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about 65 million years ago, marking the end of the Mesozoic era and beginning of 
the Cenozoic era, which itself begins with the Paleocene epoch.

In recent years, many have proposed the designation of a new epoch known as the 
Anthropocene, which coincides with the recent time period in which humans have 
significantly altered environments around the globe. There is no consensus, however, on 
the validity of using such a term to describe a geological period. Nor is there agreement 
on when such a period would begin. Some suggest that it should replace the Holocene 
epoch, for example, while others suggest it began just a few hundred years ago.

MAJOR DESCRIPTIVE AND ANALYTICAL UNITS IN PREHISTORY

Archaeologists and the popular press frequently use a series of time frames to concep-
tualize prehistory. These typically span several distinct geographic regions and some-
times multiple continents, and range from a few thousand to hundreds of thousands 
of years in duration (Table 7.4). The temporal boundaries are based primarily on 
changes in technology, and since not all peoples and cultures make the same techno-
logical changes at the same time, the time frames should be viewed as being very 
general.

The Paleolithic, Mesolithic, Neolithic, Bronze Age, and Iron Age are rarely applied 
outside of Africa, Asia, and Europe. The term Paleoindian is used widely to describe 
the time period from about 12,000 to 8,000 years ago in North, Central, and 
South America. The term Archaic is used for many, but not all, areas of North 
and Central America to distinguish the time period from about 8,000 to 5,000 years 
ago. Because of so many regional differences, there is no comprehensive term to 
describe time periods throughout North and South America for the past 5,000 years.

TABLE 7.3 Geological Epochs

GEOLOGICAL EPOCH TIME SPAN

Holocene 10,000 years ago to the present

Pleistocene 1.7 million years ago to 10,000 years ago

Pliocene 5.0–1.7 million years ago

Miocene 24–5.0 million years ago

Oligocene 36–24 million years ago

Eocene 55–36 million years ago

Paleocene 65–55 million years ago
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