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Understanding Historical Time 

 
We divide historical time as follows:  
 

§ Any date occurring before the year 1 (one) on a timeline, occurred in BC (which stands 
for “Before Christ”). This is also known as BCE (Before the Common Era).  

 
§ Any date occurring on or after the year 1 (one) on a timeline, occurred in AD (which 

stands for Anno Domini, Latin for “in the year of our Lord”). This is also known as CE 
(the Common Era).  
 

So, if you were born in 2004, in historical time, you would write your birth year as 2004 AD or 
2004 CE. On the other hand, if you were a Cro-Magnon, and were born at the very beginning of 
the Neolithic Revolution (the New Stone Age) in prehistoric times (which occurred 8,000 years 
before the year 1), you would write your birth year as  
 

8000 BC  or  8000 BCE 
 
How many years ago was 8000 BC? Use a timeline! You must add the 8,000 years before the 
year 1 (the BC years) to the number of years after the year 1 (the AD years):  

 
8,000 + 2,017 = 10,017 years ago 

 
 

____I_________________________I_________I____ 

You already know that time can be broken down into periods:  

  A decade = 10-year period (plural = decades)   

  A century = 100-year period (plural = centuries)   

  A millennium = 1,000-year period (plural = millennia)   

An era = a period of time that has specific characteristics that sets it apart;  
also referred to as a revolution or an age (e.g., the Neolithic Revolution, the Bronze 
Age, the Age of Exploration; the Era of Enlightenment)   

 
Many students have trouble determining in which century a given date occurred. You must think 
of a timeline when given a date and remember that the 1st Century occurred from the year 1 
through the end of the year 99. That means that: 

the 2nd Century occurred from the year 100 to the end of the year 199;  
the 3rd Century occurred from the year 200 to the end of the year 299; and so on....   

 
You were born in the 21st Century; it began in the year 2000 and will end in 2099.  

 
Your parents were born in the 20th Century; it began in the year 1900 and ended in 1999. 


