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PREFACE

W

hen the core of this book was given as a series of public lectures,
it received a lively reaction. Most of it was very enthusiastic—which was
disappointing, as I’d set out to make trouble. Some aspects of the encouragement were, however, truly . . . encouraging. During a coffee
break, for example, a Hungarian, a Nigerian and an Indian all separately
volunteered that they recognized clearly the political and social attitudes
of their own countries in my description of premodern and non-Western
societies. The most outrage was expressed by a Briton who espoused the
Western ideology of human rights and insisted that, among non-Westerners, only “extremists” thought otherwise. This was the kind of blinkered, imperialist mindset I had intended to question and annoy. How far
I have succeeded in the expanded edition of the lectures that this present
book enshrines must be left to the reader’s blood pressure to judge.
I have been helped in the long, slow process of writing this book by
friends who have talked with me about many of the issues that it raises.
Some of those discussions have been played out over years, and others
only more recently. Peter Heslam offered healthy encouragement,
pushed some useful material in my direction and asked one or two really
hard questions. Though I have probably failed to give adequate answers
to the latter—thank you! Anna Robbins helpfully punched a hole in my
trial run at chapter five, saving me from at least one piece of embarrassment at the publication stage. Peter Riddell challenged me to explain
myself more clearly about “Western self-loathing”—though I doubt
whether what I say would satisfy him even now. But you tried, Peter!
Some of the folks at Houghton College, New York, were a real blessing
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and encouragement, among whom Cate and Jon Beardsley and Cameron
Airhart have to get a special mention. Luiza Chandy’s enthusiasm helped
me think through the implications of Wendy Shalit’s amazing book. Others contributed as much or more—though only they (and perhaps not
even they) know quite how much. If I live to be ninety, I shall still be
telling them the same thing.

10
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INTRODUCTION

T

olerance is a fine thing—if you can get it. That, apparently, is what
distinguishes us in the West from our various recent and present antagonists around the globe, whether Saddam’s Iraq, the Afghan Taliban or
Kim Jong-Il’s North Korea. The war against terrorism is a war against the
enemies of freedom. Tony Blair, giving the speech of his life to an entranced U.S. Congress on July 17, 2003, insisted that “the purpose of terrorism is . . . the elimination of tolerance.” For tolerance and openness
are at the core of what, in recent years, British and American political
leaders have often referred to as “our values,” while simultaneously (and
contradictorily) asserting that they are “the universal values of the human spirit.”
To deal with the former claim (“our values”) first: I’m not so sure. Is
tolerance a “distinctive”? It might more reasonably be called an indistinctive. It is an agreement that a previously monolithic society makes
with a minority: we will tolerate you and your strange ways for reasons
that seem good to us (because we think it just, or because the advantages of doing so outweigh the disadvantages—or whatever) at the price
of our overall culture being a little less sharply and rigidly defined than
it has been before. Now, we agree to smudge the edges so that we can
include you.
Or maybe, instead of this scenario, there never was a monolith in the
first place. Perhaps a lot of minorities come together—as in the American example—and agree to tolerate one another’s funny ideas and habits.
But in the process they become, for outsiders, hard to describe as a collectivity. Their culture becomes indistinct. And internally, the different
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minorities’ subcultures are subjected, over time, to the “melting-pot” effect. America could manage even this, partly because of its sheer size,
which allowed the separate subcultures to maintain their existence, albeit in greatly modified form, and partly because, in their wisdom, the
founding fathers greatly restricted the powers of government to interfere
in the lives of its citizens.
The fact remains, however, that tolerance is a feature that, unless it is
unique to one country, makes it indistinct from others—especially over
time. This, of course, may be a price well worth paying if the alternative
is intolerance. And if the matter were to be left there, this would all be
fine; the downside would be more than outweighed by the upside. Indeed, the diversity would be positively enriching—as most pluralist societies have found, to their great gain.
Unfortunately, however, this is not the end of the story. The currency of the term tolerance has recently become badly debased. Where
it used to mean the respecting of real, hard differences, it has come to
mean instead a dogmatic abdication of truth-claims and a moralistic
adherence to moral relativism—departure from either of which is stigmatized as intolerance.
Whatever the causes or the justice of this shift, the fact of it is indisputable. With it, the underpinnings of the various subcultures are
knocked away. Where the old tolerance allowed hard differences on religion and morality to rub shoulders and compete freely in the public
square, the new variety wishes to lock them all indoors as matters of private judgment; the public square must be given over to indistinctness. If
the old tolerance was, at least, a real value, the new, intolerant “tolerance” might better be described as an antivalue; it is a disposition of hostility to any suggestion that one thing is “better” than another, or even
that any way of life needs protected space from its alternatives.
With this shift, the threat to distinctness becomes greatly exacerbated. It is not just totalitarian ideologues who will come into conflict
with us Westerners; anyone who cares about their culture, and has
12
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enough exposure to us and our way of doing things to be affected by us,
will feel threatened.
The same can be said of openness. The American academic Allan
Bloom, after a lifetime of teaching undergraduate students, found the relapse into bland, contentless niceness to be the death of any meaningful
intellectual life. He described it this way:
Openness—and the relativism that makes it the only plausible
stance in the face of various claims to truth and various ways of
life and kinds of human beings—is the great insight of our times.
The true believer is the real danger. The study of history and of
culture teaches that all the world was mad in the past; men always
thought they were right, and that led to wars, persecutions, slavery, xenophobia, racism and chauvinism. The point is not to correct the mistakes and really be right; rather it is not to think you
are right at all.1
His book The Closing of the American Mind was an all-out assault on
this dogmatic nescience. For openness, by definition, excludes the possibility of closing on the truth—because then you are no longer open. It is
therefore hostile to hard truth claims. While this fixed openness is very
compatible with the new meaning of tolerance, it renders the original
meaning absurd.
Openness, then, is not a value, but an antivalue. Our politicians’
claims notwithstanding, it cannot be part of our identity, because it excludes all hard definitions of identity; and by its insistent hyperinclusivity, it destroys any real meaning of we (because it cannot be distinguished
from non-we). Hence its accompanying prattle about “community” is
rendered meaningless. And if we cannot see that point, non-Westerners
certainly can.
Despite these problems, in the past twenty years or so tolerance (newstyle) and openness have passed beyond the stage of being consciously
held ideals in Western countries; they have become foundational to the
13
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Western outlook. The person who does not hold them is increasingly
looked at with bafflement or disbelief. They have become part of “common sense.”
And what is that? “Common sense,” like a presupposition, is what we
think before we think we’re thinking. (You may want to read that sentence again!) It is the common stock of presuppositions current in one’s
own particular society. Some of those ideas are doubtless genuinely
“common” in the sense that all human communities really have shared
them. Dropped objects fall to the ground. Death and pain are everywhere ordinarily to be avoided. Any culture that ignored these truisms
would not endure—and so the normal state of affairs that did receive
them as common sense would reassert itself. (Exceptions to the avoidance of death and pain—in respect of duty, love, religious purposes,
etc.—are accorded appropriate solemnity or honor precisely because the
occasions that trigger them are so extreme that even common sense is to
be laid aside.)
Some of our other presuppositions (like, say, the importance of privacy), however, are not genuinely common at all, though existentially
they may appear to be so. If all of the people around us share a certain
idea, sentiment or expectation about life and social discourse, as somehow “obvious”—and if we ourselves have been brought up to share the
same expectations—we will consider it to be a part of common sense.
Even so, the perception in question may be one that has been current
only in our own society. It may, indeed, have been current even there only
for a limited amount of time. (As Patricia Crone puts it, “We all take the
world in which we were born for granted and think of the human condition as ours. This is a mistake. The vast mass of human experience has
been made under quite different conditions.”2) But if enough of our social
world has been built around that limited bit of experience that is our own
and that takes its truth as axiomatic, we will be hard to persuade that it is
anything other than a self-evident truth. If confronted by individuals or
groups who differ from this perception and who behave accordingly, we
14
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will probably consider them to be stupid, crazy or perhaps fanatical.
Unfortunately, this is precisely the bind in which the Western world
finds itself at the start of the third millennium. Its ideas of “common
sense”—the common values shared (to differing degrees, certainly) by
Western societies generally—are sharply at odds with those of the nonWestern cultures that confront them. Indeed, they are sharply at odds
with the values and ideas of the West’s own history. To some extent, of
course, this is hardly surprising. Indeed, it is what one would expect.
What anybody means by a “culture” (in the widest sense of that word) is
a set of distinctive attitudes, beliefs and behaviors that distinguish it
from all others. However, there are several factors that make it increasingly urgent for Westerners to obtain a clear view of what makes their
own culture tick so that, seeing themselves, they can more clearly understand why the rest of the world considers them—as it most assuredly
does—to be dangerously seductive, but domineering, barbarians.
T H E O D D N E S S O F W E S T E R N “C O M M O N S E N S E ”
In the first place, the assumptions of the Western worldview are more
sharply distinguished from those of other people than has been the case
with any other major culture in history. The grounds for misunderstanding (including self-misunderstanding) and enmity toward others are
greater. Put simply, a fourth-century Japanese, a fourteenth-century English peasant, an eighteenth-century Maori, a nineteenth-century Congolese and an early-twentieth-century Azeri all would have had more in
common with one another, both in the condition of their material lives
and in their assumptions about the world and social discourse within it,
than any of them would have had with early-third-millennium Americans, Britons or Germans. “Most people, and certainly most members of
western civilization, are thus born into a world which differs radically
from that of their ancestors, with the result that most of human history
is a closed book to them.”3 More to our point, most contemporary nonWestern experiences, assumptions and values are an incomprehensible
15

WhyTheRest.fm Page 16 Friday, April 2, 2004 10:12 AM

W H Y

T H E

R E S T

H A T E S

T H E

W E S T

“closed book” to them also. For, to the extent that they remain “un-Westernized,” we could have added a large number of contemporary Third
World citizens to our list of historical exotics without altering the equation. However, most non-Westerners are, in practice, in the process of
being Westernized—or at least they are feeling the pressures of Western
life on their own traditional cultures. Not only does that affect the equation we have been making here, but it brings us to our next point in respect of the urgency for Westerners to understand their own underlying
ideas of what constitutes common sense.
For, in the second place, Westerners have been enjoying a period of
global dominance during the past couple of centuries. Although that
dominance is now in marked decline, the process of globalization itself—in communications, in the spread of technological developments,
in economic trends, to say nothing of the movement of people—is continuing. Mutual incomprehension is a dangerous state of affairs for millions of people whose lives are increasingly bound up with one another.
For most of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Westerners
hardly felt the need to take alternative worldviews seriously, since Western values, customs and ideas seemed so obviously set to dominate the
world. The outlooks of Muslims, Chinese or Hindus seemed at that
time to be so much historical debris, of interest to anthropologists and
museums, perhaps, but not as material for serious mental engagement
or as demanding to be understood in their own terms by anyone other
than academic specialists or missionaries. They were but variant forms
of the primitivism, which, like snow in springtime, was melting away
in the sunshine of Western modernity and newness. However, continuing Western economic power is now spawning not only emulation by
non-Western societies but also cultural retrenchment and confrontation. The rising tide of Islamism, both in the Islamic world and among
Muslim minorities in non-Muslim countries, is merely the most prominent example of this trend. If sub-Saharan Africa seems to show a continued willingness to absorb Western influences (however ineffectually
16
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in terms of its own development), the great civilizations of Asia—Chinese, Hindu, Japanese and others—are declining the offer of further assimilation along Western lines. The collapse of communism has led to
the reassertion of Orthodox culture across wide regions of Eastern Europe. Any further globalization—of the economy or anything else—will
not take place simply on the basis of an uncritical adoption of Western
attitudes and values. Westerners can no longer act on the bland assumption that their ideas about what constitutes common sense are
universal or beyond examination.
In any case (and this brings me to my third point), the picture of
Western domination is changing. The globalization continues, but the
idea that this is equivalent to Westernization can no longer be taken for
granted. Some statistics illustrate the point. In 1928, the West produced
84.2 percent of all manufactured goods in the world; by 1980, this was
down to 57.8 percent. In 1950, Western countries had 64.1 percent of
total world gross economic product; by 1992, this was only 48.9 percent. In 1920, almost half the world’s population—48.1 percent—was
under the political control (including empires) of Western governments.
Now the empires are gone and populations are declining in the Western
countries themselves; the comparable statistic at the start of the new millennium is around an eighth of the population, at 12.5 percent. Historically, population booms are accompanied by a rise in the political influence of the country or culture that is booming, and the population boom
right now (forecast to continue until the 2020s) is in the Islamic world.4
As an illustration of the Islamic population shift and its effects, it is worth
noticing that the large rise in the population of Kosovar Albanians (who
are mostly Muslim) was no small factor in the long- to medium-term
causes of the Kosovo crisis, especially when one considers that the Serb
birthrate was—and is—low and stagnant. According to some estimates,
if Kosovo had remained fully incorporated in the Yugoslav state, Muslim
Kosovar recruits would have constituted a majority in the Yugoslav army
as a whole sometime in the 2030s!
17
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THE UNAVOIDABILITY OF CULTURAL ENGAGEMENT
The significance of these shifts should not be underestimated. One of the
most insightful, as well as one of the best-selling, books of political analysis of the 1990s was Samuel P. Huntington’s masterpiece, The Clash of
Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order, which argued persuasively
that the end of the Cold War and the “death of ideology” were ushering
in a return to civilizational politics. As he sees it, international cooperation and international conflict are increasingly dominated by long-term
cultural factors, with alliances between cultural brethren and flash
points along civilizational fault lines. The example of the Balkans, where
three major cultures meet, is so obvious as hardly to need mentioning,
but the choosing of diplomatic “sides” by outside powers during the
1999 Kosovo crisis also fits Huntington’s analysis exactly.5
The boundaries of the West may be larger than they were during the
Cold War, but not by much; the Catholic countries of central and eastern
Europe (Poland, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Slovenia, Lithuania) can
be incorporated into the structures of NATO, the European Union and
so on, with a minimum of fuss and bother, not because the authorities
in Brussels and Strasbourg have a prejudice in favor of Catholicism but
because those countries have economies, political institutions and social
attitudes that are more closely consonant with those already prevailing
in the West, and this consonance is rooted in the long-term shaping effects of Western Christendom. Both Hungary and Belgium, for example,
are secularized societies now, yet the mindsets of their populations have
more in common with one another than does either with the mentality
prevalent in, say, Macedonia. The same rule of long-term consonance
would be true of Estonia and Latvia, which are unusual for this region in
being Protestant; the contrast is not between Catholicism and “others,”
but between “Western Christendom” and Eastern Orthodoxy. With the
sole exception of Cyprus, all of the ten new entrants to the EU are part
of historic Western Christendom. (The only country part of that historic
entity not yet invited to join is Croatia.) Cyprus, of course, has strong at18
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tachments to the already-belonging Greece.
If Huntington is right, there will be several areas where the boundaries of the West are actually contracting. During the Cold War, when the
Soviet threat loomed large, Turkey was firmly on board. Now her alignment is more uncertain, and her condition as what Huntington calls a
“torn” country (torn, that is, between the Westernizing, secular heirs of
Kemal Atatürk and the rising power of the Islamists) is becoming more
apparent. In view of her record in respect to human rights and a whole
host of other matters, only American pressure makes Turkey acceptable
as a candidate for EU membership. And the extreme ambivalence toward
her application can only strengthen the hand of the supporters of Islamist retrenchment inside Turkey itself. Within the pre-2004 European
Union, it was Greece, the only member that is not a historical part of
Western Christendom, that did not fit, whether in economic matters or
the alphabet, in matters as diverse as diplomatic sympathies in the Kosovo crisis and its willingness to imprison street evangelists. On the other
side of the world, Japan has been distancing itself from the close alignment with America and the Western world, which had been its stance
during the Cold War, as it comes to terms with its own status as an economic superpower and the need to live with the newly awakened dragon
on its doorstep, China. And the fragmentation of the West itself is completed by the phenomenon so tellingly described by Robert Kagan,
namely, the drifting apart of Europe and the United States in interests,
abilities and outlook—a divergence that is already diminishing everyone’s room for maneuver (look at the run-up to the 2003 war with Iraq)
and will continue to do so.6
These emerging realities will increasingly demand more cultural engagement and real understanding—by Westerners and by others—than
has been common previously. This brings us to our fourth point in respect of the urgency of a realistic self-understanding by Westerners. Cultural debate in recent decades has been characterized by what Robert
Hughes has called a “sterile confrontation between the two PCs—the po19
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litically and the patriotically correct.”7 The “patriotism” refers to the specifically American form of the struggle; even so, in its wider context, the
polarization he describes is broadly similar in shape on both sides of the
Atlantic. On the one hand are those who, typically aligned with the political right, defend the Western cultural legacy in all its aspects. West is
best because West is right. Economic progress and modernization stem
from better cultural values. At a popular level, this has been the theme
of such commentators as Pat Buchanan or the American religious right.
A far more finely nuanced and intellectually substantial, but still definite,
case of this sort has been made by David Landes’s book The Wealth and
Poverty of Nations, in which he attempts to seek out the historical causes
of both prosperity and its absence.8 On the other hand, and typically
aligned with the political left, are those who rubbish the Western superiority complex, tear into the “cultural canon” of art and literature as being the product of a misogynistic, racist, homophobic elite, and denounce Western history as it has traditionally been understood,
particularly in respect to Western contacts with other cultures, as a catalog of oppression and destruction, misrecorded by “myths” that now
demand to be replaced by “counter-myths.”
B O G U S E N G A G E M E N T : “M U L T I C U L T U R A L I S M ”
Of the two camps, the former does at least have the merit of consistency.
If Western ascendancy rests on the fact that its values are rooted in a superior cultural project, then the worldwide triumph of capitalism and
democracy can be expected sometime soon. In point of fact, however,
this myopia is challenged by those countries—Malaysia, China and, in
differing degrees, other Asian economies—that have embraced the one
without the other. (In fairness, it should be said that attempts to embrace
the other without the one—as in parts of the former Soviet Union—appear to be leading to the demise of the democratic experiment.)
The decline of Western populations—a topic to which we shall return—is making increasing immigration a necessity, just to keep the eco20
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nomic wheels turning at home. And looking abroad, the “new world
(dis)order” is looking distinctly scarier than the Cold War that it has replaced: unstable Islam, the impending rise of China to the status of global colossus, the imponderable threats posed by rogue states like North
Korea going nuclear. When these instabilities are enhanced by the likely
drastic effects of global climate change on agriculture, economics and
politics in the coming decades—effects brought about, ultimately, by industrial pollution—then Western triumphal attitudes about a superior
culture and superior economics seem to be well out of order.
The latter camp, that of the politically correct brigade, is riddled with
inconsistencies. Its slogan may be multiculturalism, but its reality is the
idealization of traditional cultures by cutting them into its own image
and, in the process, grotesquely distorting them. Asian values are OK if
they are kept vague on specifics and used merely as a foil for “Western
individualism” or other whipping boys of the fashionable left. But if examined too closely, they prove to be even more offensive to “correct”
opinion than the Western values that have just been debunked. The battle cry of “communitarianism” is good for attacking a new supermarket
development, but if applied to family ethics we soon find that we are
back to homophobia, marriage and sexual chastity.
This dilemma for the left was excellently illustrated by the 1998 Lambeth Conference, which gathered together the bishops of the worldwide
Anglican communion. The Conference surprised a number of commentators by its decision to uphold traditional biblical teaching in condemning homosexual practices, since it had been calculated by many that the
liberal, permissive wing of the church would predominate. However,
evangelicals and other traditionalists were strengthened at the conference by the augmented battalion of bishops from the growing community of the African church. As representatives of traditional cultures,
these bishops had no problem with biblical injunctions on the subject of
homosexuality and expressed considerable bewilderment when confronted by Westerners who did. As one of them commented, “You came
21

WhyTheRest.fm Page 22 Friday, April 2, 2004 10:12 AM

W H Y

T H E

R E S T

H A T E S

T H E

W E S T

over to our country 150 years ago and gave us the Bible. . . . Now you
are telling us the Bible is not true.”
The most telling moment was when, after the motion upholding traditional teaching was passed, Jack Spong, the stridently liberal bishop of
Newark, New Jersey, denounced the African bishops as “superstitious”
and “uneducated.”9 It must have been a moment of madness; the politically correct, antiracist, multiculturalist Jack Spong would never have
uttered such words, even in defense of a cause so dear to the heart of the
antihomophobic Jack Spong, except under the influence of some extreme emotion. Of course, if the Africans really had been superstitious
and uneducated, then only the politically correct illuminati would have
denied the fact. For them, problems should never be addressed as problems; instead they should be sublimated into the realm of politics,
thereby rendering even a frank description of the issues—let alone any
possibility of resolution—impossible. In this case, however, Spong was
plainly wrong on matters of fact; the African bishops were, on the whole,
as educated as he. And concerning superstition, their real offense consisted of the fact that they had dared to touch one of Spong’s sacred cows.
For they had failed to come to the kind of moral judgment about homosexuality that a liberal-minded, tolerant, open Westerner—as exemplified by himself—would and should have come to. In other words, the
trouble with the Africans was that they were not Western enough!
The same phenomenon pervades the thinking of self-styled liberals
of all kinds and makes “multiculturalism” a hollow mockery: good
enough for belittling and relativizing those Western values that are really worthwhile and solid, while making absolutes of those that are trivial, egocentric and self-destructive. One example from my own experience will serve to illustrate the trend. A medium-size employer, which
prided itself (with some justification) on its multiethnicity and its multicultural diversity, faced a choice of applicants for an important position. Located in a Western country, it was not surprising that the applicants were themselves Westerners. Almost all of them, anyway. One
22
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came from a definitely non-Western background. The fairly large, impeccably democratic and participative interviewing panel listened patiently to the presentations by the several would-be employees and had
a post mortem discussion amongst themselves after each one. High
hopes had been held of the non-Western applicant because the company wished to broaden the ethnic and cultural diversity of the management. In the event, he was deemed hopelessly unsuitable; his relevant technical expertise was above reproach and his English flawless,
though his accent required some concentration to follow; the real difficulty was that his approach to problems was considered to be outrageously prescriptivist and cut-and-dried. Like Spong’s African bishops,
the fellow was simply not Western enough.
This is the irony and the emptiness of “multiculturalism.” “Tolerant,”
“open” Western cosmopolitans can get along with anyone, anywhere, on
one condition: that they be Westernized cosmopolitans like themselves.
Non-Western values—or even Western values of more than a few decades ago—are simply not welcome at the table of discourse. And that
discourse had better be in English; knowledge of that tongue by nonAnglo-Saxons is taken for granted, while knowledge of other languages
by Anglo-Saxons themselves is suspect as élitist. It seems that all of the
culture that non-Westerners are allowed under multiculturalism is their
fancy dress and their war dances. In exchange they are taken as having
given their tacit support to the Western left in its crusade for “communitarianism” and against “individualism”—and thus to a rear-guard action against free markets and personal responsibility after the demise of
socialism and the welfare state.
SOUND PRESUPPOSITIONS, FLAWED PRESUPPOSITIONS
The main claimants to the feat of having performed a striptease of Western worldviews, then, turn out to have achieved no such thing. The
mantle having fallen, we must endeavor to pick it up. I hope, however,
that I am not so naive as to think that, having identified and described
23

WhyTheRest.fm Page 24 Friday, April 2, 2004 10:12 AM

W H Y

T H E

R E S T

H A T E S

T H E

W E S T

some social phenomenon, or having located its origins in time and place,
we have thereby debunked it. Simply identifying some idea as a (up-tillnow unexamined) “presupposition” does not demonstrate the falsity of
that idea. Some foundational ideas must be presupposed, or we can neither think nor act at all.
There is some merit in insisting upon the alternative meaning of the
word presupposition—alternative, that is, to its usual sense of “an unexamined foundational idea that, once exposed, is presumed to be false.”
It can also mean one starting point among several, one which we consciously choose because of its greater explanatory power. “If we presuppose this,” we might say, “then the phenomena of the world around us
are better or more satisfactorily explained than if we presuppose that.” If
we bear in mind this meaning, then we can remember that something is
not necessarily debunked by virtue of having been identified as “a presupposition”; whether it should be retained or junked remains an entirely separate question.
Accordingly, this book constitutes neither an attack on the Western
worldview as a whole nor a defense of it. As will quickly become apparent, however, we shall find cause to approve of some aspects the more,
others the less. It does, however, seem to me that fashionable Western
self-loathing is fundamentally misplaced. Almost always it is directed at
the fact of our wealth and power, relative to the other peoples of the
earth, with the constant, quasi-Marxist (and false) assumption that the
wealth must somehow inevitably be stolen from the poor, as if the economic pie were of a fixed size and economics a zero-sum game. Really, a
decade and a half after the fall of communism, do we still need to go on
disproving this? Our vast wealth does, indeed, impose upon us equally
vast responsibilities toward those who remain in poverty. It is the real
strengths of the West that created that wealth and that, tentatively and
in humility, need to be proffered to those who could profit from them.
The self-loathing, however, should be redirected from the mere fact
of our prosperity to the disconnection, boredom, feeble-mindedness and
24
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infantilism that we have allowed our wealth to let us slip into. The unprecedented comfort of our lives allows us, if we are not careful—and
we have not been careful—to lose hold of the fundamental realities that
underpin all human existence. We can, after all, use our wealth to cocoon ourselves from those unpleasant realities—at least for a while. In
so doing, we fail to empathize with the poor majority of the earth’s inhabitants who cannot escape, setting ourselves up for conflict with
them. And by endorsing a determined, principled naivety, we set ourselves up for eventual fall, as reality “snaps back.”
All of this is to anticipate later chapters, however. In any case, mostly
what I am trying to do is to explain. Accordingly, I offer no opinion
about the rightness or wrongness of the confrontation with Iraq, or of
the “war on terror,” or about the Israel-Palestine situation. Neither do I
offer any prognosis about the likely future course of events in those
struggles. I am hardly without opinions on these subjects, but to express them would be immediately to start an argument about symptoms; I wish to draw attention to the causes, at least on “our” (that is,
the Western) side of the equation.
ECONOMICS, RELIGION—OR CULTURE?
Concerning the “other” side (which means, I suppose, in our present exigency, especially the Islamic world), I would venture at least this: the
kind of Western political and journalistic rhetoric that attributes antiWesternism in general and support for al Qaeda and the attacks of September 11, 2001, in particular to economics (“It’s all about global poverty”) or to religion is profoundly misplaced.
To assert that economics is the root cause is wrong concerning the
specific facts. Most of the terrorists of September 11 were prosperous
and had benefited from Western training. Osama bin Laden’s extreme
wealth is well known. It is, furthermore, among the new urban middle
classes of the Muslim world, not the most impoverished people in the
slums or the villages, that radical Islamism thrives. Western arguments
25
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based on economic determinism stem from a discredited quasi Marxism
to which our academic and chattering classes remain addicted, more
than a decade after the end of communism and fully fifty years after they
should have learned to know better. Marxism, of course, likes to pretend
that all political, religious and cultural disputes are really economic
grievances in fancy dress. Matter is all that exists, and so religion and
morality are simply so much play-acting, their strictures designed to justify the economic privileges of the ruling classes. The time is long past
when such reductionism might be thought to have “explained” human
actions. Economics are indeed implicated in our present troubles, but
only as an exacerbation of other causes. It is hardly the only—or even
the main—cause of the present troubles. (Sub-Saharan Africa, for example, is in a far worse economic state than is the Middle East, but its struggles are all internal; they are not directed against the rich West.)
There simply is no neat fit between the Western middle class’s desire
for self-loathing (on account of their own wealth and power) and the real
resentments of non-Westerners—even if the latter are understandably
only too happy to pander to the former in order to exert leverage.
Neither is the “war”—if that is what this is—on terrorism simply
about “religion,” even though faith is a major factor in the cocktail of
conflict. Back in 1996 in Jerusalem, I had a conversation with an Israeli
who insisted, in all seriousness, that Palestinian discontent was caused
by Islamist radicalism. Destroy “fundamentalism,” he believed, and one
would have peace between Israel and the Arabs. That the very existence
of the Jewish state might be intolerable to at least some Arabs, and the
actual behavior of Israel a casus belli even for moderate Palestinians,
seemed not to have occurred to him. His myopia is mirrored, on a global
scale, by Westerners everywhere. “Religion,” it is argued, is the “cause”
of the conflict. The best resolution of the problem, such an analysis implies, would be the death—or at least the utter emasculation—of religion around the world. This view fails to take religion seriously, as if agnosticism were somehow “obviously” more rational and peaceful than
26
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piety—an idea that the unspeakably bloody twentieth century should
have laid to rest. By their constant, mindlessly inaccurate resort to the
“f-word”—fundamentalism—to describe the upsurge of religious fervor
in much of the non-West, Western secularists are employing a boo-word
that long ago lost its original meaning and has come to signify “morereligious-than-I-happen-to-like”—and thus to say more about the
speaker than about the persons, things or phenomena described. It is
one more signifier that Western self-styled “multiculturalists” are, in fact,
refusing to take seriously any culture but their own. The insistence that
the conflict is all about religion also ignores the rather obvious point that
the religious anger is part of a response to something wider.
It is much more strongly arguable that anti-Westernism (among Muslims, at least) is due to Western foreign policies: support for Israel, the
propping up of non-Islamist regimes in the Muslim world, war and sanctions against Iraq, American forces “contaminating” the holy soil of Arabia with their infidel presence. These things are difficult to disentangle.
No one seriously expects any state to pursue anything other than selfinterest in foreign policy. It is hard to see how Western governments
could accommodate these grievances. It is likely that further demands
would follow swiftly on their heels—though (since abandonment of
support for the existence, at least, of Israel is practically unthinkable) we
are hardly likely to find out.
Self-interested foreign policies (and foreign policies are seldom likely
to be anything but self-interested) can generate short-term, and probably unavoidable, conflicts. In that sense, Blair and Bush are probably
correct in their calculation that, in order to fend off a series of catastrophic attacks on Western civilian populations, military preemption is
the only recourse, and the least bloody, against foes who are neither subject to the conventional logic of deterrence nor even always clearly identifiable with a state. In such calculations, the inevitable hostility that exertions of Western power provoke is a necessary price of avoiding even
greater bloodshed. The determined enemies of the West may oppose
27
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those exertions of power (and, as in the Cold War, playing on the irresolution of sections of the Western public itself is just one more strategy
in the conflict), but they cannot plausibly object that, in the same place,
they would not do the same thing. To that extent, conflicts are unavoidable; the upside is that they are issue-specific and usually short-term.
My contention, however, is that the primary cause of most present
conflicts in which the West is now engaged is neither religion nor foreign
policy, but culture. Culture is the radix of which the individual conflicts
over specific aspects of Western policies are often enough merely symptomatic, and which lends them an aspect of bitterness and terror. It is
this “clash of civilizations” that makes the protagonists so implacable—
and the resultant conflicts potentially far more deadly. Mere interests can
“cut a deal”; cultures, however, cannot compromise their key characteristics without ceasing to exist. So while the reasoning of Blair’s speech to
Congress was sound enough in respect of short-term realities, his claim
that “ours are not Western values; they are the universal values of the human spirit” represents a dramatic ratcheting up of the rhetoric. Instead
of being merely “Western distinctives,” they are now the only values allowable. Nothing could be a clearer statement of cultural imperialism.
The claim is, in fact, false, both historically—as this book will demonstrate in some detail—and as an observation of the non-Western world
in the present. Even more important, it is a recipe for war without end.
For the rest of the world knows Blair’s words to be false as a description,
since they are contradicted by every social fact around them. In consequence, they can be heard only as a statement of intent: our culture will
supplant yours until it holds universal sway. As The Times of London
echoed the following morning, ours are “fundamental values which
should apply equally to all.”10
And “culture,” of course, includes religion, but also much else. NonWesterners are becoming understandably anxious about the future of
their cultural space, which they feel is being intolerably threatened by
aliens—that is, by us. And to the non-West our culture appears not as
28
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a culture at all, but as an anticulture. Our values appear not as an alternative to traditional values but as a negation of them—as anti-values, in fact.
The truth is that we, in our hyperprosperity, may be able to live without meaning, faith or purpose, filling our threescore years and ten with
a variety of entertainments—but most of the world cannot. If economics
is implicated in the conflict, it is mostly in an ironic sense: only an abundance of riches such as no previous generation has known could possibly console us for the emptiness of our lives, the absence of stable families and relationships, and the lack of any overarching purpose. And
even within us, the pampered babies who populate the West, something—a rather big something—keeps rebelling against the hollowness
of it all. But then our next consumer goodie comes along and keeps us
happy and distracted for the next five minutes. Normal people (that is,
the rest of the world), however, cannot exist without real meaning, without religion anchored in something deeper than existentialism and bland
niceness, without a culture rooted deep in the soil of the place where
they live. Yet it is these things that globalization threatens to demolish.
And we wonder that they are angry?

29
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t was 1983, and the Western powers—or an assortment of them—had
finally taken it upon themselves to intervene in Lebanon’s long-running
civil war. The United States and French forces were attempting to hold
the ring in the face of multifactional anarchy and mayhem. It was in this
context that a truck bomb was delivered, with devastating effect, into the
heart of the U.S. marine barracks. The bomber burst his vehicle through
the gates, drove up to the building, and blew himself and more than two
hundred Americans into eternity. The stunned guard at the entrance to
the compound was interviewed afterward. Too late he had realized what
was happening. Too late he had grasped that the man at the wheel was a
bomber who was successfully penetrating the outer cordon. As the truck
driver drove past the guard, the latter reminisced, “he was smiling.”
He might well have smiled. For him, his own death would long ago
have been settled in his mind as a price worth paying for immolating a
large number of Americans. He had planned this mission for some time.
As he drove through the gates, he knew that he had succeeded. Too late,
the guard knew it too.
But what kind of hatred drove the truck driver to this appalling act?
That participants in the civil war may have wished to continue their
feuding around and in spite of the outside occupiers is understandable. That minor frictions between locals and peacekeepers could occur with the latter caught in the factional crossfire is also unsurprising.
But why this?
Too many Westerners take refuge in simplistic explanations: fanaticism, extremism, “fundamentalism,” insanity. Such dismissals advance
the task of comprehension not one jot; they reveal more about the
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speaker than about the things, or the persons, described. They indicate
not so much an understanding as a refusal to understand. All of these
epithets indicate, in practice if not quite in theory, a mental banishment:
“these things are so far distant from my own feelings or judgments that
I shall make no attempt to comprehend them in their own terms, or to
understand why these people, in their own estimation, act or think as
they do.” And thus we are condemned, either to complete separation
from crosscultural entanglements or else (since that is virtually impossible in the face of globalization) to the recurrence of such disasters.
Let no one misconstrue my last use of the word understand. No implication of condoning whatsoever is intended. There are no shades here of
“understand a little more; condemn a little less.” Only unqualified, unmitigated condemnation is appropriate in such cases. And yet there must
be understanding (in the sense of mental comprehension) if we are to
prevent repetition of the horrors.
Perhaps we should pause for breath here. Those preceding paragraphs were written at the end of the 1990s—that is, before the attacks
on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon of September 11, 2001.
Following those terrible events, I found myself approached on two different occasions, once by a friend from church and once by two of my
students, who wanted to talk the situation over with me because, they
insisted, I had predicted just such attacks.
On the evening of the day itself, as the news from America began to
register in London, I commented to someone that “this is just the beginning,” and was told, “Oh, don’t say that!”
Very well. Let us not say it. Let us pretend that everything will be well.
Let us continue to ignore the real problems. Let us imagine that, if we
continue to soft-soap manifestations of “religion,” non-Westerners will
stand by as we absentmindedly obliterate their cultures. After all, that is
what we have been doing until now. Even after September 11 our politicians continue to address the non-West as if all of the world were Westerners under the skin; everybody wants “freedom” and the consumerist
32
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paradise and, in order to obtain these things, considers the adoption of
Western antivalues and the anticulture to be a price well worth paying.
Let us turn our attention for a moment to a smaller but far more hopeful and positive anecdote before turning to the general picture that
unites it with the darker scenario we have been considering. This story
again concerns the Arab world in the early 1980s. This one takes place
in Algeria before the present troubles. A group of young Westerners from
a Christian mission organization was traveling through that Muslim
country, where evangelism is strictly forbidden. These were no culturally
insensitive Bible belters, however, planning to transplant the values of
rural Missouri to the Maghreb. A multinational group acutely aware of
its own ignorance and impotence in such a (to them) hostile environment, they were aiming at very modest goals. Their intention was to
travel through the country from north to south, from the populated
coastal region, through the desert, and on into the countries of the Sahel
beyond. Praying. Praying for the places they traveled through, for the
people they met and for opportunities to evangelize individuals who appeared to be open to the gospel. Like the Lebanese bomb, they were traveling by truck.
The group stopped late one afternoon just beyond the last house in a
village several hundred miles south of the coast. They got out, gathered
round a fire, made a meal and then began singing their songs, quietly
and reverently. After a couple of hours, an old man from the village came
out of his house and wandered over to talk to them. He said that he had
been watching them for a while, and that he was amazed. They were, he
told them, unlike any Westerners he had encountered before, or had
ever heard of. Why did they behave this way?
What surprised the old man? He had been expecting Westerners to
make a noise, to turn their radios up, to spill Coke cans all over the
desert, for their womenfolk to be baring arms and legs—or maybe
more. These young people were doing none of these things. In a word,
he expected them to be barbarians. It was a measure of the oddness of
33

WhyTheRest.fm Page 34 Friday, April 2, 2004 10:12 AM

W H Y

T H E

R E S T

H A T E S

T H E

W E S T

the occasion, and the oddness of these young people, that this time he
was wrong.
OBLIVIOUS DOMINATION
The truth is that Westerners are perceived by non-Westerners (if we
can make such a huge generalization about a truly global phenomenon) as rich, technologically sophisticated, economically and politically dominant, morally contemptible barbarians. That is a hateful
combination of feelings and assessments, in the sense that the one who
makes them will, as often as not, be filled with hatred for the objects
of such contemplation.
Why barbarians? For despising tradition, the ancestors and the dead.
For despising religion, or at least for treating it lightly. For the shallowness and triviality of their culture. For their sexual shamelessness. For
their loose adherence to family and, sometimes, also to tribe. For their
absence of any sense of honor. These are massive charges, of course, and
it will be necessary, in what follows, to say something about each in turn.
For the moment we simply note that they do, in point of fact, generate
resentment—a resentment that can, as with the man driving the truckbomb, amount to hatred. That is not to deny that many Western attributes and trappings are found desirable by non-Westerners. But precisely that desirability compounds the problem. Western culture, the
very source of offense to traditional cultural sensibilities, has a habit of
finding out the weak spots of the guardians of tradition and undermining them from within. The allure of heightened sexuality; or of status
clothing, furnishings and possessions; or of personal independence: one
would have to be superhuman not to feel the pull of these things or to
be tempted by them. That is why many anti-Western movements, notably Islamists, wish to banish the very presence of the Western temptations, to take a separatist line, or at least to limit contacts with Western
people and institutions to what can be dictated on their own cultural
terms. As one Iranian leader of Ansare Hezbollah put it, “When you see
34
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some people here dressed in American-style clothes, you are seeing the
bullets of the West.”1
Far more people than just Islamists, however, wish to modernize their
countries without at the same time Westernizing them. Samuel Huntington has argued at length that that is the task in which much or most of
the non-West is now engaged.2 The extreme difficulty of such an enterprise lies in the fact that the West is the historic source of modernization
and its principal present agent. Modernizing without Westernizing is a
near impossible task of extrication. The Internet (to take only the most
obvious example) knows no boundaries. To accept the technology is to
accept the presence of pornography, advertising, commercial values and
freedom of speech. In response, the Taliban in Afghanistan (admittedly
one of the most extreme cases) did not shy away from banning virtually
all aspects of modernity in their determination to sweep their collective
house clean of Western contamination.
Very many, especially Third World, people have the sensation that
everything they hold dear and sacred is being rolled over by an economic and cultural juggernaut that doesn’t even know it’s doing it . . .
and wouldn’t understand why what it’s destroying is important or of
value. That is why the defenders of traditionalism and advocates of cultural retrenchment in the non-West are perceived by Westerners as “fanatics,” “fundamentalists”—the epithets that express a refusal to understand. Why? Because they fly in the face of what, to Westerners, is
“common sense.”
And the worst of it is that Westerners themselves are hardly aware of
what they are doing, or of the very existence of the things they are destroying. Many non-Westerners feel that they have some understanding
of Western culture; with television and pop music, to say nothing of the
high-status artifacts on sale to those who can afford them, it would be
strange indeed if they did not. But if the amount of understanding transmitted through those channels is likely to be superficial (life in the West
being construed as somehow effortlessly prosperous), the level of under35
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standing in the reverse direction—that is, of others by Westerners themselves—is almost negligible. After almost a decade of coverage of the Balkan wars on television, most Westerners are still unsure of the identities
of the principal protagonists, and even news announcers occasionally
betray the fact that they do not understand the meaning of the term “the
former Yugoslavia.”3 Survey after survey shows the embarrassing ignorance of even educated Americans about the most fundamental features
of the world outside their own country. Supporters of tradition in the
non-West have the sensation that they are being rolled over by a juggernaut that does not even know they exist.
Westerners are so accustomed to this effortless superiority that the
real nature of its origins is lost on them. As Huntington points out, “The
West won the world not by the superiority of its ideas or values or religion . . . but rather by its superiority in applying organized violence.
Westerners often forget this fact; non-Westerners never do.”4 Indeed,
this obliviousness to reality persists, even when considering the present
nature of international relationships. What to Westerners appears as
“control of terrorism” or “maintaining free trade” bears quite a different
face from the other side of the prosperity-poverty fence. Actions that,
seen from a Western perspective, seem commonsensically altruistic—or
at least neutral—appear riddled with double standards: “Democracy is
promoted but not if it brings Islamic fundamentalism to power.” One
thinks of Western acquiescence in the aborting of the Algerian elections
and the continuation of the military regime. Furthermore,
nonproliferation is preached for Iran and Iraq but not for Israel;
free trade is the elixir of economic growth but not for agriculture;
human rights are an issue with China but not with Saudi Arabia;
aggression against oil-owning Kuwaitis is massively repulsed but
not against non-oil-owning Bosnians.5
The impatient “ah, but” responses that most of us (including me) will
want to make to such complaints of inconsistency are beside the point
36
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here; the point is to see how these “justifiable” actions by Western powers look very different from a non-Western—that is, from a majority—
point of view. From that standpoint, the continued exertion of Western
power across the world—cultural, economic, military—appears to be
transparently self-seeking. “Human rights” and “free trade” appear to be
no more than mantras bearing no connection with disinterested altruism, let alone with an ethical foreign policy.
And as for Western promises to clean up the mess afterwards . . . ! Reconstruction was promised for Bosnia, but nearly a decade after Dayton
the country is still in the deep freeze. It was promised for Serbia after the
Kosovo crisis and the fall of Milos̆evi ć: still nothing. Afghanistan presents, admittedly, a bigger challenge—but don’t expect transformation of
that country anytime soon. Tony Blair made the most shamelessly unbelievable promises to Macedonia in 2001 that, if the government would
compromise with its Albanian separatist insurgents and accept NATO
peacekeepers, then the country would definitely, oh-but-definitely, be
fast-tracked into EU membership; predictably, not a thing has been
heard of this promise since.
Violence is an unsurprising response to this predicament, a predicament that is experienced by many non-Westerners as humiliation. Quite
obviously, violence is the only way to get the West’s attention. What else
explains the feverish popularity of Saddam Hussein across the Arab
world during the 1991 Gulf War? No one, not even Arabs, could be under any illusions but that Saddam was a brutal, murderous thug. But he
was their brutal, murderous thug! Any spoke in the wheel of the Western
juggernaut will serve. Similarly, few were under any illusions that Iraq’s
invasion of Kuwait was a good thing; the opposition was not to the solution proposed by the West but to the West’s ability to impose a solution
in “Arab space” at all.
Islamist movements were on the rise before the end of the Cold War.
With the demise of communism, however, their accelerated growth could
have been predicted. The appeal of Marxist guerrilla movements across
37
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much of the non-Western world during the 1950s to 1980s had never
lain in the nature of the Marxist creed itself. That had been, if anything,
a handicap. Those in the know could see that it did not work; those not
in the know (mostly Third World peasants) could hardly be expected to
understand the full intricacies of its philosophy. The appeal had rested in
the nature of antithesis: it was a weapon against the Western juggernaut.
By the end of the 1980s, the socialist project was everywhere in ruins. Islamist movements have become the partial inheritors of Marxism’s cachet. Obviously, this hardly applies in Latin America; in parts of Asia and
sub-Saharan Africa—or among urban blacks in America itself—it has
nevertheless become the ideological vehicle for anti-Westernism.
Terrorism has been called the weapon of the weak; the weak can be relied upon to use such weapons as they have. Terrorism has the advantage
of using the West’s own distinctive features against it: an open society (to
aid infiltration and hiding); instant and full news coverage (to maximize
the political effect); a horror of death or of sustaining even small numbers
of casualties (resulting from the absence of any deep-rooted sense of transcendence and also from the sheer comfort of Westerners’ lives). After any
action, the rule of law can make prosecution difficult, keeps sentencing
mild and mostly rules out any kind of blanket retribution (though the September 11 attacks put that last point under pressure). Viewed in that light,
the man driving the truck-bomb becomes easier to understand.
A moment ago, we noted a number of criteria by which Westerners
appear to non-Westerners as barbarous. These qualities of barbarism are
so contentious that we shall now have cause to notice them individually.
NO VOTES FOR THE DEAD
No society has succeeded in breaking with the past and its own traditions as comprehensively as that of the modern West. Indeed, only in
Western ideals is “breaking with the past” an admirable thing to do. We
shall consider this at more length later in this book. For now it is sufficient to notice that Westerners do not in any sense see themselves as hav38
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ing an obligation to reproduce the ways of their ancestors, or to be faithful to the memory of their forefathers; even to mention such things risks
evoking an amused smile. And yet such sensibilities have been all but
unanimous in traditional cultures—including our own before the onset
of modernity. The Chinese tradition of ancestor-worship is not entirely
untypical; the medieval European cult of the saints amounted to the
same thing. Both represent a willingness to be faithful to the past, and to
include the voices—and even the (metaphorical) presence—of the dead
in the discussions of the living.
Nowadays, we may visit the grave of a loved one and “talk to Gran,”
but we know even there that we do this primarily for ourselves; the sense
of transcendence and of historical continuity with both past and future
that could give deeper meaning to such rituals largely eludes us. The
sense of specific obligation even to the recent dead, let alone to distant
ancestors, is little more than a folk memory.
In the early 1990s, a British schoolgirl in her early teens killed herself.
A suicide note explained that she had been mercilessly bullied by a gang
of other girls and that she could no longer face life in such circumstances. A senior police officer, interviewed on the radio the following
day, explained that the prime concern of his officers and of social workers brought in to the case was in caring for the gang members who might
be distraught by feelings that they were responsible for the girl’s death.
As he pointed out, his responsibility was not to the dead, for whom he
could now do nothing, but to the living.
Only in the West. The example is an extreme one, but for that very
reason it illustrates graphically the triumph of sentience over fact. The
dead feel nothing; while their relatives’ interests are still of some account,
the deceased themselves have no interests—or even existence—that we
can or should take into account. And as for our long-dead ancestors . . .
CONDESCENSION TOWARD RELIGION
The question of the nonexistence of obligations to the dead, of course,
39
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touches on the absence of transcendence in Western societies. Most,
though not all, major cultures have been underpinned by adherence to
a major religion. The West is unusual in having debunked its own and
also in rigorously excluding religious issues from public life.
Even more remarkable is the cheerful confidence displayed by most
Westerners in the falsity of any “hard” religious claims. What eighteenthand nineteenth-century rationalism began, the rise of functional rationality and technocracy has completed.
As modernization drives forward, more and more of what was formerly left to God, or human initiative and the processes of nature
is classified, calculated and controlled by the use of reason. When
reason has harnessed all the facts, figures and forces, divine intervention is as unwelcome as accident, divine law as antiquated as
the divine right of kings. Human spontaneity becomes “the human
factor,” the weak link in the chain of procedures. Wonder, along
with humility and the sanctity of things, is totally out of place. . . .
[It] is not that practical reason is irreligious, but that in more and
more areas of life religion is practically irrelevant.6
As the sociologist David Lyon puts it, “Acts of Parliament or parking
meters will answer all.”7
In Western experience, the countries that modernized first were
those, like Britain and the Netherlands, in which leading religious institutions lost the power during the early-modern period to enforce themselves on the populace, and so granted a limited religious toleration.
With the passing of time, the scope of the toleration widened. The rise
of the United States (which was founded on the principle of the separation of church and state) as the preeminently modern society compounded the perceived link between modernity and secularization. The
Catholic countries of southern Europe modernized more slowly and
later, and did so in the teeth of Catholic resistance. When we remember
that the Enlightenment project began, in part, as a reaction against the
40
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religious wars of the seventeenth century, and so as a search for a rational, nonreligious basis for public policy, it is not hard to see how religion has retreated further and further into the private sphere of the home
and personal devotion—if even there.
Tom Paine, writing in 1792, was a little ahead of his time in the vigor
with which he expressed the connection between secularism and modernity, but as in so many things, he was a popular herald of intellectual
trends and an apologist for modernizing views. Referring to the connection of church and state, he commented, “We shall see the ill effects it
has had on the prosperity of nations. The union of church and state has
impoverished Spain. The revoking the Edict of Nantes drove the silk
manufacture from France into England.”8 Religion, urged Paine, had no
business in public life, for
if everyone is to judge of his own religion, there is no such thing
as a religion that is wrong; but if they are to judge of each other’s
religion, there is no such thing as a religion that is right; and therefore, all the world is right, or all the world is wrong. But with respect to religion itself, . . . it is man bringing to his Maker the fruits
of his heart.
Religion in the West has spent the next two centuries crawling into
the box that Paine opened for it. It remains now a museum piece, a refuge of “the heart” but, with respect to actions in the world, above (or
perhaps beneath) rightness or wrongness, truth or falsehood.9
By now it is “common sense” that religion cannot and should not be
a motivating force in public life. Public metanarratives about rights and
responsibilities, economic requirements, environmental threats, etc.,
must be careful to root themselves in no deeper soil than that of public
utility; they may not notice the divine. Consequently, even the actions of
private individuals are unlikely to take religious motivations seriously.
Even consciously committed religious believers in Western countries
live highly secularized lives; they do not, in actual fact, spend nearly as
41
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much time in religious devotions, or in hedging their actions and decisions with religious criteria and considerations, as does even a very averagely devout but non-Westernized Muslim in an Islamic country, or a
Hindu in India. It is all very embarrassing for the Christian missionary
in the non-West. Religion as a personal spiritual technique and consolation (like, say, meditation) survives in the West; religious doctrine as a
guide to action in the world and to the shape of ultimate reality is considered crazy, even dangerous. If one differs from this assessment, it is
bad taste to do anything other than keep quiet about it.
When Westerners are confronted with other cultures that do differ,
they are characteristically struck by a combination of incredulity, embarrassment, amusement and irritation at such “backwardness.” Convinced
by their background that religion is set to die out, yet confronted by
powerful evidence to the contrary, “It is this painful cognitive dissonance
. . . that accounts for the peculiar rancor and intolerance” of the irreligious toward the devout.10 When conflicts break out in the non-West
over religious issues—as they frequently do—the Western “common
sense” approach is further confirmed; Westerners themselves would not
risk their lives in conflict for anything but personal self-interest (certainly not for abstractions like “democracy”). This outlook manifests itself in an attitude of condescension toward those of deeply held religious
beliefs, a condescension so transparent that it invariably leads to irritation—and worse—on the part of its objects.
THE CULTURE OF TRIVIALITY
The shallowness and triviality of Western culture—for example, its obsession with fashion or with entertainers—is certainly not without its appeal
for non-Westerners either. But the spread of such fads to the non-West is
perceived as part of the threat to traditional values. The things traditionally
prized—wisdom, skills in hunting and riding, religion, honor, the creation
of solid or beautiful artifacts—all related directly or indirectly to the business of staying alive and perpetuating the community and its values into
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the future. By contrast, the obsessions of the West (or of its copycat Third
World variants) are connected with appearance, ephemerality and, as often as not, the commercialization of sex.
The possible benefits of consuming a McDonald’s hamburger, for example, include my own enjoyment and convenience and (if the country
where I live is poor enough to admire such things) the status I will attain
from haunting such an eating-house. I am also identifying myself as a
cosmopolitan, whose tastes, aspirations and connections transcend the
limits of the purely local. It is the kind of buzz that some Westerners can
still experience (though less and less these days) from frequent, especially long-distance, air travel: the kudos that used to be associated with
the phrase “the jet set.” To the traditional world of social stability, solidarity and permanence, this is all anathema. It is not simply a difference
in judgment about taste (puns aside) but about the whole meaning of social existence. It is a clash of cultures. McDonald’s represents the egocentric, the noncommunitarian, the nontraditional, the foreign, the unrestrained, the self-indulgent. It represents the West. That is not to say that
it is not desirable, or even tempting—but that is precisely what makes it
a problem.
Clearly, the same could be said of fashions in clothing. Or of film
stars. Their very allure threatens to substitute the transitory and the
ephemeral for the settled and the solid. To that extent, they are not
merely similar to the temptation of taking drugs; they are the same temptation. Like drugs, they seem to threaten anarchy. Countries that are too
poor to be run on democratic lines cannot allow their members the
kinds of individualistic freedoms and lifestyle choices that imply democratic values. They have to rest on something more solid.
SEXUAL SHAMELESSNESS
The ability of a run-of-the-mill disco in outer-London suburbia to advertise a weekly “lust night” in an effort to boost attendance illustrates, even
more graphically than the sexualized nature of advertising or of fashion
43
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clothing, the prevalence of sexual shamelessness.
Sexual immorality is no kind of exclusive preserve of the contemporary West, of course, though perhaps the all-pervasiveness of it is. That
all-pervasiveness is part of the reason for the passion with which Westerners reject religious values as any kind of guide to action, or as anything more than a personal spiritual technique. If religion reemerged
from Paine’s box, it would start raising truth-claims and impinging on
our freedom of action in such areas as sexual behavior.
But any departures from sexual propriety have been accompanied in
all traditional societies—even including, for this purpose, the West itself
until the mid-twentieth century—by a sense of shame and disgrace that,
far more than any formal sanctions, did much to keep such behavior
within bounds. The overall direction of Western culture away from such
restrictions has been vastly accelerated by the invention of (mostly) reliable methods of birth control. Campaigners against the dissemination of
contraceptives in the early twentieth century argued that it would increase promiscuity; their opponents replied that on the contrary, it
would increase domestic harmony and empower women. Domestic harmony has not noticeably improved since then, at least as measured by
the divorce statistics; the sexual bargaining power of women (that is, a
woman’s ability to make sexual favors conditional upon a man’s lifetime
commitment to keep her and her offspring) has collapsed; promiscuity
has risen sharply. It is hard not to conclude that the predictions of the
“no” campaigners were correct.
By now, sexual “freedom” has been elevated to the status of principle
in most Western countries. Consequently, it can come as no surprise that
Westerners are viewed with the same disdain in this regard that unmarried mothers in the 1960s experienced from the older generation. One incident in the mid-1990s illustrates this clash of cultures well. A thirteenyear-old British girl met a young Turkish waiter while on vacation in his
country and a romance began. They wished to marry and, with the support of his family and the girl’s single mother, did so, at which the British
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press was scandalized and outraged. Although the Turkish authorities
eventually intervened and the relationship broke up, ordinary Muslims
were perplexed. Many Western girls indulge in sex at this age, and teenage pregnancies are common; here was a man willing to act not immorally, but morally, by taking a young girl into the permanent arrangement
of marriage. Where was the problem? Did Westerners actually prefer promiscuity? Or was it just another case of anti-Muslim prejudice?
But the differences really did go all the way down to the ground. Sex
at thirteen was not really the problem for Westerners; if it was, they
would make serious efforts in schools, homes and courts of law to stop
it—but of course they do not. What was really scandalous to the Western
mind was the foreclosing of future freedoms at such a young age by the
bond of marriage.
Small wonder that Western women are considered “easy” in nonWestern countries. Small wonder that non-Western men are torn between the desire to sample the forbidden fruit, which their contacts with
the Western lifestyle offer, and the urge to lock up their own womenfolk
for fear that they may be contaminated by it.
HANGING LOOSE TO THE FAMILY
The fragility of families is an obvious corollary of sexual freedom. Sex is
what makes families both possible and necessary; if it is not regulated,
then the structure of the family will inevitably become diffuse.
In prosperous, urbanized economies, such as those of the contemporary West, the unavoidable dependency of older people, children,
nursing mothers and pregnant women on the working population can
be mediated through bureaucracies, welfare, public and private pension plans, and government schooling. Families, the traditional support network, can afford to fail as the principal mechanism of economic provision. (Whether or not this is really the case, of course, is
hotly disputed, but at least prosperous countries can afford to mess
around with social experiments on the hypothesis that it is true, with45
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out anyone actually starving to death.) In any other kind of society
(i.e., all traditional societies in the past and Third World countries today), survival depends on enduring relationships with known individuals, particularly family members.
Consequently, family has been a principal focus of values and devotion in every culture. The very phrase “filial piety” (seldom used now)
reminds us of the gravitas that used to be attached to the family bond.
To be sure, Western countries retain the lip service of rhetoric about “the
family,” but they do not want to pay the price of restricted freedom on
personal actions that any actualization of the rhetoric could imply. “Family” is a “sunset value” in the West; the more the reality declines, the
more its power as an emotional connotation-word increases. So Westerners mostly insist that “different sorts of family are possible”—or
“equally valid,” as the favored phrase goes. (Valid? With reference to
what?) Even the more conservative of them frequently live hundreds of
miles from their aging parents and view them, however affectionately, as
an encumbrance.
Idealization of the “extended families” of the past is as mistaken as
avoiding the uncomfortable truths about the present; life under the eye
of an aged patriarch (or, more often, matriarch) could be tyrannous.
There are parts of the Arab world where mothers-in-law continue to undertake the duties of subjugating their daughters-in-law with all customary relish.
It was the industrial revolution that first forced our ancestors to “get
on their bikes” (as Norman Tebbit said) and look for work. Only a minority of them moved far from home at first—mostly no farther than the
nearest industrial town. But once the first few generations of urbanites
had grown up with no continuing family links to the countryside, the
anonymity of existence in a large town became the norm. The nuclear
family became a self-contained, free-floating social unit in an urban soup
of people. It made its own decisions about where to live, what to buy,
which job to take and whom to marry, with less and less reference to the
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concerns or opinions of wider kinfolk. The tyrannous mother-in-law has
been replaced by the supplicant old lady, pleading or wheedling for a few
chances each year to see her own grandchildren. And in our own time,
of course, even the nuclear family has begun to break down.
The very notions of going to work and, even more, of the middle-class
concept of pursuing a career have transformed the nature of the family.
Before the industrial revolution, comparatively few people “went out to
work”; economic production took place in and around the home. The
family was itself the unit of economic production. That was—and in the
Third World still is—part of the reason why family solidarity was so necessary for survival. It also had the effect of creating much stronger bonds
between people. The advent of going out to work, however, made the
home a unit of consumption, not production; it was where people
brought back the paycheck. The family became primarily a unit of emotional support and consumer spending, divorced from economic output.
The world started to be divided into public and private realms.
If going out to work increased geographic mobility, pursuing a career accelerated the process. Careers were—and are—for the bourgeois
and the professional; by definition, they exclude the unskilled and the
laborer. They also need, more often than not, to be pursued over a
wide terrain. If the company wants to move you to Yorkshire or Alabama, you had better move. If the firm is too small to provide room for
advancement, you open the trade journal and check out the “help
wanted” column. With the “bourgeoisification” of Western societies,
especially since the Second World War, lifelong association with place
has been strangled. Where adherence to place and the solidarity of
wider kin-groups still carry any weight, it is an almost infallible sign,
as in southern Italy, of economic poverty and social backwardness. Unless you are willing to have your horizons limited by the town of your
birth, then close association across the generations, and between siblings over a lifetime, will be the exception, not the rule. For Westerners, that is now common sense.
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NO QUESTION OF HONOR
If most of the values that characterized societies throughout history, and
still characterize non-Westernized people, are merely rejected by Westerners, the value of “honor” is scarcely even understood by them. In the
Western mind, an insistence on honor is equivalent to a sort of ludicrous
strutting posture adopted by those with little to strut about, like a cock
crowing on its own dunghill. We might agree that it is the characteristic
of poor societies (though it is certainly not confined to the poor within
those societies). Those who have little else can at least have a reputation
for honor.
But for us, its last echoes are present in the gangster movie or the cowboy film, where the gunman gets the man who killed his brother. It is
present in the feud of the Mafiosi or under the Albanian Kanun of Lek
Dukagjin. Apart from such picturesque remnants from Europe’s latedeveloping Sicilian or Balkan margins, however, honor is now the preserve of the non-West.
Honor is about the avoidance of losing face. It is about the battle against
shame. But concepts of shame can only have a strong hold where there is
an ingrained sense of right and wrong. This is absent from the West, where
ethical matters, like religion and choice of career, are held to be subjects of
personal preference. If shamelessness is extended to sexual matters, its
presence can be more or less taken for granted anywhere else.
To be sure, honor can lead to behavior that Westerners have long regarded (and probably rightly) as immoral—such as the blood feud. It is
associated with pride, with cruelty to women and with showy pretense.
But to the defenders of honor, these are but spiteful names for dignity,
chastity and fortitude, values too little regarded in the West. Some aspects of honor are also connected with moral enterprises—such as hospitality—which even a Westerner must admit to be praiseworthy. Most
cultures have a tradition of hospitality far more sacrificial than that of
Westerners—and it is based on the honor principle: the guest gets the
very best, however much it hurts.
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POTS AND KETTLES?
For most Westerners, if charges of barbarism are appropriate language to
level at anybody or anything at all, they generally refer to material conditions. Westerners might refer to dirty living accommodations, or eating or washing facilities, as “barbarous.” Even more commonly, they
might designate cruel treatment of people or animals as “barbaric.” (Already we can see how quickly the charge of barbarism can be thrown
back at some non-Westerners; the mind flashes at once to images of
hand amputations or of female “circumcision.”)
Such usages certainly have a fair amount of historical justification behind them. The barbaric was understood to be in contrast to that which
was urban and literally “civilized” (meaning rooted in the civis, the city);
it was the disordered as opposed to the settled, the crude rather than the
refined. It referred to what was still in a state of nature, as opposed to
what had been subjected to human modification and improvement. This
kind of use extends back to the Romans, for whom the barbari were the
bearded ones (or, as we might say, “the great unwashed”) beyond the
frontiers of the Empire.
It also meant simply “foreign” or “strange”—a person who stammered
“bar-bar” in a clumsy attempt to speak one’s own language. From that
point of view, of course, it could be argued that all cultures are “barbarous” to all others. Different folks, different folkways; there is nothing
further to be said. Yet this would be to miss the point. For in actual practice, and aside from the niceties of etymology, a charge of barbarism contains an actual judgment with wider reference than the mere absolutizing of one’s own culture. A barbarian is living or behaving in a way that
is unnecessarily brutish or animal-like.
The Romans themselves, it should be remembered, were capable of
cruelties all the more extreme and terrifying for being so ruthlessly efficient and organized, whether the mass crucifixions of Spartacus’s slaverevolt or of rebellious Jews in Palestine, whether the throwing of criminals and Christians to the lions or the gladiatorial fights to the death be49

WhyTheRest.fm Page 50 Friday, April 2, 2004 10:12 AM

W H Y

T H E

R E S T

H A T E S

T H E

W E S T

fore bloodthirsty audiences of tens of thousands. The Romans would
doubtless have defended themselves against charges of barbarism because their violence was so well orchestrated and disciplined, unlike the
wild fury of the tribal war-hosts. The Nazis made the same defense of
their death camps. Many of us, it is to be hoped, would beg to differ from
so narrow a definition.
It is not intended to take issue with contemporary Western identifications of barbarism. Doubtless they are justified, but the ambiguity in the
case of the Romans and their cruelty should remind us that modern Western countries have put a premium on sensibility; for us, cruelty is one of
the few crimes we can still rouse ourselves to condemn. It is not that the
condemnation is unjust (for it assuredly is not), but that the infliction of
physical or emotional pain is not the only measure of barbarism, any more
than a pain-free life is the only good. Cruelty has more power to shock us
(whose lives are, after all, more comfortable than those of any other people
who have ever lived), and that is probably all to the good. But that sensibility comes at a price. The price is a desensitizing to many other evils that
all cultures but ours have considered offensive. That their offensiveness
eludes us is no small measure of our own barbarism.
The ordinary, everyday experience of most of the people who have
ever lived—frequent exposure to cold and wet; infrequent washing; the
need to kill, skin and clean one’s own dinners; strong and unpleasant
smells; expectations of high infant mortality; the need to handle dead
bodies; chronic and untreatable illness and pain; short life expectancy—
looks harsh and cruel enough to the eyes of a pampered, modern or
postmodern Westerner. In traditional societies, any sanctions against
miscreants or firm treatments of others start with that (to us) harshenough experience of every day as a base line. Any rough treatment or
punishment that is a punishment will, by definition, have to be harsher
than that. That does not in any way excuse witch burning, or the “death
of ten thousand cuts,” or female circumcision. But it does signal to us
that most cultures—and individuals—have had “tolerance levels” of
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physical harshness and cruelty (that is, in inflicting it and in witnessing
it) that exceed our own. Cruelty has been condemned by all cultures, but
it is not surprising if, in most cases, the far ends of the spectra of permissibility jut out consistently well beyond ours.
*
*
*
We can insist, if we will, on our own canons of what constitutes “barbarism”: cruelty as measured by distance from our own unique comforts;
restrictions on behavior as contrasted with the freedoms made possible
by our own superabundant wealth; social distinction as measured
against our own atomized individualism and egalitarianism. But then we
will find that we have excommunicated all cultures but our own, as well
as our own past. We may decide not to shrink even from that move, of
course, but then we cannot simultaneously continue to insist that we are
being tolerant and (of all things!) multicultural. By absolutizing the
unique—not to say historically aberrant—culture of the post-Enlightenment West, we have become the ultimate cultural imperialists. And then
we wonder why we’re hated.
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