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The West and the Rest 

The Great Debate 

For nearly two hundred years, social scientists in Europe and the Americas have conjured 

explanations for the meteoric rise of the West, or what some recently have called the “great 

divergence.” They have asked—what is capitalism? What is it good for? Why did it first arise in 

Europe? And how and why did the West come to rule the world?1 The century and a half after 

about 1750, so the story goes, saw not just economic growth but the associated rise of ideas of 

liberty and justice—the Age of Enlightenment, of democratic revolution, of liberalism, 

humanitarianism, progress, or what many simply call modernity. How, people have asked, did 

the West spread (or not) to the Rest? 

Today we are beginning to recognize that this era was also catastrophically destructive. 

As one scholar has observed, the liberalism of a free market society—the dominant form of 

political organization and ideology in the West and an idea championed by Adam Smith and 

many others—has been “the most devastating for life on Earth.” And not only the obliteration of 

nature: this era was also inextricably tied to the violent subjugation of peoples—in short, slavery 

and empire.2 Freedom, at least for some, came to rest on destruction, at the center of which was 

the burning of fossil fuels. Ironically, for many in the West, freedom also meant the freedom to 

look away from violence, ultimately to forget. But this is to get ahead of our story. 

Until recently, teachers in secondary schools and universities tended to organize their 

teaching materials to explain and celebrate what makes the West distinctive. This effort reflected 

broader views underway about the uniqueness of the United States and the idealization of the 

‘nation-state.’3 In the United States during the Cold War, courses such as “Western Civ” were 

common. Generations of college students listened to their professors lecturing on the virtues of 
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capitalism and liberal democracy. (Or they fell asleep, and only rarely protested.) These were the 

secular, twentieth century, peculiarly American equivalents of those “Three C’s” taught to the 

British and often used to justify imperialism in the nineteenth century: Commerce, Christianity, 

and Civilization.4 

Many scholarly interpretations across multiple disciplines from history to philosophy 

emphasize the West’s uniqueness and internally driven processes, a global power rising first and 

then expanding outwards. These narratives are usually lumped together as variations of 

“Eurocentrism,” a contentious word in our current politically divided world. The sociologist Max 

Weber’s The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (still widely read over a century after 

its first publication in German in 1905) argued that with the Protestant Reformation, hard work 

and profits became signs of being chosen by God; savings and reinvestment transformed wealth 

into capital. A more recent work has argued that the Catholic church’s marriage policies changed 

the way people thought about relationships and property and that this development explains the 

rise of the West. Another theorist has emphasized the failure to create large empires after the fall 

of Rome; what made the West unique, in this view, was precisely its fragmentation into weak 

and small states. One thousand or more years without an empire encouraged competition and 

innovation; China’s problem is that it has had an empire for far too long. Still another book, 

which has sold millions of copies, asserts the importance of Europe’s distinctive geography for 

its rise to prominence—its coasts and mountains determine everything.5 

These arguments have influenced millions, and the stories they tell have had an impact on 

the lives of many more. They have shaped economic and foreign policy for generations. 

Beginning in the 1950s and 1960s, scholars across various disciplines from anthropology to 

political science, together with politicians across the ideological spectrum, juxtaposed modern 



 3 

‘versus’ traditional societies. What came to be known as modernization theory posited how 

societies past and present made—or, more often, failed to make—the transition from 

backwardness to capitalism and liberal democratic cosmopolitanism. Scholars insisted on the 

distinctiveness of the West even as they aspired to make it universal.6 

For some, this theory became a belief system and very nearly a religion. Over the 

decades, it influenced everything from development policies and views of the Soviet Union to 

how to bomb the Vietnamese as a way of preventing them from succumbing to communism and 

forcing them to become modern. (Throughout, many have confused the imperative to become 

“modern” with the notion of being Western and democratic.) Warfare, so this argument went, 

would create a progressive “American-sponsored urban revolution” that would “undercut” the 

Maoist domination of a countryside mired in backwardness, a neologism for primitiveness. 

Napalming rural Vietnam would force its people into the modern world. The United States 

dropped more bombs across Indochina than those released by all military forces combined 

during the Second World War.7 

To many, the Vietnam War was a lifetime ago. But the same ideas that shaped US 

bombing during that conflict returned with a vengeance in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Led by 

Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher, among other politicians, these assumptions now form 

part of a broader effort to shed the state from any responsibility for its citizens beyond protecting 

markets and the free circulation of capital. Here, the issue was no longer the supposed absence of 

democracy; rather, there was now too much democracy—in the form of social welfare programs, 

whether in New York or Accra. After the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and the breakup of the 

Soviet Union, these ideas came to dictate the policies of economic “shock therapy” that many 

naively believed would catapult Russia into capitalist modernity and political democracy. The 
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result? Inflation soared to 2,500 percent, economic misery overtook the vast majority, and amidst 

the rise of oligarchs, Vladimir Putin achieved his ascendancy.8 

This is one narrative that has shaped our current outlook on the world, often with 

devastating consequences. Another school of thinkers offered a new version of traditional 

Eurocentric histories but added a Marxist twist. They, too, separated what needed to be put 

together, retelling the rise of the West by turning concepts into actors, as if capital and labor 

were living, breathing, people engaged in mortal combat. So powerful was this ideology that for 

many decades a few thinkers remained inordinately attached to the Soviet Union, even trying to 

explain away the Stalinist reign of terror that killed between 10-20 million people and perhaps 

more. Others turned a blind eye to Mao’s destruction of anywhere from 30-50 million people 

between 1949 and 1976. With Marxist theory as their tool, these historians explored how land 

and labor became commodities that could be bought and sold in an increasingly competitive 

market. Landlords, particularly in England, dissolved the social relations that had tied them to 

peasants, consolidating their property ownership and turning peasants into workers. In doing so, 

capitalist agriculture took off and established the basis for the much later rise of industry and a 

middle class devoted to all manner of manufacturing. The Industrial Revolution, in this version 

of history, was preceded by an agricultural one and would be succeeded by a class struggle and 

socialist revolution.9 

From the 1970s onward, a variety of scholars in this tradition began developing global 

approaches. Some of the most important voices came from Latin America, at a time when many 

countries were mired in poverty and inequality and ruled by brutal authoritarian regimes. Other 

thinkers hailed from Africa, writing just a decade after many countries had celebrated their 

political independence from Europe and at a moment when the collapse of commodity prices had 
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catapulted the continent into economic misery. Most were influenced by events such as the 

Vietnam War and US intervention in Latin America, the student movements then sweeping the 

world, the Cold War, and the economic crises of the 1970s, or what many have called the “long 

downturn.”10 

What did these thinkers have in common? Emphasizing the development of world 

markets from the sixteenth century onward, their arguments portrayed capitalism as the 

systematic underdevelopment of peripheral regions being brought into the world economy. Latin 

America, Asia, and Africa were not inherently poor or backward, in this view, but quite the 

opposite. They were made poor by their integration into global markets and the spread of 

commerce. Economic globalization, they insisted, was in the very nature of capitalism, one 

reason some argued for socialist models and economic independence and self-sufficiency across 

the Global South.11 

These writers, working within what came to be known as the dependency school, 

sometimes struggled to define and date capitalism in their accounts. For some, capitalism 

became synonymous with the expansion of long-distance overseas trade in the sixteenth century. 

Others, stressing the non-European world, downplayed Western distinctiveness at the same time 

that they were consumed with understanding and condemning its development. A largely 

homogenous West villainized the (also homogenous) rest.12 

Emerging from these global approaches, one influential study comparing China and 

England has argued that the “divergence” (Western prosperity and Eastern, in this case Chinese, 

poverty) came quite late, beginning only in the second half of the eighteenth century, and then 

almost entirely by luck.13 England was facing a potential crisis of population pressure, declining 

productivity, and ecological collapse. According to this general hypothesis and its supporters, 
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none of the usual textbook arguments highlighting Western exceptionalism—the Renaissance, 

the Scientific Revolution, the Enlightenment, the Protestant Reformation and its ‘work ethic,’ the 

modern state—can explain the ‘rise of the West.’ There was nothing intrinsically special about 

Europe. In fact, other parts of the world—particularly Asia—were becoming capitalist too, if 

only Europe hadn’t beaten them to the punch. 

These arguments turn the classic Eurocentric framework on its head. Proponents here 

argue that China (some make a similar case for India) was in some respects more advanced than 

Europe. And, in contrast to the dependency theory we noted above, the issue for these scholars 

isn’t markets or capitalism per se. Rather, what made Western Europe (and they usually mean 

England here) unique was its access to coal and its effective lottery win when it colonized the 

Americas (once indigenous peoples were pushed aside and settlers and slavery took hold, of 

course). Excellent coal plus cheap American resources thus helps explain Europe’s “great 

divergence.” In other words, an accident of history. Switch China and England around, and 

pretty much the same thing would have happened. China would have taken off instead of rising 

to global dominance two centuries later, while England would have stagnated, its people trapped 

in poverty and facing starvation.14 

Where do these different versions of world history and modernity’s emergence leave us? 

The perspectives on the West I’ve outlined here haven’t unfolded sequentially or been 

supplanted as new theories arise. Rather, they all form part of a larger conversation—

longstanding and ongoing—with discussions often amicable, sometimes bitter, and 

everchanging. Each narrative is trying to explain the unmistakable and extraordinary growth of 

wealth in the West, and the West’s relationship to the rest of the world, though few if any have 
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taken account of the dawn of global warming and the plight of animals. Each is trying to answer 

a basic question: How did we end up here? 

Unfortunately, conversations can sour, and the dialogue I’ve summarized here has grown 

increasingly acrimonious in recent years. Many participants are no longer interested in listening 

to opposing or different viewpoints. Some would prefer to disavow the West’s entire history of 

violence, insisting that free market capitalism is both moral and humane, the key to human 

progress. These thinkers often cherry-pick choice words from Smith’s classic book or quote Ayn 

Rand, another apostle of capitalism popular among US conservatives. For others, the only 

distinctive thing about the West is its criminality—its racism and exploitation of the world. To 

acknowledge those Westerners who fought against slavery, capitalism, or environmental 

destruction, is, in this view, to dilute a greater and more fundamental Western guilt in a sea of 

liberal sentimentality. Nor should one dare to point out that there were critics of the 

Enlightenment as soon as the word was first coined in the eighteenth century—including those 

who questioned what the word even meant. And to suggest that populations outside the West had 

their own capacity for invidious distinctions, horrific discrimination, dehumanizing exploitation, 

and environmental destruction, is anathema in this framework: it invites censure. To 

acknowledge the contribution of non-Western peoples in the making of the world beyond their 

role as the oppressed is, here, to absolve the West of its sins and, worse, to blame the victims. 
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