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Northern State University 
 

History 121 and 122 (Western Civilizations I and II) 
 
 
Concepts addressed: 
Social Studies:  World History: prehistory and early civilization; classical civilizations; the rise of 
non-European civilizations; cross-cultural comparisons; the rise and expansion of Europe; and 
twentieth-century developments and transformations.  
 
 
World history includes just about everything that's happened on this earth for the last 5000 years. So 
if you know everything that's happened during the last 5000 years, you should do fairly well on this 
portion of the exam.  
 
But what if you don't know every picky little fact of history? What if you only know half of 
everything there is to know about history? Or 25%? Or less than 1 %?  
 
The truth of the matter is that even your history professors know only a very small percentage of all 
the things there are to know about history. Fortunately, of all the figures and events and names and 
dates of world history, there are relatively few that the well-educated person really has to know, and 
the review of a few key concepts should prepare you adequately for the history portion of the Praxis 
exam.  
 
You should probably begin your preparation by reviewing the major periods of history.  
Make sure you have at least a rough idea of which civilizations developed during the Ancient, 
Medieval, and Modem periods of history. Reading through the table of contents of any good world or 
Western civilization survey will help. See also the outline on my Web site 
(http://www.northern.edu/marmorsalI2Iguides.htm) and the outline of world history attached below.  
 
Once you have a general feel for the overall course of world history, start reviewing the key figures 
and terms. Take a look at the History 121 and 122 sections on my Web site 
(http://www.northern.edu/mannorsa). The study guides for these classes include lists of potential 
exam ill's: 3 exams for each class, 50 potential ill's for each exam, 150 ill's for each class, 300 
potential ill's total. Making sure you know the most important of these terms should be good Praxis 
preparation.  
 
Another way to prepare it to read through the history portion of E.D. Hirsch's New Dictionary of 
Cultural Literacy. Reading through the relevant portions of Hirsch's book will help you prepare, not 
just for the history portion of the exam, but for the entire Praxis content exam. You'll probably find 
the online version of Hirsch's book (http://www.bartlebv.com/59) particularly convenient as you 
prepare for the Praxis exam.  
 
World History  
Periods, Themes, and Key Terms  

Pre-history (???-3000 BC)  
Paleolithic era (Old Stone Age)  
Neolithic era (New Stone Age)  
Bronze age (c. 4000-2000 BC)  

 

http://www.northern.edu/marmorsalI2Iguides.htm
http://www.northern.edu/mannorsa.
http://www.bartlebv.com/59
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Major themes: Thousands of years of slow development, all-of-a-sudden accelerated by a 
cultural revolution during the late Neolithic period. Inventions like the wheel, settled 
agriculture, domestication of animals, etc. lead to dramatic population growth, the birth of 
cities, the emergence of writing and (as a result) the beginnings of history.  

 
Ancient history (3000 BC-AD 476)  

Ancient Near East  
Mesopotamia (3000-536 BC)  
Ancient Egypt (3000-1000 BC)  
Ancient Israel (1900 BC-70AD)  

 
Major themes: First great urban civilizations, extensive irrigation, specialized trades, 
emergence of writing (cuneiform in Mesopotamia, hieroglyphics in Egypt) earliest known 
literature (e.g., the Epic of Gilgamesh, first written laws (e.g., the Code of Hammurabi), first 
great empires. Polytheistic religions and an associated mythology eventually challenged by 
the monotheism of the Hebrews.  

 
Key terms: Sumer, Babylon, Assyria, Chaldaeans, Hammurabi, Code of Hammurabi, 
Ziggurat, Marduk, Epic of Gilgamesh, Polytheism, Pharaoh, Pyramid, Osiris, Hatchepsut, 
Hyksos, Israel, Abraham, Moses, Torah, Deuteronomy, Isaiah, Monotheism  

 
Ancient Far East  

India (emerges c. 3000 BC) 
China (emerges c. 2000 BC  

 
Major themes: emergence of river-valley civilizations similar to Mesopotamia and Egypt 
around the Indus in India and the Yellow (Huang) River in China, emergence of several 
important religions/religious philosophies.  

 
Key terms: Harappan Civilization, Aryan invasion, Hinduism, Upanishads, Vedas, 
pantheism, Buddhism, Four Noble Truths, Eight-fold Path, Confucianism, Taoism, Asoka 
(Ashoka). A quick review of Chinese dynasties might also be worthwhile: 
http://www.crystalinks.com/chinadynasties.html.  

 
The First European Civilizations 

Greece (emerges c. 2000 BC)  
Rome (756 BC-AD 476)  

 
Major themes: Birth and development of philosophy, science, theater, political science, 
history, etc. among the Greeks; democracy in Athens; the conquests of Alexander and the 
Hellenistic age; strengths and weaknesses of Republican and Imperial Rome, transition of 
Rome from paganism to Christianity.  

 
Key terms: Minoans, Mycenaeans, Homer, Sappho, Acropolis, Parthenon, Olympics, Athens, 
Sparta, Homer, Sappho, Herodotus, Acropolis, Olympics, Peloponnesian War, Philip of 
Macedon, Alexander the Great, Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, Punic Wars, Carthage, Julius 
Caesar, Augustus Caesar, Jesus of Nazareth, Gospel, Constantine  

 
Medieval History  

Early Middle Ages (325 AD-IOOO AD)  
Early Medieval Europe  

http://www.crystalinks.com/chinadynasties.html.
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Byzantine Empire (325 AD-1453 AD)  
Rise of Islam (begins 622 AD)  

 
Major themes: Barbarian invasions and the fall of Western Rome, feudalism, monasticism, 
growth of Catholic church, Rise of the Byzantine Empire in the east, Caesaro-Papism, birth 
and expansion of Islam  

 
Key terms: Constantine, Constantinople, Justinian, Christological Controversies, Iconoclasm, 
Muhammad, Mecca, Medina, Koran, Five Pillars of Islam, Mosque, Haj, Jihad, Caliph, 
Benedictines, Charlemagne, Feudalism  

 
High Middle Ages in Western Europe (1000-1300 AD)  
 

Major themes: Rise of centralized monarchy in France, England, and the Holy Roman 
Empire, rise of universities, Gothic and Romanesque art, the Crusades, rebirth of literature 
(e.g., The Song of Roland), "The Age of Faith," reflected in art, literature, theology, etc.  

 
Key terms: Normans, Magna Charta, Parliament, Crusades, Romanesque Art, Gothic Art, St. 
Thomas Aquinas, St. Francis, Innocent III, Holy Roman Empire  

 
Late Middle Ages in Western Europe (1300-1500)  

 
Major themes: A series of disasters shakes European civilization to its foundations. However, 
European civilization not only survives, but also enters a period of new creativity. When 
focusing on the negatives, we generally think of this time period as the "Late Middle Ages." 
But note that, chronologically, this is also the period of the Renaissance! Pay special attention 
here to the devastating effects of the Black Death, a plague that wiped out perhaps 1/3 of the 
European population in a few years.  

 
Key terms: Black Death, Hundred Years' War, Jacquerie, Babylonian Captivity of the 
Papacy, Great Papal Schism  

 
Modern History (1350 AD-present)  

Renaissance (1350-1600)  
 

Major themes: As Europeans faced the disasters of the Late Middle Ages, they drew on all 
the resources at their disposal, and ended up creating some enormously impressive things. 
The Renaissance spirit combines a great love of the past (especially the Greek and Roman 
past) with an optimistic attitude about the ability of human beings to go beyond the work of 
their predecessors. A great age of discovery and invention, art and literature.  

 
Key terms: Medici, Dante, Boccaccio, Machiaveli, Botticelli, Da Vinci, Raphael, 
Michelangelo, Wyclif, Huss, Gutenberg, Columbus, Copernicus, Erasmus, Sir Thomas More, 
Shakespeare, Francis Bacon  

 
Reformation (1517-1648)  

 
Major themes: Note again the overlapping time period: there's no sharp break between the 
Renaissance and Reformation periods! In general, we use the term Reformation when 
focusing primarily on religious developments, in particular, the rise of the various protestant 
sects and the transformations within the Catholic church itself.  
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Key terms: Luther, Zwingli, Calvin, Anabaptists, Anglicans, Jesuits, Council of Trent, 
Hapsburgs, and Thirty Years' War  

 
16th and 17th Centuries, "Age of Change" (1500-1700)  

 
Major themes: In addition to the cultural changes associated with the Renaissance (1350-
1600) and the religious changes associated with the Reformation (1517-1648), there were lots 
of other 16th and 17th century changes. Columbus' discovery led to some positives (e.g., 
exchange of New World and Old World crops) but also to many problems: rapid inflation, 
declining real wages, changed trade routes, competition for colonies and increasing political 
and social tension. These tensions, amplified by religious division led to wars and revolution 
throughout Europe. The worst of these, the Thirty Years' War, left 1/3 of the German 
speaking population of Europe dead. For the New World, the introduction of European 
diseases proved an even greater disaster, wiping out perhaps 80% of the native population. 
Positives of this era include the scientific revolution and the emergence of the political ideas 
that stand behind British and American democracy.  

 
Key terms: Galileo, Newton, Louis XIV, Cromwell, Glorious Revolution, Hobbes, Locke, 
Absolute Monarchy, Natural Rights, Descartes, Pascal, Baroque, Rubens, Corelli, Bernini, 
Rembrandt  

 
18th Century, "The Age of Reason/Enlightenment" (1700-1800)  

 
Major themes: Exceptionally great faith in the ability of reason to solve all human problems, 
tremendous expansion of human knowledge, "enlightened despots", rise of Russia as a major 
power, the American and French Revolutions, the Napoleonic Wars, Classical/Neoclassical 
styles in art, continued European colonization of the rest of the world, increased slave trade.  

 
Key terms: Frederick the Great, Maria Theresa, Peter the Great, Catherine the Great, 
Philosophies, Deism, Rousseau, Civil Liberty, Voltaire, Kant, French Revolution, Reign of 
Terror, Beginnings of Industrial Revolution in England, East India Company, Neoclassical 
Art, Mozart  

 
19th Century, "The Age of Progress" (1800-1900)  

 
Major themes: Tremendous economic, political and social advances in Europe brought about 
by a combination of conservative ideas (e.g., the balance of power and the concert of Europe) 
and liberal ideas (nationalism, representative government, guarantees of fundamental rights, 
laissez-faire economics), unification of Italy and Germany, increased European domination 
of Asia (India annexed to the British empire, China divided into "spheres of influence"), faith 
in inevitable progress dominating intellectual life.  
 
Key terms: Congress of Vienna, Balance of Power, Liberalism, Laissez-faire, Nationalism, 
Crimean War, Cavour, Garibaldi, Bismarck, Franco-Prussian War, Queen Victoria, Sepoy 
Rebellion, Opium War, Taiping Rebellion, Comte, Hegel, Darwin, Nietzsche, Marx, 
Dostoyevsky, Romanticism, Realism  

 
20th Century, "The Age of Violence /The Global Age" (1900-2000)  
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Major themes: Word wars, totalitarian rise and expansion after World War I, the Cold War, 
post-World War II economic expansion, collapse of European colonial empires, conflicts in 
Africa and the Middle East, "globalism," distancing of "serious" art and literature from 
popular culture.  

 
Key terms: World War I, Armenians, Versailles Treaty, Russian Revolution, Lenin, Stalin, 
Hitler, World War II, Holocaust, Cold War (Congo), Vietnam, Gandhi, Cubism, 
Existentialism, Wahhabism  


