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Western Civilization
or World History:
A True Dilemma?

by Louis J. Voskuil

In the past two decades or so, there has been a vig-
orous debate within the historical profession about
the nature of the contemporary world and what
kind of history should be taught in required cours-
es in light of that world. Partly at issue is whether
the traditional Western Civilization course should
be maintained as the best course to be required of
secondary or college level students or whether it
should be replaced by studies in World History.
Among the questions raised in the discussion is the
particular shape these courses should take. Even
for those who argue for the continuing relevance
of the Western Civilization course, its content and

Dr. Louis J. Voskuil is Professor of History at
Covenant College at Lookout Mountain, GA.

structure in light of twentieth century develop-
ments is an open question. For those who support
the teaching of World History, the troubling issue
of the appropriate model has occasioned vigorous
debate, with no consensus yet being reached.

Foundational to historiography is, of course, the
presence of worldview commitments. It is easy to
assume, because of its established tradition and
general acceptance, that the structure of Western
Civilization is well established; it’s in the arena of
World History where the struggle for a useful
paradigm takes place. However, from their incep-
tion, value-laden social concerns shaped the histo-
riography of Western Civilization courses and still
do. And now, as the struggle goes on for an under-
standing of world history, the same sort of episte-
mological and socio-political concerns also shape
that discussion, and these concerns are further
complicated by the rise of multiculturalism and
postmodern perspectives. This paper does not
address multiculturalism or postmodernism or any
other political issue directly, but discusses the his-
toriographical issues raised in the professional dis-
cussions from whatever source they come. The
perspective embraced here is that of Reformed
Christianity as I understand how it relates to the
issues raised by the discussions in the historical
profession.

The framework within which my discussion
takes place is primarily contemporary history;
with the level of interdependence that has taken
place since the era of industrialism and western
imperialism, the question of a successful model
for a World History course and the relationship of
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western civilization and world history become
particularly acute. Furthermore, because of the
role the West has played in the globalization pro-
cess, the opportunity for a successful integration
of the two approaches is greater. This paper
begins by looking at some of the discussions that
have occurred in the historical profession in the
last few decades in order to identify issues that I
believe need to be considered in determining the
relationship of western civilization and world his-
tory. It then discusses and evaluates positions
taken in relation to those issues, and it finally out-
lines the basic considerations for a possible course
in contemporary history which attempts to keep
both western civilization and world history con-
cerns in focus.

The Challenge
of World History

In 1963, a seminal event occurred in the field of
historical studies—the publication of William
McNeill’s The Rise of the West: A History of the
Human Community. Said Kevin Reilly,
President of the World History Association in
1986, “No one would have any difficulty in
explaining the rise of world history as a move-
ment and as a field of study. It is due to William
McNeill.”! McNeill believed he had a cause, a
battle to fight. He argued that the compulsory
courses in United States History and in Western
Civilization, which had a privileged position in
school and college curricula, no longer interested
either the students or the instructors. He did not
mince his words; the problem lay in the historical
profession itself, in its overspecialization and
esoteric interests. McNeill wanted the profession
to teach matters of general importance to all stu-
dents, something that they ought to know. “If all
we have to say to the young is what individual
scholars and idiosyncratic teachers care to put
into their course, then history as a key element in
everyone’s education does not exist.”> For
McNeill, that kind of course had to be World
History. Any part of the globe might become of
critical importance at any moment for public life,
and ordinary citizens had to have informed opin-
ions. Such a broad, global perspective was criti-
cal for the twentieth century, and it required a
high level of synthesis, a task that would pull his-
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torians out of their overspecialization. Thirteen
years after the publication of The Rise of the West,
the profession had still not responded favorably.
McNeill could not understand why historians
could be so blind to what was for him both an
obvious need and a matter of self-interest:

I am surprised that so few have done anything to
try to meet the need. I find the apathy truly amaz-
ing; suicidal; absurd. Maybe I should be less sur-
prised than I am at the folly of the historical pro
fession: after all, historians are human and the past
bears ample testimony to humanity’s capacity for
folly.?

McNeill had put his money where his mouth
was. Butwhy was he so bent out of shape? What
had happened in the teaching of history? Apart
from the issue of whether a truly global perspec-
tive needed to be taught, was not Western
Civilization a respected and valued part of count-
less curricula in both colleges and high schools
across the country? Was it as esoteric and irrele-
vant as he said? A brief and selective look at his-
tory courses at the secondary level helps to put
McNeill’s argument and book in perspective.* The
high school level is particularly relevant because
there the place of required education in history for
all citizens comes to the most precise focus and
defines the issues most acutely for both educators
and the historical profession.

The original World History course was taught in
Boston English High School in 1821; it gradually
spread to other schools. Called “General History,”
its major theme was the “true religion” of
Christianity; its content was the development of
European Civilization, the culture which came to
maturity along with Christianity. Secularization
came to change the themes later to race and
progress; the focus on Europe remained. This vir-
tual identification of Europe with the world would
later give rise to the negative charge of
Eurocentrism. At various points during the nine-
teenth century, revisions were made; material was
added, some of which concerned other parts of the
world, but it remained supplemental to the basic
course in western history. Pedagogically, the
course was based on recitation drills and the text-
book method; its content was oriented toward
political and ecclesiastical events, emphasizing
dates and names. By the end of the century, it was
coming under severe attack; critics were describ-



ing it as a course “in disorder: overstuffed, mean-
ingless, and plain boring.” In cooperation with
the American Historical Association, opponents
succeeded in getting the course out of the school
curriculum in favor of four separate, more special-
ized courses.

This change was not, however, the end of the
story. World War 1 brought new demands—a
World History was needed which would prepare
the nation’s citizens for their new international
responsibilities. The movement for change, how-
ever, found itself divided between two positions
born in the war experience. The first was the idea
of “world history as the story of democracy,” a
story of the human past as “American history
pushed back through time.”*  Democracy
replaced the themes of religion and race. It gave
a new lease to Eurocentrism. The other position
came out of the crisis of confidence in western
experience born in the heat and violence of the
war. It called for World History as a basis for “a
world community of understanding and belief.”’
Here was the beginning of the reaction against
Eurocentrism. But the division between the two
positions could not be reconciled, and the
curriculum remained as it was, divided into four
specialized courses.

Other developments, however, were beginning
Lo affect the curriculum in the secondary schools.
The social sciences entered the picture; NEA edu-
cators wanted instruction in democratic citizen-
ship. In 1921, the National Council of Social
Studies was founded as the professional associa-
tion of social studies teachers. From their con-
cerns came the return of the earlier course in
World History, still identified with western civi-
lization. It came to be a one year, tenth grade
course in “which could be compressed all that
was worthwhile which had formerly been taught
in ancient, medieval and modern, and English
history,” and it carried the concerns of social
studies teachers—world geography, race contacts,
governmental and economic problems.® Though
called World History, it was, once again, essential-
ly western civilization. The course gradually
became enormously successful in winning a place
in the curriculum. By 1961 the elective course in
World History reached 69% of all tenth graders, a
million and a half students.” But in all other ways

the course was considered a failure. Students and
teachers criticized the course as aimless, bound-
less, stale; it was the course that everyone hated.
International developments after World War I—
notably the Cold War (Sputnik in particular) and
the turmoil of the sixties which called for rele-
vance and critical thinking in American educa-
tion—seemed to require an overhaul in education
on many fronts. This turmoil was the atmosphere
which set the stage for the reception of McNeill’s
The Rise of the West.

But what about McNeill’s book? Did it meet the
needs he saw? How could he encompass the world

McNeill wanted to
teach matters of general
importance to all students.

in one volume? What model did he find to unify
such a disparate subject? Did he escape
Eurocentrism?  Beginning  with  ancient
Mesopotamia, he divided the history of the world
into chronological epochs in which cultural inter-
action and diffusion were the defining themes of
World History. His book is the story of how the
world’s major civilizations at the different epochs
of time came into existence and influenced other
peoples with whom they came into contact. His
approach was a civilizational analysis, not what
later advocates would call world-systems theory.
The book embodied a curious irony (noticed by
critics), for it ends with the rise of the West, as the
title suggests, and seems to fall prey to the same
Eurocentrism which World History is supposed to
escape. He acknowledged the fact that his “vision
of the world’s past can be dismissed as being no
more than a rationalization of American hegemo-
ny, retrojecting the situation of post-World War I1
decades upon the whole of the world’s past by
claiming that analogous patterns of cultural domi-
nance and diffusion had existed always.”"® He
defended himself, however, arguing that the tem-
porary world role played by the United States just
happened to fit the paradigm he used for world
history as a whole."

In his reflections on The Rise of the West,
McNeill commented on the fundamental problem of
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a valid paradigm at the global level. He admitted
that the book was flawed because his definition of
civilization was left fuzzy, and he questioned
whether the interaction of disccrnibly scparate civ-
ilizations was what really defined world history.
What was needed, he admitted, was a scheme
which recognized that

diverse civilizations begin to impinge on one
another more and more often and in increasingly
urgent ways, since under these circumstances the
autonomy and independence of the separate civi-
lizations begin to shrink, and a new cosmopolitan
entity—what Wallerstein calls a world system—
may start to take over as the key factor in further
historical development.”

He later testified to his movement toward world-
systcm theory in an article he wrote for History
and Theory in 1995:

The idea of a Eurasian (eventually African and
then global) ecumenical whole, embracing all the
peoples, civilized and uncivilized, who were inter-
acting with one another, dawned very slowly.
Only ... [later] did I realize, with Wallerstein and
Dunn, that a proper world history ought to focus
primarily upon changes in the ecumenical world
system, and then proceed to fit developments
within separate civilizations, and within smaller
entities like states and nations, into the pattern of
that fluctuating whole."

In struggling to understand the nature of human
interaction in the ecumenical world system,
McNeill saw two levels of encounters brought
about by the development of modern communica-
tion and transportation devices. The first level is
the biological and ecological expressed in the
competition of peoples for their share in the earth’s
matter and energy.” The second is the cultural
level in which contacts between bearers of one
culture promote change in their contacts with other
cultures. On this second level, he argued, cross-
cultural contacts promoted change, but the
changes were “initialed to defend local peculiari-
ties rather than to accept an alien and often threat-
ening novelty.”" At this level, people find mean-
ing and purpose and will defend their uniqueness.
He did not expect cultural contact to result in glob-
al uniformity. An accurate World History will keep
in focus and balance both commonality and plu-
ralism:

Cultural pluralism and differentiation is a dom-
inating feature of human history; yet beneath and
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behind that pluralism there is also an important
commonality. That commonality found expres-
sion in the rise of a world system that transcend-
ed political and cultural boundaries because
human beings desired to have the results of the
operation of that system.” Yet this sort of inter-
change and interdependence remains entirely
compatible with cultural diversity and at least so
far, also with political pluralism and rivalry. All
three belong in a proper history of the world—
somehow."”
The need for reconciliation between primary com-
munities and emerging globalism is important not
only for an historical paradigm but also, he felt, for
the future of humanity: “how to choose between
the alternative collective identities, and how to
reconcile conflicting obligations that different
identities impose is the perennial moral problem
of all human society.”’* How and where to find
the paradigm that will reconcile the two levels of
commonality and difference into a grand whole is
a daunting task, but McNeill remained optimistic
and challenging: “anything less is plainly inade-
quate to the complexities of the human condition
as we now understand it. Nor does it strike me as
impossible.”"”

In spite of McNeill’s publishing success and his
influence on a younger generation of historians
within the World History Association, his work
has come in for its share of criticism. McNeill
had based his history on the process of cultural
diffusion, but it is one of the most difficult and
debated issues in the field of World History.”
Furthermore, critics alleged, he framed that theme
in a materialist understanding as “the human
struggle for control over the environment, the
natural world—and other humans”; that, too, is a
contested position.” = Geoffrey Barraclough
argued, for example,

No doubt, all human groups everywhere are
motivated from the start by the need to cope with
the material facts of life, but this is a tenuous basis
for assuming that their historical development is,
or can plausibly be reconstructed as, a single uni-
tary process. As Troeltsch pointed out many years
ago, it is one thing to speak of points of contact
between different civilizations and different cul-
tural groups, and quite another to suppose that
their histories are linked by a real causal connex-
ion which makes them subordinate parts a single
historical process.”



There is also the charge of Eurocentrism against
McNeill to which I alluded above. His admission
and reply is not very convincing. The title itself
raises the issue.

I have used the publication of The Rise of the
West, McNeill’s own reflections on it, and the
critical reaction, to raise some of the issues
concerning the development of a valid model for
World History. My discussion is not a specific
critique of the book. To his credit, McNeill,
has kept debating, rethinking, speaking, and
writing on the topic of world history.” He is a
provocative, profound, inspired, and committed
historian. The World History Association 1is
extremely indebted to him. For the purposes
of this paper, several important issues emerge
from my discussion of McNeill. He argued
cogently that American citizens should be
educated in an understanding of world history;
that world history is not an enlarged western
civilization; that it is an ecumenical whole, a
world-system; and that the model must include
the continuing existence of cultural pluralities. I
shall return to these arguments later.

In the discussions that followed the publication
of The Rise of the West, historians have explored
a number of alternative ways to bring order and
understanding to world history. Some have argued
for the continuing relevance of a more restricted
civilizational paradigm. In a 1993 article in
Foreign Affairs, Samuel Huntington finds
relevance in such a scheme. His argument generat-
ed broad reaction from many different directions
in the subsequent issue; he further argued and
developed his analysis in book form, The Clash of
Civilizations and the Remolding of World Order.
Huntington’s thesis was elaborated for the purpose
of understanding the shape of future conflict in
world affairs, but his analysis does advance a
paradigm for contemporary world relationships.
He argues the following:

It is my hypothesis that the fundamental source
of conflict in this new world will not be primarily
ideological or primarily economic. The great divi-
sions among humankind and the dominating
source of conflict will be cultural. Nation states
will remain the most powerful actors in world
affairs, but the principal conflicts of global politics
will occur between nations and groups of different
civilizations.*

He believes that the most meaningful way to group
countries now is no longer politics or economics
but culture and civilization. For Huntington, the
terms culture and civilization are essentially iden-
tical; the difference is primarily one of scope:

A civilization is a cultural entity. Villages,
regions, ethnic groups, nationalities, religious
groups, ail have distinct cultures at different levels
of cultural heterogeneity. The culture of a village
in southern Italy may be different from that of a
village in northern Italy, but both will share in a
common Italian culture that distinguishes them
from German villages. European communities, in
turn, will share cultural features that distinguish

What paradigm will reconcile
commonality and difference
into a grand whole?

them from Arab or Chinese communities. Arabs,
Chinese, and Westerners, however, are not part of
any broader cultural entity. They constitute civi-
lizations. A civilization is thus the highest cultural
grouping of people and the broadest level of cul-
tural identity people have short of that which dis-
tinguishes humans from other species. It is defined
both by common objective elements, such as lan-
guage, history, religion, customs, institutions, and
by the subjective self-identification of people.”

Huntington argued that the differences between
civilizations are real and basic, interaction
between them is increasing as local identities are
giving way to modernization, the power of the
West is enhancing the growth of civilization con-
sciousness which in turn results in a new indige-
nization, the differences between cultures are not
easily mutable, and economic regionalism is
increasing, a factor which both increases civiliza-
tional awareness and which may only succeed
when it is based on a common civilization.”

In sketching the present configuration of rela-
tionship and power, Huntington sees it primarily
as the West versus the rest. The West, he says, is
using international institutions and its economic
and military power to protect its interests.”’ But
more is going on; at another, more basic level,
values and beliefs clash:

At a superficial level much of Western culture

has indeed permeated the rest of the world. At a
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more basic level, however, Western concepts
differ fundamentally from those prevalent in other
civilizations. Western ideas of individualism, lib-
eralism, constitutionalism, human rights, equality,
liberty, the rule of law, democracy, free markets,
the separation of church and state, often have lit-

tle resonance in I'slaimic, Confucian, Japanese,

Hindu, Buddhist or Orthodox cultures. Western

efforts to propagate such ideas produce instead a

reaction 'agvai'nst “human rights imperialism” and a

reaffirmation of indigenous values, as can be seen

in the support for religious fundamentalism by the

younger generation in non-Western cultures
Huntington sees three forms of response to the
West on the part of the other major civilizations:
retreat and isolation, joining the West and accept-
ing its values and institutions, and finally, preserv-
ing but modernizing indigenous culture.” Such, in
essence, are the major lines of his argument, as I
understand it. At the end of his article he discuss-
es the implications of his picture for Western glob-
al policy and action but that is beyond the purpose
of this discussion. ' '

His critics are many and vocal. Most seem to
want to qualify his picture in one way or another.
His civilizations are too isolated, too pure; he
shows insufficient awareness of the dissenting,
contrary forces within cultures and not enough
appreciation of the internal influences of one cul-
ture on another. It is not only that the conflict is the
West against the rest, but he portrays the West as
best. . It is, furthermore, too much about power.
And so the debate about paradigm goes on.
Huntington has a telling response: find me a better
one. He argues, “A paradigm is disproved only by
the creation of an alternative paradigm that
accounts for more crucial facts in equally simple
or simpler terms.” He rejects both the notion that
states. control civilizations for they increasingly
identify their interests in terms of civilizations and
the notion that a universal civilization will come in
the near future’® For him, “What ultimately
counts for people is not political ideology or eco-
nomic interest. Faith and family, blood and belief,
are what people identify with and what they will
fight and die for.”*

Continuing Support

for Western Civilization
Our look at McNeill and Huntington and their
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critics has put before us some of the major issues
that face us in considering the case for World
History. But what about Western Civilization;
must we really abandon it? Is there an inherent
tension between it and World History? How
important is the support for its maintenance?
Probably the most important argument for contin-
uing its place in the curriculum is the argument for
self-identity. J.H. Hexter argues the following
pointedly:
that is where we came from . . . We all come
from there because it is from there that we have
taken our religions, our family structure, our eco-
nomic ideas, our literary, artistic, and architectural
forms, our modes of moral judgment, our sciences,
our laws and our language. Most of the things we
do or the ways we do them, we do as we do
because it is the way people living in the territory
of western civilization decided to or came to do
them between the beginning of our era and 1800 or
after. For better or worse western -civilization is
our civilization; we belong to it and it to us.*
He concludes rather simply and eloquently: “we
are what we are, will be what we will be, because
of what we have been. About that we need to know,
or we will not be at home even with ourselves.””
Another consideration and argument for the
teaching of western civilization is its world shap-
ing role, especially in the last century and a half.
So if we want to understand our present world, we
better understand the West. This argument is not
so much Eurocentrism as reality. Neusner argues
the point in this way:

People nowadays rightly want to find a place in
the academic study of civilization for cultures
indigenous to every region and land. To do so, -
however, we need to frame a global program of
thought and reflection. And, if we are not merely
to rehearse the facts about this culture or that one,
we shall require modes of comparison. That is not
a recipe for relativism; it is an invitation to analyze
and compare and contrast cultures, all of them
honored and each of them placed in relationship
with the others. The basis for comparison lies in
the shared and universal concerns represented by
philosophy, cconomics, and politics.

Since the West has defined those concerns...
there is no understanding the world without grasp-
ing the relationship of the West, and its unique
achievements in science, economics, politics, and
philosophy, with the non-Western world.*



Neusner here lays down the gauntlet for the world
historians. Do you want to understand the present
world? You cannot begin without bumping square-
ly into the West. The contemporary world got its
start from the central role of Europe and America.
This claim does not mean that the West is best, but
that an understanding of the contemporary world
only follows an understanding of the West.

If we do stay with Western Civilization, several
problems emerge. What about the charge of
Eurocentrism? It is true that Western Civilization
courses have in the past invariably been taught
from a perspective that elevated and valued
western experience above that of other peoples,
most notably in the treatment of the themes of
democracy, race, and Christianity. Other cultures
have been included to get our story started, such
as the ancient Near East, or included when they
impinged on our experience. There is also the
question of perspective. Is the traditional one
valid? One critic argued that the usual genealogy
for western history has been as follows: “Greece
begat Rome, Rome begat Christian Europe,
Christian Europe begat the Renaissance, the
Renaissance the Enlightenment, the Enlighten-
ment political democracy and the industrial revo-
lIution.”” I must admit that this was the genealogy
with which I taught the sequence of Western
Civilization. It needs, however, to be rethought. In
what ways did its original purpose in the curricu-
lum misconstrue its structure? How should a
Reformed Christian perspective refashion its
story?

So what is the state of affairs in the profession
today? Chaos is, perhaps, too strong a word.
Consensus? Only if one means there is consensus
on the fact that there is no consensus. We don’t
know how to conceptualize world history or how
to place the West in the context of the world. In
commenting on the future of World History, Ross
Dunn characteristics the major ideological
emphases of two conspicuous points of view. One
“celebrates the social and cultural power of the
West as the driveshaft of progress; the other side
emphasizes the inequalities in the balance of civi-
lizational power and the consequences for social
and economic justice.”® The first stresses the need
to spread the great legacy of values, institutions
and ideas derived from the nations of Europe, the

other the need for tolerance and a broad apprecia-
tion for all human cultural achievements. One is
Eurocentric, the other driven by multiculturalism
and often by postmodern sensitivities. FEach is
profoundly value laden and political. As to the
search for a valid paradigm, Geyer and Bright
rightly point out that “we contemporaries of the
late twentieth century experience the world long
before we know how to think it.”* They offer the
following challenge and direction for the future
work of the world historian:
The practice of world history. . .does not refuse
or jettison the findings of world-systems theories
or of a comparative history of civilizations, inas

An understanding of the
contemporary world only
follows an understanding of
the West.

much as they survive a rigorous critique and shed
their respective nostalgias for autonomous
regions and essentialist civilizations. But the
practice of world history in a global age does
reconfigure the field in which these paradigms are
deployed. It proceeds from the recognition that
the trajectory of this world cannot be extrapolat-
ed from anyone’s particular past, because global-
ity is without precedent in any one specific soci-
ety, religion, or civilization. . . . In recognizing
that global development in the twentieth century
has broken through all historiographic conven
tions, historians must attempt to find a represen-
tation of the world as the field of human contes-
tation in which the histories of the world are
mixed together, but societies and peoples are not
thereby transformed into one, or even made more
alike.®
So how does one sort through these issues and
debates? The arguments on both sides of the
World History-Western Civilization debate carry
weight. Perhaps more importantly, the positions
taken appear to rest more on value-laden perspec-
tives and assumptions than on detached inquiry.
Why is it that when one places the West at the cen-
tral point of investigating the twentieth century,
invariably the Eurocentric charge emerges? What
assumptions lie behind that charge when it seems
so obvious that this is the shape of the world? In
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the current paradigms for World History, the con-
necting ligaments of peoples seem to be primarily
trade, communications, technology, and ecology;
arc these the foundational elements of human soci-
ety, and if they are not, is there really such a thing
as World History at all? How does one come to
define the most foundational elements? It seems
apparent that the criteria that set the direction in
historical synthesis are rooted in worldview
perspectives about the nature of humans and
human society and the meaning of history.
Historical inquiry follows those commitments.
Geyer and Bright were on target above in calling
for a history without politics, but that is not the
same as history without perspective. We need now
to retrace our footsteps to the historiographical
issues raised above, asking where our own world-
view commitments lead us.

The Issues
Revisited

First of all, there is the question of Western
Civilization. Both Hexter and Neusner, quoted
above, have valid arguments in support of study-
ing the West. If western civilization is our
heritage, i.e., the heritage of North America and
Europe, we need to know that heritage to under-
stand ourselves. As Hexter says so eloquently and
simply, “we are what we are, will be what we will
be, because of what we have been.” The need for
self-knowledge is, it seems to me, an irrefutable
argument. Cultural amnesia will not lead to a suc-
cessful future. Christians can take that line of
argument further. Cultural self-knowledge is
foundational to the issue of Christ and culture.
The call to exercise obedient stewardship in cre-
ation in the name of Christ requires us to know our
culture from several different perspectives. We
need to know what “spirits” have shaped and are
still shaping the West today in order to understand
what obedient service to the Kingdom has to be.
Western culture is the place which most of us
inhabit, and the call to be obedient disciples is
worked out where we live. And not only do we
have to understand the spirits of our age and cul-
ture, but we also have to know “what time it is,”
culturally speaking. We need a sense of where we
are in the unfolding of culture so we know where
and how to expend our energies. We need to know

18 Pro Rege—June 2000

where structural distortions are in our society, and
we need a sense of where on the cultural frontier
our work is needed. What are the media and com-
munication technology, for example, doing to our
society, to young people, to family life? How
should we understand their societal role? What is
their cultural meaning? Can we exercise any kind
of shaping influence on them? To answer ques-
tions such as these, we need to know the founda-
tional beliefs and thinking of our culture. It is sim-
ply unthinkable not to require some basic knowl-
edge of western culture of our students.

Another reason for the study of western culture
is the fact—which even the most ardent supporters
for Global History do not deny—that since about
A.D. 1500 the West has risen to global prominence
and, with the advent of industrialism and imperial-
ism in the mid-nineteenth century, has been a cat-
alyst in shaping the present global world. Neusner
is right when he says that the West has defined the
modern universal concerns in science, economies,
politics, and philosophy, and thus there is no
understanding the world without the West. It
seems to me, therefore, that an understanding of
culture and the role of the Christian in the world
requires an adequate and accurate knowledge of
western civilization.

Can we rise above our cultural time and space to
teach Western Civilization and still avoid the
Eurocentric view that has plagued its place in the
curriculum in the past? We should probably ignore
that charge as such because it usually rises out of
a perspective rooted in a cultural relativism which
rejects any kind of cultural judgment except a
judgment against the West. Western arrogance is
another matter altogether. Christianity transcends
all cultures, brings all to judgment, including west-
crn civilization. The judgments we make we make
out of the application of Kingdom norms to the
degree we understand them; furthermore, we our-
selves stand under those judgments. Maybe this is
one area where the history of the church comes
into specific focus. If we really do have a sense of
culture as a spiritual response to created reality in
space and time and are sensitive to the cultural for-
mation of Christians in other cultures, studying
their history may help free us from the ways in
which our culture shapes us and help give our own
studies a better focus.



What about all the arguments and pleas for
World History? It is clear that modern develop-
ments in trade, communications, and transporta-
tion have created a uniquely interdependent world
since about 1850 and even though the West played
a central role in creating that world, it is not a one
way street. One only has to think about the rapid-
ly growing numbers of Asians and Latin
Americans increasingly scattered throughout our
cities to realize that life in the United States has
become vastly different in only the last twenty
years. I do not need to argue this point; it is appar-
ent enough. What is obvious, it seems to me, is
that in the contemporary interdependent world the
West had such a major role in creating, we cannot
understand our own culture without studying the
reciprocal role our world has in shaping us. So we
cannot escape world history; it is a creature of our
own making.

We have to come to terms with the interdepen-
dence of our world, but the historical profession’s
struggles to understand its shape is still in flux.
Many still argue that a true Global History and
Western Civilization are two different things and
each requires a different perspective. On the face
of things, it would seem their logic is irrefutable.
They argue for a World History that doesn’t, in the
overall picture, give any more space to western civ-
ilization than to any other civilization. But the
search for such a paradigm has not yielded agree-
ment. When one looks at the global texts, one of
two approaches usually dominates. Truly global
texts generally emphasize the economic, communi-
cation, transportation, and ecological relationships,
namely the material aspects of culture. The other
tends to be a study of the major world civilizations
in their unique identities with periodic chapters on
the links between them. Eliminate the chapters on
the interactions and the history is not much differ-
ent from separate cultural or civilizational studies.
If history is the unfolding, holistic, human cultural
response to the creation order, it is legitimate to
argue that in the present situation there is no such
thing as World History. Studies that attempt to be
truly global become aspect studies, that is, studies
of the economic, communication, or ecological
connections between civilizations, or they revert to
civilization studies. Cultural-civilizational units
have an identity that a global perspective cannot

have. Ross Dunn comments,

As a particular approach to the past, global his-
tory begins with the present, that is, with our con-
temporary condition of relentless planetary inte-
gration coupled paradoxically with urgent local-
ized quests for communal identity and security.
The great puzzle of globalization is that integra-
tive processes related to communications, migra-
tion, ecology, trade, finance, popular culture,
transnational organization, and so on are not pro-
ducing any form of “global civilization,” let alone
fulfilling the meganarrative of the West as
synthesizer of all humankind. Integration, rather,
is producing a world of endlessly multiplying

Cultural self-knowledge is
foundational to the issue of
Christ and culture.

communities, organizations, firms, professions,

networks, religions, and ethno-racial groups, each

proclaiming its distinctiveness.*
The goal of cultural analysis for Dunn, a goal with
which I agree, is to keep in sight humans as cre-
ative cultural agents, “inventing and refashioning
the cultural constructs they need to organize
knowledge and make sense of the structural
changes occurring in the world around them.”* Tt
seems. to me that this framework keeps history at
the cultural level where humans exist and respond
to reality and it acknowledges both the reality of
global relationships and the reciprocal influence of
the global and local. It further helps us to avoid
some of the criticisms levied against a civiliza-
tional analysis that is too independent and too
isolated.

A Tentative
Proposal

In the present global age, it seems to me, the
history of the West and global interdependence
have converged in such a way that a valid history
keeping both in dynamic relationship may be
developed.® Based on the considerations I worked
through above, such a course or courses should
include the following dimensions:

(1) The emergence and development of western
civilization, including North America. Its structure
and content would have to be rethought in light
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of the larger scope involved. I think there is a
civilizational unity there much like Huntington
defines it.

(2) The structure of global connections in the
twentieth century beginning as the expansion of
the West produced a close conjunction between
peoples.

(3) A study of selected major, non-western cul-
tures before the West had its impact on them and,
with the advent of imperialism, the reciprocal
influence of the West and the non-West on each
other. The West itself is simply not the same as it
was before it played a major role in shaping the
contemporary world and non-Western civiliza-
tions have not become carbon copies of the West
in their own modernizations or resistance.

(4) The growing multicultural aspects of all civ-
ilizations in today’s world. 1 believe that civiliza-
tional units are relatively cohesive entities, but,
increasingly, other cultural subgroups are finding
space within the larger unit in mutual interaction.
This dimension would help create a foundation for
the multi-cultural projects that are common to so
many college curricula.

All these dimensions may scare the wits out of
us teachers, but 1 don’t think tackling them is
impossible. Doing so requires rethinking how we
teach the Western component; it probably cannot
be the traditional Western Civilization course. It
will require sampling at the World History level.
Different teachers of the course can own certain
sectors of the non-western world and their respec-
tive class sections may vary in what areas of the
world each covers. Some such arrangement would
characterize the course for which I would argue.
The time is ripe for some creative thinking, plan-
ning, and budgeting. There is no consensus in the
profession, no heavy tradition to brainwash us.
Historians are all busy doing their histories; they
all have their agendas. Why not Christians? Let
our own worldview shape our analysis of cultures
and civilizations. Why not a “historical” testimo-
ny to the meaning of our Grand Narrative for all
the diverse cultures of our globe? Why not?
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