
 

"The West": A Conceptual Exploration
by Riccardo Bavaj

This article explores the transformation of the directional concept "the west" into the socio-political concept "the West".
From the early 19th century onward, the concept of the West became temporalized and politicized. It became a concept
of the future ("Zukunftsbegriff"), acquired a polemical thrust through the polarized opposition to antonyms such as "Rus-
sia", "the East", and "the Orient", and was deployed as a tool for forging national identities. The gestation of "the West"
went hand-in-hand with the gradual substitution of an east-west divide for the north-south divide that had dominated
European mental maps for centuries.
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Introduction

"From Plato to NATO": the ironic title of David Gress' (*1953) (  Media Link 1) voluminous study on the idea of the West
has become common parlance among historians. Gress' starting point is the sweeping surveys on the history of "Western
Civilization" which have been taught in the United States for almost a century. In its heyday between the 1920s and the
1950s, the "Western Civilization" curricula took students on an intellectual journey that began in ancient Greece and cul-
minated in present-day America, meandering quite literally from Plato to NATO. The "Western Civilization" narrative be-
came an integral part of the "liberal consensus" which crystallized in the 1940s, providing American citizens with a sense
of who they were, and legitimizing America's position as the spearhead of "Western progress". Keen to tell the "true"
story of "the West", Gress is anxious to point out the errors of the "Western Civilization" advocates and of some of their
opponents. Roman, Christian and Germanic institutions, he argues, featured more prominently in "Western history" than
the classic Ivy League curricula allowed. Largely conceived in the aftermath of the First World War, these curricula had
no time for the freedom-loving Teutonic warrior. Contrary to what the title of his book suggests, however, Gress' study
does not offer an account of "the idea of the West". Apt as his reckoning with the "Western Civilization" narrative may
seem, his main interest does not lie in disentangling the threads of the discursive networks that constituted "the West"
conceptually. While he takes pains to deconstruct the master narrative of the "Western Civilization" saga, he offers a
counter-narrative that is no less essentialist.1

1

The latest attempt to construct a narrative of "the West" was undertaken by Heinrich August Winkler (*1938) (  Media
Link 2). His History of the West is the first of its kind in German, but once translated, it will be part of a cottage industry
which has liberally supplied the English-speaking book market (  Media Link 3) with histories of the West for almost a
century. Though aware of the semantic multiplicity of the term, Winkler's "discourse history" leaves the discursive web
that produced this multiplicity largely unexplored.2 Both Gress' and Winkler's books appeared as people were starting to
question the existence of "the West", disregarding Samuel P. Huntington's (1927–2008) (  Media Link 4) theory of a
Clash of Civilizations.3 First, the end of the Cold War seemed to remove the rationale for a socio-political entity that, dur-
ing the time of the Iron Curtain, was primarily defined in opposition to a Communist "East". Second, even if Islamic terror-
ism may provide a new alterity sufficiently prominent to keep "the West" alive (paradoxical as this may sound), political
differences over the Iraq War have sparked discussions on a hiatus within the "Atlantic Community", an unbridgeable gap
between the European Continent on the one side, and, on the other, what some commentators call "the Anglosphere".
Two "Wests", it has been argued, are one too many, and may indicate that none exists at all. Not for the first time, "the
West" is in decline. Or so it seems.4
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2

People have been talking about a decline of "the West" for more than a century.5 Oswald Spengler (1880–1936) (  Me-
dia Link 5) and Arnold Toynbee (1889–1975) (  Media Link 6) are only the most prominent examples.6 Many others
have been debating its "crisis", pondering its chances of "survival", and considering its "suicide".7 Max Weber
(1864–1920) (  Media Link 7) famously explored the ambiguities of "Occidental rationalization".8 Some critics have been
condemning "the West's" civilizational achievements in an outright fashion, subjecting "Western values" to fierce criticism,
or lamenting "the West's" inability to live up to its own standards. At the same time, "the West" has been praised for its re-
lentless dynamic, its never-ending creativity, and its startling vitality.9 The West is dead, long live the West. It is the dis-
cursive continuities and conceptual manifestations of "the West" that need to be investigated if historians are to come to
grips with the idea of the West.

3

Approaching the West Conceptually

Scholars have begun to examine the concept of the West only very recently. A handful of studies have shed light on the
conceptual origins and shifting meanings of "the West",10 but historians are still in the dark about many facets of its dis-
cursive construction. While the literature on "Western Civilization" and "Occidentalism" is substantial, in-depth analyses
of the concept of the West are rare. The Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe, generally thin on spatial concepts, have nothing to
offer on "the West", and there are no detailed investigations of relevant semantic transfers that cut across national
boundaries. Considering these lacunae in historical scholarship, this article is bound to offer hypotheses instead of firm
conclusions. Its general approach is to trace the evolution of "the West" through an analysis of the communicative con-
texts, the semantic fields, and the discursive networks in which various deployments of the concept were embedded. The
aspect of visual representations of "the West" through maps, images and other means of "naturalization" will not be ad-
dressed, though it certainly makes for a promising subject of future research.11

4

Informed by Reinhart Koselleck's (1923–2006) (  Media Link 8) and Jörn Leonhard's (*1967) (  Media Link 9) studies,12

this investigation is based on several assumptions on the transformation of the directional concept "the west" into the so-
cio-political concept "the West":13 First, historical actors start using the concept in a more general and abstract sense, re-
ferring to a group of countries, a civilization, or a way of life. The employment of the concept, which helps to register,
process and articulate historical experiences, homogenizes space, reduces complexity, and creates orientation. Second,
historical actors start using the concept in a dynamic sense, referring to the past, present and future of a more or less
well-defined area in comparison to other parts of the world. Against the background of an increasing acceleration of time,
they temporalize "the West", render it a concept of the future (Zukunftsbegriff) and endow it with diverse horizons of ex-
pectation: notions of progress and modernity. A geographical direction becomes temporalized space, as "the West" is
placed in the temporal continuum of philosophies of history, with distinct regimes of temporality attached to it. "The West",
in other words, metamorphoses into "TimeSpace",14 the dynamic quality of which becomes most evident in neologisms
such as "Westernizers" and "Westernization".

5

Third, historical actors start using the concept in a political sense, referring to notions of reason, liberty, democracy, con-
stitutional government, the rule of law, the middle class, private property, individuality, and so on. They employ the con-
cept as an effective tool in political debates, use it to advance political agendas, and fight over its "correct" meaning. Po-
litical languages become spatialized, and previously universal concepts become enclosed in a confined space called "the
West". This space, however, may not necessarily be conceived as hermetically closed; "Western democracy", for in-
stance, may still refer in a Hegelian fashion to a state of universal progress attainable in principle by every part of the
world. At any rate, "the West" and its cognates acquire a decisive polemical thrust and a clear ideological edge through
the polarized opposition to distinct antonyms such as "Eastern barbarism", "Oriental despotism", or the "Asiatic mode of
production". "The West" becomes a weapon deployed to mobilize people, a rallying cry that wields affective power and is
used to forge national identities.

6

Looking to the East
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To trace the origins and the evolution of "the West" in 19th century Europe, one is bound to look to the east. Russia
emerged as the antonym that gave birth to "the West". First, it became the location of intense debates on "the West" and
"Westernization". Second, seen through the eyes of French, German, and British observers, it became a foil for contrast-
ing notions of "the West" that were articulated in what came to be known as Western Europe. That "Western Europeans"
located Russia in the east, however, did not become common until the 1830s and 1840s. Georg Wilhelm Friedrich
Hegel's (1770–1831) (  Media Link 10) lectures on the philosophy of history, given in the 1820s,15 as well as Dominique
Dufour de Pradt's (1759–1837) (  Media Link 11) study on international relations from 182216 provide an early indication
that French and German scholars were starting to substitute an east-west divide for the north-south divide that had domi-
nated European mental maps(  Media Link 12) for centuries. Philipp Jakob Siebenpfeiffer's (1789–1845) (  Media Link
13) journal Der Bote aus Westen (Messenger from the West), or Westbote (1831–1832), moreover, offers an early exam-
ple of the temporalization and politicization of the east-west divide. While Russia had long been considered a northern
power, it gradually transformed into an eastern one. Though this geographical imagination rarely entered Russian
self-conceptions, which typically externalized the east as the Orient,17 "Western Europeans" framed Russia increasingly
as the epitome of "Eastern Europe". This geographical shift, however, happened later than the second half of the eigh-
teenth century as has been claimed by Larry Wolff (*1957) (  Media Link 14).18 Marred by methodological inaccuracies,
Wolff's widely-read study fails to qualify the findings in Hans Lemberg's (1933–2009) (  Media Link 15) seminal essay on
the conceptual history of "Eastern Europe" – a source of wisdom sadly neglected in English-language scholarship. Lem-
berg partly attributes the re-mapping of Europe to the contemporaneous production of knowledge on Slavic and "Nordic-
Germanic" language communities, a process that went hand-in-hand with the gestation of "the West".19

7

In Russia, debates on "the West" served an overarching purpose: the negotiation of Russian identity. In the light of expe-
riences with the authoritarian regime of Nicholas I (1796–1855) (  Media Link 16) and his crushing of the Decembrists'
uprising from 1825, Petr Chaadaev (1794–1856) (  Media Link 17) expressed his bitterness over the "immense
calamity" of the thwarted revolt that was "setting us back half a century". A veteran officer of the Napoleonic Wars(  Me-
dia Link 18) and influenced by French Catholic philosophers such as Joseph de Maistre (1753–1821) (  Media Link 19)
and Louis-Gabriel-Ambroise de Bonald (1754–1840) (  Media Link 20), he castigated Russian society for resisting "all
real progress". In his First Philosophical Letter, written in French in 1829, he declared that Russians, who were "neither of
the West nor of the East", but condemned by the Great Schism to Byzantine stagnation, lived in a "narrow present", with
no history, tradition, or identity. They were "placed, as it were, outside of time" – untouched by the ideas of "justice, right,
and order" which their "Western brethren" had brought to fruition.20

8

Chaadaev used the concept of the West to revisit and re-evaluate the legacy of Peter the Great's (1672–1725) (  Media
Link 21) far-reaching reforms, which had been implemented in the previous century. To make sense of these reforms, ini-
tially framed as measures to "Europeanize" Russia, Chaadaev deployed the concept of the West to escape the geo-
graphical ambiguity of the term "Europe". After all, Russia had largely been acknowledged as a European power in the
course of the 18th century, a status certainly confirmed by the experience of the Napoleonic Wars.21 In the wake of the
publication of Chaadaev's letter in 1836, which caused a stir among Russia's elites and sparked a debate on the nation's
past and future, the concepts of Europe and the West were frequently used interchangeably, the latter serving the pur-
pose of divesting the former of its "Russian facets" and narrowing down its multi-layered meanings.

9

Chaadaev's letter prompted the formation of a political camp that pitted the Russian institution of the village commune
(obshchina) and what it took to be the Orthodox idea of a harmonious spiritual community (sobornost') against a
"Western" way of life which it dismissed as artificial, soulless, and divisive. This camp, which soon adopted the name
"Slavophiles", coined the term "Westernizers" (zapadniki) as a derogatory expression used to discredit Chaadaev's
"heretical" standpoints as well as the political views of other proponents of a "Westernized" Russia like Vissarion Belinsky
(1811–1848) (  Media Link 22), who was an ardent believer in the "achievements of civilization, enlightenment, and hu-
manitarianism".22 Aleksandr Herzen (1812–1870) (  Media Link 23), in the eyes of Slavophiles a "man of the West", but
for some Westernizers a "man of the East",23 was at first also drawn to the democratic ideas that had been circulating in
France during the first half of the 19th century, but was disappointed by the "failed" revolutions of 1848–1849(  Media
Link 24) and turned into an advocate of an obshchina-based socialism. As an emigrant who lived in Paris and later in
London, he was a striking example of a cross-cultural mediator between Russia and "the West".24 His "Russian social-
ism" differed significantly from critiques of "Western" reason and individuality, as advanced by Slavophiles such as Ivan
Kireevsky (1806–1856) (  Media Link 25), Aleksei Khomiakov (1804–1860) (  Media Link 26), and Konstantin Aksakov
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(1817–1860) (  Media Link 27).25

10

In the 1860s, the tradition of Russian Anti-Westernism was re-invented by Pan-Slavists(  Media Link 28) like Nikolai
Danilevsky (1822–1885) (  Media Link 29) who propagated an aggressive Russian expansionism and constructed a
clear-cut dichotomy between a Romano-Germanic Europe doomed to decline and a Slavic "historico-cultural type" des-
tined to prevail.26 A polarized conceptualization like this left no room for any Hegelian mediation. While Hegel, who had a
major impact on Russian intellectual thought, had played a decisive role in the transformation of the 18th-century notion
of a universal civilization into a spectrum of various civilizations, he had still allowed for building historically dialectic
bridges between a civilization-in-the-singular and a civilization-in-the-plural. Pan-Slavism severed any intellectual ties that
might have related different civilizations.

11

The anti-Western attacks that were launched by Pan-Slavists, whether in Danilevsky's irreconcilable fashion or in slightly
mitigated ways as in Fyodor Dostoyevsky's (1821–1881) (  Media Link 30) writings,27 were, of course, not solely de-
bated within the confines of Russian borders. They also reached audiences in "the West" itself. The exact channels
through which Russian concepts of the West travelled westwards still need to be investigated further,28 but it may be ar-
gued that "Western European" Russophobia, a major constituting factor in the crystallization of "the West" from the 1820s
onward, was reinforced by both Russian anti-Westernism and the criticism advanced by Russian "Westernizers". Jules
Michelet (1798–1874) (  Media Link 31), for instance, referred approvingly to Chaadaev's Philosophical Letter in 1851.29

Inspired by Herzen, however, Michelet for a time also stylized Russia as the future "interpreter between Europe and
Asia": An "Oriental revolution" would give birth to a genuine Russia that was diametrically opposed to the "Western soci-
ety" Michelet sought to transcend.30

12

Yet, as Ezequiel Adamovsky (*1971) (  Media Link 32) has shown in his study on images of Russia in 19th century
France, the tsardom was generally constructed as a "land of absence" that starkly contrasted with the civilizational
achievements of "the West". It was depicted as a deficient historical entity, often perceived through the prism of discur-
sive traditions ascribed to Asia and the Orient, which, after all, was the traditional signifié of "the East".31 Astolphe-Louis-
Léonor Marquis de Custine's (1790–1857) (  Media Link 33) Chaadaev-inspired travelogue from 1843 is a case in
point,32 as is a review by the liberal politician and writer Saint-Marc Girardin (1801–1873) (  Media Link 34). In 1835 he
contrasted Russia with the "liberal spirit" of a "West" that consisted of "English commerce and French liberty" – an in-
structive example of the multi-layered spatialization of political discourse.33 In 1846, moreover, Louis de Juvigny, haunted
by the spectre of an expansionist Russia, invoked the historical unity of "Western civilization" that was separated from
"Russian civilization" through "an abyss ... which rivers of blood would scarcely fill".34 Such a view was echoed by the
writer and critic Saint-René Taillandier (1817–1879) (  Media Link 35), who, against the background of the Crimean War,
constructed an opposition that was not only imbued by images of the Orient, but was also reminiscent of Leopold von
Ranke's (1795–1886) (  Media Link 36) notion of a unity of the Romano-Germanic peoples: a mysterious "Oriental" Rus-
sia on the one side, and, on the other, Western Europe's "Germanic-Roman society", a "Christian", "liberal", and "modern
civilization".35

13

Ten years later, in 1864, the politician Charles Kolb-Bernard addressed the Corps législatif on the Polish question. In the
light of the recent uprising he pitted "Western civilization", "freedom", and "individual property" – a semantic field that in-
cluded Poland – against a Russian "Orient" that he viewed as "despotic, theocratic and communist". In the following year
Hyppolite Carnot deployed the same dichotomy to hail the principles of the "great Western family".36 However, the func-
tion of the Orientalization of Russia, and of the corresponding homogenization of "Western society", certainly varied be-
tween different communicative contexts. The liberal Taillandier, for instance, employed the concept to exoticize socialist
ideas by way of linking them to the "Russian spirit" of "Oriental despotism".37

14

Liberals in the Prussian Rhine Province, though, barely availed themselves of the concept as a prominent tool in political
debates, even if, between the revolutions of 1830 (  Media Link 37) and 1848/1849, they did temporalize the newly-
emerging east-west divide in terms of a backward East and a "civilized West". That they rarely donned the vestments of
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avowed Westerners reflected their ambiguous self-positioning in Europe's "centre", between a French West and a Rus-
sian East. The Russophobia of Rhenish liberals was much more significant than their reservations about their western
neighbour. Indeed, it was their imagination of Russia that allowed them to solve their perplexing double-bind situation:
namely, to feel attached to the "liberal ideas" of France, but to belong to a state which they felt was politically backward.
The comparison with the Russian "barbarians in the East" was meant to throw into relief the fundamental embeddedness
of Rhenish liberals in "civilized Europe".38 Still, it was "Europe" and not "the West" with which they identified. Ultimately,
they fit in with the multifaceted German continuity of a European middle position, which has been extensively researched
and need not be rehearsed here.39

15

The limited space available does not allow for a fuller examination of German images of "the West" in the 19th century.40

Readers will find valuable information on German perspectives on the relationship between "Russia", "Europe", and "the
West" in the groundbreaking studies by Heinz Gollwitzer (1917–1999) (  Media Link 38) and Dieter Groh (*1932) (  Me-
dia Link 39), which were published decades ago – in Groh's case with the express intention of tracing the genesis of the
East-West divide so prevalent during the Cold War.41 The studies show that German writers, scholars, and politicians
used the concept of the West to make sense of historical experiences such as the Polish uprising of 1830 (  Media Link
40), the European revolutions of 1848/1849, and the protracted developments of the "Eastern Question". The Crimean
War in particular reinforced tropes of "the East" and helped to homogenize spaces of international relations. As may be
inferred from Karl Marx's (1818–1883) (  Media Link 41) journalistic commentaries on the Crimean War, the concept of
"Western powers" became common parlance at that time.42 Still, the combination of Francophobia and Anglophilia (
Media Link 42), accompanied by a lack of interest in the United States, often prevented Germans of certain political lean-
ings from deploying the concept of the West at all in the 19th century.43

16

Looking to the West

More familiar than the evolution of "the West" in the 19th century – and hence treated more cursorily here – is the promi-
nence to which it rose in the 20th. The First World War provided the catalyst for new conceptualizations of "the West", in
which the United States of America, the rising star on the horizon of political and economic progress, featured particularly
prominently. This was fostered both by new developments in American policy and by the breath-taking advance in com-
munication technologies and transportation techniques that practically shrank the Atlantic – a phenomenon famously de-
scribed as "time-space compression".44 The concept of the "Atlantic community" was created, which transformed the
northern Atlantic into an "inland sea" and "ocean of freedom", endowing the older dichotomy between Western "sea pow-
ers" and the Russian "land power" with new meanings.45 Not only in the eyes of Life magazine editor Henry Luce
(1898–1967) (  Media Link 43), the United States became the self-declared "sanctuary" and "inheritor of all the great
principles of Western Civilization".46

17

It required, however, two world wars and the propagandistic effort of several journalists, scholars and politicians for this
spatio-political re-imagination of the U.S. to take root. Only reluctantly did the American exceptionalist notion as the
self-sufficient "city on a hill", enjoying "free security" through the great divide of the Atlantic, give way to anti-isolationist
ideas of an American embeddedness in the imagined community of "the West". The discursive traditions of continental-
ism and "hemispherism", most prominently anchored in the Monroe Doctrine of 1823, were firmly entrenched in U.S. po-
litical culture. Attempts to re-locate the United States on the mental maps of Americans, moreover, were far from unani-
mous. Atlanticist re-conceptualizations of the U.S. were not only confronted with de-spatialized notions of a global univer-
salism but also differed among each other in both texture and rationale, depending on whether they stemmed from, say,
catholic conservatives or enlightened liberals.47

18

Walter Lippmann (1889–1974) (  Media Link 44), for example, co-editor of the progressive magazine The New Republic
and creator of the term "Atlantic community", made the case for an American intervention in both world wars on the
grounds of an enlightened "Western civilization" that included Germany but excluded Russia, at the same time highlight-
ing the strategic necessity of securing the "safety of the Atlantic highway".48 In the late 1930s and early 1940s, the jour-
nalist Clarence K. Streit (1896–1986) (  Media Link 45) even went as far as proposing a political, economic and military
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union of all democracies of the North Atlantic area. He suggested the foundation of a "great republic" (Voltaire) for the
sake of individual freedom, which would span the Atlantic Ocean and feed on the common "Western" heritage of the
English, American and French revolutions.49 Twenty years later, the latter two upheavals would be bracketed together as
"the revolution of Western civilization" in R. R. Palmer's (1909–2002) (  Media Link 46) famous account of the 18th cen-
tury as the Age of the Democratic Revolution.50

19

Slightly different notions of a "Western" Atlantic community were evoked by catholic conservatives such as the historians
Carlton J. H. Hayes (1882–1964) (  Media Link 47) and Ross Hoffman (*1902) (  Media Link 48). While it was common
to see the "Judeo-Christian heritage" as an integral part of "Western civilization", the "tradition of Christendom" featured
unusually prominently in their writings on the Atlantic community. For instance, they perceived the totalitarian challenge of
the 1930s and early 1940s not only as a "revolt against the whole historic civilization of the West" in general but as a re-
volt "against the whole vast cultural heritage of the Christian Church" in particular, which had been facilitated, moreover,
by the French and the Industrial Revolution (  Media Link 49) and "the rise of liberalism with its atomizing of society".51

The "prime need of twentieth-century western man", Hoffman insisted, was to "recover and conserve" the tie with "the old
world of the past", to "take hold again upon the truths of experience enshrined in the tradition of Christendom".52 In his
eyes, Voltaire's (1694–1778) (  Media Link 50) "great republic" that had come to span the Atlantic was to be a "Christian
republic".53 Generally, however, American exponents of the idea of an "Atlantic community" broadly agreed in their rejec-
tion of both isolationist nationalism and borderless universalism and in their fight for the formation of a regional security
system that would serve as a "mighty citadel of safety for the nations of the West". Discarding both Pan-Americanism and
Pan-Europeanism (  Media Link 51), they perceived the American frontier as a frontier of "historic European civilization"
and "culture" – terms used interchangeably with "Western civilization".54

20

In post-1914 Germany, however, where the "ideas of 1914" were pitted against the "ideas of 1789", intellectual and politi-
cal elites constructed a clear-cut opposition between "German culture" and "Western civilization", which fed into notions
of a German special path (Sonderweg) and became a powerful tool in shaping national identities.55 Writers like Thomas
Mann (1875–1955) (  Media Link 52) praised German inwardness (Innerlichkeit) as opposed to the alleged shallowness
of "Western" rationalism.56 With the breakdown of Russian tsardom and the American entry in the war in 1917, moreover,
"Western democracy" not only became the Allied rallying cry but also the "un-German" Other for Imperial Germany, defin-
ing a decisive fault line for decades to come.57 In the interwar period, it was left to liberal Westernizers like Ernst
Troeltsch (1865–1923) (  Media Link 53) to counter this effective rhetorical weapon. In his famous talk on The Ideas of
Natural Law and Humanity in World Politics, held in 1922, he made a case for a rapprochement between "German politi-
cal-historical-moralist thought" and the "West European-American" kind.58 After the Second World War, Troeltsch's liberal
mission was continued by scholars such as Ernst Fraenkel (1898–1975) (  Media Link 54) who, following the return from
his American exile, went to great lengths to anchor West German political culture in the realm of pluralist democracies,
increasingly using "the West" as a rhetorical tool of persuasion and trying to convince people of the historical fallacy of
contrasting the "German state" with "Western democracy".59

21

Several aspects have had to be left unexplored in this article. German history alone offers many more discursive contexts
worth considering:60 the construction of "Eastern" and "Western Jews" in the early 20th century,61 the concept of a
"Western border region" (Westraum) that rose to dubious prominence under the Nazi regime,62 or conservative concepts
of Abendland(  Media Link 55) and socialist notions of Europe as a "third force" which were both invested with
anti-Western meanings.63 The immediate aftermath of the Second World War in particular offers plenty of material for re-
search, as a study on West Germany's incorporation into NATO illustrates, which examines the deployment of the com-
monplace of "Western civilization" during the political formation of the Atlantic community.64 Yet another topic worth ex-
ploring is the commitment to the "Western cause" of (returned) émigrés such as Franz Borkenau (1900–1957) (  Media
Link 56) and Richard Löwenthal (1908–1991) (  Media Link 57), who, in the light of a "fundamental East-West tension of
the German character", fought in the intellectual Cold War on the side of the Congress for Cultural Freedom, a transna-
tional agency that fostered the construction and dissemination of overtly anti-Communist notions of "the West" as a strat-
egy of empowerment, domination and securitization.65

22

What still needs to be examined on a more global scale is the entanglement of European concepts of "the West" with no-
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tions of "Westernization" and "the Occident" discussed in non-European areas. From the mid-19th century onward, India,
China, and Japan, amongst others, became the place of intense debates on national identity which were based on com-
peting images of "the West".66 The role of Western European Orientalists as mediators who disseminated these images
at home yet remains to be explored.67 It is indeed the spatial context of colonialism (  Media Link 58) and the temporal
context of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, in particular, which furthered the evolution and circulation of powerful
images not only of European but of "Western civilization". In this regard it may be worthwhile to test two hypotheses re-
cently advanced by Anglo-American scholarship on the emergence of "the West" in turn-of-the-century Britain
(1880–1930): First, the literary critic Christopher GoGwilt (*1961) (  Media Link 59) claims that the concept of the West
eclipsed the concept of Europe as the pivotal ideological term in the register of British imperialist rhetoric through a com-
plex re-mapping of Europe and the Empire.68 Second, the geographer Alastair Bonnett (*1964) (  Media Link 60) argues
that the idea of the West eclipsed the idea of "whiteness" in scholarly and political discourse because the former proved
more flexible than the latter, which, race-oriented as it was, did not allow for the upholding of "a socially exclusive cultural
heritage", nor for the inclusion of "non-white nations" like Japan in the imagined community of industrially advanced
countries.69 It is hoped that hypotheses such as these, which are focussed on the identification of problem-solving rhetor-
ical innovations, will generate new answers to the Skinnerian question as to what people were doing in using the concept
of the West.70

23
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