Change & Continuity

Excerpted from The Mansion of History (1976)

By Carl G. Gustavson

One day a great man called Oog ambled out of his cave and in an hour of inspired illumination proceeded to invent the wheel.  By the time of the Flintstones, a tribal legend asserted that the wheel had been bestowed upon the people by a god named Oog.

Somehow, this account does not have the ring of total veracity.  An invaluable attribute of historical-mindedness consists in knowing how things do not happen.

Matters, as usual, are distinctly more complicated.  To the best of present knowledge, the first wheel appeared in the Sumerian town of Erech sometime after 3500 B.C., but more than another millenium passed before a fully satisfactory model had been developed.  Apparently the first wheeled vehicles consisted of sledges to which wheels were attached . . . One of the most significant inventions in all human history had occurred, and yet it happened in a most natural way as only a practical change within what had been long and continuous practice . . .

Eventually, to prevent rapid wearing, the Sumerians began to stud the wheel with copper nails, then a rim was added, and finally, a thousand years or so after the original invention, came copper or leather tires . . . Though they used clumsy chariots in their armies by about 2500 B.C., the Sumerians needed something on the order of 500 years more to produce light, spoked wheels that afforded greater speed and maneuverability.

Developing with glacial slowness, this artifact evolved in a natural, piecemeal fashion, dictated by successive needs.  Solid wooden wheels long persisted (and have not entirely vanished yet) in rural and pastoral surroundings.  Across the centuries echoes the agonizing screech of un-greased rotating wood, the dusty wagon trains of invading Celtic, Germanic, and Turkic barbarian hordes . . .

Here, in excruciatingly slow motion stretching over several thousand years, a basic pattern of change and continuity emerges.  Over long stretches of the past, the compulsions of habit and tradition create a continuity so strong in some areas as to seem entirely static.  Nevertheless, in the long-term perspective, sequential movement and causal molding are perceptible . . .

Occasionally the pieces fall together into a new creation with comparative swiftness, as in the relatively sudden development in the eleventh and twelfth centuries in central Europe of horseshoes, padded collars, harnesses, and shafts, which made possible, finally, the employment of the workhorse.  Sometimes a seeming breakthrough is not followed up.  Water power, by use of some form of paddle wheel, appears not long before the beginning of the Christian era, seems to be quickly adopted in a number of places, then fails to make further headway . . .

Contrast this infinitely slow pattern with the tempo of technological change in the twentieth century.  Patents on a movie camera and a projector were applied for in 1891 as a result of the work, particularly, by Thomas Edison, William Dickson, and George Eastman.  The first picture arcade opened in New York City in April 1894, and the first regular theater showed moving pictures two years later.  In 1911, the United States already had perhaps 13,000 movie theaters, talkies began near the end of the Roaring Twenties, and in 1946 admissions amounted to 82 million persons a year.

The invention of the audion tube in 1906 by Lee De Forest made the radio possible, the first scheduled broadcast, by KDKA in Pittsburgh, occurring on November 2, 1920.  Within three years, the country had 500 radio stations, and in the thirties and forties most people listened regularly to this medium . . .

[In] our own century, changes flow so swiftly that one form scarcely had time to reach fruition before alterations appear.  So rapidly do changes come in many fields of human effort that the pattern of change and continuity has become one of incessant transition from one form to another.

Behind the surface façade of prevailing continuity in history, the forces of change never quite cease working, and in periods of conspicuous change the tenacious ties of continuity reassert themselves.  Usually, the safest initial assumption, pending specific evidence, is that of prevailing gradual change . . .

One of the most rapid changes to occur in the Middle Ages . . . was the Arabic explosion of the seventh and eighth centuries, which, starting in the late 630s, reached within a century the Pyrenees in the West and the borders of India in the east.  And the strands of continuity?  Mohammed claimed as a Prophet to be the successor of Moses and Jesus.  Judaism and Christianity both contributed to the beliefs of Islam . . . No immediate mass conversion followed the conquest.  Christian communities continued to exist and, as minorities, still survive in several Moslem countries.  The brilliant philosophy and science of the early caliphate stemmed directly from the Greeks, as did much of the early architecture.  Change, yes, but also much continuity.  For that matter, the Christian conversion of northern Europe and Latin America was made easier by the identification of Christian saints with local gods or spirits and the use of the old holy places and festivals for Christian worship and Holy Days . . .

Creation and transition both characterize the fundamental flow of historical events and developments . . . Taken too literally, some of the historian’s working concepts may seem to violate the reality of these continual transformations.  Historical eras [e.g., The Renaissance, The Enlightenment, the Sixties, etc.] slice asunder the unity of the successive sequences.  So does the focusing on a series of “firsts,” the first telephone or the first parliament, by distracting attention form the actual processes of preparation and subsequent unfolding of possibilities; a long evolution is telescoped into a short episode, which thereby is made to seem as if it were the development itself.

Basic to any understanding of history is the comprehension of change and continuity as two interacting parts of a permanent and incessant process . . .

1) In your own words, briefly summarize the author’s major points. [4-5 sentences]

2) Explain your own example illustrating the idea of historical change & continuity [do NOT use examples already given, 4-5 sentences]

