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24 UNIT ONE

PERSPECTIVES:
The Myth of Continents

The Myth of Continents is a book by Martin W. Lewis and Karen E.
Wigen that focuses on the unexamined spatial assumptions that we all
make, starting with the idea that the world is somehow divided into
“continents.” They comment on “our tendency tolet a continental

sframework structure our perceptions of the human community...Each
continent is accorded its own history, and we locate its essential nature
in opposition to that of the other continents...An obsolete formulation,
this framework fcontinents] is now wholly inadequte for the load it is
routinely asked to carry.” They conclude that only by examining our
commonplace notions can we develop a “sophisticated understanding
of global geography.” Lewis and Wigen’s perspective is an important
one to consider in the study of world history.

Reference: Lewis, Martin W. and Karen Wigen, The Myth of Continents. Berkeley, CA: Umversity of Cali
fornia Press, 1997.

With population movement, people spread their cultures to new areas through
a process called cultural diffusion, including innovations, technology, re-
ligion, language, food and clothing styles, and disease. Throughout his-
tory diseases have spread as human interactions have increased. Famous ex-
amples include the 14* century plague that spread from Asia to Europe, and
the contagious diseases that spread rapidly through the Native American
populations that came into contact with Europeans in the New World dur-
ing the 15" and 16" centuries. During prehistoric times, human beings mi-
grated to many parts of the globe, setting the stage for human domination of
other species on earth. Although we cannot pin these prehistoric migrations
to a single “marker event” because they took place gradually over long peri-
ods of time, without them humans might not have survived those early years.
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IMPORTANT TERMS AND CONCEPTS

cultural diffusion The Myth of Continents
demography periodization
intervening obstacles perspective

“marker events” push and pull factors

migrations

THE BIG PICTURE:
TECHNOLOGICAL AND
ENVIRONMENTAL
TRANSFORMATIONS
(to 600 B.C.E.)

T e S,

Be sure to keep up with these broad trends and themes for the period before
600 B.C.E..

1) During the Paleolithic era, hunters and gatherers gradually migrated m.oE.
their origins in East Africa to Eurasia, Australia, and the Americas, adapting
their technology and cultures to the new areas.

2) Interactions among different groups of people on the planet were Fmdm:%
limited to groups that were geographically nearby, but interactions increased
steadily throughout the time period, both in frequency and distance.

3) Physical geography and the natural environment interacted with human
activities to shape changes and continuities during the time period.

4) This period is made up of two time periods that are distinguished by big
changes in human lifestyles, including these “marker events”: the develop-
ment of agriculture and early agricultural communities, and the appearance
of the earliest urban-based societies.



