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The study of history is often underestimated in its importance. If we lack historical awareness and have only a few hazy notions, it would be like living our lives knowing only three or four things from our childhood and omitting key experiences from our adulthood. We would be thrown upon the mercy of our current world, not knowing who we fully are, what our propensities have been, and what our pattern of failures and successes has been. We would be operating blind. We would waste considerable time refinding our strengths and weaknesses. 

Most of us suffer from some degree of historical blindness. This heavily impacts our sense of the present, in which we fail to discern the trajectory of good or bad events. It makes us vulnerable to the propagandist, who establishes clichés in our heads. Often, such clichés are not only historically inaccurate, but work to “stop think” our critical thinking. The net effect of this misdirection is to handicap our efforts to keep ourselves and our society on a constructive path.

Many years ago, I started the humble task of listing events and people’s lifespans on a chart using the generational increment of 15 years. I had no preconceived pattern or gestalt that I was trying to place upon the data. But I discovered, much like that of an individual’s life, there is a basic pattern which recorded history reveals.

When I first identified such patterns in the main examples of Western civilization, I thought they applied to all of history. The problem with this assumption is that much of history is written by those with the power to create and leave a record. As such, the historical narratives we find in most books come from powerful polities that experienced a strong empire phase. Thus follows the tendency to overemphasize this phase as the best—or even the only—successful trajectory. An Indigenous culture, however, may not build to a strong centralized state, or follow this expected pattern. They may, for instance, reject the empire’s domineering ways and spiritualize the impulse instead. The broader tendency common to both, we will suggest, is the drive to universalize a culture’s message in some form. 

History as a discipline has amassed and analyzed considerable evidence over time, and we will follow this evidence—for that is where much of the light lies, for now. We also know that people in the flush of the empire phase dislike full and accurate histories, for such accounts bring to light misdeeds that shock a normal conscience. As such, their histories tend to idealize the empire's aspirations and accomplishments, downplay its costs, and project its shadow elements onto its enemies. Nonetheless, a broader incorporation of the facts of history—for those willing to search for them—generally breaks through an empire’s tendency to over-idealize itself. Thus, I argue that sufficient wariness, coupled with this awareness, can reveal the underlying pattern of history. 

Recently, I published a book about the meaning of dreams. While writing this historical work, I had a dream on 11/8/2022, which I related to this historical project.




Amidst a group of excavators in Guatemala, I discover a huge kettle that looks like a Mayan artifact. The pot, several feet wide, has curious projecting geometric surfaces at its bottom. Finding a long stirring stick with a bone-like knob at the end, I put the stir into the huge kettle. It precisely fits the pattern in its bottom. The combination, I realize, could serve different functions, such as to crush or to mix. But the fit also confirms this is an authentic artifact, which I will show to the other people working on the site.





As in the dream, the authenticity of something is established by the fit of evidence. Thus, this work emerged from reading varied sources, charting events and lives, and seeing if a pattern was present and repeatedly occurred. Ultimately, confirmation relies on the evidence presented. To that end, I ask professional historians and interested persons to test this hypothesis and find whether it is useful for them. 

The Western civilizations I chose to explore were Egypt, the Near East, Israel, Rome, Greece, the Medieval-Modern era, and the United States. In a test case, I also analyzed Chinese civilization and found the generational pattern generally held. This work, however, will not cover all of these and leaves Asian civilizations to those of that geographical provenance, who can better test this line of inquiry. 

For this work, I’ve chosen Egypt as an example of an early Near Eastern Civilization, and which is foundational to the West. This is complemented by Israel-Judah as a secondary state, which greatly influenced Western Civilization. This is followed by Rome as the most direct and influential example of  an empire/universalizing culture from the classical era. The work continues with the Medieval-Modern era, which is the heart of Western Civilization. The history of the United States’ portion of the Americas will be covered in a second volume and will take us into present times. 

In short, this work throws a generational lens over prominent examples from Western Civilization to see what it reveals. We will find that not only does it provide a granular resolution, but it reveals broader phases in which specific events occurred. As the same numbering is used across the different cultures, this will provide an immediate frame for comparative history.

As an independent scholar working across disciplines, I realize this work may not, at least initially, receive much attention from professional historians. Academic communities can at times be overly cautious toward ideas that originate outside their established frameworks. Because I am not a historian by training, I may also make mistakes, which I acknowledge in advance. Yet, I maintain the thesis presented here will be consistently supported by the pattern of evidence and can, I believe, be independently verified. Therefore, I invite historians and specialists—each with deeper expertise in their respective fields—to chart evidence within a generational framework and see what emerges. 

Thus, without trepidation, I present this work, which I believe offers a “Rosetta Key” for understanding history. This metaphor is taken from the finding of the Rosetta Stone, which carried three ancient scripts of the same text, and so became the key for deciphering Egyptian hieroglyphs. Likewise, I posit that the pattern of history is revealed by using generational mapping, in which 15-year intervals become the key for unlocking the phasing pattern of history. 

This sounds like a bold claim, but it’s what I found when I overlaid a generational map over the historical record. The patterns initially rose from the evidence, then became a lens which helped interpret and search for additional evidence. In the end, with the use of a generational chart, I was no longer blind to history and its patterning. 

During my writing of this work, I felt at times moved by the imagery and archetypal resonances from the past. Thus, I occasionally inserted vignettes from my own experience. If history does not reach us personally, and at times in deep ways, it arguably loses a measure of its significance. 

Prompting this, in part, were the words of a choreographer about a dancer in the early 1900s. In Traces of Light, she wrote about the mystery of our bodies being touched by history.




Reaching across time and space to touch Fuller’s dancing means that I allow myself in turn to be touched, for it is impossible to touch anything in a way that does not also implicate one’s own body.​[1]




In the end I leave it to readers to make their own judgment of whether the thesis works for them, and whether it helps history to touch them. If it leads you to read more history, to cast light over the swath of historical events, to generate questions and make novel connections, to arouse your archetypal awareness,  I have succeeded. The truth of things is where it leads you. You are invited to join this historical adventure and see what doors are opened for you.
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INTRODUCTION
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What often makes history an onus to the schoolchild are dates. The Magna Carta, signed in 1215, and Locke’s Two Treatises on Government, published in 1689, for example, were dates my son was studying this week. But what does that mean? We know that it means that these events were a lot of years from the present, and the first event was a more distant time, which we call the Medieval era. These numbers convey the astronomical fact that the Earth had gone around the sun a certain number of times, in the first case 1,215 times since the time of Christ in the Roman Empire. But other than this broad orientation, it doesn’t convey a specific historical awareness or sense of placement of events within the life of a given culture. 

What if I were to say that the Magna Carta was 30 generations from the establishment of Medieval civilization and represented a period of “opening up” to diverse influences, or that Locke was in a similar period of enlightenment and renewal at a 33rd  generational point in the Modern era? In effect, I would be telling you how the event fits into the age of that culture, conveying useful information and orientation. 

The key marker for historical time is the generation, which then places us in a certain phase. We need to know the number of generations that a society or culture has existed to provide us with this orientation. An important decision is what number of years comprises a generation. Commonly, we may think of it as being 30 years. However, our common-sense experience puts the generational span at a shorter interval. Thus, the generation that wore suits and ties in the 1950s is very different from the hippie generation of the 1960s. Each generation has its unique feel, and we can sense if someone is of a different generation. 

The length of a generational span used in this work will be 15 years. This increment was used by Bede, considered the father of English history, who employed 15-year intervals—termed indictions—in his chronologies. This 15-year period has a precedent in the Roman indiction cycle, a fiscal and administrative system used by the Roman state for tax assessment and regulation. Over time, it became a standard device for dating documents in Byzantine and medieval Europe.​[2] In the early twentieth century, José Ortega y Gasset revived this span in his philosophy of generations, advocating its use in historical reflection as a meaningful pulse of cultural life.​[3]

Following this lead, we will mark historical events closest to a given 15-year interval. Thus, if our medieval node of 30 generations lands at 1220, the Magna Carta would be seen as falling closest to this point. 

A natural question we raise is whether a series of these 15-year increments fall into any pattern or phases that can be used to orient events and the lives of a civilization. This involves the question of “periodization.”​[4] All historians who write books end up dividing their work into chapters and placing the stream of historical events into periods. Typically, there are phases with a beginning, various middle phases, and endings mixed with transformation. Often, historians disagree as to when precisely a given phase begins and ends, and what to name the phase. New evidence emerges, new emphasis is given, and a new naming is proposed, usually on the edge of phases. 

The importance of naming a phase is that certain facts will be brought out, and others obscured. Some historians have gone so far as to say we should not use periods at all. However, it makes sense that, like in the human life cycle, we can discern broad developmental periods. Historians by and large identify them and find them useful, even though they may disagree as to exact timing and naming. 

One explanation for the above confusion is that more than one stream of history is operative at a given time. Thus, we may enter adolescence, but our childhood way of being still continues—though more as an undercurrent. There may be a point in that transition where the two currents are approximately equal, or waver back and forth. Eventually, adolescence becomes the dominant overcurrent and childhood, the undercurrent. Similarly, the historical flow is composed of tensions. A phase is ending, while another is beginning, so that the two are operative together. The tension varies with the passage of time until one becomes clearly dominant. I have found that at least two important streams are operative at a time, with one gaining strength and the other lessening. 

There are a number of unanswered questions. Where do we place the beginning of a country’s history? What is the total pattern and how broadly can it be applied? For now, we emphasize the point that generations are the stuff of history, and that they can potentially reveal phase. 

The advantage of making generations our basic increment for identifying the phases of history will become clear. First, a strict mathematical numbering provides an objectivity to our chart, and one that is sensitive to the human life cycle. This means the unit of a historical chart is not the tiny slice of an individual astronomical year, but the generational flow of a human life. Second, we can readily attach events and people (as they turn 30) to the closest 15-year marker, which allows us to clearly root a life in the generational stream. Third, in terms of discovering phases, we can see how the evidence plays out and what hypotheses are supported. 

Surprisingly, the author found that a series of ten generations tends to highlight a phase. A precision often emerged—and a certain looseness, with the give or take of a generation or two. Overall, we can come close to a best fit for the totality of evidence, as one event informs the other. That time might have structure, such that its sheer passage has an inherent force or momentum, might appear to be a novel concept. Yet, it’s something we sense from our own life cycle, and we can observe in our historical research. 

We might also wonder if the current generational stream of history is currently being disrupted and set out of sync. With the advent of a global culture, times and spaces are getting more overlapped and mixed. We can reflect further on this later. For now, we consider the greater historical past to be  immersed in the generational pattern, and one which still has considerable force today. 






Lastly, we offer two caveats before detailing our thesis, in hopes that readers will not be stopped. In doing this project, we will inevitably leave out some important historical events and persons, as such a work could easily have encompassed several volumes. For these events, we invite the reader to add to the generational chart to see how they align. Second, we realize this work may offer historical judgments that may vary with a given reader, especially as we come nearer to the present. Opinions may differ on the meaning of factual events, and that is to be expected. What we are offering, at a minimum, is a tool for you to successfully explore history and make your own judgments.
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A NEW PERIODIZATION
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PART I
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THE GENERATIONAL PATTERNING OF PHASES






Let us first offer an outline of the phases that our charting has discovered. Remembering that each generation spans fifteen years, we will use periods of 10 generations, although the beginning phase, we have found, may extend to 15 generations. Ten generations span 150 years, and 15 generational units span 225 years. What follows is the outline of the periods or phases we will use. It reads from bottom to top, and  gen. stands for generation.






70 gen. Fall or New Cycle

60 gen. Renewal or Rigidification

50 gen. Universalization & Inclusion

40 gen. Crises & Creativity 

30 gen. Novel Consolidation & “Opening Up”

15/20 gen. Establishment & Unifying Image

1-15 gen. Ethnogenesis/Beginnings & Testing






The total period embraced is approximately a millennium, as 70 generations equal 1,050 years. This embraces the full cycle of a culture, including a period of renewal. The time when something begins and ends carries a degree of indefiniteness, for, as we’ve already mentioned, overlapping currents of history are often at play. To review, the older element becomes submerged as an undercurrent, while a newer element emerges to become the overcurrent. Recognizing this complexity, we offer a model which highlights the stronger current operative at a particular generational node. We could, however, put a second number beside the first to indicate the strength of the undercurrent. 

From this brief outline, we now move to a general description of each phase. 






1. “Invisible” Beginnings/ Testing, circa 1-15 Generations






Beginnings always have a degree of invisibility to them. We often don’t know precisely when something begins. Generally, there are signs and indicators that suggest things have started to happen. When early signs appear, they usually come in fits and starts where the order of events is somewhat confused and jumbled. When definite and regular evidence appears in our mapping reigns and events, things are in full swing, and we have reached a stage beyond “beginning.” It is like human consciousness, which comes to fruition out of a childhood where many early events are not remembered. 

Technically, this period is called ethnogenesis or emergence by historians. This means that a culturally bonded group with a distinct identity arises against a more diffuse backdrop.​[5] Such beginnings, a period of subtle undercurrents, are not fully manifest or obvious to the eye of history. It may be that a new people have migrated into an area and began to adopt some of the Indigenous customs while retaining many of their own. At what point do these people, in some combination with the prior culture, become a new entity? 

Along these lines, we also typically find a “base civilization,” a prior culture upon which the novel entity builds, or is emerging from—-before it becomes distinct. This prior “base civilization” is typically more powerfully operative in the -15 gen. to the zero point of the new culture. Other than acknowledging the existence of a base civilization, we will not highlight it,  although it is clearly present as a historical undercurrent.   

In the course of writing this work, a secondary descriptor was eventually added to help characterize a phase. While one word may be primary, a second serves to illustrate the tension of the era and cast an undertone or foil that allows us to more accurately and more fully encompass events. For example, while we primarily characterize this phase as one of beginnings or emergence—a positive phrasing—this process is tested. There is often a difficult or chaotic period leading up to establishment, marked by events that challenge survival. There may be a signal event right at the cusp of establishment, such as a military battle, which threatened the existence of our emerging polity. Like the coming of age of young adults, these “tests” must be passed in order to come to maturity. 

Along with testing, there may be a strong precursor event—a spurt of innovation close to the establishment node. It may contain, in rough outline, key traits of the polity or culture. This event, important as it is, however, does not yet coalesce into a continued and clear stream of history that constitutes establishment. 






2. Establishment, Unifying Image, circa 15/20 generations 






At some point the polity or culture is clearly known to have formed. Undisputed evidence appears, such as city walls, buildings aligned around a central communal space, and historical records. Often, monumental buildings are constructed in succession, serving to make a clear statement of establishment, and also projecting power symbolically through an extravagant expenditure of resources.​[6] The given civilization may recognize this particular point in time, assign it a date and highlight key historical figures. However, as we have just shown, this is not the first or actual beginning. It is rather the point at which the culture has achieved sufficient uniqueness to be seen as something distinct from the matrix from which it had emerged and is able to project this consistently in the generational stream. In short, we say the culture or polity has become established. The human life cycle can be seen as having a rough parallel to the broad historical pattern; that is, the period between 15-20 years can be viewed as when a person establishes his or her identity. 

The attitude of this period of establishment has a certain rigidity and closedness to outsiders, for these others are seen as “not us” and as interfering with the progress and establishment of one’s own identity and purpose. Like human adolescence, it exhibits a certain closedness to the adult world, as the generation seeks to establish its own identity. The establishment phase is not absolute in being closed off from outside influences. In particular, the base or parent civilization continues to exert its influence. History is always a combination of streams, with the more dominant overcurrent working in tandem with undercurrents.

The architecture of the time may reflect this attitude of establishment with the adoption of more monumental and angular forms. They serve as a type of announcement: “We are here.” Additionally, its architecture and art will achieve a distinctive style, differentiating it from other cultures. 

Along these lines, we draw attention to something that emerged in writing this work. In establishing itself, a society may find a unifying image, such that opposing forces of the society can be brought together. This image can be seen as archetypal, one offering power, and which often involves a type of conquest over death. Examples include the pyramidal complex of Egypt and the Roman Forum, abutted with temples. We will see how this theme unfolds as this work progresses.

While “establishment” is a necessary part of development, we note that it is still only a phase. Persons and societies that do not go beyond this become stunted on the path of actualization and are compromised in their ability to come to fruition. Lastly, we note that the 15th generation at times serves as a useful approximation to mark a given culture’s establishment. Sometimes it is not clearly established to nearer the 20th generational node. 

To recap, this chart allows for uncertainty as to when true beginnings occur, and focuses on a “start” point when things are clearly established. We have found the 15/20 generational marker to be effective for identifying when a culture/polity is clearly established. In sum, we seek to capture the basic pattern and remain true to the evidence, willing to adjust the model to patterns of evidence as they present.






3. Novel Consolidation and Opening Up, 

circa 30 generations






In many ways the thirty-generational phase, between 30-39 generations, is the heart of the civilization. It is a time when at least two complementary things happen. At this phase the culture/polity becomes consolidated with an added novel dimension, going further than its initial establishment. It may incorporate previously excluded elements of its society. It may expand beyond its immediate core to adjacent areas at some natural geographic limit. In some cases we see the aspiration toward empire, militarily or culturally, but empire with a “small e”, being short of full imperial actualization.

A related impulse—and another descriptor that we tend to highlight even more—is that of opening up. During this phase identity has become established well enough, so that the society is confident enough to open itself to novel cultural and spiritual energies, often from outside its established geographic boundaries. This usually involves economic connectivity or trade relations. Because of this phase’s importance and because history may neglect this node in favor of the establishment, crisis, or an empire/universalizing phase, we will tend to amplify it more in our review. 

The 30th generational node can be compared to the human life cycle, when people turn 30. At this age, they have typically consolidated their identity and talent enough to become effective in the world—and so enter history. In order to be effective, it is necessary to interact with and incorporate dimensions of the other. It is comparable to a person moving from first-person journaling to composing a story in the third person. In a classic example, Rome, which had extended its boundaries to the entire Italian peninsula, was able to absorb Greek culture into its established identity.

Let us elaborate more on  “opening up” to outside influences, which is typically paired with  a heightening of the spiritual impulse. Imagery of light and flowering becomes more present in art and architecture at this time. Buildings allow more admittance and have greater permeability to light. References to light appear in writings as society becomes more awakened to the spiritual dimension. Related to this, this period has an aspiration to justice and to sharing its wealth more equitably. Consistent with all the above, the more “masculine” energy of establishment is now complemented by a greater openness to the power and influence of women. In short, greater actualization occurs, which more fully incorporates spirituality, the feminine, and the best ideals of humanity. Lastly, this influx of novel energy may be experienced as a type of birthing or rebirthing.

Let us now take a moment to consider how events cluster around a given node. Using the 30th generational node as an example, we will  find precursor events arising earlier, between the 25th and 29th generation. This is followed by more explicit events occurring between 30-35 generations. By 35-40 generations, momentum is clearly established and is already venturing into the next phase. Thus, history possesses diverse currents and flows, in which a series of events comprises an overlapping periodization, with degrees of varying intensity radiating around each node.






4. Crisis and Creativity, circa 40 generations 






At this time the polity or culture, especially those more on an overt empire track, goes into crisis. Wealth had become polarized, with segments of society left out or oppressed. Various forms of slavery that may have emerged seek release from bondage. These internal tensions threaten the society’s existence. They may culminate—particularly during the latter portion of the 40s generational phase—in civil wars, revolts, as well as famine, plagues, and financial collapse. This period is often recorded in contemporary records as one in which the world feels turned upside down, when everything becomes topsy-turvy. 

Imperial aspirations may intensify in this phase, and the territory acquired expands significantly. The drive to empire may accelerate due to the need to release tensions outwardly and to satisfy the greed and ambition of the elite. There emerges a tendency to label the prior period — which emphasized spirituality and justice—in negative terms, thus rejecting or marginalizing views which might challenge the path to an overt empire. 

The above may appear as a polemic against the imperial enterprise, but the pattern of events reveals the fragility of that path. However, as if to counterbalance crisis, there is also a second relevant descriptor to the phase, seen in bursts of creativity and novelty. As conventions are shattered and structures loosen, greater opportunities for such expressions emerge. As society is tested by crisis,  more opportunities for heroism and courage also occur. Attempts may be made to return to the core vision of the society and to deepen the meaning of that vision. Thus, reforms are often initiated during the 40s generational phase to address imbalances of power and wealth. Also, interestingly, the child archetype may surface during this time, offering a symbol of hope and a way out of the confusion and disorientation that arise during the crisis phase.

In terms of the human life cycle, this is the time when individuals have developed enough power and courage to challenge those in authority, who are typically in their fifties. 












5. Universalization and Inclusion, circa 50 generations 






If the crisis phase successfully resolves, it may enter a phase of “universalization” in which the polity has gained sufficient power to spread its vision and ways of operating beyond its core territory. We choose this broad phrasing because the actuality of history presents us with a variety of ways that it can happen. We note, however, that history as studied tends to emphasize the cultures that go into an overt empire phase. Thus, this section used to be titled “empire and inclusion,” following our histories, which often feature empires as the default assumption of history’s trajectory. In this vein our core examples will still feature overt empires, but will be paired with important caveats. 

As we have intimated, the tensions of a crisis phase can resolve into an empire—with a capital E—in which the polity, having expanded to its near maximal extent, consolidates and secures its hold. A typical definition of empire is “an extensive group of states or countries under a single supreme authority,”​[7] which may include nonadjacent territories. A moral evaluation of empires includes a mix of good and bad, depending in part on where one finds oneself in the scheme of things. If you are a member of the elite and near the center, you tend to do very well, but not so well if you are from the lower classes or on the periphery. 

The ideal of inclusion—granting some degree of rights and power to those outside the capital—is also a feature of the overt empire phase, and may be viewed as positive. Perhaps the best argument for an empire is that it can control local strife and offers a higher ideal of unity. The general “peace” an empire offers needs to be considered; however, examples exist of capital cities falling and the surviving cities not devolving into chaos and doing quite well.

Now universalization can occur by non-empiric means—-as with a spread of a religion or cult, or imagery which offers a vision. That worldview tends to be more universal, offering a unified sense of cosmos and history. Usually its acceptance is voluntary, versus an empire, which uses violence and force to enact its vision.

Thus, the shadow side of empire is raised, one that is typically extensive. Traits include the use of force and militarism to achieve its ends, lies to cover up its methods for holding power, and racism to justify its treatment and enslavement of others. Counter to its universal aspiration, it tends to limit its provision of goods and well-being to its core citizens. The presence of oppression and considerable suffering limits an empire’s duration with phases of eventual fall or transformation.​[8]

How an empire treats history is also instructive. The threat posed by challenging forces, particularly in the early 40s phase, may be exaggerated in order to justify the need for an empire. Then too, the state's use of excessive force to establish empire in and around the 50th node is typically minimized or omitted, with a false romanticization or idealization put in its place. An empire may describe itself and its cultural program as a Golden Age, or a Renaissance. 






Let us pause a moment and consider two questions related to this phase. First, why does an empire consolidate at this point? In terms of the generational chart, the preceding period saw both the buildup to empire and a crisis phase involving considerable internal strife and disorienting events. A solution can then be offered by empire: a strong centralized figure to control divergent and insurgent elements—-and one promising to deliver economic prosperity. This person may be a popular military figure who was successful in foreign wars or in subjugating internal “enemies.” Previous structures, such as a representative body, that had functioned until this point are abandoned or reduced to a vestigial state in favor of the empire enterprise.

Our second question is why the enterprise of empire is inherently problematic, creating so much suffering? In simplified form, one answer is that persons who become “emperors” can have serious personal flaws. So goes the saying: absolute power corrupts absolutely. A cult of personality can develop, one out of touch with the needs of the common person, and which forgets the spiritual impulses and sense of justice of the 30s phase. A host of evils arise. 

Wise persons, trying to ensure a just society, have tried to check the empire impulse, placing counterbalancing structures to detour or delay its inevitability. One attempt is the constitution of the United States. The jury is out in this case, whether the faction promoting the  centralization of power can be successfully controlled. Perhaps the greatest question at the time of this writing is whether democracy or authoritarianism will become the wave of the future.

Put more simply, we ask which impulse will prevail. Will it be an empire that uses force to achieve its ends, or polities with universalizing and inclusionary ideals, with aspirations for justice and a deeper spirituality?






6. Renewal or Rigidification,

circa 60 generations 






A state or culture on the overt empire track will tend to rigidify in order to maintain its power, using more extreme methods. Typically, at this time, we see purges, enemy lists which exclude whole groups, elimination of independent sources of information and points of view, and arrests of opponents for increasingly minor offenses. Tentacles of control extend beyond the political into the social and religious spheres. 

Counter to this are currents which open up the empire
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