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óPrehistoryô is a positively unhelpful term. It implies that the very lengthy early 

millennia of the human experience are somehow not óreal historyô, constituting 

no more than a prelude to the óreal dealô. Yet these years are actually 

foundational.  

That point is no doubt one which all practitioners in the field known as 

óprehistoryô highlight in their opening lectures or first chapters. Terminological 

criticisms have long been voiced. Custom and usage, however, still sanctify the 

use of this unhelpful and misleading phrasing. It has now prevailed for over a 

century. The old nomenclature referring to a period known as óprehistoryô 

(1871), studied by óprehistoriansô (1893), pervades in academic departments, 

research institutions, learned societies, job descriptions, teaching courses, 

examination papers, academic journals, books, blogs, conferences, publishersô 

preferences for book titles, and popular usages ï let alone in scholarsô self-

definitions. Little wonder that updating is not easy. 

 Nonetheless, this essay, written by a frank friend, calls for the systematic 

renaming of óprehistoryô as óprimeval timesô. In detail, the ensuing discussion 

analyses: firstly, the case for an alternative terminology; secondly, the shifting 

intellectual context which has generated the re-emergence of Big History which 

means that the long millennia conventionally known as óprehistoryô are now 

being absorbed into a much bigger and longer history of the cosmos; and lastly, 



2 
 

the case for integrating various key discussions from primeval times into 

longitudinal themes which are relevant to historians of all eras. Why confine big 

debates about the fundamentals of human life into an outmoded intellectual box 

named óprehistoryô?  

 A prompt to such thoughts was provided by a casual visit, in summer 2016, 

to the ancient burial tomb known as Arthurôs Stone, high on a ridge in 

Herefordshire between the Wye and Golden Valleys. Itôs a very modest 

monument, today guarded by English Heritage. It has never been excavated 

(Sant, 2000, p. 14); and it has become considerably dilapidated, since its first 

construction in c.3000 BCE (For dating style, see Corfield (2007), p. xviii).   

 

  

 

  

Fig.1 Arthurôs Stone (Herefordshire), 

constructed c.3000 BCE 

Source: photographer Tony Belton (2016) 
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 Yet while it began in what is conventionally known as óprehistoryô, the 

Stone has great diachronic (through-time) resonance. At some stage long before 

the thirteenth century CE, the monument, like many other stones and relics, 

became associated in popular legend with the feats of King Arthur. (Did he win 

a battle there, rumour speculated, or slay a giant?) The site then witnessed real-

life dramas. In the fifteenth century, a knight was killed there in a fatal duel. 

And in September 1645 the embattled Charles I dined at the Stone with his 

royalist troops. Perhaps he intended the occasion as a symbolic gesture, 

although it did not confer upon him sufficient pseudo-Arthurian lustre to defeat 

Cromwell and the Roundheads.  

 For nearby villagers in Dorstone and Bredwardine, the site was also a 

midsummer venue for popular festivities, dancing and óhigh jinksô. This long-

standing tradition continued until well into Victorian times. As a sober counter-

balance, too, the local Baptists in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 

organised an ecumenical religious service there each June/July. Implicitly, they 

were acknowledging the Stoneôs sacral nature, whilst simultaneously purging its 

pagan associations. With great research serendipity, I met by chance there a 

local resident who recounted her memories, as a child before World War II , of 

joining her schoolfellows to sing hymns at the site each midsummer. 

(Corroborated by other local sources). This experience and later visits 

confirmed for her the special nature of the place.  Thus throughout its five 

thousand years of existence, Arthurôs Stone has had multiple meanings for the 

witnessing generations. (Grinsell, 1976; Beckensall, 2006) Itôs very old but it 

cannot be confined into a historical ante-chamber. And the same point applies to 

all ancient monuments, many of which are much bigger and more famous. They 

are all prompts to full diachronic analysis, and are open to exploration as such.  
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Renaming óprehistoryô 

One common definition of óprehistoryô is the prolonged period of time from the 

advent of homo sapiens some 200,000 years ago to the advent of literacy in 

Mesopotamia some 5,200 years ago. However, since literacy appeared at 

different dates in other cultures in other parts of the world, óprehistoryô is also 

used to refer to a stage of history, as well as a period of time. There is no 

universal chronology that applies across the globe (Finneran, 2007, p. 33). That 

flexibility gives the concept of óprehistoryô a certain ambiguity: is it a stage or 

an era? And, more fundamentally, is it well named in either context?  

 In recent years, the quality of scholarly research into óprehistoryô has 

become impressively great. The absence of written records has stimulated 

ingenious methodologies which combine invaluable insights from 

archaeologists, anthropologists, palaeontologists, geneticists, climatologists, and 

ómereô historians. (Gamble, 1993; Renfrew, 2007; Fagan & Durrani, 2016). 

Experts borrow freely, as needed, from very variegated disciplines. That multi-

stranded approach is now relatively common across all historical studies ï 

whether the discipline of History be viewed as purely one of the Humanities or 

as one overlapping with the Social Sciences. Eclecticism rules (contrast Tosh, 

2010; Trigger, 1968). Multi-faceted approaches are now common ï even 

commonplace. Holism is admired. Both subjective and objective viewpoints are 

alike surveyed, combined, and critiqued.  

 But such radical initiatives in the field of óprehistoryô have not yet 

extended to updating its name. When definitional terms dating back to Victorian 

times are challenged, especially by outsiders, there is often group resistance to 

change. Familiarity, inertia and institutional embeddedness make the case for 

continuity, which is in itself a powerful force. Similar resistance, incidentally, is 

encountered by parallel attempts at rejecting the over-simplified categories of 

óAncientô, óMedievalô, óRenaissanceô, óEarly Modernô, óModernô or even the 

elusive ï and now fast evaporating ï óPostmodernô stages of history (Corfield, 
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2010). Those who do reject the old terms and definitional concepts often find 

the decision liberating. Yet so far the weight of collective usage, bolstered by 

institutional practice, is proving hard to shift.  

 Of course, itôs always relevant to ask: Whatôs in a name? Scholars 

sometimes argue that the descriptive tag of any given era does not matter, as 

long as its contextual application is generally understood. Furthermore, some 

urge specifically that a problematic terminology functions as a helpful heuristic 

device. It enables experts to start their courses and books by amusingly 

dissecting and rejecting the implications of the headline name of their subject.  

 And yet ... there are limits to the value of any terminology, if it is outright 

nonsensical. To repeat, naming a period or stage of development as óprehistoryô 

implies that it is but a prelude to and, by implication, a feebler, pettier version of 

the óreal thingô. Yet everything that happened before the advent of writing is as 

much part of the collective human experience as everything that has happened 

and is happening afterwards. Naming, far from being an optional extra, is 

fundamental to understanding rightly. 

 Already, much older references to óprimitiveô history have been jettisoned 

by scholars. That condescending adjective misleadingly implied a linear 

development along a qualitative line, whether (for optimists) from primitive 

savagery advancing towards civilisation or (for pessimists) from primitive 

simplicity degenerating into decadence (Zerubavel, 2003). So itôs now time for 

a further update. óPrimitiveô history has been abandoned, as a historical 

curiosity. óPrehistoryô should similarly disappear.  

 These points now have a further practical salience. Since 2010, a number 

of experts from the humanities, social sciences and sciences have been working 

together on what is known as Big History. It has already generated a number of 

assertive textbooks (Christian, 2004; Spier, 2010). And it is supported since 

2010 by an international learned society (www.ibhanet.org). Big History really 

thinks big. It takes as its focus either the entire history of the cosmos, from the 

http://www.ibhanet.org/
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start to the present day, or at very least the entire history of Planet Earth. As an 

approach, it marks the return of the diachronic with a vengeance. In this new 

intellectual scenario, the advent of the species of Homo sapiens is already a long 

way down the chronological line. The years before human literacy do not 

constitute a preliminary óprehistoryô, before things begin to happen ï but instead 

form part of a much bigger, longer and even more epic process of cosmic and/or 

global development. 

 Existing subject specialisms, it should be stressed, are by no means 

bypassed or rendered obsolete by the Big History project. The in-depth research 

contributions of the precise sciences (astronomy, cosmology, physics, 

chemistry, biology, genetics, zoology, climatology, geology), the social sciences 

(anthropology, geography, environmentalism, palaeontology, archaeology, 

demography) as well as the humanities, including notably the history of all 

regions and eras, are needed more than ever. Otherwise, Big History risks 

becoming schematic and far too superficial. But its advent is one of many 

signals that long-term diachronic frameworks are currently ï and rightly ï 

becoming re-appreciated as integral to the quest for historical understanding. 

Synchronic immersion on its own is not enough.  

 Any non-specialist may have personal views on how óprehistoryô should be 

renamed. But real changes will only come from experts who study the field in 

depth. They bear the heat and burden of the day. However, since updatings 

often come insidiously, out of a variety of options, itôs worth considering some 

alternatives.  

 Ideally, a descriptive term which is positive in its own right, and not 

defined as ópreô or ópostô anything, would convey the clearest message. The 

ótool-makingô era might, at first stab, seem relevant here, since tool-making was 

such a distinctive feature of early human development. But that suggestion 

clearly doesnôt work. Humans have continued to make old and new tools, of 

greater or lesser complexity, in all eras, adding new inventions while 
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incorporating the best elements from the traditional repertoire. Hence the 

ómodernô motor car travels on wheels, whose first invention dates back to 

óprehistoricô times.  

 Other possibilities include ópre-recordedô history, meaning specifically the 

era before written records. However, that usage too is misleading. It obscures 

the fact that records of the past do not come purely in written form. Ancient 

monuments, like Arthurôs Stone, are visible and tangible sources of information 

in their own right. Indeed, there are so many ingenious ways to gain 

understanding, from radiocarbon-dating, to statistical modelling, to excavations, 

to DNA-profiling based upon ancient teeth and bones, to the (much-debated) 

analyses of cave-art, and so forth, that written records no longer constitute the 

sole research grail. 

 Further circumlocutions, such as references to ópre-literacyô or ópre-

writingô, are explicit about historical sequencing but, alas, misleading in 

everyday usage. Itôs hard to imagine scholars welcoming the label of 

ópreliteracy-historiansô. It makes them sound as though they are either 

personally deficient in staple skills ï or, alternatively, specialist experts in 

language acquisition among the young. The same applies to ópre-writingô in use 

as a single historical descriptor. However, references to the advent of literacy 

can be useful in longer descriptions. It is the ósingle nameô problem which poses 

the greatest challenge. 

 óFoundationalô, for example, says something accurate about the years 

before societies learned and shared the art of reading and writing. It is has solid 

meaning. And it does not imply either foundational vice or foundational virtue. 

However, the term is not sufficiently self-explanatory. óFoundational historyô 

seems too much like a first-year introductory course.  

 Indeed, all single-quality adjectives risk seeming too simplistic when 

applied over millennia that saw many complex transitions. Thatôs why the once 

common references to the Stone Age, which still appear in casual parlance, 
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became greatly sub-divided with further research. Time-markers were one way 

of marking distinctions. Thus there are references to the Palaeolithic (Old Stone 

Age), Mesolithic (Middle Stone Age), and Neolithic (New Stone Age). But 

those sub-divisions became disputed in turn. Another variant refers to the 

advent of metal-working, which appeared historically before the advent of 

writing. So rival usages such as the Bronze Age and Iron Age were then 

introduced. However, these too were disputed in terms of chronology ï and did 

not apply equally in all óprehistoricô cultures around the globe. Itôs hard to find 

definitions that embrace variety but without generating further confusions. 

 Perhaps referring to these pre-writing years as óearly historyô or the óearly 

millenniaô would suffice. Such terms still imply a temporal succession, but 

without any implication that one stage is more important or better than another. 

But óearlybirdô usages lack romance. They are also liable to promote confusion, 

if óearlyô history is then followed by the óancient worldô of classical 

Mesopotamia, Egypt, Greece, Rome, and so forth. What is seen as óoldô or 

ónewô depends very much on the vantage point of the time traveller. óAncientô 

itself is another ultra-flexible term, which is loosely applied to many different 

past periods, rather like óclassicalô, and is also overdue for reconsideration  

 My own preference for the era before literacy is óprimevalô. Or even 

óprimordialô. These are Latinate terms for things that are very, very old. 

óPrimevalô in particular has the ring of primacy and antiquity, but without 

implications of óprimitivismô or backwardness.  

 True, scholars of óprimeval historyô probably wonôt want to be called 

óprimevalistsô. Yet, after all, there is no obligation for scholars to be named after 

their specialist fields. A number of historians of later eras, like myself, reject 

being pinned down as ómedievalistsô or ómodernistsô, let alone the vanishing 

ópostmodernistsô. Those period labels are increasingly disputed in their dates 

and meanings. Instead, thereôs merit in big inclusive names, like óhistorianô or 
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óarchaeologistô. Such broad terms give practitioners free rein to look 

analytically up and down the centuries, as their investigations require.  

 

 

 

 

 

Returning to an ultra -protracted Big History  

Putting all the eras together entails a welcome end to the undue fragmentation 

of historical research. In-depth surveys are now being complemented (not 

replaced) by a growing interest in long-swing analysis. It amounts to a positive 

óhistorical turnô. (Armitage & Guldi, 2014; Corfield, 2015). For much of the 

twentieth century, it is true, there was a swing among many historians and 

social scientists to give analytical priority to space over time. Or, to put the 

same point another way, there was a tendency to prioritise the synchronic then-

and-there (events in one location) over the diachronic flow (whether deep 

Fig.2 Clay figures of seated man and woman, CernavodŁ (Romania), 

fired in c.5000 BCE: primeval but not óbefore historyô 

Source: image in public domain 


