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Why the Wed’ s present dominanceisboth recent and temporary

IAN MORRIS, apolymethic Stanford University professor of dasscsand higory, hes
written aremarkable book that may come to be aswiddly read as Paul Kennedy’s 1987
work, “The Riseand Fdl of the Great Powers’. Like Mr Kennedy' sepic, Mr Marris s
“Why the West Rules—For Now” uses history and an overarching theory to address
the anxieties of the presant. Mr Kennedy warned American policymakers of the
conseguences of “imperid overdretch”, dthough it was the sudden imploson of the
Soviet Union thet proved the mogt spectacular vindication of histhess

For his part, Mr Morris ssts out to show two things thet are just asimportant; first thet
dvilisations throughout history have waxed and waned, usudly for reesonsther rulers
were powerlessto influence, and second, that the West' s dominance of the past 200
yearswas nether inevitable nor “locked in” for the future.

Mr Morris srefrain is*“maps, not chaps'—the bdief that humen destiny ismoglly
shaped by geography and the efforts of ordinary people to cope with whatever is
thrown at them in the form of dimeate change, faming, migration, diseese and date
falure (what the author describes as the “five horsamen of the gpocdypse’). He argues
that “higtory teaches us that when the pressure is on, change takes off.” According to
what he cdls somewhat annoyingly, the Morris Theorem, “ Change is caused by lazy,
greedy, frightened pegple looking for eesier, more profitable and safer ways of doing
things. And they rardy know what they are doing.”

Among the many thingsthe author sets out to explain iswhy, throughout humean

higory, sodd deveopment has gonein fits and darts, sometimes refregting in one
place for amillennium or two before suddenly spurting forward again dsewhere Asa
way of dramatigng this Mr Mortis presents these ebbs and flowsin theform of a
contest between East and West. Why, he asks, did British boats shoot therr way up the
Yangz in 1842 rather than Chinese ones up the Thames, and why do many more
people from the East pesk English than Europeans spesk Mandarin?

At firg glance the answer isobvious Theindudtria revolution begen intheWest in
the late 18th century thanks primerily to the efforts of British engineersand
entrepreneurs who sought to explait the energy from the country’ s abundant coal



docks and useit to harness the power of seam to drive ships, trains and machinesin
factories. The rgpid march of technology gave Britain atemporary edge over every
other country and dlowed it to project both economic and maritime military power on
aglobd scdethat remained virtualy unchdlenged for most of the next 100 years, ad
to establish the ascendancy of the West thet continues today. But why did China, with
its sophigticated textile industry, advanced metdlurgy, massive supplies of cod and
lots of dever, inventive people not get there fire? After dl, acouple of centuries
ealier it had been higher up the sodia-deve opment scae than Britain, or indeed
anywheredsein the West.

And why, cometo thet, was Britan, rather than Ching, the foremost nava power of the
age? More than 80 years before Christopher Columbus st sall for Americawith 90
seamen in three amdl ships, the Chinese admird, Zheng He, wias exploring the coadts
of Africaand Indiawith atotd of nearly 300 much bigger vessds and 27,000 men. Mr
Morris obsarves: “Zheng had magnetic compasses and knew enough about the Indian
Oceen tofill a21-foot-1ong sea chart; Columbus rardy knew where hewas, let done
where hewas going.”

Mr Morris begins his sory more than 50,000 years ago, but it only redlly getsgoing
with the beginning of agriculture and the birth of large-scale organised societies after
thelast ice age, around 12,000 years ago. He shows how successive civilisations
radiated outward from two geographicaly diginct cores—the“hilly flanks’ of western
Eurasaand the area between the Yangzi and Y dlow riversin moden China—because
of thar rdative abundance of domedticable plantsand animas Development darted in
the West about 2,000 years before Smilar advances got going in the Eadt. Itslead
shrank from about 1,000BC on, after which Eagt and West were roughly leve until the
dow callgpse of the Roman empire, which represented a pesk of Western socid
development not metched urtil the Sart of the early modern eraiin the 17th century.

What Mr Morris showsisthat over aperiod of 10,000 years one civilisation after
ancther hit a“hard celling” of sodd deve opment before falling gpart, unadleto

control the forces its success had unleashed. For every two or three Seps forward,
therewas & least one step back. During those periods of advance the West tended to
pull ahead of the Eadt, and during the steps back the gap narrowed again. On thiswent
in asies of waves, each, Mr Morris says, cresting higher than the lagt, but with the
Wes'slead gpparently locked in. Thet process continued until the middle of thesixth
century AD when the Eagt suddenly, and for the first time, ourted aheed as Europe
entered the so-cdled Dark Ages and the Sui dynasty united Ching, laying the
foundations for the Eadt to hold the lead for the next 1,000 years.

Although the West eventualy caught up, thanksin part because it began making ships
thet could sal to America (the Atlantic is much samdler than the Padific) and because
its condant wars heped devel op military technology, even by the mid-18th century



there was not much difference between East and West. AsMr Morris obsarves
“...dthough the hard calling had been pushed up alittle, it remained as hard asever.”
The Wes may have caught up, but according to anew breed of palitical economids,
such as Thomas Mdthus, iron laws governing humeanity, in particular the onethat hdd
thet people dways converted the extra wedth earned from risng productivity into
more babiesto consumeit, would prevent ether the West' s or the East’ s socid
Oevelopment soore rigng much further. Mathus, however, had not reckoned on the
trandformative power of seam to smash through the West's hard calling.

Towardsthe end of hisbook, Mr Morris attempts to answer the question posed in the
title The West may dill rule, but for how much longer? His condusion isthat

athough power, influence and commerad dynamiam are Shifting eesward & a
relentless pace, the question itsaf may bewrong. If Easern and Western socid
development soores continue rigng a their current rates, Western “rul€’ will end early
in the next century. But therisein theindex over the next 100 years, propelled by
quantum legps in computing power and biostience, is so exponentid that humankind
itsdf will be profoundly changed, making distinctions between Eagt and West ssem
weirdly anachronidlic.

Thereis on the other hand, ared posshility that wefall to negotiaie even the next 50
years without triggering environmenta catastrophe, globd pandemics or nudear war.
In which casg, both West and East will Smultaneoudy crash into the hard ceiling of
our own era Mr Morris ends on an optimigtic note. If we can put off “Nightfal” long
enough, he says, the difference between the trids we face today and those thet
evertudly did in the Song dynegty in Chinawhen it pressed againd the hard calling
1,000 years ago, or the Roman empire 1,000 years before thet, isthat we are o much
more able to understand and counter the forces that threaten us—if we have the wit
and purpose to do so.

Mr Morris writes with darity and vigour, if occasondly with ajaunty informdity thet
becomes tiresome. That said, thisis an important book—one thet chdlenges
dimulates and entertains. Anyone who does not believe there are lessons to be learned
from higtory should gart here.



