
    
    [image: cover]

    

    




[image: image]













[image: image]










FREE PRESS
A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas New York, NY 10020
www.simonandschuster.com


Copyright © 1998 by David Gress


All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole of in part in any form.


FREE PRESS and colophon are trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


Designed by Carla Bolte


Manufactured in the United States of America


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Library of Congress Cataloging-In-Publication Data


Gress, David, 1953-


From Plato to NATO : the idea of the West and its opponents / David Gress.


p.   cm.


Includes bibliographical references and index.


ISBN 0-7432-6488-6


eISBN 978-1-4391-1901-3


1. Civilization, Western—Historiography. 2. Civilization, Western—Philosophy. 3. Liberalism—Philosophy. 4. Political science—Europe—Philosophy—History. 5. Philosophy, Ancient—Influence. I. Title.


CB425.G745   1998


909′.09812—dc21   98-18523


CIP


ISBN 0-7432-6488-6


For information regarding the special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 1-800-456-6798 or business@simonandschuster.com







TO MY CHILDREN


JONATHAN, THOMAS, CATHARINA










I saw how out of Eastern lands A stream of light was flowing And from the West in turn I saw A surge of power growing


—Friedrich Rückert, 1814


Comrade, look not on the west: ’Twill have your heart out of your breast; ’Twill take your thoughts and sink them far, Leagues beyond the sunset bar


—A. E. Housman, ca. 1898


Ure aghwhylc sceal ende gebidan worolde lifes; wyrce se the mote domes ar deathe


—Beowulf, ca. 800


[Each of us must abide the end of this world’s life, let him who is able achieve fame before death]








Preface



Friedrich Nietzsche said that “every act of writing is an act of impudence.” After writing this book I am sharply aware of the multiple truth of that statement. For one thing, I chose an impossibly ambitious subject, namely, the logic of world history and the changing identities of Western civilization. If Arnold Toynbee could not do justice to the first of these topics in twelve thick volumes, who was I to try to address both in twelve chapters? It is true that the book grew somewhat in the writing, but it remains, despite what some may consider its generous bulk, selective and, some may well think, skimpy.


For another thing, this is a work of interpretation and judgment. I have borrowed mercilessly from the thousands of scholar-years that have gone into each of the major issues covered. Where I have borrowed a quote, the source is given in the notes, but I have only selectively annotated ideas or issues. This is partly because to do so fully would have made the notes longer than the text, and partly because many of the notions that I discuss, criticize, or endorse are so much part of my mental inventory that it would be invidious to blame my understanding on one or two people who would thus be, unfairly, singled out at the expense of others who may be truer authors of my views.


A reasonable policy of acknowledgment, in such a situation, might be not to exaggerate the impudence by naming names, beyond those whose actual words I have quoted and who are named in the notes. But such a policy would, in this case, be not so much a matter of holding others harmless as unfair to those whose help was essential, in practical as well as intellectual terms, in keeping this project alive through an unusually rocky history. It was born at one institution, lived its infancy at another, matured in the gap between that and a third, and achieved its final shape at a fourth. Of these four institutions, three were in different countries and continents, and all placed justifiable calls on my time that preempted work on a project that belonged, in full, to none of them. The fact is that this book is the work of what, with apologies to the Romany people, our era calls a “gypsy scholar,” that is, of an itinerant worker in an era of cultural as well as institutional downsizing. Undoubtedly, these dislocations and discontinuities revealed aspects of the world to me that benefited the work; just as clearly, and more obviously, they introduced delays and inconveniences.


It was in the late 1970s that I first realized that the key to what we call the West lies in what this book names the sceptical Enlightenment, that is, a liberalism that does not reject history, religion, or human nature, but seeks the conditions of possibility of liberty and prosperity within those givens and not in abstract rights or visions of justice. Years of preoccupation with more immediate issues of policy and contemporary history put that realization on the back burner. The first plan for this book, in 1990, hardly included this line of thought, which came to prominence only as I was writing and it became obvious that the history of Western identity pointed crucially and repeatedly to this open liberalism as the key to its logic and to the logic of its opponents.


Let me now, with apologies to those whom I have not named, thank the following for starting and keeping the ball rolling and bringing me back to it when the outlook seemed dimmest. No one, of course, is responsible for my exploitation or abuse of his or her opinions. My editor at The Free Press, Adam Bellow, first suggested a book on the idea of the West in 1989, and had he not insisted that the book existed in my mind if I would only put my mind to it, it would have remained forever imaginary, as marginal jottings on restaurant notepaper. Especially in the last phases of writing, I have often recalled his encouraging statement that “it’s only a book, after all!” I cannot thank him enough for making me, at last, do it.


Exhortations would not have been enough, however, without other forms of help. To the John M. Olin Foundation and its research director, Dr. James E. Piereson, go, therefore, my deepest thanks for research support for this project in 1994-96. Olin, to its credit, keeps many irons in the fire, and in a world where many foundations have chosen, after the Cold War, to go domestic and short term, it deserves praise for keeping a wider view and a broader interest. Next, I want to express my gratitude to the Earhart Foundation and its director of programs, Antony Sullivan, for their support and for maintaining a commitment to questions of religion, world history, and world politics. I thank the master and fellows of Gonville and Caius College, Cambridge, for admitting me as a visitor in 1993-95, and for conversation and ideas, some of which have made their way into the book. At the college of Michael Oakeshott, I learned to thank his shade, and among those very much alive at Caius and elsewhere in Cambridge, I thank Derek Beales, Tim Blanning, John Casey, Patricia Crone, Brendan Simms, Quentin Skinner, and Joachim Whaley for talk about the West and its enemies. A conversation with Ernest Gellner a few months before his death put me right on his understanding of human social evolution, to which I owe a good part of my general schema. Outside Cambridge but still in England I am grateful for various kinds of inspiration to Noel Malcolm and Norman Stone. It was my good fortune in America to see Malcolm Cowling almost every day for a year or so after he retired from Cambridge—a series of encounters that not only prolonged my Cambridge stay by proxy but introduced me to one of the most vital thinkers on the relations of liberal thought and religion. Finally, I do not want to leave Cambridge without paying tribute to a scholar and gentleman who learned of this project, thought it vague and overambitious, but nevertheless on three memorable evenings gave freely of his abundance of knowledge and wisdom about the conditions of liberty and human flourishing—the late Edward Shils.


To the Foreign Policy Research Institute of Philadelphia, which took me in as senior fellow in 1995, I am grateful for this, and for introducing me to an amazing level of intellectual intensity and a solidity of human capital that would be remarkable in an institution ten times its size and wealth. The Institute’s president, Harvey Sicherman, and vice president, Alan Luxenberg, made the project theirs in ways that were profoundly heartening and, I dare say, necessary. In particular, the weekends for teachers conducted under the Institutes History Academy forced me to think through some of the topics as if I actually had to explain them to others. In New York, let me also thank Hilton Kramer, who, though he may now regret it, was the first to suggest that I do a book about culture, and Roger Kimball, who has let me offer occasional small servings from the big pot of the West in The New Criterion. Likewise in the United States, I benefited from the conversation, provocation, and insights into things I would not otherwise have thought about of Dennis L. Bark, Mikhail Bernstam, Robert P. George, Stanley Hoffmann, Samuel P. Huntington, Tony Judt, Paul Kurth, Ronald Radosh, and Gail Verdi. Whether these experiences have left any worthwhile traces in the text is for readers to judge. Walter McDougall, as colleague at FPRI and editor of Orbis, allowed me to try out some ideas in the journal. At the Danish Institute of International Affairs (DUPI), my other intellectual home, I thank Niels-Jørgen Nehring, Bertel Heurlin, and Svend Aage Christensen not only for accommodating the last, hectic, and disruptive stages of the project, but also for reintroducing me to those big issues of international politics at the threshold of the third millennium which will necessarily be the proving ground for Western survival and Western identity. Uffe Østergård of DUPI and the University of Aarhus read and commented on the final chapter and revealed to me my functionalist inclinations. Also in Denmark, for a twenty-year conversation on liberalism that I hope will still be alive after he reads this book, I thank Tøger Seidenfaden.


My family has endured with fortitude and good cheer both the bigger disruptions of our multiple moves and the more immediate disruptions of writing at all hours. No more than any author can I find words to thank my wife, Jessica, for being indispensably and completely there for our children and her preoccupied husband despite her own stressful and time-consuming cares. Books are great crimes against family life, and I am glad this one is over; to Jonathan, Thomas, and Catharina, my children and dedicatees, who have asked plaintively “why can’t daddy play with us after work like other daddies?” my answer is, because he foolishly agreed to write a book, but now it’s done.


David Gress
March 1998





Introduction



Liberty grew because it served the interests of power. This apparent paradox was the core of Western identity: It was obscured by the conventional account of that identity; the account that I have dubbed the “Grand Narrative.” This account rightly saw liberty as fundamental to the West, but mistakenly defined liberty as an abstract, philosophical principle, which it then traced through a series of great books and great ideas divorced from passions and politics back to classical Greece. In that account, liberty existed from Plato to NATO as an ideal that was only ever partially realized and that had always to be asserted against an unruly reality. The key historical insight underlying this book is that liberty, and Western identity in general, are not primarily to be understood in the abstract, but as a set of practices and institutions that evolved, not from Greece, but from the synthesis of classical, Christian, and Germanic culture that took shape from the fifth to the eighth centuries A.D. These practices and institutions, which made up the Western forms of the market, the state, the church, and what I call Christian ethnicity, were not possible before the synthesis, which is therefore the true origin of Western identity. That the Greeks invented political liberty remains true; but to define the West exclusively as its legacy is misleading.


The Grand Narrative was misleading for other reasons. First, because it was moralistic. It established a false dichotomy between some high principles, which existed outside history, and a flawed reality, characterized by inequality, prejudice, exploitation, and war. This dichotomy placed a burden of justification on the West and its most important political form, democracy, whose defenders were compelled always to explain how the reality differed from the ideal, and to see that difference as a problem to be addressed by political will—the will of the enlightened few. But the fact that political institutions did not satisfy all ideals was neither surprising nor unique to the West. What was unique to the West was how the prejudices, passions, and cruelties that we correctly see as the stuff of history engendered the niches of liberty that founded both prosperity and democracy. Western liberty was not something marvelously distinct from historical reality, but the initially unintended side effect of the drive for power. Rulers competing for power found that the niches of liberty of local communities made their societies stronger and more prosperous, hence more fit to compete. The passion for God, gold, and glory that launched the Christian holy wars of the crusades and sent the conquistador Hernán Cortés to Mexico yielded cruelty and war, but also spawned Western liberty out of the womb of ambition. In that perspective, what needs explaining is not liberty as a great idea sailing alongside history from the Greeks to modernity, but liberty as the tool and by-product of power in the geopolitical conditions of Europe, a by-product that ultimately overshadowed its source, establishing the local and partial rights to property, security, and influence on government that enabled economic development and led to popular sovereignty and modern liberal democracy.


The Grand Narrative’s second error was its universalism. It saw liberty and democracy, conceived by the Greeks and revived by modernity, not only as results of Western history and thus part of Western identity, but as universally valid. This universalism went with a third error, which I call the illusion of newness. The Grand Narrative imagined modern democracy as an invention of the Enlightenment and of the American and French Revolutions, an invention that owed less to Western history than to its own ambitions to shape the future. No one expressed that ambition better than Jean-Jacques Rousseau when he said, “it makes no sense for the will to put bonds on its own future actions.”1 True democracy lay ahead, not here and now. It thus became a future-oriented search for justice, whereas democracy was in fact an old practice in the niches of liberty, and one impossible to explain apart from the Christian ethnicity of the Old Western synthesis. Democracy and its political philosophy of liberalism were not creations of the eighteenth century, but practices constantly being invented, oppressed, and revived throughout Western history, and impossible to understand or appreciate apart from that history. The modern (or postmodern) West therefore was no abstract universalism based on some imaginary set of multiculturally applicable political ethics, but no more and no less than the institutional and cultural result of over a thousand years of the joint practice of power and liberty.


This book is not a history of liberty or of economic development in the West, for good histories exist, from which I have drawn or extrapolated the insights summarized above.2 It explains, rather, why the conventional Grand Narrative and its ideology of centrist liberalism were always inadequate as accounts of Western identity and its history. For some decades in the mid-twentieth century, they served a political purpose as a lowest common denominator in American—and to a lesser extent European—higher education and public opinion of an idea of the West as progressive, secular, democratic, and moderately capitalist. Centrist liberalism rested on a humanitarian belief in social, moral, and economic progress growing out of the use of reason to define and solve problems, and assumed further that no problems, whether political, personal, or ethical, were ultimately insoluble. The canon of great books was selected to ground and confirm this bland but pleasant teaching.


The high point of centrist liberalism in America was the first two decades after World War II. In 1960, a well-known sociologist announced that the West had reached the “end of ideology.”3 Yet in this era of consensus and prosperity began the attack on centrist liberalism. This attack came in two waves. In the 1960s, radicals promoted and supported by the very affluence they condemned charged the so-called Establishment with cynicism, exploitation, and immorality. The economically more difficult circumstances of the 1970s muted this attack but did not end it; rather, the radicals consolidated their hold on intellectual life while adapting to the competitive and capitalist values of American society and political culture. The second wave of attack came out of the atmosphere of crisis and limits of the 1970s, and took a harsher and gloomier view of the world and of its target, the liberal West. In particular, the attacks of the second wave discarded the one central feature of the West that all sides had shared in the 1960s, namely, the faith in reason. In the 1960s, the radicals accused their opponents of not using their reason correctly. In the 1980s, in the era of postmodernism and relativism, they accused rationalism itself of being at the source of the crimes of the West: racism, sexism, environmental degradation, and inhumanity.


Beginning in the later 1980s, a series of books and events brought into focus this second wave of attacks on the idea of the West. These attacks presented no new arguments. They, and the reactions to them, did, however, reveal a fundamental confusion about what was being attacked or defended. To explain and resolve that confusion is one of the aims of this book.


In 1986, students at Stanford University demonstrated against the core curriculum in Western civilization under the slogan “Hey hey, ho ho, Western cultures gotta go!” Because this episode took place on the occasion of a visit to the campus by the well-known black politician and presidential candidate Jesse Jackson, it received global attention and was alternately praised or vilified either as an overdue demand for revision of a curriculum that supposedly justified white male privilege or as a barbarous onslaught on cultural literacy. The demonstrators objected not only to the core curriculum, but to having to learn about a civilization they considered racist, sexist, and monocultural.


A year after this opening salvo in the 1980s curriculum wars—themselves a pale rerun of the 1960s—anti-Western activists everywhere were hugely cheered by the first volume of a work that promised to subvert the traditional idea of the West. This was Black Athena by Martin Bernal, subtitled The Afroasiatic Roots of Classical Civilization.4 Bernal was a left-wing China scholar, a veteran of campus protests against the Vietnam War, who had devoted a number of years to studying the Bronze Age of Greece, Egypt, and the Near East, so that he could rewrite its history to serve the agenda of contemporary black activism. Bernai argued that white scholars had constructed a self-congratulatory image of the ancient Greeks as white Europeans, as a uniquely creative people whose originality proved that Westerners were innately creative and who, thanks to this construct, could be appropriated as models and ancestors of a superior, racist West. In fact, Bernai maintained, Greek civilization was indeed unique, but its uniqueness was not due to any native excellence, nor were the Greeks white Europeans. Rather, Greek civilization was borrowed from, and owed its essence to, nonwhite people: Egyptians and Near Easterners. If the West continued to look to Greece for its origins, he implied, it would find that these origins were African and Asiatic.


The quincentenary of Christopher Columbus’s first voyage to the West Indies in 1992 evoked a small torrent of revisionist works striving to prove that Columbus was a mercenary imperialist, that he brought the greed, colonialism, and violence of Europe to the peaceful and ecologically balanced societies of the New World. Kirkpatrick Sale, who like Bernal was a veteran of 1960s leftism, denounced the effects of Columbus as a blasphemy against the moral and ecological order of innocent native cultures and of mother earth, as the “conquest of Paradise.”5 Official America, and particularly American schools, which had unself-consciously celebrated earlier anniversaries of Columbus as landmarks in the history of human achievement, turned agonized somersaults to avoid any appearance of residual triumphalism and spent considerable effort teaching the schoolchildren and the public of 1992 that Columbus was no hero, that the Europeans were the least acceptable of the three equal cultures of early America—the others being the Indian and the African—and that the lesson of Columbus for today was diversity and multiculturalism.


These subversions of what their authors clearly still considered a hegemonic idea of the West took place in a broader context of cultural criticism and self-doubt in American society. In 1987, the same year as Bernai, the political philosopher Allan Bloom published “a meditation on the state of our souls,” which he called The Closing of the American Mind.6 Starting in the 1960s, Bloom said, “the culture leeches, professional and amateur, began their great spiritual bleeding” of a hitherto vigorous and self-confident democratic political culture. By the 1980s, American universities, where the elite went for its education, were dominated by relativism and cynicism—a relativism that, in the name of openness and diversity, refused to grant value to American history or society, and a cynicism that saw America and the West as cultures of greed and exploitation.


Bloom proposed to restore more than the lowest common denominator of centrist liberalism. He suggested that Western civilization was deeper, more ambiguous, and more tragic than the optimists of the “end of ideology” had acknowledged. In a paradoxical sense, Bloom accepted the radical point that the centrist liberal idea of the West was hopelessly inadequate. But where the radicals saw themselves as brave opponents of a hegemonic capitalist liberalism, he saw them as merely the final stage, the degenerate product, of that same capitalist liberalism. To him, the centrist liberal West and its radical opponents were allies under the skin, engaged in the same trivialization of a great tradition. From his perspective, left and right both saw the liberal consensus as hegemonic, differing only in whether that hegemony was good or bad.


Also in 1987, from a radically different angle, came the historian Paul Kennedy’s warning, in Rise and Decline of the Great Powers, that the United States, like imperial Spain, France, Germany, and Britain before it, was doomed to decline.7 A sign of a great power on the verge of decline was its governments taking on international commitments beyond its means or maintaining a large military establishment, or its leadership demonstrating arrogance or insensitivity. Although Kennedy devoted only a few pages to contemporary affairs, many liberal and left-wing readers seized on those pages as indictments of what they saw as Ronald Reagan’s needlessly provocative foreign policy, his high-handed interventions against left-wing regimes, his neglect of social problems at home, and his unapologetic American triumphalism. Such readers were delighted to learn from a distinguished historian that regimes indulging in such “imperial overstretch” inevitably would bankrupt themselves. Pointing to the large budget deficits of the Reagan administration, they waited eagerly for the inevitable collapse.8


Two years after Bernal, Bloom, and Kennedy, the declinists met what at first sight seemed a decisive refutation in Francis Fukuyama’s essay on “The End of History,” later expanded into a book-length analysis of the modern Western personality and its universal fate.9 Fukuyama did not even stop to consider Blooms warning that relativism was sapping the foundations of American democracy and literacy. Rather, he argued that democratic liberalism, exemplified above all in the United States, was the political philosophy and practice most in accord with the needs and feelings of contemporary humanity across the globe. Therefore, democratic liberalism would inevitably become the worldwide standard of society and government. So far from being an age that had abandoned Western rationalism and meritocracy in favor of relativism and cynicism, Fukuyama said, our age was one of growing consensus about the objective validity of the Western ideals and methods of science, democracy, and capitalism.


The attacks on the Western canon, the fight over relativism, and the opposed diagnoses of decline or triumph indicated that something was at stake below the surface of debate on short-term policies in education, international affairs, or race relations. Clearly there was a battle over the West and its identity. And although Sale, Bernal, and the Stanford students liked to believe that they were facing a powerful opponent in the shape of the traditional, liberal idea of the West, their attacks were so popular and met with such wide understanding in public opinion that it was evident that the Grand Narrative, the story many readers of this book may recollect, had collapsed or become a shell of itself.10 The attacks also demonstrated, however, that nothing had been put in its place.


By the 1980s, academics and politicians had largely dismissed its canon of great books and ideas as apologies for privilege and assimilationism. In response to Bernal, Sale, and the other radicals, the liberals did not look to Bloom for moral rearmament and for renewed faith in their idea of the West. Rather, they vilified Bloom as an elitist enemy of justice and of the essential new pedagogy of diversity. In short, they became more liberal, assuring their critics that they, too, deplored the sins of the West. In the 1990s, a revised version of the liberal idea of the West came into circulation that repudiated its canon of great books and its scientific rationalism in favor of a global, democratic humanism, antiseptically purged of its historical baggage and presented as the only morally adequate political philosophy for a diverse, open, multiculturalist society. Proponents of this revised, superficially optimistic version combined a revised liberalism with a Fukuyama-like belief in its universalist virtues, but without Fukuyama’s robust and unapologetic faith that liberal democracy was deservedly superior. The result was an idea of the West from which all the incorrect, hard edges—of science, meritocracy, sexism, and racism—had been filed away. The result was a West fit for the new universalism, a West without the West, as it were.


This book argues that the chanting students, the Bernals, and the Sales were right to attack the liberal idea of the West, but for the wrong reasons. The Grand Narrative’s idea of the West fell to history because it forgot history. It was, as the critics maintained, inadequate, but not because it was exclusive, chauvinistic, or politically incorrect. It was inadequate because it defined the West as modernity and its core, liberty, as an abstract principle derived from the Greeks and transported, outside time, to its modern resurrection in the Enlightenment and in twentieth-century liberal American democracy. By contrast, this book presents an idea of the West as the institutional and political fruit of various critical conflicts and interactions: of Greece with Rome, of both with Christianity, and of all three with the ideal of heroic freedom imported by the Germanic settlers of the former Roman Empire. These interactions did not take place in the elevated atmosphere of great books and great ideas. They were full of destructive as well as creative passion and, often, of cruelty. The marriage of Germanic and Christian ideas of liberty with the Roman idea of imperial order yielded democracy and capitalism, but they also yielded holy wars, black slavery in the New World, religious inquisitions, and economic exploitation.


The most persistent opponents of the idea of the West were therefore not the radical critics of the 1960s to the 1990s, but the authors of the Grand Narrative who, for the best of motives, constructed the ahistorical West of progress and morality that, torn from its moorings in religion and in the actual practice of imperfect liberties, proved defenseless when called on its faults. By presenting the West as a moral enterprise, the Grand Narrative made itself fatally vulnerable to moralist assault.


This is not to say that the critics will welcome an idea of the West that roots its manifestations—emphatically including democracy and capitalism—in what I call the Old West or the medieval synthesis, the blend of Christianity with Germanic and classical culture. Returning the New West to its historic identity is to defy both the multiculturalists and the centrist liberals in their 1990s incarnation as global universalists. But then that is the point, implicit in the beginning and explicit toward the end of this book, that the West is not the world. It is the West; and whatever its contribution to the future interplay of civilizations that may emerge in the third millennium from the worldwide sweep of modernization, that contribution will be made, if at all, from within its historically conditioned identity, and not from some illusory vantage point of universal humanism.


The method adopted is to move through the stages of Western evolution, as conventionally defined, from Greece to the twentieth century, taking the Grand Narrative as the starting point and showing its shortcomings. By contrasting this catalog of opinions with the actual cultural characteristics of the regions of the West at various times, we obtain what I take to be a fuller and more accurate delineation of Western identity. What also emerges, I hope, is an account of the central belief system of the New West, democratic liberalism, which refutes its three weaknesses: the illusion of newness, economism, and its ambivalence about whether liberty is absence of coercion or empowerment. These three weaknesses appear the moment that liberalism is defined as a purely secular and individualistic doctrine. Such a definition opens the door to those in the 1960s and after who argued, repeating older arguments, that economic liberty was a fraud, because its reality was the bourgeois pathology of greed and wealth maximization and that the natural and inevitable end of liberalism was therefore nihilism.


Does the West, appropriately redefined, have a future? And if it does, what sort of future? One of the most significant political and philosophical distinctions at the end of the twentieth century was between those who thought such questions silly and those who took them seriously. Those who thought it silly to doubt the future of the West were the optimists, the new universalists. According to them, the West not only had a future, it was the future. They pointed out that, in the 1980s and 1990s, the vast majority of the world’s people had demonstrated by their actions and their stated desires that they wanted market capitalism, liberal democracy, and human rights. The most dramatic illustration of this was the fall of communism in central and Eastern Europe, including the former Soviet Union. But the Western optimists could easily adduce other illustrations. In many Latin American countries, for example, new or reinvigorated political movements for democracy, human rights, and economic freedom had transformed the political landscape since the 1980s. Likewise, the most numerous people on Earth, the Chinese, while still laboring, for the most part, under a bureaucratic, corrupt, and mafialike communist regime, were discovering and unleashing economic and productive energies that, so the optimists claimed, would in a space of twenty years or so lead inevitably to a democratic regime respectful of human rights.


Since democratic capitalism, human rights, and personal freedom were Western in origin, the optimists held, their worldwide spread would yield a Westernized world, or at the very least, one favorable to Western survival and Western interests. The optimists differed on how long this would take. Some saw a Westernized, democratic world as a likely reality in the space of a few decades; others predicted a longer transition, of perhaps a century or two. But the final outcome was, they thought, certain, and it was also certain that it was an outcome that the overwhelming majority of people, of whatever race, creed, or country, eagerly desired. One last question remained for the optimists: once the people of the world had achieved a world broadly democratic, capitalist, and libertarian, would history—meaning large-scale conflict over fundamental questions of ideology, geopolitics, and control, leading to revolutions, changes of regime, and political upheaval—come to an end, or would the many communities of the human race discover new reasons for conflict?


Some optimists justified their vision by anthropology and biology. Human beings, they said, were naturally disposed to want, and whenever possible, to establish democracy and capitalism. Another way of putting this was to say that human beings achieved their true and full potential only in democratic and capitalist regimes. Since, in the optimist vision, men must naturally want to live as full and free a life as possible, it was inevitable that, once democracy and capitalism became possible, they therefore also became desirable and their ultimate and universal victory inevitable.


Others were content to note that certain people had, in a particular time and place, namely, early modern Europe, discovered or invented the principles of democratic order and economic growth. Whether a preference for these principles was hardwired into the human biochemical behavior system or whether they were simply fortunate accidents was not the point. The point was that once they were discovered, the results they produced proved effective and popular among many people and groups, including those who had not themselves made the discovery. The power of example, of liberty and prosperity, was enough to explain why democracy and capitalism must expand and flourish whenever and wherever possible. It was also enough to explain why contrary systems of order and production, such as communism, must fail. In the long run, such contrary systems could neither mobilize support nor deploy resources efficiently enough to stop the people they controlled from open or secret revolt in favor of democracy and capitalism.


Whether democracy and capitalism were natural or merely fortuitous, therefore, their success, once they had appeared, was certain. And since both were the core of the West, it was an easy leap to argue that the worldwide spread of democracy and capitalism also meant the worldwide spread of the West. Did the West have a future? Silly question!


Much in this optimistic and universalist account of the late twentieth century and its extrapolation into the future was attractive and flattering, not least to Western vanity. Some of it was perhaps even true. Certainly, democratic and capitalist societies were, on average, richer and freer than others, by any reasonable measure. Late-twentieth-century scholars were also confirming what Immanuel Kant had argued during the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, namely, that free and prosperous societies—Kant spoke of “republics”—were likely to prefer peace to war in international relations, that therefore a world consisting largely of democratic and capitalist societies would be a more peaceful world. Governments in free societies, moreover, were also less likely, and less able, than others to use force or fraud against their citizens. The best method to minimize domestic oppression and interstate war was therefore the same method prescribed if you wanted to reduce overall poverty—to expand the zones of democracy and capitalism. The optimists held that democracy, capitalism, and Westernization were three aspects of the same trend, which was irresistible.


On the other side of the divide were those who did not find the question of the future of the West silly at all. This other camp contained various groups, some of whose agendas were radically incompatible. Unlike the optimists, they did not present a coherent story, but rather made political, historical, philosophical, or cultural arguments that undermined the optimists’ position that the West not only had a future, it was the future. Four groups, or types, of argument seemed especially pertinent.


The first group, represented by the former prime minister Lee Kuan Yew of Singapore, made two points. First, that economic growth did not require democracy. Western liberal democracy, these people said, had become an obstacle to rational economic policies because of its many competing interest groups, its licentiousness, its pandering to opinion and prejudice, its false populism. Second, that economic growth, though it began in the West, was no longer, at the end of the twentieth century, a Western prerogative. Lee and his followers went further. The West, they said, had lost its productive, competitive, and intellectual edge. It was no longer as inventive or as fastgrowing as before. The sources of economic growth and therefore of stability and prosperity in the future were to be found in China and Southeast Asia. The future of the world might be capitalist, but it would not be Western. The West, in the long term, was more likely to become an economic and cultural backwater, its shrinking numbers of semiliterate hedonists dependent on the skills, productivity, and competence of others. At bottom, Lee’s argument was that the West had no future as a world-dominating culture because it had become incompetent.


Lee and his followers claimed that “Asian values” of family cohesion, thrift, and foresight were better suited to achieve prosperity and social stability in the coming century than the individualism of the West, which had indeed achieved prosperity, but at the cost of social stability. The economic crisis that struck Japan, Korea, and Southeast Asia in 1997 seemed at first blush to question that claim. The Asian crisis was not in the least mysterious; it was the inevitable consequence of financial mismanagement and of people thinking they could disobey the fundamental laws of economics. “The cosy relationship between governments, banks and firms insulated business from market forces, encouraging excessive borrowing and a wasteful use of resources,” a leading analyst accurately observed. The crisis, therefore, did not discredit Lee’s Asian values. Rather, it revealed “cronyism and corruption,” thanks to which East Asian savings were “invested often for political or personal favour rather than maximum rates of return.” It was the denial of market forces and of accountability, not “Asian values,” that provoked the meltdown.11


The idea of Asian values was in any case vacuous. Those values, as Lee expressed them, were no different from the basic values of early Western capitalism and boiled down, in essence, to the economic commonplace that there is no free lunch, to St. Pauls dictum from the New Testament that he who does not work shall not eat, and to the basic rule of capitalism which said that accountability was the foundation of a market economy and a guarantee that distortions would be self-correcting. What remained of Lee’s argument was therefore the point that prosperity and social stability were not, as some Western analysts held, opposites, but rather complementary, and that behavior that sought one at the expense of the other was self-defeating. According to the Asians, the West since the 1960s had forgotten economic fundamentals in the search for self-realization and autonomy; conversely, one could say that Asian leaders and managers in the 1990s had sought social stability, and affluence for themselves, at the expense of autonomy—of the kind of autonomy expressed, for example, in Western pluralism, where both politics and the economy were subject to the checks and balances that curbed the sort of secretive, insider dealing that caused the Asian crisis.


If the Asian crisis did nothing else, it at least disposed of the fallacious Asian values argument and refocused attention on how prosperity, social stability, and liberty were not contradictory, but flourished only in symbiosis—a point which is one of the basic claims of this book.


The second type of argument was what one could call the realist case, made by two quite different sets of people: Western social scientists and Third World intellectuals. Among the Western social scientists making this case were the American political scientist Samuel P. Huntington, the British anthropologist Ernest Gellner, and the Syrian-born German political scientist Bassam Tibi; among the Third World intellectuals, the sociologist Ali Mazrui. They agreed that democracy and capitalism were Western inventions but did not agree that their global spread implied global Westernization. The opposite would occur, they predicted. As non-Western societies adapted market institutions and practices, they would become less, not more, patient with Western cultural and economic hegemony. Even democracy was not by any means a guarantee of Westernization, rather the opposite. As the broad masses in non-Western cultures achieved political influence, they would want their leaders to use that influence not to Westernize but to combat Westernization and to assert their own cultural, political, religious, and social identities.


This argument contested the core of the optimist case, which was that democracy and capitalism were inherently and inescapably Western, so that societies that admitted them were necessarily choosing to become more like the West. Democracy and capitalism, according to the optimists, were not simply procedures of decision and efficient production. They carried within them the code of Western civilization, and no society could adopt them without also importing that code and permitting it to transcribe itself into the receiving society. This portion of the optimist case had an impressive history in Western scholarship, since an early version of it had been formulated by Max Weber, one of the founders of modern social science itself. The case rested on a prior assumption about human social behavior, namely, that you could not separate institutions and procedures from character, values, and ideals. A society in which certain institutions, such as those of democracy and capitalism, predominated would also be a society that encouraged and rewarded a certain kind of person. So influential was this argument that many scholars and thinkers had come to assume it to be intuitively obvious. Therefore, the realist countercase of the 1990s appeared to many shocking and implausible.


The realists made two arguments, of which only one cut to the core of the basic thesis. This more powerful argument said that you could and should distinguish between procedures and institutions on the one hand, and political culture, social norms, and ideals on the other. Capitalist methods and democratic voting procedures did not automatically reprogram the psyche or change a society so that its influential leaders, thinkers, and shapers became like Westerners.


But in the 1990s, most realists merely questioned that democracy and capitalism meant inevitable Westernization. This lesser case simply said that, yes, democracy and capitalism were spreading, but that this was leading to less, not more, Western influence. This was not something the West could do anything about. The realists did not claim that the West had become incompetent. What the West would or could do was beside the point. The realist case was, rather, that fundamental laws of social and cultural change, confirmed time and again in human history, indicated that the best future of the West was not as the single culture, but as one among several, and not necessarily the most powerful. And there was nothing anyone in the West could, or ought to, do about this.


The scholars and polemicists in these two groups shared a coherent and mostly positive view of the West as the civilization that invented modern democracy and economic growth and that had therefore, on balance, made substantial net contributions to human happiness and freedom. Their main gripe against the optimists was that they were too simpleminded in extrapolating from past Western success to a Western-dominated future for the whole world.


The third and fourth groups of anti-optimists argued less from the outside than from the inside. They were not so much concerned with what Westerners could or should achieve, with whether their global power was getting stronger or weaker. They were participants, rather, in the internal Western debates on identity, survival, justification, and legitimacy. The third group believed the West was declining for internal reasons and would therefore not become the universal civilization foreseen by the optimists, whereas the fourth group believed the West was not worthy to become universal and should not have a future.


The third group, the straightforward pessimists, saw Western decline as inevitable and rooted in the West’s own institutions and culture. The pessimists represented a long and respectable tradition in Western cultural debate. In fact, all civilizations on occasion produced philosophers who described or foresaw inevitable decline. The West was not unique in that respect. Western cultural pessimism was unusual in its prevalence and in its reappearance in virtually all periods of Western history. In the later twentieth century, prophets or, as they themselves believed, analysts of decline blamed a number of features, some of them opposites of each other. Thus, some, on the liberal side of the spectrum, saw the West as doomed by creeping superstition, whereas some conservatives saw radical scepticism and free thought as threats to the culture. Some accused individualism, others mass society, and some both at the same time. Some thought the West was wasting resources on defense, others that it was neglecting its own defense. While they found many reasons for pessimism, the members of this third group all shared a sense that the decline of the West was a tragedy—for some, an inevitable tragedy, for others, one that could have been avoided. But, in either case, a tragedy.


The fourth group, found mainly on the left of the political spectrum, was different in this respect. These people did not want the West to have a future, or at least not until it had radically transformed itself according to a particular agenda. Never before the twentieth century had any civilization produced within itself as powerful, as varied, or as wide-ranging a tradition of radical self-criticism as that of the West. Some of these critics were what many of them claimed to be: critics pointing out hypocrisy, inconsistency, and injustice, and appealing from present practice to ideals and promises, to what Abraham Lincoln called “the better angels of our nature.” In other words, they expected the West to live up to their standards and were willing to grant that it could do so. But others were more or less overtly hoping for the end, in some cases the violent end, of their own civilization. The West, according to the more outspoken members of this fourth group, was, of all civilizations, uniquely rapacious, racist, sexist, exploitative, environmentally destructive, and hostile to all human dignity. It was unredeemable. Only if the West went down to destruction could the rest of the human race hope to survive. The historian Arthur Herman referred to the “sadistically redemptive” outlook of those who, in this tradition, denied the West a right to a future.12


The optimist case that the West both had a future and was the future was contradicted by the mere fact that many people, some of them influential scholars, politicians, and thinkers, disagreed. One found more obvious evidence that the future of the West was in doubt in the political and cultural history of the 1990s. At the beginning of that decade, most influential thinkers, including many of the doubters, agreed that the West, the civilization of democracy and capitalism, had won an overwhelming victory and that the political and economic future of the human race promised more peace and prosperity for more people than had been the case before the fall of the Soviet Union. But as the 1990s progressed, the pessimists returned in force. During the Cold War, the pessimist case, classically put by James Burnham in Suicide of the West, written in 1963, was essentially a simple one: the West could not outcompete the Soviet Union because it was too fragmented, too decadent, too soft, and not willing to assume the long burden of struggle against a determined and radically hostile enemy. The reason for this weakness, Burnham argued, was liberalism itself, which he presented as a teaching that believed in progress and universal common purposes, and that therefore had no answer to those who refused to accept those premises. Liberalism, he claimed, was the ideology of Western suicide, for it taught the West to accept its own destruction as reasonable and even desirable. All the older and deeper traditions of pessimism were temporarily overshadowed by this more urgent variant. In 1991, this case became moot. The Soviet Union unilaterally ended the contest; the West won by default. The result was not that the optimists gained sole control, but that older varieties of pessimism reemerged. As for the anti-Western Westerners, those who thought the West did not deserve to survive, they had been active all along, but also found themselves, perhaps to their own surprise, with new freedom and new arguments after the Cold War.


One paradox of the 1990s in the West was, then, that the wind went out of the sails of Western self-confidence just as that self-confidence had received its possibly greatest boost ever. Some people, the optimists, were unaffected. But the paradox, as it affected those many other people who found themselves assailed by new or revived doubts about the legitimacy, viability, or justification of the West, was not impossible to understand. One reason for it was that many people were not sure whether the victorious forces of democracy and capitalism were really as solid or as full of promise as they seemed. Another was that some people thought they were solid enough, but wondered if they were as beneficial as the optimists claimed. A third reason for the paradox, and the main reason for this book, was that the confusion about the West’s future rested on a prior confusion about the West itself.


This confusion explains why both those who believed in and those who doubted the West’s future came in so many guises. It was not that they were unusually imaginative or creative; rather, the West they were praising, deploring, criticizing, attacking, or merely investigating was ambiguous and protean. A feature identified by one analyst as the core of the West, say, capitalism, might seem to another as the mere by-product of its real core, say, Christianity. Likewise, two people might agree on the definition but disagree about its implications; what one considered a great good might seem to another to have produced disaster. For example, some identified the West with the impulse to discovery, which led to science and to Christopher Columbus. The optimists might consider both results beneficial: science uncovered the laws of nature and revealed the universe; Columbus connected the New World to the Old and thereby made possible the modern world economy and the United States of America, the most powerful liberal democracy. On the other hand, people like Kirkpatrick Sale considered both science and Columbus as nearly unmitigated disasters of human history. Science, they held, was not about truth but about power; it gave immense power to greedy, sinister people who used it to oppress others. As for Columbus, many people in the 1990s thought he belonged with the worst archvillains of human history, not only because he came from an evil, corrupt, and rapacious European culture, but because he and the other European explorers unwittingly introduced Old World microbes to the New World that killed nine-tenths of its indigenous population.


The purpose of this book is not to attack or defend either the proposition that the West is the future of the world or any one of the declinist, pessimist, or radically hostile propositions. It is rather to step back from that debate to ask what the participants were arguing about. It is to explain how and why different people defined the West differently, and to argue that the standard history of Western civilization from Plato to NATO was inadequate. My tide, therefore, is ironic. The standard history began with the Greeks and ended with the political West as organized for mutual security in the Atlantic Alliance, in NATO. This history, described in chapter 1, was not so much wrong as superficial. The West was never a single entity that one could define neatly as beginning in Greece, slowly growing during the Roman Empire and the Middle Ages, and reaching its fruition in the later centuries of the second millennium A.D., all the while maintaining an essential identity. Rather, throughout this history, various Wests coexisted, defined in terms of different principles, regions, beliefs, and ambitions. The West was not a single story, but several stories, most of which neither began with Plato nor ended with NATO. The two most important versions of the West were the Old West, identified as the synthesis of classical, Christian, and Germanic cultures, and the New West, the synthesis of reason, liberty, and progress; or science, democracy, and capitalism; or technology, human rights, and the pursuit of happiness. As indicated above, I believe that the opposition between these two that is at the basis of the liberal Grand Narrative of the West as the march to freedom is mistaken: the New West goes off its rails if it divorces itself from its Old origins. The optimist vision of the West as triumphant democracy and capitalism utterly ignored the Old West and was therefore superficial and therefore unable to bear the weight of universal significance that the optimists gave it.


Above all, my pedagogical purpose is to add chronological and philosophical depth to both the optimist and the nonoptimist visions. Those who followed the arguments for or against the future of the West in the 1990s might easily be misled into believing that history had become irrelevant to the question. The end of the Cold War, like it or not, demonstrated that democracy and capitalism were successful. The only remaining questions, some said, were whether they would continue to be successful, whether they would bring the benefits their proponents promised, and whether the result would be a Westernized world or something else.


On the contrary, I believe that the history of the West, or better, the history of the various ideas of the West and their interaction, became relevant again in the 1990s after having been less relevant during the course of what people, misleadingly, called the Cold War of 1947-91. Misleadingly, because the actual Cold War of U.S.-Soviet confrontation, when the two sides were barely talking, and a Soviet attack on the United States and NATO was genuinely possible, covered only a small part of that period, certainly 1947-55, possibly 1958-63, and, somewhat less plausibly, 1981-86. The simplistic and misleading usage, however, became dominant as soon as the Soviet Union dissolved and will therefore, unavoidably, be followed here.


History became relevant again because, during that period known as the Cold War, the Western democracies shared a dominant common interest in deterring Soviet military attack. This interest was neither false nor exaggerated. But it did create an artificial and ahistorical community of danger that emphasized strategy, defense, and the immediate political balance of power between East and West. Within that community, politicians, citizens, and analysts naturally focused on the structure of institutions and events that bound “the NATO West” together and on how that structure was faring in its strategic, diplomatic, and political struggle with the Soviet Union. Some of these politicians, citizens, and analysts were dissenters; they did not believe in a Soviet threat, and some thought the United States a greater danger to peace than the communists. But even these critics developed their arguments and established their beliefs within the framework of the Cold War, within that structure of institutions and events that came together in 1945-48 and that could, or so people thought, be adequately explained and understood in terms of a simple Grand Narrative of Western civilization culminating in the Atlantic Alliance.


When the Soviet Union ended in 1991, the logic of this structure of institutions and events also ended. Two new, or hitherto overshadowed, factors brought long-term history, including the history of Western institutions, ideas, and realities, back to the agenda. The first was the new landscape of world politics, no longer dominated by a single major conflict, but by a variety of relationships and dynamics, some tense, others loose. The second was the self-doubt within the West and in particular within the United States. Unfortunately, many people in the 1990s continued to discuss both world politics and domestic American problems with little or no reference to any history going back more than a few years. Indeed, at times it seemed that the close time horizon of Cold War debate had been replaced by an even closer horizon. At least, during the Cold War, those who discussed politics, survival, and the future agreed to look back to the 1940s. After the Cold War, many people seemed to think that the world began anew in 1989-91 and that no earlier history, even that of the Cold War, was relevant to understanding the present or predicting the future. This was the opposite of the truth. No discussion of the West, whether in an optimistic, a pessimistic, or a radically hostile vein, could properly take place after 1991 without a longterm perspective.


Thus, one of the sources of confusion in the discussions of the West after 1991 was that many people continued to talk as though the historical perspective was unnecessary. The optimists looked forward to democracy and capitalism spreading worldwide without much thought about how these two principles related to the history of Western civilization and how this complex relationship might fare in the post-Soviet world. The various pessimists and enemies of the West continued, often, to talk as though the West was adequately defined as a political system consisting of the United States, NATO, and very little else. It is to combat this chronological myopia that I offer these reflections.


Although this book does not defend optimists, pessimists, realists, or anti-Westerners, its author does have an opinion about the prospects of the West. Democracy and capitalism were indeed in harmony with human nature, as late-twentieth-century evolutionary psychology and sociology were describing it. But that did not mean either that they would easily spread across the world, or that their spread meant universal Westernization. Three points will illustrate these uncertainties.


The first is that human nature is flawed. Just because the natural and social sciences of the late twentieth century gradually gave us a better fix on what arrangements were good for people, what made them flourish, this did not mean that people or institutions would quickly, or ever, conform to this knowledge. For one thing, many people disagreed that science was discovering the truth about human nature. No government, certainly no Western government, would find it easy to transform this new knowledge of human nature into laws and prescriptions for behavior, even assuming that politicians wanted to do so. Second, most people remained happily ignorant of these supposed discoveries. Third, even if they were familiar with them or intuited their truth, people did not always do what they knew to be right or in their interests properly understood. The “human nature” of the late-twentieth-century evolutionary psychologists, anthropologists, and neurologists was somewhat like the economists’ “rational actor.” If people had perfect and complete information, and if their reason was not subject to their desires, they would act in perfect conformity to their best interests, which would also be the best interests of their community. But, to repeat, people were not perfect. Finally, laws, procedures, institutions, practices—all the arrangements that made up a society or a culture—were inevitably a mix of prejudice, interests, and occasionally a smattering of insight into what was good for people. Such arrangements, however seemingly irrational, had tremendous inertia. Societies did not change overnight. Just because democracy and capitalism, in some form or other, corresponded to some ideal and scientifically established human nature was no evidence that these practices would, in the short or medium terni, spread or become universal.


Even if they did, the result would not be a Western world. This second point about the future of the West is that democracy and capitalism, by the end of the twentieth century, no longer implied Westernization. So far, the realists were right. Singapore, China, and Southeast Asia provided cases of capitalist or protocapitalist societies that showed little if any inclination to Westernize their cultures. In Iran in 1979 and elsewhere in the Islamic world, popular movements claiming power on the democratic principle of majority rule also did not wish, when in power, to Westernize their cultures, economies, or social structures. On the contrary, capitalist development and popular political movements made it more, not less, possible for the elites of non-Western societies to emphasize, rejuvenate, and reassert their own identities using all the means of late-twentieth-century technology, from cassette tapes to the Internet.


This point had a broader implication. Democracy and capitalism grew slowly in the West from the fourteenth to the nineteenth centuries, transforming the West out of all recognition. One could argue that democracy and capitalism, along with other aspects of modernity such as science and individualism, were likely to transform the non-Western world in the third millennium A.D., just as they had transformed the West in the second half of the second millennium. But the end result of this transformation would not be a Western world but a world in which all peoples would be shaping their societies and cultures using the tools of modernity without thereby being Western. The West was simply the first of several cultures to have undergone the revolutions of modernity; this leading position should not be taken to imply that those revolutions would produce identical outcomes in other cultures. That modernity began in the West was no accident. The West created the conditions of global modernization. It did not and would not determine its results.


Moreover, and this is my third point about the future of the West, what was this West whose future we are discussing, this West that would either become global or not? Was it even possible for the optimists to define a simple West whose habits, institutions, culture, and social arrangements were becoming global? Such a definition was possible only by ignoring history and in particular by ignoring those who defined the West in ways incompatible with the short-term narrative of Western identity prevalent both during and after the Cold War. In the broader perspective of the various ideas of the West that coexisted before the Grand, or standard, Narrative took over, it was logically impossible to Westernize the world, because there was no single model of the West to impose. One model, that of liberal democracy and capitalism, would, for example, exclude another model, that of Christian theocracy. So even if democracy and capitalism spread quickly worldwide, and even if non-Westerners refrained from using democracy and capitalism to reassert their own identities, this would not mean that the world was Western. At most it would mean that much of the world had adopted a partial and fragmentary model of the West, one that excluded other and historically better grounded ones.


No, the future of the West was not as the single culture of a homogeneous world of democratic capitalist societies. Rather, it was as one of several cultures reforged in the crucible of modernity, of democracy, capitalism, science, and individualism, expressed, for example, in the demand for human rights. The interesting question about the future of the West was not when or how it was going to achieve global hegemony, because that question was moot, but what the West would look like in the third millennium, in the new era of global coexistence of several distinct but modern civilizations. The fate of the West in that coexistence would depend in large part on how well Westerners, and others, understood their past and the history of their own identity. And the essential preliminary to gaining that understanding was to look at the versions of Western civilization that had crystallized in Western history itself over the preceding two millennia.


Noting the variety of definitions of the West, some scholars denied that the phrase had any coherent meaning or connotation at all. Never mind whether the West was good, evil, in decline, or headed for a glorious future. These options were irrelevant, for their subject, the West, did not exist. The West, such critics argued, was whatever the person using the phrase wanted it to be at any given moment. The historian Norman Davies went further. He listed twelve variants of Western civilization, of which the most important were the Roman Empire, Christendom, the French West of the Enlightenment, the imperialist West, the German-controlled West based in central Europe, the White Anglo-Saxon Protestant or WASP West, the American-led Cold War West that included Japan and Saudi Arabia, and finally a European West based on the European Union. The WASP West was particularly significant, because during and after World War II, this definition of the West was responsible for the Grand Narrative, which Davies called “the Allied scheme of history.” This version permeated education, public opinion, and political doctrines in much of Western Europe and the United States from the 1940s to the 1980s. Proponents of this scheme, Davies claimed, asserted a “unique, secular brand of Western civilization” in which “the Atlantic community,” or NATO, was “the pinnacle of human progress,” having emerged from Anglo-Saxon democracy, liberal capitalism, and the Anglo-American alliance for democracy of World War II. The “Allied scheme” was based on denouncing Germany as an enemy, on an indulgent view of the Soviet Union, which had been a wartime ally of the democracies and therefore was never considered as morally deficient as Hitler’s Germany, and, third, on accepting the division of Europe into East and West as the natural consequence of age-old cultural, geopolitical, and economic differences. The Allied scheme suffered a body blow when American universities eviscerated or abolished their Western civilization courses, but its ghost lived on into the 1990s. The American news medias obsession, more than fifty years after World War II, with the “Nazi gold” held by Swiss banks made little sense compared with other atrocities that one might investigate—except for the enduring force of the Allied scheme, whose proponents demonized Germany and downplayed other regimes of terror, whether closer or more remote in time and space.


Because some politicians and ideologues had coined and used a range of ideas of the West, Davies concluded “that Western civilization is essentially an amalgam of intellectual constructs which were designed to further the interest of their authors.” He condemned “the really vicious quality” of the idea of the West, because books based on that idea and its variants “present idealized, and hence essentially false, pictures of past reality … judging from some of the textbooks, one gets the distinct impression that everyone in the‘West’ was a genius.”13 Certainly, many of the older-style textbooks on Western civilization were selective. Whether they stated or implied that the West consisted only of geniuses and included no fools or knaves would require a full, and boring, textual analysis. Davies’s real gravamen against the idea of the West was in any case not that it was selective, but that it was selective in a particular respect, namely, in positing an artificial and damaging dividing line in Europe and in excluding eastern Europe from something called the West. Davies was not wrong in making this charge, although he overstated his case by claiming that ideas of the West, named in his list of twelve variants, were purely ideological constructs without any value as genuine attempts to conceptualize and understand important features of history. He insisted that the Slavs and other eastern European peoples were as fully a part of European history as the British and the French, who played a greater role in the traditional Western civilization courses. Of course they were; but arguing for a more comprehensive view of European history was not the same thing as proving that there was no such thing as Western identity. The question of Western identity or identities and its relation to the Slavic peoples was important; it was, among other things, a question of where the West stopped, geographically, as well as a question about the status of such elements of Western identity as medieval scholastic philosophy, the Renaissance, the Reformation, and the Enlightenment. Davies wrote about the political, social, religious, economic, and cultural history of Europe, but that should not delegitimate accounts of the West, just as histories of the Arab peoples or of the Chinese should not delegitimate accounts of Islamic or of Chinese civilization.


If one wanted to warn against distortions of history, there were in any case other, arguably more urgent perils facing Americans and Europeans of the late 1990s than the danger of an overvalued West. Citizens of that era were not likely to encounter simplistic narratives featuring only the great and the good and touting Western superiority. They were more likely to read statements confirming widespread prejudices against the West. In a review of a book about the slave trade to the New World, for example, a learned historian wrote that “no group has made such widespread use of enforced labour over such a long span of time and such a vast geographical area as the peoples of Europe.” He offered no evidence for this statement, which was easily contradicted in a letter by a less-well-known and less learned but also less prejudiced historian. But the learned historian was by no means untypical; he was merely conforming to the opinions of his peers. He began his article with a disappointingly safe and false statement rather than one that would have been provocative but true. That the job of a historian was not to conform but to learn and to resist the prejudices of the age was a principle of intellectual hygiene that many leading Westerners decided to neglect in the second half of the twentieth century. Thus, in this case, the one civilization that voluntarily abolished both the slave trade and slavery—the West—was offhandedly denounced as uniquely evil. Such reflexive rhetoric served the cause not of enlightenment but of that particular and damaging kind of obscurantism favored by the literate classes.14


The purpose of this book is not to “present idealized, and hence essentially false, pictures of past reality.” It is not a political and social history of Europe or of America, nor is it yet another history of Western civilization of the type that Davies castigated. It is an investigation of the most important meanings of the West counterposed to the Grand Narrative, which corresponds to what Davies called the “WASP West” and its “Allied scheme of history.” The WASP West cut eastern Europe off from the West and ignored religion and any history that did not fit into the simple Plato-to-NATO scheme of constant improvement. These were its two cardinal sins. Proponents of other variants of the West similarly ignored those features that did not enter into their definition of the essence of the West, the true West. This book argues that all the Wests emphasize some part of a broad story, that no story can ever be truly complete, and that the history of civilization is only one kind of history; as Davies trenchantly argued, there is also the political, religious, economic, and social history of particular regions, nations, people, faiths, territories, groups, and individuals.


Three themes run through the book. The first is that the standard story is partial and incomplete. It was created to serve the needs of mass higher education after the world wars and had, therefore, to be simple in outline but rich in content. Above all, the story had to be consistent, linear, progressive, with a start date in ancient Greece and an end date in 1950s America. But, midcentury American liberalism, for all its qualities as a political doctrine, was not the only legitimate or possible representation of the idea of the West. And to argue, as the story did, that the idea of the West found its fulfillment in that doctrine was dangerously wrong.


Dangerous for two reasons. First, because citizens whose notion of the West depended on the traditional story had little with which to resist those who challenged the story with the intention of destroying its influence. Thus, we saw American elites abandoning the liberal story in droves, starting in the 1960s, until by the 1990s the story, if it was told at all, was told mainly as a joke or as a butt of criticism and attack. And dangerous, second, because the narrow understanding of the West implicit in the traditional story made it difficult if not impossible to resist those critics who said that the West was not merely oppressive, white-male-chauvinist, and evil, but that it was morally empty and spiritually vacant.


A second theme is that the standard story was deaf to religion and theology as cultural forces in their own right, and not merely as contributors of ideas to a Grand Narrative. Thus, the standard story could use parts of what came to be called the Judeo-Christian tradition: dignity of the individual, value of each life, and the hopes and struggles for human rights and moral equality that flowed from that tradition. But it could not so easily use others: the belief that the next life was as important as, if not more important than, this and that worldly success was therefore not to be sought; the value of contemplation over action; doctrinal orthodoxy; intolerance; religious wars; anti-Semitism. Because it was deaf to religion, the standard story presented both classical religion and Christianity as peripheral, derivative, and largely irrelevant, except as providers of ideas whose true role was to function as stepping-stones in the great secular drama of Western ascendancy from Plato to NATO.


The third theme running through the book is that the standard story was flawed because it took only what it wanted from history and built a linear narrative from it: from the Greeks it took democracy and philosophy; from the Romans, law; from the Renaissance and Enlightenment, individual autonomy; from the revolutionary era, liberal democracy, from the modern era science and technology. But the Grand Liberal Narrative was possible only if you ignored great chunks of Greek, Roman, medieval, and early modern European civilization. The Greeks, Romans, and early Christians were not protoliberals.


Inherent in the oldest recoverable meanings of the word West were the idea of movement toward or beyond the (western) horizon and the idea of sunset, evening, the fall of night. The English word west, unchanged since Saxon times, and its identical cognates in German and Scandinavian was an adverb of direction, as in “to go west.” It derived from the Proto-Germanic *westra, and it, in turn, from an Indo-European word, *wes-tero, which was the comparative form of an adverb, *wes-, meaning “down, away.” West thus originally meant “farther down, farther away,” then, by extension, “something farther down and farther away; the direction of something farther down and farther away.” From the Indo-European root *wes- also derived, or so linguists held, a word *wesperos, “evening,” which became in classical Greek hesperos or hespera, which meant both “evening” and “west.” This joint meaning provided rich echoes in classical mythology. For example, the Hesperides, the daughters of evening, lived on the western ocean, where they kept a tree of golden apples given by the goddess of Earth as a wedding present to Hera, the bride of Zeus, father of gods and men. One of the twelve labors of Hercules was to slay the dragon that guarded the tree and take the apples. The magical apple tree in the West appeared also in Celtic mythology, on the island of Emain Ablach, the home of the sea god Manannán mac Lir.


To the ancient Egyptians, to go west was to die, for beyond the sunset lay the kingdom of the dead. The evening sun, Atum, entered that kingdom and moved through it beneath the earth, to be reborn as the morning sun, Chepre, in the east. The two categories, death and rebirth, belonged to different kinds of time. The death that brought all beings, including the sun, to the “beautiful West” led out of time as change into time as permanent result—jet—a space in which the deceased continued their life without change, in eternal duration.15 The Celts also had stories about otherworldly realms beyond the West, such as the story of the journey of the hero Bran to Emain Ablach, or the Voyage of St. Brendan, one of the most popular tales throughout Europe in the Middle Ages. Tír na n-Óg, the land of youth, was sometimes placed beyond the sunset and could be reached only at the end of a particular kind of voyage, an immram, which was both a voyage in space and a voyage within oneself. At its end, one saw


Beanntaichean àrda is àillidh leacainnean
Sluagh ann an còmhnuidh is còire cleachdainnean
‘S aotrom mo cheum a’ leum g’am faicinn
Is fanaidh mi tacan le deòin.


[High mountains with lovely slopes
Folk abiding there whose nature is to be kind
Light is my step when I go leaping to see them
And I will remain a while there willingly.16]


Early in European culture, certainly by Roman times, people began associating a different idea with the geographical direction west, and with the sunset, namely, the idea of youth and vigor, the idea that lands to the west were fresher, younger, and more vigorous than those to the east. This idea was related to such myths as those of the apples of the Hesperides or of Emain Ablach, to Tír na n-Óg, and to the story of Bran’s voyage to magical realms of pleasure and wonder, but in the classical world it became an idea about the immediate, not the magical, world. This notion was understandable because in the Mediterranean basin it happened to be the case, as it was also in China, that the lands at the eastern end had the older and more established culture, whereas those to the west were more recent, ruder, and less developed. The idea of the West as the direction of youth, innocence, and vigor contradicted the idea of the West as the country of sunset, which could be interpreted metaphorically as decline.


The most famous of all stories associating the West with youth and rebirth was that of King Arthur in the isle of Avalon. According to Geoffrey of Monmouth, a Welshman descended from Bretons, who in the twelfth century re-told many of the old Celtic tales about Arthur, the king was fatally wounded at the battle of Camlan, to which he had been treacherously lured by his evil son and dark counterpart, Mordred. His wound doomed him to death in the mundane world, but by divine grace he was transported to Avalon, “the island of apple-trees” in the West, where nine women with magical powers—counterparts of the Hesperides—healed the king and allowed him to remain alive in Avalon in a sort of half-state between heaven and earth, ready to return in the final battle of good and evil.17


This idea of the West as the region of vigor and youth came into its own in the age of exploration. The other two ideas—of the West as the region of sunset and decline, and as the goal of travel and yearning, whether mundane or supernatural—returned to feed the romantic imagination of the nineteenth century and the cultural pessimism of the twentieth. All these ideas suggested a richer heritage that was in some ways as alien to the technocratic, liberal West as any non-Western civilization. As a prolegomenon to recovering some of this heritage, and particularly its Old Western manifestation, this book offers a rediscovery of a different past than that of the simple story of great ideas from Plato to NATO.


From the foregoing it will be clear that both the institutions and the resonances of myth that entered into Western identity were much deeper and broader than what was captured either in the Grand Narrative or in the critical antinarratives. For the same reason, the defense of the West mounted by some of the optimists and by neoconservatives in the 1980s—the defense, for example, of William Bennett in his Book of Virtues—was, however well meant, unable to restore the cultural balance. The problem with such defenses, and with the neo-optimist case that ignored the attacks, was that they took the liberal narrative for granted and neglected the multiple and alternative traditions of the West. Thus, they did not answer the critics on solid ground, but on the shifting ground of contemporary cultural debate. But if, as I argue, the Grand Narrative was itself flawed and was itself the basic obstacle to understanding Western identity, these defenses conceded both too much and too little—they conceded the value of much of the critics’ case but did not abandon the Grand Narrative. The defenses were partial. I want to show a broader picture of Western identity to give both defenders and attackers a better target.


Optimists, pessimists, realists, and enemies of the West all had their favorite moments in history, when the particular feature or features they considered as the essence of the West made their appearance. Those who admired or praised the West looked for what I call Magic Moments, those who despised it or foresaw its decline looked for Original Sins. All such groups were engaged in establishing or inventing some particular idea of the West to suit their interests. In the late twentieth century, the searches both for Magic Moments and Original Sins took place against the background of the Grand Narrative. What did this narrative look like?








CHAPTER ONE  [image: image]



Happy he who has come to understand the causes of things


—Virgil


The first step to recovering the history of Western identity from the wreckage of the Grand Narrative is to understand that the narrative was not some revealed truth about Western civilization temporarily granted to American educators during the hegemony of the classical—assimilationist, meritocratic, and humanistic—version of American liberalism in culture and education, and then taken away again as that hegemony succumbed to political and cultural attack in the 1960s and following decades. In hindsight, we can see that the hegemony of this centrist liberalism was rather brief: it gathered steam in the wake of Progressivism and World War I, rose to its first eminence in the Depression decade of the 1930s, became near-universal during and after World War II, and seemed to stand uncontested until 1965—until the moment when the Vietnam War began to divide the American elites, and the leaders of the adversary culture launched their long and magnificently successful march through the institutions.1 The centrist liberal hegemony in culture and education lasted some thirty years, a generation, in other words. In terms of political history, it reached critical mass under one Democratic president, Franklin Roosevelt, and began to crumble under another, Lyndon Johnson. But even such an account overstates its power, for how could it give way so quickly from the mid-1960s on if it was not already seriously undermined from within? The adversary culture did not appear from nowhere in 1965, but had been there all along as a steadily more vociferous undercurrent in politics and in the elite colleges, media, and cultural institutions.


Nevertheless, the point here is not to trace the fatal flaws of American liberalism that led to its post-1965 split and permitted a bureaucratic, egalitarian, and multiculturalist version to replace the meritocratic and assimilationist version of earlier decades. Rather, the point is that the Grand Narrative, as a convincing and comprehensive story of Western identity and of America as the legitimate culmination of that identity, was not an independent discovery of scholars, but a political and pedagogical construct of the same spirit that drove centrist liberalism to its brief moment of power. It was liberalism’s historical and cultural account of itself, its roots, history, and legitimacy.


The Grand Narrative dominated elite higher education, and therefore elite culture, in America from the 1920s to the 1960s. It provided the cultural and historical basis of a liberal consensus about the merits and potential of the West that was unapologetically rationalist, progressive, and confident of the benefits of science and industry—a consensus that sought excellence in education, common ground in politics, and assimilation and harmony in social relations. And because the Grand Narrative was a construct of American liberalism, therefore, when American liberals stopped believing in excellence, reason, science, and assimilation, they also lost confidence in the Grand Narrative that underpinned those beliefs.


The second step is to understand why the Grand Narrative was invented when it was, and by whom. The typical version of the Grand Narrative was the undergraduate course in Western civilization as taught in elite colleges during the decades of centrist liberal hegemony. One common answer to why the story of the West was told in this way has been to say that these were the decades when higher education became a mass phenomenon—some said an entitlement—in the United States, and that educators realized that the many new beneficiaries of higher education needed some common ground, some common core of information and knowledge on which to build their citizenship in a mass democracy. That is true, but it is only part of the reason. Other industrial and capitalist democracies developed mass higher education during the twentieth century, but none felt the need to center that education on a common or general curriculum the way that American educators did.2 There was nothing in the notion of mass higher education in itself that required a college-level core curriculum. Rather, it was the peculiar circumstances of America, as they appeared to leading educators in the early years of the twentieth century, that indicated not only that mass higher education was on its way, but that it should rest on a common core curriculum.


One critical difference between America and other Western countries was that America, at least until mass immigration ceased in 1924, was receiving relatively large numbers of immigrants at a time when the elites believed strongly in assimilation. Assimilation was therefore the main motive of those who constructed the Grand Narrative in the early years of the twentieth century. At that time, America was receiving more immigrants, relative to the size of the population, than ever before or since. And unlike the situation after the 1960s, the American elites considered it their duty to assimilate new arrivals to the dominant Anglo-Saxon political and economic culture and its accompanying social norms.


Assimilation took two forms. For those who were already adult when they arrived, assimilation was American life itself; the need to survive in the brutal economy of the day was, all by itself, a force sufficient to shave off whatever ethnic or cultural peculiarities the newcomers might bring with them, if those peculiarities hindered them in becoming efficient producers. For those who were children, a broader and more conscious strategy suggested itself. They were more malleable and had a longer future in America. It was especially important to see to it that the schools and colleges made them into genuine Americans, more American than their parents. “It was an atmosphere,” recalled a grandson of Hungarian immigrants, “in which the Anglo-American culture, the world of Jefferson, Washington, Franklin, Jackson, Lincoln, Teddy Roosevelt, Hawthorne, Thomas Edison, Mark Twain and the Wright Brothers, was honored. We were all expected to learn it, absorb it, and become as much a part of it as any young Anglo graduate of Choate and Yale.”3


The catalyst that precipitated the Grand Narrative in its developed form was World War I. America helped win the war, but the American elite now found itself faced with another challenge of assimilation. This was the assimilation not just of immigrant children, but of young adults, who were not necessarily immigrants but who had not the least idea of the political principles of American government or the democratic heritage of Western civilization.


When America entered the war in 1917, the U.S. government asked educators at elite colleges to prepare for a mass influx of returning servicemen, and to prepare “War and Peace courses” to teach them what they had been fighting for and why. The returning doughboys were to be sent to college, there to learn the basics of Western civilization. Such teaching would perform two functions increasingly seen as essential in a modern society, and especially in America, the most modern and progressive of all societies. It was supposed to turn illiterate boys from the slums and backwoods of America into competent citizens, by means of Plato, John Locke, and Thomas Jefferson. The power of the great idea and the great book was to be deployed to counteract the barbarization of war and to turn former soldiers into prospective philosopher-kings.


One place where the call to devise courses on War and Peace had particular resonance was Columbia College in New York, which became the alma mater of one of the two main forms that the Grand Narrative took in American culture of the twentieth century. In 1919, teachers at the college presented the first version of what they called the Contemporary Civilization course. This course covered the history of Western political and social ideas with particular reference to America and American identity over two semesters. It remained, in 1998, a required course for all Columbia undergraduates; Columbia, indeed, was one of few colleges in the 1990s that still prescribed an extensive core curriculum, rather than allowing students to design their own. When it was first taught in 1919, the Columbia Contemporary Civilization course was one of the most important spinoffs of what became known as the general education movement of the 1910s to the 1930s, and which transformed American higher education. This was done not just by introducing the standard Western civilization course, but by introducing the idea that everyone ought, ideally, to receive some college education, and that this education should not be vocational, but “general,” that is, it should consist of nonspecialized teaching about great ideas and great books. Thus was born the modern, twentieth-century, and, as it turned out, short-lived idea of liberal higher education.


One of the young men of Columbia who helped devise the Contemporary Civilization course and who went on to become a leading exponent of the Grand Narrative was John Herman Randall, who in 1919 was majoring as an undergraduate in history under Charles A. Beard and James H. Robinson, two leading American historians of their generation. Beard was about to leave Columbia to found the New School for Social Research, in lower Manhattan, partly because his book The Economic Interpretation of the Constitution, published in 1913, had offended more traditional historians by its argument that the American Founding Fathers had economic and political interests, just like other powerful groups in history, and that one could not understand the whys and wherefores of the American Revolution without taking those interests into account. Young Randall did not follow Beard to the New School but remained at Columbia for the next fifty years. His classic texts The Making of the Modern Mind, first published in 1924, and The Career of Philosophy from the 1960s represented the Columbia version of the Grand Narrative in elegant and comprehensive form. These books were detailed expositions of the philosophical systems that shaped the modern West and of the intellectual and cultural conditions of their emergence. Brilliantly learned and well written, Randall’s books shared the Grand Narrative’s basic characteristic—that it was a history of great ideas and of how superior ideas replaced inferior ones until the “modern mind” was fully shaped.


The second fundamental version of the Grand Narrative was that associated with the University of Chicago and its “Great Books” program. This idealistic endeavor had a different genesis from that of the Columbia Contemporary Civilization course, although the two formed a powerful and complementary duet of cultural assimilation and liberal humanism in their heyday. The two versions overlapped in the person of Mortimer Adler, who took the Contemporary Civilization course at Columbia before doing his Ph.D. at Chicago and joining the law faculty in 1928. The Chicago operation was largely the brainchild of Robert Maynard Hutchins, one of the most brilliant and certainly the most precocious American educator of his time. Hutchins, who was born only a month before Randall in 1899, was dean of the Yale Law School at twenty-eight and president of the University of Chicago at thirty. At Chicago, Hutchins met Adler and recruited him to help in an ambitious reorganization of the university’s entire spectrum of undergraduate study. The Hutchins-Adler team produced the “Chicago Plan” for undergraduate study, which emphasized broad reading and comprehensive examinations rather than specific courses leading to specific tests of knowledge. The axis of the Chicago Plan was the study of Great Books. Undaunted by the timidity of later ages, Hutchins and Adler had no problem deciding what books were Great; and in true American technocratic fashion they went so far as to publish, for the general market, special editions of the chosen works, fifty-two in number, under the title Great Books of the Western World.


Hutchins and Adler had complete faith in the civilizing effect of study and reflection on the great ideas of the past. Born intellectuals both, they saw reading and knowledge as direct sources of virtue and citizenship and could not understand why anyone at a university would want to pursue any other activities than those of the mind. As president of Chicago, Hutchins downgraded athletics, while Adler had been refused his diploma at Columbia for refusing to take part in obligatory physical education. From the 1940s on, both were associated with the Encyclopaedia Britannica, which despite its name had become an American operation and which, in its American incarnation, became one of the most successful operations in mass-marketing knowledge and information of all time.


Hutchins left Chicago in 1951, after which the university abandoned the Chicago Plan, although it continued to publish the Great Books. He spent the latter decades of his life at the University of California at Santa Barbara, where he tried to create a community of freewheeling scholars discussing the fundamental issues facing the contemporary world—peace and war, individual freedom, ecology, and, toward the end, the rights of minorities and women. This well-meaning but utterly ineffectual effort symbolized a basic flaw of the Grand Narrative, at least in its Great Books version: the fact that it consisted exclusively of great ideas divorced from their historical, ideological, and institutional context.


A third form of the Grand Narrative that differed from the Columbia and Chicago versions in being directed not at students, but at interested citizens, and in being based not on a naive faith in the power of study to produce virtue, but on the idea that the history of culture should include all of history, was that of Will Durant. This version was never represented in a college curriculum or a Great Books list, and it was the product of one man—later of two people—rather than of distinguished academics. It had also a longer history, since it began before World War I. For these reasons, Durant’s contribution was not precisely comparable to the Contemporary Civilization course or the Chicago Plan, though it arguably had a greater effect.


It began humbly among the uneducated workmen of New York City. Even before World War I, churches, workmen’s associations, and other volunteer groups had begun, on their own, and mostly in the big cities, to offer night classes on history, philosophy, and culture to ordinary working people, most of whom had, at best, a grade school education. Some of these groups were politically radical, and the purpose of their schools and evening classes was to raise up generations of citizens prepared for dramatic social change and fired by visions of justice. One of these schools was the Ferrer School of New York City. At that time, radicals believed that one of the greatest sources of social and economic inequality was that the poor and the oppressed lacked education. If you could teach the poor, the ordinary working people, you were handing them the tools of their own liberation and the key to the revolution that was to come. Therefore, in early-twentieth-century radicalism and socialism, education in the classics and in the great books and ideas of the West was not seen as limiting or as imposing the hegemony of dead white males, but on the contrary, as opening possibility and laying the essential foundations of social change. For in the radical world-view, the new world to come would necessarily be an enlightened, educated world, one in which to know Plato, Locke, and Jefferson was not the privilege of the few but the right of the many.


In 1911 the Ferrer School welcomed a new teacher, a twenty-six-year-old former journalist, college instructor, and lapsed Catholic seminarian named Will Durant. He had leaped from Catholicism to the equally demanding faith of radical political ideology, and like his radical friends he believed strongly in education as the key to mass liberation. But Durant’s future turned out to be quite different from that of his radical friends in 1911. At Ferrer, he discovered that he had a fantastic knack for presenting the history of ideas, societies, and manners in a way that gripped his audience, removed them from their humdrum and exhausting daily lives, and gave breadth of vision and a taste of a wider world. Durant soon ran up against his own limitations of knowledge. Having in the meantime found a patron, he took two years off to tour Europe and take graduate courses at Columbia, in biology and philosophy as well as in political and cultural history. Since this was the early twentieth century, these topics were limited to their Western aspects; history then was the history of the West.


In 1914, Durant returned to the streets of New York, specifically to the Presbyterian Church then located at Fourteenth Street and Second Avenue. Fortified by his travels and studies, he began to give here the lectures that he later published as The Story of Philosophy. This book became an instant bestseller and could have kept Durant and his wife, Ariel, comfortably off for life had they so wished. But Durant had now realized just how much he enjoyed learning and teaching. His ambition grew: he was going to tell the working men and women of New York City the story of their civilization, and he was going to write this story down so it could be read and enjoyed anywhere. Thus he began the long program of study and teaching that, in 1935, bore fruit in the first volume of The Story of Civilization. The project continued to grow, as the Durants ploughed through time from Egypt and Persia via Greece, Rome, the Middle Ages, to the Renaissance and the Reformation. By the late 1950s, Durant, now in his seventies, was tackling what he called the Age of Reason, and began including his wife’s name on the title page. Undaunted by age, the Durants continued their task until the age of the French Revolution and Napoleon, published in 1975 when Will was ninety and Ariel seventy-seven. They both died six years later, within a fortnight of each other.


The Story of Civilization was the apotheosis of the Grand Narrative. Vastly superior to the textbook versions, immensely learned, vividly written, and informed throughout by an obvious delight in storytelling that never, or rarely, turned into condescension to the reader, the twelve-volume, nine-thousand-page, four-and-a-half-million-word saga covered all of life, as defined by Western civilization. Philosophy, climate, poetry, diet, music, disease, politics, sexual practices, architecture, passions, class distinctions, and the endless variations of custom, taste, and belief—these were the interwoven themes of Durant’s version. It was a nearly perfect achievement, within its, admittedly broad, limitations. First of all, Durant defined civilization as Western civilization and its history as one tending to more freedom, greater equality, and broader rights, which was the ideological core of the Grand Narrative. Second, he had his favorites, and religious or mystical people, times, and places were not among them. He was polite and, within his secular limits, understanding, but his tolerance to the reader was not always matched by tolerance to his characters. After a few thousand pages, even the most curious reader might begin to weary of the sheer liberal urbanity of the man, his unshakable sense that he knew best, and that the reason he knew best was that he had read and understood everyone of any importance, and many of no importance. Above all, Durant’s story was a story with a goal and a moral, and a story that demoted all those characters, events, or situations that did not square easily with the goal and the moral. The goal was an idealized, progressive, individualistic America, and the moral was that the West was good, but was most truly itself when engaged on the long march to that worthy goal.


The Grand Narrative rose to its culmination and began its fall while the Durants were writing. The first volume appeared in the era of Franklin Roosevelt and the Depression, when optimistic progressives such as Durant still believed that one key to progress was education in the great books and great ideas. The last volume appeared the year that Saigon fell to the communists and American helicopters lifted a few lucky escapees from the roof of the American Embassy, symbolizing the ignominious retreat of American power. The Vietnam War that thus ended had been, in America, the single most significant triggering event of the radical movement of the 1960s, which, among much else, had on its agenda to attack and delegitimize the liberal story of the West and Western identity itself.


Shortly before the attack on the Grand Narrative began, a University of Chicago historian produced a book that, if one judged by its title, might easily be taken for a triumphalist restatement of the narrative on the eve of its fall. This was William McNeill’s The Rise of the West, subtitled “A History of the Human Community,” which first appeared in 1963. Writing about it in 1988, McNeill admitted that “in retrospect it seems obvious that The Rise of the West should be seen as an expression of the postwar imperial mood in the United States.”4 McNeill had attended Chicago early in the reign of Hutchins and Adler, but explaining great books or teaching working-class Americans about the roots of Western culture was not among his self-imposed tasks. His book was rather an attempt to understand cultural change as a never-ending process of interaction between societies, each equipped with its own package of skills, interests, and material conditions. In McNeill’s world view, history was the result of such interaction and of cultures learning—consciously or not, willingly or not—from each other.


Most people who heard the title, however, assumed that because the book concluded that the West was in fact dominant in the twentieth century, therefore the book was a celebration of that fact, which it was not. To critics of the narrative, The Rise of the West was merely another politically objectionable expression of the Western triumphalism they saw in the Grand Narrative, and that they were determined to destroy.


As radical students in the 1960s, Martin Bernal and Kirkpatrick Sale—to name just two—encountered the Grand Narrative, saw the Vietnam War, and drew the conclusion that the one was part of the enabling apparatus of the other. American imperialism, hunger in the Third World, racial injustice at home, and the capitalist rapacity that exploited poor people as well as the natural environment became for them icons of evil that had to be brought down, and, as writers and academics, they determined that their own contribution to that effort should take the form of undermining and deconstructing what they saw as the misleading, biased, and ideologically unsound story of the West represented by the Grand Narrative. By the 1990s, Bernal, Sale, and their many allies had succeeded in their task. The Grand Narrative existed in most places only as a shell. Courses in Western civilization still existed—for example, the Columbia Contemporary Civilization course—but the content and in particular the presentation had changed. The West was no longer the culmination of the great books and great ideas of the past, but, at best, a morally dubious enterprise whose only chance of redemption was to adopt the multiculturalist, feminist, and environmentalist agenda of the new, post-1960s American liberalism.


The irony of this attack, and of its success, was that the deconstructionists were right in one thing: the Grand Narrative was misleading. History, including the history of Western identity and Western civilization, was not adequately described as a sequence of great ideas and great books. The narrative, whether in its assimilationist Columbia version, its intellectualist Chicago version, or its more populist Durant version, was, as this book will show, built on a series of distortions, beginning with the distortion that all the great ideas began in Greece and that the Greeks were the first Westerners. But the distortions were not the ones Bernal and Sale fixed on. They disliked the narrative because, to them, it justified a West they saw as evil and inadequate. But this criticism was itself at least as ideological and biased as its target. It did not remove the moralism; it merely stood the moralism on its head, and one of the basic flaws of the narrative was precisely its moralism, the fact that it presented the story of the West as a pedagogical adventure with a happy ending. The radicals reversed the logic and presented their own pedagogical adventure, which had a tragic ending but also promised redemption, if people would only adopt the radical agenda.


But the problem with the narrative was never that it defended unjust social and political arrangements, but that it was bad history, and it was bad history because it rested on three fundamental fallacies: that the history of culture was the history of its great ideas, that the West was a moral story with a happy ending, and that this story could be adequately defined as an axis of continuity that began with the Greeks, jumped lightly over the Romans, Christians, and Dark Age Germanic tribes, to land, finally, in modern America and modern liberalism.


The third step to recovering the history of Western identity is therefore to disentangle the actual stages of that history from the distortions of both moralisms: that of the Grand Narrative and that of its radical deconstructors. The fact that the deconstructors won is not in itself a reason to return to the Grand Narrative, for they did not correct its errors; they added more serious errors of their own, for example, the error that the history of the West was a history of injustice and iniquity. Such a vision was even more ideological and fallacious than a vision based on great ideas, for at least the Grand Narrative tried to understand those ideas sympathetically, whereas the deconstructors had only contempt for the target of their attacks. Disentangling the history of Western identity thus involves defending against both old and new errors with the help of the serious and disinterested scholarship that, by the late twentieth century, made a comprehensive vision of that history possible. If that comprehensive vision turns out to have moral implications, these should emerge from social and historical reality and not from preconceived ideas. The distinction is basic: the narrative and its enemies both imposed their standards on the past; a recovered history of Western identity observes the past and may—or may not—find lessons there about the moral implications of the particular, Western forms of human endeavor and human activity.


To take that third step is the purpose of the rest of this book. But first, what did a typical version of the Grand Narrative look like? If one could establish a synthesis of its three versions, what story would that synthesis tell us?


The liberal Grand Narrative presented the West as a coherent entity emerging triumphantly through history in a series of stages, each contributing an essential element to the whole. Western civilization, according to this story, was a synthesis of democracy, capitalism, science, human rights, religious pluralism, individual autonomy, and the power of unfettered human reason to solve human problems. The most important stages, or Magic Moments, of Western evolution were ancient Greece, Rome, the synthesis of classical civilization and Christianity, the European Renaissance and the voyages of discovery, the rise of modern science, and, in the last two centuries, the rise of modern liberal democracy, the spread of prosperity, and, with the end of the Cold War, the prospect of global peace and stability. Cumulatively, these Magic Moments shaped the spiritual, geographical, political, and moral entity defined by the narrative as the modern West.


This confident and optimistic story was, as we have seen, created as a tool of mass higher education and in the face of serious challenges to Western identity. For much of the twentieth century, it held the stage as the foundation of elite education in America, and to a lesser extent in Europe. Throughout that period, it was under attack for being arrogant, unhistorical, misleading, or simply wrong. From the late 1960s on, the critics began gaining the upper hand in American education and culture, so that by the 1990s the optimistic story had been fundamentally recast in a number of variants: stories of guilt, doubt, decline, and apology.


Both the optimistic narrative and the critical, or postmodern, antinarratives shared crucial assumptions. The most important of these concerned the origins of the West. Although both operated with a series of stages, Magic Moments in the positive version and Original Sins in the negative, both also argued that the key elements of the West could be traced back to ancient Greece. While it was true that the modern Western versions of democracy, science, philosophy, history, art, and civic values appeared only in recent centuries, their remote origins were nevertheless to be found in Greece. The Greeks were the first Westerners, because they first had the ideas and formulated the aesthetic and philosophical ideals that by a recognizable line of descent became what the narratives called modern Western civilization. Not only were they the first Westerners, they were also, in some versions of the narrative, models of perfection. Not only did they first discover and formulate the ideal canon of Western values; they did so with incomparable clarity and to a standard never since attained.


The Grand Narrative was both a version of history and a description of the ideal modern Western identity. In its basic form, the Grand Narrative followed an axis that spanned five millennia, from ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia to mid-twentieth-century America. It was a history of reason, democracy, and economic growth. Its authors assumed that progress was real, objectively definable, and universally desirable. Being free was better than being enslaved, being rich was better than being poor, being healthy better than being sick, being enlightened better than being superstitious, being at peace better than being at war. Progress meant moving from subjection, poverty, disease, superstition, and violence to democracy, prosperity, health, science, and peace both domestic and international. The Grand Narrative was the story of how a lucky part of the human race found the key to such progress, and how they used that key to achieve it. This basic faith in progress was both a strength and a weakness. By tracing the remote origins of contemporary institutions and doctrines, the Grand Narrative provided, at its best, a sweeping, eagle’s-eye view of the long haul of history that could be, and often was, inspiring to students and citizens alike. On the other hand, by looking at the past mainly, if not exclusively, to find the origins of the superior present, the authors of the Grand Narrative unhistorically ignored those areas of past cultures not compatible with the modern liberal West. The Grand Narrative assumed what it set out to explain: that the West existed, and that it was good.


Its crucial turning points and heroes defined the Magic Moments of the West.5 History, the narrative stated, began in the ancient Near East and in Egypt about five thousand years ago. The ancient Mesopotamians and Egyptians lived in monarchies of various kinds, in which one man or woman was supreme and the rest subjects. The ruler might be a god himself, or he might simply be close to the gods; in either case, he was raised above the rest of humanity. Both the early high cultures, Egypt and Mesopotamia, arose along great rivers and depended for survival on being able to predict and control the seasonal variations in water flow. Without accurate knowledge and without the technology of irrigation, organized society was impossible. Centralized, autocratic power was necessary to codify this knowledge and maintain the technology. The ability to mobilize vast human armies to ensure water for crops was both the precondition and the result of civilization in Mesopotamia. In Egypt, where the Nile river rose every year and automatically inundated the fertile land along its banks, the state did not need armies of ditchdiggers; it did need men who could keep track of the seasons and predict how much the Nile would rise. In both these early civilizations, crops and hence survival depended on responding in an organized manner to a collective event, the rise of a river.


In the early first millennium B.C., the focus moved west from Mesopotamia and north from Egypt to Israel and Greece. The Israelites were not unusual among the peoples of the ancient Near East in their general culture or language, which was closely related to those spoken throughout the area. The Israelites, or Hebrews, were unusual in their religion, because unlike the other Near Easterners they claimed that their god was the only god, that he had made the world and everything in it, but was separate from the world, that he had made a special covenant with them, and that, as part of this covenant, he had given them a full set of laws and rules on how to live and how to worship him. The Israelites thus contributed monotheism to the West. This contribution was important not as religion or theology, but because monotheism made a radical distinction between the divine and the human. This distinction had two consequences. It emphasized the moral value of individual human acts and thus helped to create the idea of an individual conscience and individual responsibility. Second, it directed human attention to understanding nature, both human and nonhuman, and this impulse, together with Greek rationalism and modern European principles of freedom and toleration, made possible science and democracy.


In the Grand Narrative, the ancient empires and Israel were not early stages of the West, but its prehistory. Greek civilization, according to the Grand Narrative, was unprecedented and richer than any other—before the modern West, that is. Ancient Greece, and particularly the city of Athens in the fifth century B.C., was the Magic Moment of Magic Moments. Western literature, democracy, and philosophy all began there, as did the organized study of how the present emerged from the past, that is, the writing of history.


The favorite Greek in the Grand Narrative was the philosopher Socrates, who appeared in it as the inventor of moral individualism, that is, of the idea that it was the duty of the individual to make his own discovery of right action, of what duty prescribed. Morality was not something in the air, but something that had to be understood to be valuable and effective. Second, Socrates appeared as the first victim of populist resistance to bold ideas, the first martyr for truth and freedom of expression. In the year 399 B.C., he was tried and executed for blasphemy. Because the Grand Narrative was not especially sympathetic to religion and tended to see religion as a secondary force in social development, its authors downplayed the actual wording of the charge against Socrates and reinterpreted it as an attack on his philosophical ideas, particularly his moral individualism. This attack was cloaked in religious language, because that was the only language available in Athenian law. Socrates was thus removed from his historical setting and turned into a larger-than-life figure outside history, an early liberal, in fact. We shall see that this Americanization of the Greeks was an absurd distortion, but also that it had a long history, going back to the cult of the Greeks as the most perfect, natural human beings, a cult launched by the German romantics and idealists in the late eighteenth century to replace Christianity.


The following centuries of ancient history—the long story of the slow decline of the Greek democracies, the rise of the Macedonian Empire under Alexander, and the subsequent rise of Rome to hegemony in the Mediterranean—were not much emphasized in the narrative. The liberal story of a West that evolved by logical stages from prehistory to modern democracy found little of use in an era dominated by great empires and by a culture condemned as derivative. The rise of Rome was significant for two reasons: Rome made peace in the Mediterranean, which facilitated social and cultural communication, allowing Greek civilization and, later, Christianity, to spread westward. The other Roman contribution was law. Roman law was one of the roots of later Western systems of law, even though the narrative had little sympathy for the autocratic and cruel features of Roman political life that Roman law expressed.


From the first to the fourth centuries A.D., Christianity slowly grew in the western Roman Empire until, after A.D. 312, it became the official religion of the empire. Over the following centuries, classical civilization and Christianity formed a synthesis that determined the shape of the West. The narrative took an instrumental view of this synthesis. The marriage of classical culture and Christianity was, in this view, a Magic Moment not because it produced the civilization of the European Middle Ages, because that civilization was not yet liberal and democratic. Rather, the marriage was, in the liberal story, providential in a secular sense, because modern democracy, and in particular the modern doctrine of universal human rights, had their roots in the classical political philosophy of freedom as the obligation to participate in civic life, in the Roman respect for law and duty, and in Christianity seen as an ethical teaching about social justice and the moral equality of all human beings. Modern democracy, in the liberal version, was the fully developed West, the true West.


The Western synthesis of Rome and Christianity, in the liberal story, was a necessary condition of the West, whereas to conservative Christians it was the West itself. Although Christianity was more vigorous in America in the twentieth century than in Europe, it was the liberal Grand Narrative that was most often taught in American colleges and honored in public discourse. This was not surprising, because the Old West of the Christian story was hierarchical and undemocratic and denigrated the pursuit of material prosperity and economic growth that was a fundamental part of American ideology. Americans identified politically and economically with the liberal Grand Narrative and the new West that it proclaimed, but most of them remained committed to a religion that questioned that narrative. This contradiction was not always noticed in the heyday of the liberal Grand Narrative, because most of the Christian churches in America had made their accommodation with the liberal story. But after left-wing critics, starting in the 1960s, had delegitimated or revised the liberal Grand Narrative, this deeper contradiction between America’s identity as the modern West and the Christian religion of most Americans, which, in principle if not in practice, questioned the legitimacy of the modern West’s claim to be the true West, came to the surface.


The synthesis was actually a process that took several centuries, starting with St. Paul, the apostle to the Gentiles who was also a Roman citizen and enjoyed the safety of Roman order in his travels and writings, in the mid-first century A.D. For over two hundred years after his day, Christians lived, peacefully for the most part, among other inhabitants of the Roman Empire. Until the late third century, they generally avoided notice by pagan writers or authorities. Technically, Christianity was a treasonable and therefore illegal religion, punishable by death, but in practice persecutions were, until the 290s, few and far between. In the late third century, Diocletian and his co-emperors were restoring order after more than half a century of invasions, civil wars, and economic disruption. The empire shed its last vestiges of republican customs and became a military dictatorship in which the survival of the state was the paramount law. Christians, meanwhile, had become more numerous. Both their numbers and their beliefs were a threat to the new order. Diocletian therefore determined to extirpate them. The persecution failed. Its final result was Constantine’s conversion, which, in purely political terms, was the greatest example in history of the precept “if you can’t beat ’em, join ’em.”


The Grand Narrative skated lightly over the following centuries, which to modern liberal eyes had the dual disadvantage of being both seriously Christian and in cultural decline. The next Magic Moment, which in the Grand Narrative, American version, was second only to the founding synthesis of Rome and Christianity, was the voyage of Christopher Columbus in 1492 and what the Grand Narrative called his discovery of America. This came at the high point of the Renaissance, considered by many of its own leading thinkers and by the Grand Narrative as the reawakening of Europe after a millennium of ignorance and superstition. At the time, few noticed Columbus. The year 1492 was notorious in Europe not because he sailed from Cadiz, but for another Spanish event, the fall of Grenada, which marked the end of the reconquista, the Christian counteroffensive against the Islamic invaders of Spain who arrived in 711.


From Columbus to the twentieth century, the Grand Narrative allowed dozens, if not scores, of Magic Moments. The general heading of the period was progress: political, economic, social, and technological. Politically, progress meant the rise and spread of democratic ideas, and later of democratic government. The beginnings of capitalism and sustained economic growth leading, eventually, to widespread prosperity in the West defined economic progress. Criteria of social progress were, for example, growing literacy, the decline in casual violence, the rise of a well-mannered and polite society, growing respect for members of other social classes than one’s own, the rise in public status of women. Finally, machines and procedures to make work, and life in general, less painful and more productive were for long the prime examples of technological progress.


Another theme of the period, according to the Grand Narrative, was universality. The good things of the West were not just for those who invented them, but for everyone. The voyages of discovery concretely expressed the West’s universalist impulse. It wanted to go everywhere, learn everything, and put everything to practical use. Its success was evidence that it had found the right way to do things, to study the world and exploit its riches. And universalism was the apparently logical child of success. What worked for the West must work for everyone, and what was good for the West was good for everyone.


The Grand Narrative of the last half of the second millennium A.D. was, in all its variants, based on a simple scheme, which ran something like this: in the Renaissance, people freed themselves of superstition and released their minds and their imaginations. One result of this new freedom was courage: the courage of Columbus in 1492, or of Martin Luther in 1517 when he broke with the Catholic Church in the name of personal faith. The new freedom produced two further results: one was the rediscovery of classical civilization and all its riches, which thus became the inheritance of the modern West. The second was the idea of a human nature that was generally the same in all times and places, regardless, for example, of religion or culture. This second idea meant that one could construct valid theories of history, culture, morality, and politics. And in politics, the idea of a common human nature led eventually, by a series of inevitable steps, to the notion, the desire, and the justification of democracy. Democracy, finally, was the end point of the Grand Narrative.


Five Magic Moments among many—one for every century—encapsulated the Grand Narrative of the modern West’s emergence and growth as a story of progress, freedom, and their universal meaning from Columbus to mid-twentieth-century America: the defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588, the Glorious Revolution of 1688-89, the American Revolution of 1776-87, the Emancipation Proclamation of 1862, and the Atlantic Charter of 1941.


In 1588, Philip II of Spain sent a fleet to invade England. Spain was the core state of Catholicism, the strongest power in Europe, the metropolis of a global empire. Every year, a fleet from America brought silver from the mines of Mexico to the king’s treasury. England was a poor, small, Protestant country of some three million people on the edge of Europe. Faced with the threat of invasion, the English, like other groups in similar crises, discovered a sense of national identity. They rallied round their queen, Elizabeth, and by dint of skill and courage defeated the invasion fleet with inferior forces. The victory resounded throughout Europe. Spanish prestige suffered a blow from which it never recovered. The theme, in this version of the story, was freedom, understood in its modern sense as pointing toward democracy and economic liberalism. The message of the Armada was that freedom, which led to prosperity and democracy, was saved in the English Channel in the summer of 1588. This was not exactly wrong; English freedom was indeed saved. But that freedom, at the time, was mainly a religious and not a political idea, or that the Spanish cause was as just, in its terms, as the English, were complications that did not fit the narrative and so were largely ignored.


In the Glorious Revolution of 1688-89, William, Prince of Orange, related to the Stuart kings of England and Scotland by blood and marriage, invaded England to protect the Protestant state religion and constitutional government. The Grand Narrative saw the Glorious Revolution as a triumph of civil rights and popular control of arbitrary government. The next two Magic Moments took place in America. The American Revolution proclaimed the doctrine of equal and universal rights and established a government and society based on that doctrine. The Constitution of 1787 determined that the government would be divided, so as to avoid concentrations of power, and would be federal, with only such power granted to the central government as was necessary for it to carry out its functions of assuring general security. The individual states remained sovereign in most areas. Those that wished could, for example, retain the institution of slavery. Slavery, and other indentured servitude, was inconsistent with the egalitarian and meritocratic ideology of the revolution, and this inconsistency ultimately led to the Civil War and Emancipation. Thus, by the later nineteenth century, the modern West was being born in the United States, which was of all nations the most advanced toward the liberal democratic capitalism idealized in the Grand Narrative.


The Atlantic Charter of 1941 was a fitting Magic Moment with which to end a Plato to NATO sequence, because this statement of principles by the American and British heads of government in the midst of World War II was among the most important political and philosophical foundations of NATO, the Atlantic Alliance. In August 1941, the American president, Franklin Roosevelt, and the British prime minister, Winston Churchill, met on a U.S. Navy ship in Placentia Bay off Newfoundland, where they issued a joint policy declaration that became known as the Atlantic Charter. It listed three paramount postwar goals: self-determination, collective security, and open markets. All three were in the mainstream of the Grand Narrative; they defined the identity of the modern West as a set of political and economic norms and arrangements. In the charter, they were stated as goals that ought to be, and were, shared by all right-thinking people, and, moreover, as goals that would and could be realized, not merely as wishful thinking about the world.


The Atlantic Charter differed, then, from earlier Magic Moments in that its authors were consciously defining Western civilization, stating their commitment to it, and proclaiming that the purpose of their war effort was to secure that civilization and extend its benefits. This was not surprising. By the 1940s, the Grand Narrative was a central part of elite education in the United States and Britain. Both Roosevelt and Churchill had learned early versions of it in their respective elite schools of Groton and Harrow. Nor was their presentation of its values in the charter by any means deliberately hypocritical or fraudulent. The postwar transatlantic civilization of peace, prosperity, and technology that grew out of the allied victory served, for several decades, as ample practical confirmation, in most people’s eyes, of the justice and vigor of the Grand Narrative’s image of what the West was and should be.


That, in a nutshell, was the outline of the liberal story of the West and its identity. While Durant’s great book sold many copies and found many admirers, it was not the version of the Grand Narrative encountered by most students. No undergraduate had time for such monstrous learning. The problems of the Grand Narrative in its more common form were, on the practical level, a function of its necessary place in a crowded curriculum. It had to cover the great books and ideas in, usually, two semesters. That meant few stories and lots of condensed ideas. Most versions, therefore, were abstract and impersonal, about ideas rather than the people who had them. Another problem was that as a story with a goal, namely, the modern liberal West, its authors chose and interpreted its material in terms of how the material served that goal, and not in terms of the past itself. The episodes of the Grand Narrative appeared because the narrative needed them to build its image of the West, and not in their own concrete reality. A third problem was that choosing material for how it contributed to a final goal meant that you had to ignore the sheer confusion, complexity, and contradictions of the past, the fact that people then mostly did not know or care that their actions might someday be seen as creating the West. The Grand Narrative tore bits and pieces out of the past and set them up as a sequence, whereas these bits and pieces could not be properly understood out of their concrete context of people, passions, and places, some of them, in modern Western terms, ugly and immoral. History is strong drink, and the Grand Narrative turned it into soda pop.


The fate of the Grand Narrative was part of the fate of modern American liberalism, which began as optimistic individualism and faith in the power of great ideas to lift the masses from squalor and ignorance to enlightenment and ended in fragmented self-doubt and the hectic search for new legitimacy in multiculturalism and the other post-1960s doctrines of moral and political correctness. It was only superficially ironic that the opening shots in what became known as the American culture wars should have shattered the bastions of the Grand Narrative in higher education, because those bastions were indeed the outerworks of American liberalism as it saw itself through the middle third of the twentieth century.


The Grand Narrative therefore did not tell the story of the West, but was itself part of that story, part of Western identity in one of its later incarnations. Any story of the West, or of any other culture, is bound to be partial. The significance of the Grand Narrative was that its partial vision was both tied to its time and place and very influential, thanks to its half-century of intellectual and pedagogical dominance. It was when one compared the Grand Narrative to the actual story of Western identity that its historical limitations appeared.


The fourth step to recovering the history of Western identity is, then, to disentangle it from the moralizing distortions of both the Grand Narrative and its detractors. But once that is done, as it will be in the following chapters, there remains a final, fifth step. Once we have separated the history of the West from the arguments about it and about the liberal story, we have yet to ask what the future holds. Has Western identity been buried so deep, first by the ideology of centrist liberalism, then by that of egalitarian, bureau-cratic, and multiculturalist neoliberalism, that its recovery is a quixotic task—one that can, perhaps, be carried out in a book like this, but that has no cultural or political relevance to any world in which readers may find themselves? Must we remain content with the fragmented, balkanized West of the culture wars—a West torn between defenders and attackers, praised and damned with equal fervor and equal disregard for history?


I believe not. Recovering a Western identity free of the twin moralisms of the old and the new liberalism frees us, the observers of history, to understand the true stakes of Western survival in the third millennium far better than we can if we allow ourselves to remain within the cages of stories that force us either to approve or disapprove. The recovered history of the West will turn out to be a story of creativity and destruction, of joy and tragedy, of loss as well as gain. But understanding that story permits us to draw the only genuinely moral lessons of history, which are the lessons of how societies, cultures, and personalities change, and how civilizations grow, not as icons of perfection or evil, but as social and individual realities.


The history of the West will emerge in this book as the story of two great syntheses, the synthesis of ancient, Christian, and Germanic cultures in the era known as late antiquity, and the synthesis of liberty, reason, and development—or democracy, science, and capitalism—that defined modernity. The central argument of this book is that these two syntheses were not mutually exclusive but part of a continuous story; that the second, modern synthesis grew out of the first and could not have happened without it.


The survival of what I call the New West—the modern triad of democracy, science, and capitalism—is thus not assured by the hectic apostles of market capitalism and democratic procedures that, in the 1990s, provided what seemed to be a sound defense of the West but was in fact only a shrill invocation of its surface manifestations. The survival of the New West as a player in the global game and sustainer of our own identities will rest on a higher synthesis—a recovery of what binds the two historical syntheses together. It is the recovery of the Old West within the New, and’ the renaissance promised by that recovery, to which this book, in its final chapter, calls its readers.





CHAPTER TWO  [image: image]



Me thinks we should not so soon yield our consents captive to the authority of Antiquity, unless we saw more reason; all our understandings are not to be built by the square of Greece and Italy.


—Samuel Daniel


It appears then that upon the majority of mankind the classics can hardly be said to exert the transforming influence which is claimed for them.


—A. E. Housman


Greek civilization, according to the Grand Narrative, was unprece-dented and richer than any other—before the modern West, that is. Ancient Greece, and particularly the city of Athens in the fifth century B.C., was the Magic Moment of Magic Moments. Western literature, democracy, and philosophy all began there, as did the organized study of how the present emerged from the past that we call history.1


The ancestors of the Greeks arrived in what was to become Greece long before classical civilization began. In the later second millennium B.C., they produced a Bronze Age culture, literate and artistic, centered on ten palaces, of which Mycenae was the most famous. This culture was part of the eastern Mediterranean and Near Eastern world of its time; Mycenae enjoyed social, artistic, and military ties, both friendly and hostile, to Egypt and the contemporary cultures of Anatolia. But the Mycenaean palace-based culture disappeared completely around 1200 B.C., leaving no legacy, and for reasons that were of little concern to the Grand Narrative and over which scholars were still arguing in the 1990s. Perhaps new populations invading from the north, using new weapons and fighting tactics, were to blame.2 Whatever the reasons, the inhabitants of Greece fell, or were thrust, into a dark age of subsistence farming and illiteracy that lasted four centuries. Their great palaces were ruined, their gold and their art was lost, their writing became incomprehensible. When a new culture based on cities rather than palaces reappeared with its crafts, commerce, and art centuries later, in what was now the Iron Age, it was a new beginning, unrelated to the past, created by people who had to claw their own way up the gradient of civilization.


Perhaps the most startling of the several phenomenal paradoxes of Greek civilization was that its greatest literary works, the Iliad and the Odyssey, were also its earliest. These two epic poems, about sixteen thousand and twelve thousand lines long, were composed in a culture without writing, by two, or perhaps only one, poet, whom the Greeks knew as Homer. Literacy began to reappear in Greece around 700 B.C.; the poems appear to be somewhat older. Homer, to give them, or him, the conventional name, thus composed, memorized, and passed on the epics to posterity without writing, perhaps without even knowing what writing was.3


The second, almost more astonishing, feature of the Iliad and the Odyssey is their dramatic sophistication, their quality as stories held together over thousands of lines by major, unifying themes. Other nonliterate cultures had epics; none rivaled the Homeric poems in either skill or sheer size. The archaeological record shows dark age Greece to have been a poor, rural culture without the trappings normally found in cultures that have generated epic poetry. The impression is therefore of works of unsurpassed structural and dramatic complexity appearing literally out of nowhere, and in no time. The language of the poems is also quite extraordinary. Its grammar and phrasing is elaborate, so elaborate that it must have been a language used only for poetry; no one was likely to have spoken it. Homer’s vocabulary is enormous, more than twice as large as that of any later Greek poet.


The stories of the poems are stories of the Trojan War, evidently known to all in dark age and classical Greece and imagined by Greeks to have taken place in the remote past, many generations before their own time, whatever that time happened to be. Thanks to Homer, the Trojan War became a founding myth of the literate West as well.4


The Trojan War happened because a prince of Troy, Paris, abducted Helen, the most beautiful woman in the world, from her husband, Menelaus, whose brother Agamemnon was the high king of all the Greeks. To avenge the rape, Agamemnon assembled a vast fleet that included all the Greek heroes: Achilles, Diomedes, Odysseus, Ajax, and many others. For ten years they laid siege to Troy. Many heroes on both sides fell, including the two greatest, Achilles on the Greek side and Hector of Troy, brother to Paris. Finally, the Greeks took the city and restored Helen to her husband.


If the Iliad is about war and the pride and emotions of heroes at war, the Odyssey is about individual endurance and a struggle to return home, to restore family life after war and separation. The first word of the Iliad is “anger,” the anger of Achilles that is the axis of the tale. The first word of the Odyssey is “man,” and the man is Odysseus, the long-suffering and clever hero, who needs his wits and his strength of mind in adversity as much as his fighting skills, if he is to survive hostile gods and monsters and men both stupid and hostile and resume his place as king, husband, and father in Ithaca.


The Homeric epics were instantly recognized as the common patrimony of all Greek speakers. They were learned by heart by professional reciters and were eventually written down. Quotes and allusions to them appear throughout Greek literature, which tells us not only how universally known they were, but that, apart from trivial variations, their text in classical times was the same as that recorded in the medieval manuscripts on which modern printed texts are based.


Having established that the Greeks invented Western literature, the Grand Narrative also asserted that the Greeks invented science and philosophy. These two were in origin the same, being based on wonder about the natural world and the desire to understand it. Two Magic Moments were relevant in the origins of rational thought. On May 28, 585 B.C., a total solar eclipse was visible from the Greek towns of Ionia, the Aegean coastlands of Asia Minor, which at that time was the heartland of archaic Greek civilization. The event caused a sensation because it had been predicted some time before by Thales the Milesian, to whom the Grand Narrative, following Aristotle, gave the honor of being the first natural philosopher, or scientist. Thales believed that water was the primal substance of the universe, from which everything else had emerged. He inaugurated the tradition of Ionian speculation about nature, in the course of which various thinkers proposed various theories about the universe, all of them based on matter and natural causes rather than on conscious, divine intervention. By the mid-fifth century the most advanced Ionian thinkers were going beyond theories of matter to what the modern West would recognize as genuine philosophy, that is, speculation about knowledge itself and about abstract concepts.


The second Magic Moment in the origins of rational thought was the day in 399 B.C. when the Athenians executed Socrates the philosopher for denying the gods and corrupting the young. Unlike the early Ionians, Socrates was less interested in the nature and origins of the universe than in those of human beings, of vice and virtue, ignorance and knowledge. As reported by his pupil Plato, Socrates invented, or developed, a method of talking to people that was designed to make them question their assumptions about what they knew and how they knew it. Most of the concepts, questions, and methods of Western philosophy found their first airing in the dialogues of Socrates. Why should we do good rather than evil? What is the good? What is justice? What is truth? What is beauty? What is meaning? What would a perfect society look like? The answers Socrates proposed, or indicated, were less important than the questions, which no one had asked before. Socrates and his followers sought truth from reason and from the human capacity to reason, and not in the stories and examples of myth and legend.


Fifth-century B.C. Greece, and especially Athens, was the site of other Magic Moments; to no small extent the whole age was one long Magic Moment, and so it was often seen by the Grand Narrative. Literature, founded by Homer, came to fruition in the tragedies of Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides. Representational art, which lay at the core of modern Western identity from the Renaissance to the twentieth century, reached heights never since rivaled in the sculptures of the Parthenon at Athens or the temple of Apollo at Olympia. Philosophy matured in Socrates and culminated, in the fourth century, in Plato and Aristotle. As if all that were not enough, the Greeks also invented democracy and the study of history, and the two were related, just as philosophy and the scientific outlook on nature were related.


The father of history, according to the Grand Narrative, was Herodotus of Halicarnassus, who set out to study and explain the causes of the greatest event of his day, the wars of the Greeks and Persians in the early fifth century B.C., which ended with the astonishing defeat of the vast Persian Empire at the hands of the quarrelsome and outnumbered Greeks. How could this have happened? Because the Greeks, though few, were free, and free men fought better than the slaves of an absolute monarch. Herodotus’s explanation of why this was so became a classic text of Western political identity according to the Grand Narrative, just as the Homeric poems became the classic text of Western literature.


Demaratus was a king of Sparta who fell victim to an intrigue at home and therefore went into exile at the Persian court. There were quite a few like him, disappointed men who hoped to ride Persian coattails back to power in their homelands as governors of occupied Greece under Persian control. The Persian wars did not pit Persians against Greeks, but a multi-ethnic Persian army, including many Greeks, against other Greeks, namely, those who did not want to submit. In 480 B.C., the Persian king, Xerxes, led his great army across the Hellespont to Europe. Safely arrived on the European side, the king held muster of his host. Herodotus listed its contingents in a spectacular panorama of empire: Indians, Scythians, Egyptians, Libyans, Medes, Arabs, Assyrians, Ethiopians, and a dozen lesser-known tribes and nations participated in the invasion force. With a sense of drama worthy of Homer, Herodotus did not follow this list of hundreds of thousands of men, in all their ethnic diversity, marching to the command of one man, with a list of the opposing Greek forces. Against the seemingly invincible array on the Persian side stood an idea, and the idea was decisive.


After inspecting his vast army, Xerxes, we are told, asked Demaratus if the Greeks would dare to resist. “I believe that not even if all the Greeks and the rest of the people living in the West were gathered together, would they be able to withstand me in battle, not being united.” Alluding to the opulence of the display—Herodotus made a point of noting the rich dress and equipment of the contingents—Demaratus replied that Greece (unlike Persia) was by nature a poor country, and that arete (courage, virtue) was the result of the harsh discipline of poverty, wisdom, and strict laws. The Greeks could not afford to take life for granted; it was a struggle, and this struggle taught the Greeks that virtue was necessary. “Using courage and virtue, Greece defends herself against both poverty and subjection.” This passage is one of few in ancient Greek literature where the name of the country itself, Hellas, is personified.


Xerxes ridiculed this notion. In another dramatic masterstroke, Herodotus let the Persian king and not the Greek exile bring up the next key idea—freedom and its political significance. “If your political life is as you tell me,” Xerxes answered, meaning: if you are brave, wise, and law-abiding, and if these qualities make you able to defeat poverty and aggression, then you, as a former king of the exceptionally poor and law-abiding city of Sparta, should be able to defeat twenty men single-handedly, which is absurd. Furthermore, the great king went on, returning to his theme of Greek disunity, the Greeks would not be able to resist, “being all equally free and not commanded by one man.” To Xerxes, “free” meant “disorganized.” The great king used the words “political” and “free,” but Herotodus meant this to be ironic, for Xerxes obviously did not share the Greek understanding of these phrases. The Greeks, being poor, had not the luxury of constructing a rich empire, but rather had to learn virtuous ways to survive. And because these habits of virtue and courage were learned and not inborn, they were, Demaratus implied, the more effective. Demaratus then explained that “though they may be free, they are not free in all things. For above them is a master, the law, which they fear far more than your subjects fear you.” And this master commanded them never to flee but “remaining in the ranks, either to win or die.”


The word for law was nomos, which could mean a regulation or statute. Demaratus, however, was not saying that the Greek cities all had laws forbidding cowardice in battle. He was using the word in its broader sense of fundamental social custom, the political bond that created society and that all members had to learn. To break the bond was to put oneself outside the political community. Nomos was both social and political in a way typically Greek but alien to the modern Western distinction between politics, the sphere of decision, on the one hand, and society, where people found and lived out their values, on the other. To the Greeks, the social was the political, and vice versa.


In constructing this marvelous scene and having it hinge in part on the irony that Xerxes, the despot, spoke of “political life” and “freedom” without knowing what they meant, Herodotus set up the inevitable result of the drama, the defeat of the powerful and opulent Persian army, whose discipline was the result of external coercion and obedience, by the poor and outnumbered Greeks, who fought because they knew they had to and not because they were ordered. The Greek law, or norm, of remaining in the ranks to win or die was stronger than the command of a despot. The Greeks owned themselves freely, and this principle was the foundation also of Athenian democracy, which prevailed for most of the fifth and fourth centuries. It rested on two principles, the right of the male citizens to express their opinions on public matters and their duty to participate in shaping the collective decisions and policies of the city.


The Grand Narrative’s idea of Greek democracy as the source of Western democratic virtues and ideals derived from many sources; probably the most famous was a passage from Thucydides, the other father of history, who wrote the story of the Peloponnesian War (431-404 B.C.), in which the two most powerful Greek cities, Athens and Sparta, fought for hegemony. Athens lost and with it ended the golden age of classical civilization. The passage in question was the so-called Funeral Oration of Pericles, the leading Athenian citizen of his time. It was supposedly held at the end of the first year’s campaign to honor the Athenian dead. In the speech, Thucydides had Pericles say that he would honor the dead by describing the constitution of their city. “Our forefathers, who have always inhabited this land, by their arete (courage and virtue) handed it down in liberty from generation to generation.” As in Herotodus, the essential quality of the free man was arete, that most characteristic and untranslatable of Greek terms, which connoted skill, strength, personal courage, and the pursuit of excellence in all activities.


Pericles then praised his audience, the present generation, for having worthily received and extended the power of the land handed down to them in liberty by their forefathers. What was the secret of their strength? How had Athens become strong, and what kept her so? The answer was the constitution. “For we live by a constitution that does not seek to rival the laws of our neighbors, since we are rather an example to others than their emulators. And because this constitution is settled on the many rather than on the few it is named demokratia,” which literally meant “rule by the people.” Democracy gave every man a stake in the success of the city and called forth his arete in its defense. Because each knew that he was coresponsible for the fate of all, including his own, each would want to do his best. Democracy made men eager to learn so that they could properly take their part in ruling the city and taking the great decisions necessary to protect its power. Not to participate was a betrayal of duty, a kind of treason. “We alone call the man who does not participate not a private man, but a useless one.” To hammer home the pervasive theme that democracy made men strong and committed, not weak and dependent, Pericles insisted that “we love beauty without affectation and pursue wisdom without becoming effete.” “All in all,” he concluded, “our city is the model of instruction for Greece … we need no Homer to sing our praises.”


Herodotus taught that the Greeks were free because they were poor and few, relative to their enemies. They had to fend for themselves in the most economical fashion and so quickly learned from necessity that the virtue of each was the condition of survival of all. But not all poor societies were free. It was arete, virtue in the Greek sense that connoted both acting for the common good and technical skill, that gave Greeks the energy, or, to use a phrase from the 1990s, the social capital to maintain their political freedom and to put it into practice in Athens and some other places in the form of direct democracy.5 For over two thousand years after Herodotus, political philosophers assumed that democracy or popular government could arise only in small societies without great disparities of wealth, because democracy, until the late eighteenth century, was defined as direct participation by all citizens, that is, all free adult males, in decisions, and because men were most likely to seek arete and display it in conditions where their joint responsibility for security and welfare was obvious, and where each therefore willingly submitted to the laws that he had personally helped to pass. Without arete popular government was not viable, for in the absence of a recognized ruling class or a despot, chaos would ensue if each pursued his own good and not that of the city.


Not all Greeks or even all Athenians agreed that democracy was a good thing. Many thought that Xerxes had a point when he equated freedom with chaos and lack of discipline. In the Peloponnesian War, democratic Athens lost to militaristic Sparta, and in 338 B.C., all of Greece fell to Philip of Macedon and his son, Alexander the Great. Alexander defeated and conquered the Persian Empire and launched the Hellenistic age, which lasted until the Roman Empire, in the first century B.C., swallowed up all the cities and countries around the Mediterranean. The Grand Narrative found few Magic Moments in the Hellenistic period, which stood as a sort of afternoon culture, living off the literature and philosophy of the classical era and spreading knowledge of Greek civilization eastward into Asia and westward to Rome, but without great originality of its own.


Such, in outline, was the typical story of the Greeks as told by the Grand Narrative. It chose episodes and aspects that cumulatively built up an image of the Greeks as the origins of the West, as the people who invented the fundamental political and intellectual components of the liberal Western identity: democracy, philosophy, curiosity about nature and ethics, civic virtue, and the critical study of history as the study of how the past created the present. The narrative did not make these aspects up, but by choosing them rather than others and by suggesting continuity from ancient Greece to the modern West, it presupposed what a proper historical investigation would first have to show, that the West began in ancient Greece. And before such an investigation could begin, it would have to determine what was meant by the West. The narrative rarely came to grips with that question, which was one reason that it remained, at best, misleading and deceptive. It suggested that it was the liberal West of post-Enlightenment values, of economic development, political equality, human rights, science, and technology that was evolving through history, starting with the Greeks. In fact there was no such one-directional evolution. Nor did the narrative allow for fundamental changes in Western identity. Finally, the idea that the West began in Greece misrepresented not only the history of Western identity, but that of Greek civilization.


The Grand Narrative’s West, the New West, did not begin in Greece, and the Greeks were not the first Westerners. Where, then, did this core notion of the narrative come from?


The modern Western cult of Greece began in the Enlightenment, but its basic idea, that the ancient Greeks were models of thought and action, was as old as Greece itself. The most fervent proponents of Greek perfection, however, were not the Greeks themselves but the Romans, who throughout their history believed themselves culturally inferior to Greece. This inferiority was not assuaged when Rome conquered Greece in the second century B.C.; on the contrary, it got worse. In 200 B.C., the Romans began that conquest by declaring that they would protect Greece, and especially Athens, against Macedonian aggression. The Roman conquest of Greece thus began as an act of cultural homage that need not have been hypocritical, for Romans felt no need to justify other conquests. Four years later, in 196, the Roman general Flamininus took a break from campaigning in Greece and appeared at the Isthmian Games, where he spoke fervently for Greek freedom, using the language of Herodotus. His point was that the responsibility for helping the Greeks to maintain their freedom against despots who would enslave them had now fallen to Rome, as a solemn and demanding duty. In the late first century B.C., the poet Horace summarized the Roman sense of what Greece meant when he wrote of the Roman conquest that “captive Greece captured her savage victor and brought civilization to rustic Latium.”


For the next three centuries, the cult and imitation of Greek language, style, and philosophy—philhellenism—dominated education and literature for the elite of the Roman Empire. Wealthy Romans wrote and thought in Greek, much as the political elite of early modern Europe wrote and thought in French, and just as nobles and rich men of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries took the grand tour of France and Italy, so did rich and powerful Romans go on what amounted to cultural pilgrimages to Greece. But the cultural traffic was not entirely one way. Greek thought and ideas dominated Rome but were also transformed by the encounter. Stoicism, for example, which said that only the virtuous man can be truly happy, spread throughout the Roman upper classes and turned out to be the ideal philosophy for the ruling class of a multinational, continent-spanning empire. It was a Stoic who first invented the term cosmopolitan.


Philhellenism reached a high point in the writings of Plutarch, who lived around A.D. 100. This humane and kindly man was the ideal exponent of the gentle and optimistic hope of his age for “a partnership between Greece, the educator, and Rome, the great power, and of the compatibility of the two loyalties.”6 His most famous works, the Parallel Lives of leading Greek and Roman public figures, became instant classics and, when translated in the Renaissance into Western languages, inspired thinkers and writers from Shakespeare to Emerson and statesmen from Cromwell to Washington. The point of the Lives was to reveal character and its role in public affairs. But he wrote much else, including treatises of popular philosophy and ethics on such subjects as “Friends and Flatterers,” “The Control of Anger,” “Rules for Politicians,” and “Advice on Marriage.” In some ways he was the Will Durant of his era, in his range and appeal; a good writer with a comforting, somewhat paternal style that made the reader feel safe and well guided and not condescended to, immensely learned, with strong yet not obtrusive views on ethics and politics, and in harmony with his age, which he trusted was proceeding steadily toward greater virtue and understanding.


After the empire fell apart in the fifth and sixth centuries A.D., Greek learning and culture were lost in the West, even though the West’s new religion, Christianity, had come originally from the Greek-speaking East. The last philhellenist was Isidore of Seville in Spain, a seventh-century encyclopedist who still read Greek and who, in his Latin work known as the Etymologies, saved countless bits of pagan lore for posterity. A few works of Plato and Aristode also survived in Latin versions or commentaries. Apart from these examples, known to the few who were literate, Greece and Greek culture were almost entirely unknown during those centuries, when the Western synthesis of classical and Christian culture took place.


The monks who were in charge of what education was available knew little or no Greek and had little desire to know more. Greek learning and literature were pagan, and should therefore be treated with caution. It was enough to have Plato’s mystical works, which could be said to point forward to Christian truth, and Aristotle’s treatises on logic. Furthermore, the Christian Greeks of the present time—that is, of the sixth century and later—were, from the Western perspective, disturbingly inclined to heresy. Whether pagan or Christian, therefore, Greek civilization faded from Western knowledge at the very time that the West achieved its identity.


Starting in the thirteenth century, Western thinkers rediscovered a broader range of ancient Greek thought when complete Latin versions of Plato and Aristotle became available, some translated directly from Greek and others, including some of the most important works, translated from Arabic versions and commentaries. But this renaissance was restricted, overwhelmingly, to Latin editions and to philosophy. Greek historians, poets, artists, and writers other than Plato and Aristotle remained known only to a few, and later medieval Europe knew nothing like the philhellenism of the Roman Empire. Its first tentative return was the work of a few Renaissance scholars who, breaking, at some risk, with Christian orthodoxy, reconstituted the cult of Greece as the source of true wisdom, philosophy, political insight, historical method, and scientific speculation. This renewed interest in Greece was restricted to a few circles, notably that of Marsilio Ficino in Florence. Apart from him and his friends, most of the European scholars, poets, and theologians of the Renaissance and Reformation eras who looked to the ancient world for inspiration looked to Rome and to Latin, not to Athens and to Greek.
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