What Is the West?

Many of the people who influence public opinion—
politicians, teachers, clergy, joumnalists, and television
commentators—efer to “Western values,” “the West,”
and “Western civilization.” They often use these terms
as if they do not require explanation. But what do these
terms mean? The West has always been an arena
within which different cultures, religions, values, and
philosophies have interacted; any definition of the
West will inevitably arouse controversy.

The definition of the West has always been dis-
puted. Note the difference in the following two poems,
the first by Rudyard Kipling (1865-1936), an ardent
promoter of European imperialism who wrote “The Bal-
fad of East and West” at the height of the British Empire:

OH, East is East, and West is West, and never the
twain shall meet,

Till Earth and Sky stand presently ot God'’s great
Judgment Seat....

The second, “East/West Poem,” is by a Chinese-
American living in Hawaii, Wing Tek Lum (1946-), who
expresses the confusion caused by terms that designate
both cultural traits and directions around the globe:

O

East is East

and

West is West.

but

I never did
understand

why

in Geography class
the East was west
and

the West was east
and that no

one ever
cared
about the difference.

This textbook cares about the difference. it also
shows that East and West have, in contrast to
Kipling’s view, often “met.” These encounters cre-
ated the idea of the East and the West and helped
identify the ever shifting borders between the two.

THE SHIFTING BORDERS
OF THE WEST

The most basic definition of the West is of a
place. Western civilization is now typically
thought to comprise the regions of Europe, the
Americas, Australia, and New Zealand. How-
ever, this is a contemporary definition of the
West. The inclusion of these places in the West is
the result of a long history of European expan-
sion through colonization and conquest.

This textbook begins about 10,000 years ago
in what is now Iraq; the final chapter returns to
discuss the Iraq War, but in the meantime the
Mesopotamian region is only occasionally a con-
cern for Western history. The history of the West
begins with the domestication of animals, the
cultivation of the first crops, and the establish-
ment of long-distance trading networks in the
Tigris, Euphrates, and Nile River valleys. Cities,
kingdoms, and empires in those valleys gave birth
to the first civilizations in the West. By about
500 B.C.E., the civilizations that were the cultural
ancestors of the modern West had spread from
southwestern Asia and north Africa to include the
entire Mediterranean basin-—areas influenced by
Egypuan, Hebrew, Greek, and Roman thought,
art, law, and religion. The resulting Greco-Roman
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THE TEMPLE OF HERA AT
PAESTUM, ITALY:

Greek colonists in ltaly built this
temple in the sixth century B.C.E.
Greek ideas and artistic styles spread
throughout the ancient world, both
from Greek colonists, such as those
at Paestum, and from other peoples
who imitated the Greeks.

culture created the most enduring foundation
of the West. By the first century C.E. the Roman
Empire drew the map of what historians con-
sider the heartland of the West: most of western
and southern FEurope, the coastlands of the
Mediterranean Sea, and the Middle East.

For many centuries, these ancient founda-
tions defined the borders of the West. During
the last century, however, the West came to be
less about geography than about culture, identity,
and technology. When Japan, an Asian country,
accepted human rights and democracy after
World War I, did it become part of the West?
Most Japanese might not think they have adopted
“Western” values, but the thriving capitalism and
stable democracy of this traditional Asian country

Y,
x

that was never colonized by a Furopean power
complicates the idea of what is the West. Or
consider the Republic of South Africa, which
the white minority-——people descended from
European immigrants—ruled until 1994, The
oppressive white regime violated human rights,
rejected full legal equality for all citizens, and
jailed or murdered those who questioned the
government. Only when democratic elections
open to blacks replaced that government did
South Africa fully embrace what the rest of the
West would consider Western values. To what
degree was South Africa part of the West before
and after these developments?

Or how about Russia? Russia long saw itself
as a Christian country with cultural, economic,
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4 l What is the West?

WHERE IS THE WEST?

The shifting borders of the West have moved many
times throughout history, but they have always
included the areas shown in this satellite photo.
These include Europe, north Africa, and the

Middle East.

and political ties with the rest of Europe. The
Russians have intermittently identified with their
Western neighbors, especially during the reign of

Peter the Great (1682~1725), but their neighbors
were not always sure about the Russians. After

the Mongol invasions of the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries much of Russia was isolated
from the rest of the West, and during the
Cold War from 1949 to 1989 Western democra-
cies considered communist Russia an enemy.
When was Russia “Western” and when not?

Thus, when we talk about where the West is,
we are almost always talking about the Mediter-
ranean basin and much of Furope (and later, the
Americas). But we will also show that countries
that border “the West,” and even countries far
from it, might be considered Western in many
aspects as well.

CHANGING IDENTITIES WITHIN
THE WEST

In addition to being a place, the West is the birth-
place of Western civilization, a civilization that
encompasses a cultural history—a tradition
stretching back thousands of years to the ancient
world. Over this long period the civilization we
now identify as Western gradually took shape.
The many characteristics that identify it emerged
over this time: forms of governments, econoniic
systems, and methods of scientific inquiry, as
well as religions, languages, literature, and art.

Throughout the development of Western
civilization, the ways in which people identified
themselves changed as well. People in the
ancient world had no such idea of the common
identity of the West, only of being members of a
tribe, citizens of a town, or subjects of an
empire. But with the spread of Christianity and
Islam between the first and seventh centuries,
the notion of a distinct civilization in these
“Western” lands subtly changed. People came to
identify themselves less as subjects of a particu-
lar empire and more as members of a commu-
nity of faith—whether that community
comprised followers of Judaism, Christianity, or
Islam. These communities of faith drew lines of
inclusion and exclusion that still exist today.
Starting about 1,600 years ago, Christian mon-
archs and clergy began to obliterate polytheism
(the worship of many gods) and marginalize
Jews. From 1,000 to 500 years ago, Christian
authorities fought to expel Muslims from
Europe. Europeans developed definitions of the
West that did not include Islamic communtities,
even though Muslims continued to live in
Europe, and Europeans traded and interacted
with the Muslim world. The Islamic countries
themselves erected their own barriers, seeing
themselves in opposition to the Christian West,
even as they continued to look back to the com-
mon cultural origins in the ancient world that
they shared with Jews and Christians.

During the Renaissance in the fifteenth cen-
tury, these ancient cultural origins became an
alternative to religious affiliation for thinking
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about the identity of the West. From this Renais-
sance historical perspective Jews, Christians, and
Muslims descended from the cultures of the
ancient Egyptians, Hebrews, Greeks, and
Romans. Despite their differences, the followers
of these religions shared a history. In fact, in the
late Renaissance a number of Jewish and Christ-
ian thinkers imagined the possibility of rediscov-
ering the single universal religion that they
thought must have once been practiced in the
ancient world. If they could just recapture that
religion, they could restore the unity they imag-
ined had once prevailed in the West.

The definition of the West has also changed
as a result of European colonialism, which began
about 500 years ago. When European powers
assembled large overseas empires, they intro-
duced Western languages, religions, technolo-
gles, and cultures to many distant places in the
world, making Western identity a transportable
concept. In some of these colonized areas—such
as North America, Argentina, Australia, and
New Zealand—the FEuropean newcomers so
outnumbered the indigenous people that these
regions became as much a part of the West as
Britain, France, and Spain. In other European
colonies, especially on the Asian continent, West-
ern cultures failed to exercise similar levels of
influence.

As a result of colonialism Western culture
sometimes merged with other cultures, and in the
process, both were changed. Brazil, a South Ameri-
can country inhabited by large numbers of indige-
nous peoples, the descendants of African slaves,
and European settlers, epitomizes the complexity
of what defines the West. In Brazil, almost
everyone speaks a Western language (Portuguese),
practices a Western religion (Christianity), and par-
ticipates in Western political and economic institu-
tions (democracy and capitalism). Yet in Brazil all
of these features of Western civilization have
become part of a distinctive culture in which
indigenous, African, and European elemenrs have
been blended. During Carnival, for example,
Brazilians dressed in indigenous costumes dance in
African rhythms to the accompaniment of music
played on European instruments.

5

MARINER'S COMPASS

The mariner’s compass was a navigational device
intended for use primarily at sea. The compass origi-
nated in China; once adopted by Europeans, it
enabled them to embark on long ocean voyages
around the world.

WESTERN VALUES

For many people today, the most important
definition of the West involves adherence to
“Western” values. The values typically identified
as Western include democracy, individualism, uni-
versal human rights, toleration of religious diver-
sity, ownership of private property, equality before
the law, and freedom of inquiry and expression.
These values, however, have not always been part
of Western civilization. In fact, they describe ideals
rather than actual realities; these values are by no
means universally accepted throughout the West.
Thus, there is nothing inevitable about these
values; Western history at various stages exhibited
quite different ones. Western societies seldom
prized legal or political equality until quite
recently. In ancient Rome and throughout most of
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medieval Europe, the wealthy and the pow 2rful
enjoyed more protection under the law than did
slaves or the poor. Most medieval Christians were
completely convinced of the virtue of making war
against Muslims and heretics and curtailing the
actions of Jews. Before the end of the eighteenth
century, few Westerners questioned the practice of
slavery, a social hierarchy of birth that remained
powerful in the West through the nineteenth cen-
tury; in addition, most women were excluded from
equal economic and educational opportunities
until well into the twentieth century. In many
places women still do not have equal opportunities.
In the twentieth century, millions of Westerners
followed leaders who stifled free inquiry, denied
basic human rights to many of their citizens, made
terror an instrument of the state, and censored
authors, artists, and journalists.

The values that define the West have not only
changed over time, they also remain fiercely con-

fested. One of the most divisive political issues

today, for example, is that of “gay marriage.”
Both sides in this debate frame their arguments in
terms of “Western values.” Supporters of the
legalization of same-sex marriages highlight
equality and human rights: They demand that all
citizens have equal access to the basic legal protec-
tions afforded by marriage. Opponents emphasize
the centrality of the tradition of monogamous het-
erosexual marriage to Western legal, moral, and
religious codes. What this current debate shows us
is that no single understanding of “Western val-
ues,” or of the West itself, exists. These values
have always been contended, disputed, and
fought over. In other words, they have a history.
This text highlights and examines that history.

ASKING THE RIGHT QUESTIONS

So how can we make sense of the West as a place
and an identity, the shifting borders and definitions
of the West, and Western civilization in general? In
short, what has Western civilization been over the
course of its long history—and what is it today?
Answering these questions is the challenge
this book addresses. There are no simple answers
to any of these questions, but there is a method

for finding answers. The method is straightfor-
ward. Always ask the what, when, where, who,
how, and why questions of the text.

The “What” Question

What is Western civilization? The answer to this
question will vary according to time and place. In
fact, for much of the early history covered in this
book, “Western civilization” did not exist. Rather,
a number of distinctive civilizations emerged in
the Middle East, northern Africa, and Europe,
each of which contributed to what later became
Western civilization. As these cultures developed
and intermingled, the idea of Western civilization
slowly began to form. Thus, the understanding of
Western civilization will change from chapter to
chapter. The most extensive change in the place of
the West was through the colonial expansion of
the European nations between the fifteenth and
twentieth centuries. Perhaps the most significant
cultural change came with acceptance of the val-
ues of scientific inquiry for solving human and
philosophical problems, an approach that did not
exist before the seventeenth century but became
one of the distinguishing characteristics of West-
ern civilization. During the late eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, industrialization became the
engine that drove economic development in the
West. During the twentieth century, industrializa-
tion in both its capiralist and communist forms
dramartically gave the West a level of economic
prosperity unmatched in the nonindustrialized
parts of the world.

The “When” Question

When did the defining characteristics of West-
ern civilization first emerge, and for how long
did they prevail? Dates frame and organize the
content of each chapter, and numerous short
chronologies are offered. These resources make
it possible to keep track of what happened
when. Dates have no meaning by themselves,
but the connections between them can be very
revealing. For example, dates show that the
agricultural revolution that permitted the birth
of the first civilizations unfolded over a long
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span of about 10,000 years—which is more
time than was taken by all the other events and
developments covered in this textbook. Wars of
religion plagued Europe for nearly 200 years
before Enlightenment thinkers arriculated the
ideals of religious toleration. The American
Civil War—the war to preserve the union, as
President Abraham Lincoln termed it—took
place at exactly the same time as wars were
being fought for national unity in Germany and
Italy. In other words, by paying attention to
other contemporaneous wars for national unity,
the American experience seems less peculiarly
an American event.

Asking the Right Questions 7

By learning when things happened, one
can identify the major causes and conse-
quences of events and thus see the transforma-
tions of Western civilization. For instance,
the production of a surplus of food through
agriculture and the domestication of animals
were prerequisites for the emergence of civili-
zations. The violent collapse of religious unity
after the Protestant Reformation in the six-
teenth century led some Europeans to propose
the separation of church and state two
centuries later. And during the nineteenth
century many Western countries—in response
to the enormous diversity among their own
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These are the principal geographical features that will appear recurrently throughout
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peoples—became preoccupied with maintain-
ing or establishing national unity.

The “Where” Question

Where has Western civilization been located?
Geography, of course, does not change very
rapidly, but the idea of where the West is does
change. By tracing the shifting relationships
between the West and other, more distant civi-
lizations with which it interacted, the chapters
highlight the changing “where” of the West.
The key to understanding the shifting borders
of the West is to study how the peoples within
the West thought of themselves and how they
identified others as “not Western.” During the
Cold War, for example, many within the West
viewed Russia as an enemy rather than as part
of the West. In the previous centuries, Aus-
tralia and North America came to be part of
the West because the European conquerors of
these regions identified themselves with Euro-
pean cultures and traditions and against non-
European values.

The “Who"” Question

Who were the people responsible for making
Western civilization? Some were anonymous,
such as the unknown geniuses who invented the
mathematical systems of ancient Mesopotamia.
Others are well-known—saints such as Joan of
Arc, creative thinkers such as Galileo Galilei, or
generals such as Napoleon. Most were ordinary.
Humble people, such as the many millions who
migrated from Europe to North America or the
unfortunate millions who suffered and died in
the trenches of World War 1, also influenced the
course of events.

Perhaps most often this book encounters
people who were less the shapers of their own
destinies than the subjects of forces that condi-
tioned the kinds of choices they could make,
often with unanticipated results. During the
eleventh century when farmers throughout
Europe began to employ a new kind of plow to
till their fields, they were merely trying to do their
work more efficiently. They certainly did not rec-
ognize that the increase in food they produced

would stimulate the enormous population
growth that made possible the medieval civiliza-
tion of thriving cities and magnificent cathedrals.
Answering the who question requires an evalua-
tion of how much individuals and groups of peo-
ple were in control of events and how much
events controlled them.

The “"How” Question

How did Western civilization develop? This is a
question about processes—about how things
change or stay the same over time. This book
identifies and explores these processes in sev-
eral ways.

First, woven throughout the story is the
theme of encounters and transformations. What is
meant by encounters? When the Spanish
conquistadores arrived in the Americas some 500
years ago, they came into contact with the cul-
tures of the Caribs, the Aztecs, the Incas, and
other peoples who had lived in the Americas for
thousands of years. As the Spanish fought, traded
with, and intermarried with the natives, each cul-
ture changed. The Spanish, for their part, bor-
rowed from the Americas new plants for
cultivation and responded to what they consid-
ered serious threats to their worldview. Many
native Americans, in turn, adopted European reli-
gious practices and learned to speak European
languages. At the same time, Amerindians were
decimated by Furopean diseases, illnesses to
which they had never been exposed. The native
Americans also witnessed the destruction of their
own civilizations and governments at the hands of
the colonial powers. Through centuries of interac-
tion and mutual influence, both sides became
something other than what they had been.

The European encounter with the Americas
is an obvious example of what was, in fact, a con-
tinuous process of encounters with other cul-
tures. These encounters often occurred between
peoples from different civilizations, such as the
struggles between Greeks and Persians in the
ancient world or between Europeans and Chinese
in the nineteenth century. Other encounters took
place among people living in the same civiliza-
tion. These include interactions between lords
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and peasants, men and women, Christians and
Jews, Catholics and Protestants, factory owners
and workers, and capitalists and communists.
Western civilization developed and changed, and
still does, through a series of external and inter-
nal encounters.

Second, features in the chapters formulate
answers to the question of how Western civiliza-
tion developed. For example, each chapter con-
tains an essay titled “Justice in History.” These
essays discuss a trial or some other episode involy-
ing questions of justice. Some “Justice in History”
essays illustrate how Western civilization was
forged in struggles over conflicting values, such as
the discussion of the trial of Galileo, which exam-
ines the conflict between religious and scientific
concepts of truth. Other essays show how efforts
to resolve internal cultural, political, and religious
tensions helped shape Western ideas about justice,
such as the essay on the auto da fé, which illus-
trates how authorities attempted to enforce reli-
gious conformity.

Some chapters include another feature as
well. The “Encounters and Transformations” fea-
tures show how encounters between different
groups of people, technologies, and ideas were
not abstract historical processes, but events that
brought people together in a way thar trans-
formed history. For example, when the Arabs
encountered the camel as an instrument of war,
they adopted it for their own purposes. As a
result, they were able to conquer their neighbors
very quickly and spread Islam far beyond its orig-
inal home in Arabia.

The “Different Voices” feature in each chap-
ter includes documents from the period that rep-
resent contrasting views about a particular issue
important at the time. These conflicting voices
demonstrate how people debated what mattered
to them and in the process formulated what have
become Western values. During the Franco-
Algerian War of the 1950s and early 1960s, for
example, French military officers debated the
appropriateness of torrure when interrogating
Algerian prisoners alleged to be insurgents. The
debate about the use of rorture against terrorist
suspects continues today, revealing one of the

Asking the Right Questions 9

unresolved conflicts over the appropriate values
of the West,

The "Why” Question

Why did things happen in the way they did in
history? This is the hardest question of all, one
that engenders the most debate among histori-
ans. To take one persistent example, why did
Hitler initiate a plan to exterminate the Jews of
Europe? Can it be explained by something that
happened to him in his childhood? Was he full of
self-loathing that he projected onto the Jews?
Was it a way of creating an enemy so that he
could better unify Germany? Did he really
believe that the Jews were the cause of all of
Germany’s problems? Did he merely act on
the deeply seated anti-Semitic tendencies of the
German people? Historians ‘still debate the
answers to these questions.

Such questions raise issues about human
motivation and the role of human agency in
historical events. Can historians ever really
know what motivated a particular individual in
the past, especially when it is so notoriously
difficult to understand what motivates other
people in the present? Can any individual
determine the course of history? The what,
when, where, who, and how questions are
much easier to answer; but the why question,
of course, is the most interesting one, the one
that cries out for an answer.

This book does not—and cannot—always
offer definitive answers to the why question, but
it attempts to lay out the most likely possibili-
ties. For example, historians do not really know
what disease caused the Black Death in the four-
teenth century that killed about one-third of the
population in a matter of months. But they can
answer many questions about the consequences
of that great catastrophe. Why were there so
many new universities in the fourteenth and fif-
teenth centuries? It was because so many priests
had died in the Black Death, creating a huge
demand for replacements. The answers to the
why questions are not always obvious, but they
are always intriguing; finding the answers is the
joy of studying history.
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call the “Near East.”" By 2500 B.C.E., when, as we
will see, city-states in Mesopotamia formed a
flourishing civilization and Egypt’s Old Kingdom
was well-developed, Europeans still lived only in
scattered agricultural communities. Withour the
critical mass of people and possessions that
accompanied city life, early Furopeans did not
develop the specialized religious, economic, and
political classes that characterize a civilization.

Making Civilization Possible:
The Food-Producing Revolution

For more than the first 175,000 years of their exis-
tence, modern humans, known as Homo sapiens
sapiens (“most intelligent people”), did not pro-
duce food. Between 200,000 and 100,000 years
ago, Homo sapiens sapiens first appeared in Africa
and began to spread to other continents. Scientists
refer to this stage of human history as the Pale-
olithic Age, or Old Stone Age, because people
made tools by cracking rocks and using their sharp
edges to cut and chop. These early peoples scav-
enged for wild food and followed migrating herds
of animals. They also created beautiful works of
art by carving bone and painting on cave walls. By
45,000 years ago, these humans had reached most
of Earth’s habitable regions.

The end of the last Ice Age about 15,000
years ago ushered in an era of momentous
change: the food-producing revolution. As the
Earth’s climate became warmer, cereal grasses
spread over large areas. Hunter-gatherers learned
to collect these wild grains and grind them up for
food. When people learned that the seeds of wild
grasses could be transplanted and grown in new
areas, the cultivation of plants was underway.

People also began domesticating pigs, sheep,
goats, and cattle, which eventually replaced wild
game as the main sources of meat. The first signs
of goat domestication occurred about 8900 B.C.E.

“Terms such as the “Near East,” the “Middle East,™ and the
“Far East”—China, Japan, and Korea—betray their West-
ern European origins, For someone in India, say, or Russia
or Australia, neither Mesopotamia nor Egypt is located to
the “east.”

Defining Civilization, Defining Westem Civilization 13

in the Zagros Mountains in Southwest Asia. Pigs,
which adapt well to human settlements because
they eat garbage, were first domesticated around
7000 B.C.E. By around 6500 B.C.E., domestication
had become widespread.

Farming and herding were hard work, but
the payoff was enormous. Even simple agricul-
tural methods could produce about 50 times
more food than hunting and gathering. Thanks
to the increased food supply, more newborns
survived past infancy. Populations expanded,
and so did human settlements. With the mastery
of food production, human societies developed
the mechanisms not only to feed themselves, but
also to produce a surplus, which allowed for eco-
nomic specialization and fostered the growth of
social, political, and religious hierarchies.

The First Food-Producing Communities

The world’s first food-producing communities
emerged in southwest Asia. People began cultivat-
ing food in three separate areas, shown on
Map 1.2. Archaeologists have named the first area
the Levantine Corridor (also known as the Fertile
Crescent)—a 25-mile-wide strip of land that runs
from the Jordan River valley of modern Israel and
Palestine to the Euphrates River valley in today’s
Iraq.! The second region was the hilly land north of
Mesopotamia at the base of the Zagros Mountains.
The third was Anatolia, or what is now Turkey.
The small settlement of Abu Hureyra near the
center of the Levantine Corridor illustrates how
agriculture developed. Humans first settled here
around 9500 B.C.E. They fed themselves primarily
by hunting gazelles and gathering wild cereals.
But sometime between 8000 and 7700 B.C.E., they
began to plant and harvest grains. Fventually they
discovered that crop rotation—planting different
crops 1n a held each year—resulted in a much
higher yield. By 7000 B.c.E. Abu Hureyra had
grown into a farming community, covering nearly
30 acres that sustained a population of about 400.

The term Levant refers to the eastern Mediterranean coastal
region. “Levant” comes from the French: “the rising [sun}”—
in other words, the territory to the east, where the sun rises.
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CHRONOLOGY: THE FOUNDATIONS OF CIVILIZATION

150,000 years ago
45,000 years ago
15,000 years ago
11,000 years ago
9,500-3,000 years ago

- Modern humans first appear in Africa

Modern humans spread through Africa, Asia, and Europe

Food production begins in southwest Asia ;

Settled villages, domesticated plants and animals, and long-distance trade

~appear in Mesopotamia, Anatolia, and Egypt .
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Corridor. With increasing wealth came widening
social differences. While most of the burial sites at
Catal Hiiyiik showed little variation, a few corpses
were buried with jewelry and other riches, a prac-
tice thar indicates the beginning of distinctions
between wealthy and poor members of the society.

The long-distance obsidian trade that
underlay Catal Hiiyiik’s wealth also sped up
the development of other food-producing com-
munities in the Levantine Corridor, the Zagros
Mountains, and Anatolia. These trade networks
of the Neolithic Age laid the foundation for the
commercial and cultural encounters that fos-
tered the world’s first civilization.

Transformations in Europe

In all of these developments, Europe remained far
behind. The colder and wetter European climate
meant heavier soils that were harder to cultivate
than those in the Near Fast. The food-producing
revolution that began in southwest Asia around
8000 e.c.t. did not spread to Europe for another
thousand years, when farmers, probably from Ana-
tolia, ventured to northern Greece and the Balkans.
Settled agricultural communities had become the
norm in southwest Asia by 6000 B.C.E., but not
until about 2500 B.C.E. did most of Furope’s hunt-
ing and gathering cultures give way to small, widely
dispersed farming communities. (See Map 1.3.)
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Neolithic Cuftures in Europe

Megalith builders
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MAP 1.3

Neolithic Cultures in
Europe

During the Neolithic period,
new cultures developed as
most of the peoples of Europe
changed their way of life

from hunting and gathering
to food production. Trade and
warfare constructed networks
of village communities, but
two key components of
civilization—writing and

, cities—did not emerge in

AL v these centuries.




