-field system) transformed medieval s Crusades (11th–13th c.) and travel (Marco Polo) 

broadened cultural contacts. 

Early Modern 1500 – 

1800 CE 

The Renaissance (15th–16th c.) revived classical learning, art (Michelangelo, Leonardo) an 

Europe. Gutenberg’s printing press (c. 1450) spread knowledge. The Protestant Reformat 

Luther 1517) splintered Christendom. Age of Discovery: European seafarers (Columbus 1 1519–22, Zheng He 

1405–33 in Asia) opened global trade routes. The Columbian Exchan crops, animals and disease between Old 

and New Worlds. Powerful empires: Ottoman Em 16th c. controlling SE Europe/Middle East), Mughal India 

(Akbar mid-1500s), Ming/Qing policy after 1500s), Tokugawa Japan (isolation). The Scientific Revolution 

(16th–17th c.) s Galileo and Newton formulate physics and astronomy (heliocentric model, laws of motio 

Enlightenment (17th–18th c.) championed reason, individual rights and secular governm 

Enlightenment ideas (Locke, Rousseau, Voltaire) directly inspired the American (1776) and 

Modern 

Contemporary 

1800 – 

1945 

1945 – 

present 

revolutions britannica.com . Economically, mercantilism and proto-capitalism grew, Atlantic s expanded for 

plantations. 

Industrial Revolution (mid-18th–19th c.) transformed economies: steam power and facto artisanal production

 britannica.com , creating cities and expanding the middle class (but also conditions and trade unions). 19th c. 

nationalism and liberalism led to revolutions (e.g. 1 unification of Germany and Italy. European imperialism 

accelerated (“Scramble for Africa as industrial powers vied globally. Significant scientific/cultural figures 

included Darwin (e (socialism), Einstein (relativity, early 20th c.), etc. World War I (1914–18) mobilized armies 

million soldiers died and it toppled four empires (Austro-Hungarian, Russian, Ottoman, G britannica.com . The 

interwar years saw economic turmoil (Great Depression) and rise of auth 

regimes. World War II (1939–45) was a truly global conflict (over 50 million deaths) and t history. Its aftermath 

saw the United States and Soviet Union emerge as superpowers, th the United Nations, and the onset of the 

Cold War en.wikipedia.org . 

The Cold War era (1947–1991) pitted the U.S. and USSR in ideological, arms and proxy co 

Korea, Vietnam). Nuclear proliferation became a global concern. In Asia, the Chinese Com 
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India), and global iss change and pandemics. Social movements (civil rights, feminism, 

environmentalism) resh while innovations (computers, smartphones, AI) continue to 

transform culture and econo 

 

Each era above involved interlinked developments in government (empires, states, 

ideologies), culture (religion, art, philosophy), science/technology (from stone tools and 

bronze to the digital age), economics (from barter to industrial capitalism and global 

markets), and social structures (from bands to complex class/caste systems). Throughout, 

influential individuals – from rulers like Alexander the Great, Ashoka, Charlemagne and 

Napoleon, to thinkers like Confucius, Buddha, Socrates, Newton, Marx and many others – 

and their innovations and ideas left lasting legacies. The table and narrative above highlight 

the global perspective of these transformations, showing how civilizations across all regions 

contributed to humanity’s shared history nhm.ac.uk archaeology.org metmuseum.org britannica.com 

britannica.com britannica.com en.wikipedia.org education.nationalgeographic.org . 

Sources: Scholarly histories and encyclopedias on human history and world civilizations 

nationalgeographic.com britannica.com britannica.com britannica.com en.wikipedia.org nhm.ac.uk archaeology.org 

en.wikipedia.org metmuseum.org en.wikipedia.org asiasociety.org education.nationalgeographic.org britannica.com , among 

others. (Citations above correspond to the points made.) 

 

Citas 

 When and how did modern humans, Homo sapiens, spread out of Africa and aroun… 

https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/when-how-did-modern-humans-homo-sapiens-spread-out-ofafrica.html 

 The Neolithic Revolution—facts and information 

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/culture/article/neolithic-agricultural-revolution 

 Features - The World's Oldest Writing - Archaeology Magazine - May/June 2016 

https://archaeology.org/collection/the-worlds-oldest-writing/ 

 Uruk: The First City - The Metropolitan Museum of Art https://www.metmuseum.org/essays/uruk-the-

first-city 

 Gupta Empire - Wikipedia 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gupta_Empire 

 Gupta Empire - Wikipedia 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gupta_Empire 

 Silk Road | Asia Society https://asiasociety.org/education/silk-road 

 Enlightenment | Definition, Summary, Ideas, Meaning, History, Philosophers, & Fact… 

https://www.britannica.com/event/Enlightenment-European-history 

 Enlightenment | Definition, Summary, Ideas, Meaning, History, Philosophers, & Fact… 

https://www.britannica.com/event/Enlightenment-European-history 

https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/when-how-did-modern-humans-homo-sapiens-spread-out-of-africa.html#:~:text=Homo%20sapiens%20first%20evolved%20in,more%20than%20300%2C000%20years%20ago
https://archaeology.org/collection/the-worlds-oldest-writing/#:~:text=First%20developed%20around%203200%20B,language%20that%20was%20the%20lingua
https://www.metmuseum.org/essays/uruk-the-first-city#:~:text=Uruk%3A%20The%20First%20City
https://www.britannica.com/event/Enlightenment-European-history#:~:text=What%20were%20the%20most%20important,ideas%20of%20the%20Enlightenment
https://www.britannica.com/event/Industrial-Revolution#:~:text=The%20Industrial%20Revolution%20transformed%20economies,including%2C%20in%20the%20late%2019th
https://www.britannica.com/event/World-War-I#:~:text=Four%20imperial%20dynasties%E2%80%94the%20Habsburgs%20,warfare%20deadlier%20than%20ever%20before
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aftermath_of_World_War_II#:~:text=The%20aftermath%20of%20World%20War,148%2C%20and%20Japan
https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/effects-economic-globalization/#:~:text=The%20rate%20of%20globalization%20has,Africa%20has%20not%20benefited%20from
https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/effects-economic-globalization/#:~:text=The%20rate%20of%20globalization%20has,Africa%20has%20not%20benefited%20from
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/culture/article/neolithic-agricultural-revolution#:~:text=The%20Neolithic%20Revolution%E2%80%94also%20referred%20to,the%20way%20for%20modern%20civilization
https://www.britannica.com/event/Enlightenment-European-history#:~:text=What%20were%20the%20most%20important,ideas%20of%20the%20Enlightenment
https://www.britannica.com/event/Industrial-Revolution#:~:text=The%20Industrial%20Revolution%20transformed%20economies,including%2C%20in%20the%20late%2019th
https://www.britannica.com/event/World-War-I#:~:text=Four%20imperial%20dynasties%E2%80%94the%20Habsburgs%20,warfare%20deadlier%20than%20ever%20before
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aftermath_of_World_War_II#:~:text=The%20aftermath%20of%20World%20War,148%2C%20and%20Japan
https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/when-how-did-modern-humans-homo-sapiens-spread-out-of-africa.html#:~:text=Homo%20sapiens%20first%20evolved%20in,more%20than%20300%2C000%20years%20ago
https://archaeology.org/collection/the-worlds-oldest-writing/#:~:text=First%20developed%20around%203200%20B,language%20that%20was%20the%20lingua
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Achaemenid_Empire#:~:text=dynasty%20%20in%20550%20BC,14
https://www.metmuseum.org/essays/uruk-the-first-city#:~:text=Uruk%3A%20The%20First%20City
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gupta_Empire#:~:text=The%20Gupta%20Empire%20was%20an,empire%20was%20founded%20by%20Gupta
https://asiasociety.org/education/silk-road#:~:text=Good%20ideas%20travel%20easilyand%20far,in%20the%20Buddhist%20temples%20of
https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/effects-economic-globalization/#:~:text=The%20rate%20of%20globalization%20has,Africa%20has%20not%20benefited%20from
https://www.britannica.com/topic/decolonization#:~:text=decolonization%2C%20process%20by%20which%20colonies,86%20left%20India%20in
https://www.britannica.com/topic/decolonization#:~:text=decolonization%2C%20process%20by%20which%20colonies,86%20left%20India%20in
https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/when-how-did-modern-humans-homo-sapiens-spread-out-of-africa.html#:~:text=Homo%20sapiens%20first%20evolved%20in,more%20than%20300%2C000%20years%20ago
https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/when-how-did-modern-humans-homo-sapiens-spread-out-of-africa.html#:~:text=Homo%20sapiens%20first%20evolved%20in,more%20than%20300%2C000%20years%20ago
https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/when-how-did-modern-humans-homo-sapiens-spread-out-of-africa.html#:~:text=Homo%20sapiens%20first%20evolved%20in,more%20than%20300%2C000%20years%20ago
https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/when-how-did-modern-humans-homo-sapiens-spread-out-of-africa.html#:~:text=Homo%20sapiens%20first%20evolved%20in,more%20than%20300%2C000%20years%20ago
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/culture/article/neolithic-agricultural-revolution#:~:text=The%20Neolithic%20Revolution%E2%80%94also%20referred%20to,the%20way%20for%20modern%20civilization
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/culture/article/neolithic-agricultural-revolution#:~:text=The%20Neolithic%20Revolution%E2%80%94also%20referred%20to,the%20way%20for%20modern%20civilization
https://archaeology.org/collection/the-worlds-oldest-writing/#:~:text=First%20developed%20around%203200%20B,language%20that%20was%20the%20lingua
https://archaeology.org/collection/the-worlds-oldest-writing/#:~:text=First%20developed%20around%203200%20B,language%20that%20was%20the%20lingua
https://www.metmuseum.org/essays/uruk-the-first-city#:~:text=Uruk%3A%20The%20First%20City
https://www.metmuseum.org/essays/uruk-the-first-city#:~:text=Uruk%3A%20The%20First%20City
https://www.metmuseum.org/essays/uruk-the-first-city#:~:text=Uruk%3A%20The%20First%20City
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gupta_Empire#:~:text=The%20Gupta%20Empire%20was%20an,empire%20was%20founded%20by%20Gupta
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gupta_Empire#:~:text=The%20Gupta%20Empire%20was%20an,empire%20was%20founded%20by%20Gupta
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gupta_Empire#:~:text=and%20Kumaragupta%20I%20,the%20whole%20subsequent%20course%20of
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gupta_Empire#:~:text=and%20Kumaragupta%20I%20,the%20whole%20subsequent%20course%20of
https://asiasociety.org/education/silk-road#:~:text=Good%20ideas%20travel%20easilyand%20far,in%20the%20Buddhist%20temples%20of
https://asiasociety.org/education/silk-road#:~:text=Good%20ideas%20travel%20easilyand%20far,in%20the%20Buddhist%20temples%20of
https://www.britannica.com/event/Enlightenment-European-history#:~:text=What%20were%20the%20most%20important,ideas%20of%20the%20Enlightenment
https://www.britannica.com/event/Enlightenment-European-history#:~:text=What%20were%20the%20most%20important,ideas%20of%20the%20Enlightenment
https://www.britannica.com/event/Enlightenment-European-history#:~:text=What%20were%20the%20most%20important,ideas%20of%20the%20Enlightenment
https://www.britannica.com/event/Enlightenment-European-history#:~:text=What%20were%20the%20most%20important,ideas%20of%20the%20Enlightenment
https://www.britannica.com/event/Enlightenment-European-history#:~:text=What%20were%20some%20results%20of,the%20Enlightenment
https://www.britannica.com/event/Enlightenment-European-history#:~:text=What%20were%20some%20results%20of,the%20Enlightenment
https://www.britannica.com/event/Enlightenment-European-history#:~:text=What%20were%20some%20results%20of,the%20Enlightenment
https://www.britannica.com/event/Enlightenment-European-history#:~:text=What%20were%20some%20results%20of,the%20Enlightenment


 Industrial Revolution | Definition, History, Dates, Summary, & Facts | Britannica 

https://www.britannica.com/event/Industrial-Revolution 

 World War I | Causes, Years, Combatants, Casualties, Maps, & Facts | Britannica 

https://www.britannica.com/event/World-War-I 

  Aftermath of World War II - Wikipedia 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aftermath_of_World_War_II 

 Decolonization | Definition, Examples, & Facts | Britannica 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/decolonization 

  Effects of Economic Globalization https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/effects-

economic-globalization/ 

 Achaemenid Empire - Wikipedia 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Achaemenid_Empire 

Todas las fuentes 

 nhm.ac nationalgeographicarchaeology  metmuseum  en.wikipedia 

 asiasociety  britannica educatio...eographic 

https://www.britannica.com/event/Industrial-Revolution#:~:text=The%20Industrial%20Revolution%20transformed%20economies,including%2C%20in%20the%20late%2019th
https://www.britannica.com/event/Industrial-Revolution#:~:text=The%20Industrial%20Revolution%20transformed%20economies,including%2C%20in%20the%20late%2019th
https://www.britannica.com/event/World-War-I#:~:text=Four%20imperial%20dynasties%E2%80%94the%20Habsburgs%20,warfare%20deadlier%20than%20ever%20before
https://www.britannica.com/event/World-War-I#:~:text=Four%20imperial%20dynasties%E2%80%94the%20Habsburgs%20,warfare%20deadlier%20than%20ever%20before
https://www.britannica.com/event/World-War-I#:~:text=Four%20imperial%20dynasties%E2%80%94the%20Habsburgs%20,warfare%20deadlier%20than%20ever%20before
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aftermath_of_World_War_II#:~:text=The%20aftermath%20of%20World%20War,148%2C%20and%20Japan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aftermath_of_World_War_II#:~:text=The%20aftermath%20of%20World%20War,148%2C%20and%20Japan
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aftermath_of_World_War_II#:~:text=The%20aftermath%20of%20World%20War,148%2C%20and%20Japan
https://www.britannica.com/topic/decolonization#:~:text=decolonization%2C%20process%20by%20which%20colonies,86%20left%20India%20in
https://www.britannica.com/topic/decolonization#:~:text=decolonization%2C%20process%20by%20which%20colonies,86%20left%20India%20in
https://www.britannica.com/topic/decolonization#:~:text=decolonization%2C%20process%20by%20which%20colonies,86%20left%20India%20in
https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/effects-economic-globalization/#:~:text=The%20rate%20of%20globalization%20has,Africa%20has%20not%20benefited%20from
https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/effects-economic-globalization/#:~:text=The%20rate%20of%20globalization%20has,Africa%20has%20not%20benefited%20from
https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/effects-economic-globalization/#:~:text=The%20rate%20of%20globalization%20has,Africa%20has%20not%20benefited%20from
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Achaemenid_Empire#:~:text=dynasty%20%20in%20550%20BC,14
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Achaemenid_Empire#:~:text=dynasty%20%20in%20550%20BC,14
https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/when-how-did-modern-humans-homo-sapiens-spread-out-of-africa.html#:~:text=Homo%20sapiens%20first%20evolved%20in,more%20than%20300%2C000%20years%20ago
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/culture/article/neolithic-agricultural-revolution#:~:text=The%20Neolithic%20Revolution%E2%80%94also%20referred%20to,the%20way%20for%20modern%20civilization
https://archaeology.org/collection/the-worlds-oldest-writing/#:~:text=First%20developed%20around%203200%20B,language%20that%20was%20the%20lingua
https://www.metmuseum.org/essays/uruk-the-first-city#:~:text=Uruk%3A%20The%20First%20City
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gupta_Empire#:~:text=The%20Gupta%20Empire%20was%20an,empire%20was%20founded%20by%20Gupta
https://asiasociety.org/education/silk-road#:~:text=Good%20ideas%20travel%20easilyand%20far,in%20the%20Buddhist%20temples%20of
https://www.britannica.com/event/Enlightenment-European-history#:~:text=What%20were%20the%20most%20important,ideas%20of%20the%20Enlightenment
https://www.britannica.com/event/Enlightenment-European-history#:~:text=What%20were%20the%20most%20important,ideas%20of%20the%20Enlightenment
https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/effects-economic-globalization/#:~:text=The%20rate%20of%20globalization%20has,Africa%20has%20not%20benefited%20from

