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History Inside Out
 

THE ARGUMENT 

T
he purpose of this book is to undermine one of 
the most powerful beliefs of our time concern
ing world history and world geography. This 
belief is the notion that European civiliza

tion-"The West"-has had some unique historical advantage, some 
special quality of race or culture or environment or mind or spirit, which 
gives this human community a permanent superiority over all other 
communities, at all times in history and down to the present. 

The belief is both historical and geographical. Europeans are seen as 
the "makers of history." Europe eternally advances, progresses, modern
izes. The rest of the world advances more sluggishly, or stagnates: it is 
"traditional society." Therefore, the world has a permanent geographical 
center and a permanent periphery: an Inside and an Outside. Inside leads, 
Outside lags. Inside innovates, Outside imitates. l 

This belief is dif[usionism, or more precisely Eurocentric diffusionism. It 
is a theory about the way cultural processes tend to move over the surface 
of the world as a whole. They tend to flow out of the European sector and 
toward the non-European sector. This is the natural, normal, logical, and 
ethical flow of culture, of innovation, of human causality. Europe, eter
nally, is Inside. Non-Europe is Outside. Europe is the source of most 
diffusions; non-Europe is the recipient. 

Diffusionism lies at the very root of historical and geographical 
scholarship. Some parts of the belief have been questioned in recent years, 
but its most fundamental tenets remain unchallenged, and so the belief as 
a whole has not been uprooted or very much weakened by modern 
scholarship. 

The most important tenet of diffusionism is the theory of "the 
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autonomous rise of Europe," and sometimes (rather more grandly) the idea 
of "the European Miracle," It is the idea that Europe was more advanced 
and more progressive than all other regions prior to 1492, prior, that is, to 
the beginning of the period of colonialism, the period in which Europe and 
non-Europe came into intense interaction. If one believes this to be the 
case-and most modern scholars seem to believe it to be the case-then it 
must follow that the economic and social modernization of Europe is 
fundamentally a result of Europe's internal qualities, not of interaction with 
the societies of Africa, Asia, and America after 1492. Therefore: the main 
building blocks of modernity must be European. Therefore: colonialism 
cannot have been really important for Europe's modernization. Therefore: 
colonialism must mean, for the Africans, Asians, and Americans, nOt 
spoliation and cultural destruction but, rather, the receipt-by-diffusion of 
European civilization: modernization. 

This book will analyze and criticize Eurocentric diffusionism as a 
general body of ideas, and will try to undermine the more concrete theory 
of the autonomous rise of Europe. The first chapter of the book discusses 
the nature and history of diffusionism. Chapter 2 analyzes the theory of the 
autonomous rise of Europe as a body of propositions about European 
superiority (and "the European miracle"), then tries to disprove these 
propositions, one after the other. Chapter 3 discusses world history and 
historical geography prior to 1492, attempting to show that Europe was not 
superior to other civilizations and regions in those times. Chapter 4 argues 
that colonialism was the basic process after 1492, which led to the 
selective rise of Europe, the modernization or development of Europe (and 
outlying Europeanized culture areas like the United States), and the 
underdevelopment of Asia, Africa, and Latin America. Chapter 4 also 
argues that the conquest of America and thereafter the expansion of 
European colonialism is not to be explained in terms of any internal 
characteristics of Europe, but instead reflects the mundane realities of 
locatlon. The chain of argument in Chapters 2, 3, and 4, as a whole, 
therefore, is an attempt to show that Europe did not have hiswrical 
priority-historical superiority-over what we now call the Third World. 

This may seem to be too ambitious a project for one small book I am 
really making just one claim. I am asserting that a fundamental and rather 
explicit error has been made in our conventional past thinking about 
geography and hiswry, and this error has distorted many fields of thought 
and action. I am going to present enough evidence to show that the belief 
in Eurocentric diffusionism and Europe's historical superiority or priority 
is not convincing: not well grounded in the facts of history and geography, 
although firmly grounded in Western culture. It is in a sense folklore. 

HISTORY INSIDE OUT 

THE TUNNEL OF TIME 

If you had gone to school in Europe or Anglo-America 150 years ago, 
around the middle of the nineteenth century, you would have been 
taught a very curious kind of history. You would have learned, for one 
thing, that every important thing that ever happened to humanity 
happened in one part of the world, the region we will call "Greater 
Europe," meaning the geographical continent of Europe itself, plus (for 
ancient times only) an enlargement of it to the southeast, the "Bible 
Lands"-from North Africa to Mesopotamia-plus (for modern times 
only) the countries of European settlement overseas. You would have 
been taught that God created Man in this region: the Garden of Eden 
was mentioned as the starting point of human hiswry in typical world 
history textbooks of the period, and these textbooks placed Eden at 
various points between the shores of the Mediterranean Sea and the 
mountains of Inner Asia. 

Some of your teachers would have also claimed that only the people 
of this region are really human: God created the people of other places 
as a different, nonhuman, or rather infrahuman, species. And all of your 
teachers of science as well as history would have agreed that 
non-Europeans are not as intelligent, not as honorable, and (for the most 
part) not as courageous as Europeans: God made them inferior. If you had 
asked your teachers why Europeans are more human and more intelligent 
than everyone else you would perhaps have been chastised for asking 
such a question. You would have been told that a Christian God created 
and now manages the world, and it would be bOth silly and blasphemous 
to suggest that He might show the same favor to non-Europeans, 
non-Christians, that He does to those people who worship the True God 
and moreover worship Him with the proper sacrament. 

If you had been studying geography as well as hiswry back in the 
middle of the nineteenth century, you would indeed have learned 
something about the non-European world. The people living in Africa 
and Asia would have been depicted not only as inferior but as in some 
sense evil. They are the people who refused to accept God's grace and so 
have fallen from His favor. Africans are thus cruel savages, for whom the 
best possible fate is to be put to useful work, and Christianized. Chinese 
and Indians for some unknown reason managed to build barbaric 
civilizations of their own, but because they are not Europeans and nOt 
Christians, their civilizations long ago began to stagnate and regress. And, 
for all their splendor, these never were real civilizations: they are cruel 
"Oriental despotisms." Only Europeans know true freedom. 
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Ideas of course change, and if you had gone to school some 50 years 
later, around the turn of the century, you would have been taught a much 
more secular form of history, and it would have had a strongly 
evolutionary (though not yet Darwinian) flavor. You would have learned 
that the earth is very old, that life is old, and that our species itself has 
been around for a long time. But everything important still happened in 
Europe (that is, in Greater Europe). The first true man, Cro-Magnon, 
lived in Europe. Agriculture was invented in Greater Europe (perhaps in 
the continent, perhaps in the Bible Lands, Europe's self-proclaimed 
cultural hearth). You would have been told in world history class that the 
first barbaric beginnings of civilization occurred in the Bible Lands. There 
in the Bible Lands emerged the two Caucasian peoples who make all of 
history. The Semites invented cities and empires, and gave us 
monotheism and Christianity, but stopped at that point and then sank 
back into Oriental decadence. The Aryans or Indo-Europeans, freedom
loving though backward folk, built on these foundations, migrating from 
southeastern Europe or western Asia into and through geographical 
Europe, and creating the first genuinely civilized society, that of ancient 
Greece. Then the Romans raised civilization to its next level, and 
thereafter world history marched inexorably northwestward. If your 
school was in England you would have been told that History marched 
from "the Orient" (the Bible Lands) to Athens, to Rome, to feudal 
France, and finally to modern England-a kind of westbound Orient 
Express. 

By now a secular picture of the geography of non-Europe had begun 
to be taught in European schools. Africans continued to be described as 
savages and Oriental societies as decadent and despotic. But important 
changes had taken place in the relations between Europe and non-Europe 
during the course of the nineteenth century, and by 1900 a particular 
theory about this relationship had become fixed in popular discourse and 
was now taught in schools as standard world geography. This was the 
theory (described later in this chapter) according to which non
Europeans can and do rise to a civilizationallevel, if not equal to that of 
Europeans at least near that level, under European tutelage, that is, under 
European colonial control. 

Suppose we move forward another half century, to the history and 
geography taught around the end of World War II. There is not very 
much change. The first True Man is still the Cro-Magnon of Europe. 
Agriculture was invented in the Bible Lands; so toO was barbaric 
civilization. True civilization still marches from Athens to Rome to Paris 
to London, and perhaps sets sail then for New York. Non-Europeans do 
not contribute much to world history, although they begin to do so as a 
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result of European influence. (Colonial peoples learn from their tutors; 
Japanese imitate successfully, and so on.) Europeans are still brighter, 
better, and bolder than everyone else. Z 

We can sum all of this up with an image that will prove quite useful 
in this book. This is the idea that the world has an Inside and an Outside 
World history thus far has been, basically, the history of Inside. Outside 
has been, baSically, irrelevant. History and historical geography as it was 
taught, written, and thought by Europeans down to the time of World 
War II, and still (as we will see) in most respects today, lies, as it were, in 
a tunnel of time. The walls of this tunnel are, figuratively, the spatial 
boundaries of Greater Europe. History is a matter of looking back or down 
in this European tunnel of time and trying to decide what happened 
where, when, and why. "Why" of course calls for connections among 
historical events, but only among the events that lie in the European 
tunnel. Outside its walls everything seems to be rockbound, timeless, 
changeless tradition. I will call this way of thinking "historical tunnel 
vision," or simply "tunnel history." 

The older form of tunnel history simply ignored the non-European 
world: typical textbooks and historical atlases devoted very few pages to 
areas outside of Greater Europe (that is, Europe and countries of European 
settlement overseas plus, for ancient history and the Crusades, the Near 
Easr), until one came to the year 1492. Non-Europe (Africa, Asia east of 
the Bible Lands, Latin America, Oceania) received significant notice 
only as the venue of European colonial activities, and most of what was 
said about this region was essentially the history of empire) Not only was 
the great bulk of attention devoted to Greater Europe in these older 
textbooks and historical atlases, but world history was described as flowing 
steadily westward with the passage of time, from the Bible Lands to 
eastern Mediterranean Europe, to northwestern Europe. This pattern is 
readily discernible if we notice the salience of places mentioned in these 
sources, that is, the frequency of place-name mentions for different 
regions at different periods. For the earliest period, place-name mentions 
cluster in the Bible Lands and the extreme eastern Mediterranean. For 
successively later periods, place-name mentions cluster farther and farther 
to the west and northwest, finally clustering in northwestern Europe for 
the period after about A.D. 1000: this is the "Orient Express" pattern to 
which we referred previously. 

After World War II, however, history textbooks began to exhibit 
another, more subtle, form of tunnel history. The non-European world 
was now beginning to insert itself very firmly in European consciousness, 
in the aftermath of the war with Japan and in the midst of the intensified 
decolonization struggles, the Civil Rights movement in the United 
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States, and the like. Most newer textbooks enlarged the discussion of 
non-European history, and said something about the historical achieve
ments of non-European cultures. Most textbooks gave a flavor of 
historicity, of evolutionary progress, to non-European history, thus 
departing from the older pattern, which dismissed these societies as 
stagnant and nonevolving. Asian societies were now described as having 
had an evolutionary motion, though a motion slower than that of Europe. 
Africa was still described as stagnant, history-less, prior to the colonial 
era. More salience was given to Asia. However, Africa and the Western 
Hemisphere still received little mention for eras prior to 1492. The 
pattern of place-name mentions in most (not all) texts and historical 
atlases still suggested a flow to the west and northwest, from the Near East 
to western Europe. And tunnel history dominated most textbooks in the 
most important matter of all, the question of "why," of expli1nation. 
Historical progress still came about because Europeans invented or 
initiated most of the crucial innovations, which only later spread out to 
the rest of the world. So the textbooks depicted a world in which 
historical causes were to be found basically inside the European tunnel of 
time, although historical effects were to be seen baSically everywhere4 

Textbooks are an important window into a culture; more than just 
books, they are semiofficial statements of exactly what the opinion
forming elite of the culture want the educated youth of that culture to 
believe to be true about the past and present world. S As we have seen, 
European and Anglo-American history textbooks assert that most of the 
causes of historical progress occur, or originate, in the European sector of 
the world. Textbooks of the early and middle nineteenth century tended 
to give a rather openly religious grounding for this Eurocentric tunnel 
history. In later textbooks the Bible is no longer considered a source of 
historical fact, but causality seems to be rooted in an implicit theory that 
combines a belief that Christian peoples make history with a belief that 
white peoples make history, the whole becoming a theory that it is natural 
for Europeans to innovate and progress and for non-Europeans to remain 
stagnant and unchanging ("traditional"), until, like Sleeping Beauty, 
they are awakened by the Prince. This view still, in the main, prevails, 
although racism has been discarded and non-Europe is no longer 
considered to have been absolutely stagnant and traditional. 

Schools are always a little behind the time when it comes to the
 
teaching of newer topics and ideas. I wish I could report that the old
 
notions about Inside and Outside are today JUSt artifacts, still taught in
 
some schools because of the usual lag between research and pedagogy, but
 
which have been discarded by Real Scholars, those who pursue historical
 
research and write the important and influential books on world history.
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But this is not the case. In the matter that concerns us most, that of 
explaining the larger flows of world history, the views put forward by 
historical scholars today tend to be quite consonant with the theories 
projected in textbooks. We can set aside the fact that many of the most 
widely used textbooks, today as in the past, are written by prominent 
historical scholars. There are many complex cultural reasons why 
historical scholarship remains committed to Eurocentric explanations for 
most of the crucial developments in world history: we will discuss some of 
these reasons later in the present chapter and return to the question at 
various points throughout the book. Suffice it at this point to notice a 
very peculiar paradox. Historians have amassed a fine record of 
meticulous scholarship, and rarely indeed do we encounter prejudice or 
deliberate distortion in their work. Moreover, their judgments about 
historical causation are constrained by the same methodological rigor as 
we find in any other field of scholarship. It is only when we come to the 
larger issues of causation, matters of explaining historical progress over 
long periods and for larger regions, and matters of explaining profound 
revolutions in history, that Eurocentrism exerts an important influence 
on discourse, and often-as we will see-leads to the acceptance of poor 
theories in spite of a lack of supporting evidence. 

Most European historians still maintain that most of the really 
crucial historical events, those that "changed history," happened in 
Europe, or happened because of some causal impetus from Europe. 
("Europe" continues to mean "Greater Europe.") To illustrate this fact, I 
will list now, in historical order, a series of crucial Europe-centered 
propositions. All of them are accepted as true by the majority, in some 
cases the great majority, of European historical scholars. Some of them 
indeed are true, but that is beside the present point, which is to show that 
historical reasoning still focuses on Greater Europe as the perpetual 
fountainhead of history. 

1.	 The Neolithic Revolution-the invention of agriculture and the 
beginnings of a settled way of life for humanity-occurred in the 
Middle East (or the Bible Lands). This view was unopposed before 
about 1930, and is still the majority view. 

2.	 The second major step in cultural evolution toward modern 
civilization, the emergence of the earliest states, cities, organized 
religions, writing systems, division of labor, and the like, was taken in 
the Middle East. 

3.	 The Age of Metals began in the Middle East. Ironworking was 
invented in the Middle East or eastern Europe and the "Iron Age" 
first appeared in Europe. 
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4.	 Monotheism appeared first in the Middle East. 
5.	 Democracy was invented in Europe (in ancient Greece). 
6.	 Likewise most of pure science, mathematics, philosophy, histOry, and 

geography. 
7.	 Class society and class struggle emerged first in the Greco-Roman era 

and region.6 

8.	 The Roman Empire was the first great imperial state. Romans 
invented bureaucracy, law, and so on. 

9.	 The next great stage in social evolution, feudalism, was developed in 
Europe, with Frenchmen taking the lead. 7 

10.	 Europeans invented a host of technological traits in the Middle Ages 
which gave them superiority over non-Europeans. (On this matter 
there are considerable differences of opinion.). 

11.	 Europeans invented the modern state. 
12.	 Europeans invented capitalism. 
13.	 Europeans, uniquely "venturesome," were the great explorers, 

"discoverets," etc. 
14.	 Europeans invented industry and created the Industrial Revolution. 

... and so on down to the present. 
All of the propositions in this list are widely accepted tenets of 

European histOrical scholarship tOday, although (as we will see) there is 
scholarly dispute about some of the propositions. All of this means that 
you and I learned these things, perhaps in elementary school, perhaps in 
university, perhaps in books and newspapers. We learned that all of this 
is the truth. But is it? Clearly, some of these propositions are true. Some 
others ate true with qualifications. But some, as I will argue in this book, 
are not true at all: they are artifacts of the old tunnel history, in which 
Outside plays no crucial tole and Inside is credited with everything 
important and everything efficacious. 

EUROCENTRIC DIFFUSIONISM 

Eurocentrism 

What we are talking about here is generally called, these days, 
"Eurocentrism."8 This word is a label for all the beliefs that postulate past 
or present superiority of Europeans over non-Europeans (and over 
minority people of non-European descent). A strong critique of 
Eurocentrism is underway in all fields of social thought, and this book is 
certainly part of that critique. 
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There is, however, a problem with the word "Eurocentrism." In most 
discourse it is thought of as a SOrt of prejudice, an "attitude," and therefore 
something that can be eliminated from modern enlightened thought in 
the same way we eliminate other relic attitudes such as racism, sexism, 
and religious bigotry. But the really crucial part of Eurocentrism is not a 
matter of attitudes in the sense of values and prejudices, but rather a 
matter of science, and scholarship, and informed and expert opinion. To 
be precise, Eurocentrism includes a set of beliefs that are statements about 
empirical reality, statements educated and usually unprejudiced Europe
ans accept as true, as propositions supported by "the facts." ConSider, for 
instance, the 14 propositions about Europe's priority in historical 
innovation which we listed above. Historians who accept these 
propositions as true would be most indignant if we described the 
propositions as "Eurocentric beliefs." Every historian in this category 
would deny emphatically that he or she holds any Eurocentric prejudices, 
and very few of them actually do hold such prejudices. If they assert that 
Europeans invented democracy, science, feudalism, capitalism, the 
modern nation-state, and so on, they make these assertions because they 
think that all of this is face. 

Eurocentrism, therefore, is a very complex thing. We can banish all 
the value meanings of this word, all the prejudices, and we still have 
Eurocentrism as a set of empirical beliefs. 

This, in a way, is the central problem for this book. We confront 
statements of presumed historical and scientific fact, nOt prejudices and 
biases, and we try to show, with history and science, that the 
presumptions are wrong: these statements are false. 

How is it that Eurocentric historical statements which ate not 
valid-that is, not confirmed by evidence and sometimes contradicted by 
evidence-are able to gain acceptance in European historical thought, 
and thereafter survive as accepted beliefs, hardly ever questioned, for 
generations and even centuries? This is a crucial problem for historiogra
phy and the history of ideas. To deal with it satisfactorily would take us 
well beyond the scope of this book, the main concern of which is 
empirical history and geography. Yet the problem cannot be avoided here. 
LibraFies are full of scholarly studies that support the Eurocentric 
historical positions we are rejecting and refuting in this book. The sheer 
quantity of this work, and the respect that is properly owed to the scholars 
who assembled it, makes it certain that one cannot convincingly refute 
these positions with the factual arguments that can be presented in one 
book. No matter how persuasive these arguments may be, they cannot be 
placed, so to speak, on one arm of a balance and be expected to outweigh 
all of the accumulated writings of generations of European scholars, 
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textbook writers, journalists, publicists, and the rest, heaped up on the 
other arm of the balance. 

So, in this book, we must make a sort of two-level argument. The 
main level is the empirical one: What did happen inside and outside of 
Europe in the medieval and early modern centuries, and what 
connections did take place between the two sectors in that period? At the 
second level, we will look at some pertinent aspects of the history of 
Eurocentric ideas and the social context surrounding these ideas. This 
will be done mainly in the present chapter, which analyzes the nature and 
history of diffusionist ideas and concludes with a discussion of the process 
of soci81licensing by which these ideas gain currency and hegemony, and 
in Chapter 2, which rather systematically examines the most import8nt 
arguments for European superiority prior to 1492 and to an extent 
discusses their historical genealogies. 

Scholars today are aW8re, as most were not a few decades ago, that 
the empirical, factual beliefs of history, geography, and social science very 
often gain acceptance for reasons that have little to do with evidence. 
Scholarly beliefs are embedded in culture, and are shaped by culture. This 
helps to explain the paradox that Eurocentric historical beliefs are so 
strangely persistent; that old myths continue to be believed in long after 
the rationale for their acceptance has been forgotten or rejected (as in the 
arguments grounded in belief in the Old Testament as literal history); 
that newer candidate beliefs gain acceptance without supporting 
evidence if they are properly Eurocentric; and that, most generally, the 
Eurocentric body of beliefs as a whole retains its persuasiveness 8nd 
power. But there is more to the matter than this. Eurocentrism is, as 1will 
argue at great length in this book, a unique set of beliefs, and uniquely 
powerful, because it is the intellectual and scholarly rationale for one of 
the most powerful social interests of the European elite. I will argue not 
only that European colonialism initiated the development of Europe (and 
the underdevelopment of non-Europe) in 1492, but that since then the 
wealth obtained from non-Europe, through colonialism in its many forms, 
including neocolonial forms, has been a necessary and very important 
b8sis for the continued development of Europe and the continued power 
of Europe's elite. For this reason, the development of a body of 
Eurocentric beliefs, justifying and assisting Europe's colonial activities, 
has been, and still is, of very great importance. Eurocentrism is quite 
simply the colonizer's model of the world. 

Eurocentrism is the colonizer's model of the world in a very literal 
sense: it is not merely a set of beliefs, a bundle of beliefs. It has evolved, 
through time, into a very finely sculpted model, a structured whole; in fact 
a single theory; in fact a super theory, a general framework for many 
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smaller theories, historical, geographical, psychological, sociological, and
 
philosophical. This supertheory is diffusionism.
 

Diffusionism 

When culture change takes place in a human community, that change
 
can be the result of an invention that occurred within this community. Or
 
it can be the result of a process in which the idea or its material effect
 
(such as a tool, an art style, etc.) came into the community, having
 
originated in some other community, in some other part of the landscape.
 
The first sort of event is called "independent invention." The second is
 
called "diffusion."9 Both processes occur everywhere. So far so good. But
 
some scholars believe that independent invention is rather uncommon,
 
and therefore not very important in culture change in the short run and
 
cultural evolution in the long run. These scholars believe that most
 
humans are imitators, not invenrors. Therefore diffusion, in their view, is
 
the main mechanism for change.
 

The scholars who hold this view are called "diffusionists." Whenever 
they encounter a cultural innovation in a particular region, they 8re 
inclined to look diligently for a process of diffusion into that region from 
somewhere else, somewhere the trait is already in use. For inst8nce, the 
fact that the blow-gun is traditionally used among some Native American 
peoples as well as some Old World peoples is explained by diffusionists as 
being the result of the diffusion of this trait from the Old World to the 
New: the New World people, they believe, probably did not invent the 
trait for themselves. Why? Because they probably were nOt inventive 
enough to do so. A larger form of this same diffusionist argument claims 
that the great pre-Columbian civilizations of the Americas must be, 
ultimately, the result of transpacific or transatlantic diffusions, because 
these civilizing traits (agriculture, temple architecture, writing, and so on) 
were found much earlier in the Old World than the New, and Native 
Americans probably were not inventive enough to think up these things 
On their own. 1O Some scholars, those who have been traditionally 
described as "extreme diffusionists," believe that all civilization diffused 
from one original place on earth: some of them think that this original 
SOurce of civilization was ancient Egypt, others place it somewhere in 
Central Asia (for instance, the Caucasus region-which scholars used to 
think was the original home of the "white" or "Caucasian" race) .11 

The debates between diffusionists and their opponents have been 
going on for more than a century in anthropology, geogr8phy, history, and 
all fields concerned about long-term, large-scale cultural evolution. l2 The 
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antidiffusionists (often called "evolutionists" or "independent-invention
ists") have tended to level two basic charges against the diffusionists: 

1. Diffusionists hold much too sour a view of human ingenuity: 
people are in fact quite inventive and innovative, so the possibility that 
new culture traits will appear as a result of independent invention is 
actually vastly greater than diffusionists admit. So investigators should 
consider the possibility of independent invention in any given case, 
rather than assuming a priori that a diffusion process explains the 
situation at which one is looking. 

2. Diffusionists are elitists. Every diffusion must start somewhere. An 
invention must take place in some one community before it begins to 
spread (diffuse) to others. If we accept the quite fundamental assumption 
that all human groups are truly human in their thinking apparatuses, and 
therefore broadly similar in their ability to invent and innovate-this 
assumption is known as "the psychic unity of mankind," a nineteenth
century label that is quaint but still in use-we would expect inventions to 
occur everywhere across the human landscape. 13 But most diffusionists 
claim that only cerwin select communities are inventive. In other words, most 
communities change only as a result of receiving new traits by diffusion, 
but some places are uniquely inventive and are the original sources of the 
new traits. The people of these communities are more inventive than are 
people elsewhere. The psychic unity of mankind is denied: some people, or 
cultures, are simply smarter than others. They are permanent centers of 
invention and innovation. 

This is spatial elitism. If we make a map of this landscape, we find 
that it has a permanent center and a permanent periphery. For the 
"extreme diffusionists" the entire world was mapped out this way, at least 
for the pre-Christian era: the permanent center of invention and 
innovation was thought to be Egypt, or the "Ancient Aryan Homeland" 
(a mythical place located somewhere in western Asia or southeastern 
Europe), or the Caucasus, or some other supposed navel of the ancient 
world. But the charge was leveled more broadly: diffusionists as a group 
tended to imagine that some few places, or some one place, was the 
primary source from which culture spread to all the other places. 

It should be evident that diffusionism is very nicely suited to the idea 
that the world has an Inside and an Outside. In fact, diffusionism was the 
most fully developed scientific (or pseudoscientific) rationale for the idea 
of Inside and Outside. That idea, as we saw, postulates one permanent 
world center for new ideas; cultural evolution everywhere else results, 
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broadly, from the diffusion of new ideas from this permanent center. This 
is simply the diffusionists' map on a world scale. 

We come now to a fascinating anomaly. The critics of diffusionism, 
in the nineteenth century and even in the twentieth century, failed 
entirely to grasp the full implications of their critique. None of them 
denied that the world has an Inside and an Outside. While criticizing the 
diffusionists for their rejection of the principle of the psychic unity of 
mankind, the antidiffusionists nonetheless believed that cultural evolu
tion has been centered in Europe, and they therefore accepted the 
idea-explicitly or implicitly-that Europeans are more inventive, more 
innovative than everyone else. 14 This is made explicit when they write 
about recent centuries, and particularly when they discuss the moderniz
ing, missionarizing effect of European colonialism. It is also implicit in 
their writings about ancient times. These anthropologists, archaeologists, 
geographers, and historians of the second half of the nineteenth century 
and the present century do not focus on the Bible Lands, and their 
scholarly writings do not display any acceptance of religious assumptions. 
Yet Inside and Outside are explicit. They write about the Near Eastern 
origins of agriculture, of urbanization, and so forth. They then move 
smoothly to arguments about European origins of mOSt of the rest of 
civiliza tion. 

My basic argument is this: all scholarship is diffusionist insofar as it 
axiomatically accepts the Inside-Outside model, the notion that the world 
as a whole has one permanent center from which culture-changing ideas 
tend to originate, and a vast periphery that changes as a result (mainly) of 
diffusion from that single center. I do not argue that the formal theori' of 
diffusionism, as it was advanced and defended by scholars in the nine
teenth and early twentieth centuries, explains the Inside-Outside model, 
the mythology of Europe's permanent geographical superiority and prior
ity. Rather, the theory developed as a result of broad social forces in 
Europe, and entered the world of scholarship from outside of that world
from European society. Diffusionist scholars were, in essence, elaborating 
and codifying this theory in the realms of scholarship within which they 
worked: realms like archaeology, world history, and so on. 

Before we proceed further I must post a warning: the word "diffusion
ist" has some ambiguities, and these should not be allowed to bring 
confusion into the present discussion. In any given debate as to whether a 
novel trait in a certain place was invented by the people of that place or 
was received from elsewhere by diffusion, those scholars who take the 
latter view are supporters of a "diffusionist" position, that is, they 
favor the specific hypothesis of diffusion as against that of independent 
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invention. This does not necessarily mean that they have a general 
propensity to favor diffusion as a causal formula. Sometimes the specific 
issue can be a very major problem. For instance, some scholars argue that 
important West African culture traits diffused across the Atlantic to 
America before 1492. Whether they are right or wrong in this matter, they 
are nOt arguing any sort of Eurocentric diffusionism, nor do they necessar
ily favor diffusion over independent invention in other contexts. But most 
scholars who are consistent diffusionists are also Eurocentric diffusionists. 

Now I will describe Eurocentric diffusionism in somewhat formal 
terms as a scientific theory. That theory has changed through time, but its 
basic structure has remained essentially unchanged. I will describe what 
can be called the classical (essentially nineteenth-century) form of the 
theory, leaving until a later section of this chapter a discussion of the not 
very dissimilar modern form. 

Diffusionism is grounded, as we saw, in two axioms: (1) Most human 
communities are uninventive. (2) A few human communities (or places, 
or cultures) are inventive and thus remain the permanent centers of 
culture change, of progress. At the global scale, this gives us a model of a 
world with a single center-roughly, Greater Europe-and a Single periph
ery; an Inside and an Outside. There are a number of variants of this 
two-sector model. Sometimes the twO sectors are treated as sharply 
distinct, with a definite boundary between them. (This form of the model 
is the familiar one. It is sometimes called the "Center-Periphery Model of 
the World.") Another form sees the world in a slightly different way: there 
is a clear and definite center, but outside of it there is gradual change, 
gradual decline in degree of civilization or progressiveness or innovati ve
ness, as one moves outward into the periphery. Another variant depicts 
the world as divided into zones, each representing a level of modernity or 
civilization or development. IS The classical division was one with three 
great bands: "civilization," "barbarism," and "savagery." 

The basic model of diffusionism in its classical form depicts a world 
divided into the prime two sectors, one of which (Greater Europe, Inside) 
invents and progresses, the other of which (non-Europe, Outside) receives 
progressive innovations by diffusion from Inside. From this base, diffusion
ism asserts seven fundamental arguments about the two sectors and the 
interactions between them: 

1. Europe naturally progresses and modernizes. That is, the natural 
state of affairs in the European sector (Inside) is to invent, innovate, 
change things for the better. Europe changes; Europe is "historicaL" 

2.	 Non-Europe (Outside) naturally remains stagnant, unchanging, 

HISTORY INSIDE OUT 15 

traditional, and backward. Invention, innovation, and change are not the
 
natural state of affairs, and not to be expected, in non-European
 
countries. Non-Europe does not change; nO!1-Europe is "ahistorical."
 

Propositions 3 and 4 explain the difference between the two sectors: 

3. The basic cause of European progress is some intellectual or
 
spiritual factor, something characteristic of the "European mind," the
 
"European spirit," "Western Man," etc., something that leads to
 
creativity, imagination, invention, innovation, rationality, and a sense of
 
honor or ethics: "European values."
 

4. The reason for non-Europe's nonprogress is a lack of this same
 
intellectual or spiritual factor. This proposition asserts, in essence, that
 
the landscape of the non-European world is empty, or partly so, of
 
"rationality," that is, of ideas and proper spiri tual values. There are a
 
number of variations of this proposition in classical (mainly late

nineteenth-century) diffusionism. Twoare quite important:
 

a.	 For much of the non-European world, thls proposition asserts an
 
emptlness also of basic cultural institutions, and even an emptiness of
 
people. This can be called the dlffusionist myth of emptiness, and it has
 
particular connection to settler colonialism (the physical movement of
 
Europeans into non-European regions, dlsplacing or eliminating the
 
native inhabitants). This proposition of emptiness makes a series of
 
claims, each layered upon the others: (i) A non-European region is
 
empty or nearly empty of people (hence settlement by Europeans does
 
not displace any native peoples). (ii) The region is empty of settled
 
population: the inhabitants are mobile, nomadic, wanderers (hence
 
European settlement violates no political sovereignty, since wanderers
 
make no claim to territory. (iii) The cultures of this region do not
 
possess an understanding of private property-that is, the region is
 
empty of property rights and claims (hence colonial occupiers can
 
freely give land to settlers since no one owns it). The final layer,
 
applied to all of the Outside sector, is an emptiness of intellectual
 
creativity and spiritual values, sometimes described by Europeans (as,
 
for instance, by Max Weber) as an absence of "rationality."16
 

b.	 Some non-European regions, in some historical epochs, are assumed to 
have been "rational" in some ways and to some degree. Thus, for 
instance, the Middle East during biblical times was rational. China was 
somewhat rational for a certain period in its history. I? Other regions, 
always including Africa, are unqualifiedly lacking in rationality. 
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Propositions 5 and 6 describe the ways Inside and Outside interact: 

5. The normal, natural way that the non-European part of the world 
progresses, changes for the better, modernizes, and so on, is by the diffusion 
(or spread) of innovative, progressive ideas from Europe, which flow into 
it as air flows into a vacuum. This diffusion may take the form of the spread 
of European ideas as such, or the spread of new products in which the 
European ideas are concretized, or the spread (migration, settlement) of 
Europeans themselves, bearers of these new and innovative ideas. 

Proposition 5, you will observe, is a simple justification for European 
colonialism. It assertS that colonialism, including settler colonialism, 
brings civilization to non-Europe; is in fact the natural way that the 
non-European world advances out of its stagnation, backwardness, 
traditionalism. 

But under colonialism, wealth is drawn out of the non-European 
colonies and enriches the European colonizers. In Eurocentric diffu
sionism this tOo is seen as a normal relationship between Inside and 
Outside: 

6. Compensating in part for the diffusion of civilizing ideas from 
Europe to non-Europe, is a counterdiffusion of material wealth from 
non- Europe to Europe, consisting of plantation products, minerals, art 
objects, labor, and so on. Nothing can fully compensate the Europeans for 
their gift of civilization to the colonies, so the exploitation of colonies 
and colonial peoples is morally justified. (Colonialism gives more than it 
receives.) 

And there is still another form of interaction between Inside and Outside. 
It is the opposite of the diffusion of civilizing ideas from Europe to 
non-Europe (proposition 5): 

7. Since Europe is advanced and non-Europe is backward, any ideas 
that diffuse intO Europe must be ancient, savage, atavistic, uncivilized, 
evil-black magic, vampires, plagues, "the bogeyman," and the like. ls 
Associated with this conception is the diffusionist myth which has been 
called "the theory of our contemporary ancestOrs." It asserts that, as we 
move farther and farther away from civilized Europe, we encounter people 
who, successively, reflect earlier and earlier epochs of history and culture. 
Thus the so-called "stone-age people" of the Antipodes are likened to the 
Paleolithic Europeans. The argument here is that diffusion works in 
successive waves, spreading outward, such that the farther outward we go 

the farther backward we go in terms of cultural evolution. But conversely, 
there is the possibility that these ancient, atavistic, etc., traits will 
counterdiffuse back intO the civilized core, in the form of ancient, magical, 
evil things like black magic, Dracula, etc. 

The main oppositions between the two sectors can be shown in 
tabular form. The following contrast-sets are quite typical in nineteenth
century diffusionist thought: 

Characteris tic of Core Characteristic of Periphery 
Inventiveness Imi tativeness 
Rationality, intellect Irrationality, emotion, instinct 
Abstract thought Concrete thought 
Theoretical reasoning Empirical, practical reasoning 
Mind Body, matter 
Discipline Spontaneity 
Adulthood Childhood 
Sanity Insanity 
Science Sorcery 
Progress Stagnation 

What I have described thus far is, of course, a highly simplified version of 
the diffusionist world model. We will add qualifications and modifica
tions as we proceed, and in particular we will see that there are significant 
differences between the classical form of diffusionism and the modern 
form of the model. 

So much for what diffusionism is. What does it do? In this book I will 
show in some detail how diffusionism has shaped our views of history, 
both European and non-European. Later in the present chapter and in 
Chapter 2 I will show some of the concrete influences of diffusionism on 
theories outside of history, some in psychology, some in geography, some 
in economics, some in sociology. 

But this discussion will be more meaningful after a different question 
has been addressed. This is the question of how and why diffusionism 
became such a foundation theory in Western thought. To this question 
we now turn. 

THE COLONIZER'S MODEL 

Perhaps all civilizations have a somewhat ethnocentric view of 
themselves in relation to their neighbors, believing themselves better, 
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brighter, and bolder than every other human community and construct
ing empirical theories to explain why this is the case, and to explain away 
embarrassments. Perhaps we would find the seeds of diffusionism in all 
these beliefs: the idea that progress is natural and calls for no explanation 
in "our" society but is unnatural or at, any rate, less impressive in "their" 
societies; the idea that "they" ptogress by borrowing from "us" and 
imitating "our" ideas; and so on. But this does not add up to the theory of 
diffusionism, nor is it very important for an understanding of diffusionism. 
Diffusionism as I have been discussing it is a product of modern European 
colonialism. It is the colonizer's model of the world. 

Origins 

Diffusionism became a fully formed scientific theory during the 
nineteenth century. The origins of the theory, however, go back to the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in Western Europe, where a belief 
system was being constructed to give some coherence to the new reality of 
change within Europe and colonial expansion outside Europe. The 
conception of a two-sector world, the diffusionist distinction between 
Inside and Outside, emerged from a very old conception of Christendom 
and the Roman imperial legacy (which meant, for most of western and 
southern Europe, a common source of legitimacy for the political and 
landholding elites). But it is certainly not true that medieval Europeans 
saw Christendom as a sharply defined space, naturally in conflict with 
surrounding societies. Nor did medieval European thinkers have many 
illusions about the relative power, wealth, and technological prowess of 
Christendom as compared with Islamic and Oriental civilizations. But 
certainly they had some idea, not of a collective identity, but of a 
distinction between the lands inhabited by Christians, given divine 
guidance and protection for this reason, and the lands of non-Christians. 
Nevertheless, it was only after 1492 that Inside acquired a sharp geograph
ical definition, less as a result of medieval ideas than of colonialism in the 
early modern period. 

European ideas about European progressiveness, Europe's somehow 
inevitable progress, are also essentially postmedieval. Obviously, these 
ideas were being discussed during the Middle Ages, and certainly there 
was hope, prayer, and struggle for betterment, but medieval folk tended 
rather to see their society as being in a relative state of equilibrium; their 
religion spoke of the Fall, and of the need to accept existing conditions 
(and rules), while the reality of medieval life (particularly fourteenth- and 
fifteenth-century life) was not one of perceptible forward progress for the 
mass of people. But European thinkers of the sixteenth and seventeenth 
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centuries were coming to conceive of history-their own history-as a 
progressive process. Real progress (or at any rate accelerating change) 
indeed was taking place in the communities occupied by these thinkers, 
and the climate of ideas was changing in a complex but close association 
with the rise of capitalism, the expansion of opportunity for individuals in 
many regions, and the like. 

One of the main problems confronted by these early modern 
thinkers, both secular and religious, was the need to establish a belief 
system, an ideology, that would convince conservative sectors of the 
European community to accept the idea that progress is inevitable, 
natural, and deSirable, and thus to accept changes in the legal system 
which would permit more rapid and widespread capital accumulation, to 
persuade the landowning classes to treat land as a commodity and invest 
their real holdings in risk enterprises, to introduce laws and practices to 
mobilize labor for emerging capitalist activities at home and abroad, to 
persuade Europeans in general to accept the painful changes being 
imposed on them, and so on. Equally important was the need to explain 
progress in ways that accorded with religion. This was done by seeing 
God's guidance of (European) history, and by conceptualizing progressive 
innovations as being products of the European mind or spirit and thus 
ultimately products of the Christian soul. (We will go into these matters 
later in this book.) 

Thus emerged the conception of Inside as being naturally progressive 
(diffusionist proposition 1), and as being progressive because of the 
workings of an intellectual or spiritual force, "European rationality" 
(diffusionist proposition 3). By the eighteenth century it had become the 
practice in secular writings to discuss causality in history and philosophy 
without referencing God and Scriptures, but the basic model of European 
progress as natural, as rational, remained unchanged in its essence; 
became, indeed, much fortified. 19 In none of this thought was there any 
real suspicion that non-European civilizations might have had much to 
do with the earlier, medieval progress of Christian Europe, or much to do 
with its modern (sixteenth- to eighteenth-century) progress except in the 
purely passive role of provider of labor, commodities, and land for 
settlement, and, marginally, in some traits of technology and art. Nor was 
there very much awareness that colonialism and its windfalls-inflow of 
capital, intensification of intra-as well as extra-European trade, increase 
in employment opportunities in mercantile centers and in the colonial 
world, and much more-was an important cause of European progress. 
Then, as later, the European conception of its own dynamic society 
attributed dynamism not to external causes but to internal causes, and to 
God. This relativel y constant blindness to the importance of colonialism, 
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historically and even today, will claim our attention at various points in 

this book. 
The development of a conception of Outside proceeded in a more 

complicated way. The sixteenth-century Spanish debates about the 
nature of New World Indians-Are they human? Can they receive the 
True Religion and, if so, can they be made slaves?-was a crucial part of 
the early formulation of diffusionism, because it entailed an attempt to 
conceptualize European expansion and explain why it was, somehow, 
natural, desirable, and profitable, and to conceptualize the societies that 
were being conquered and exploited, explaining why it was, again, natural 
for them to succumb and to provide Europeans with labor, land, and 
products 20 European views of New World peoples were formed rather 
quickly because in that region the basic pattern of colonialism emerged 
quickly. The enterprise was immensely profitable from the very 
beginning, from the first great shipments of gold in the early sixteenth 
century (see Chapter 4). Resistance was rapidly overcome in Spanish 
colonies and surviving Americans were rather quickly forced to submit to 
colonial exploitation. (I refer here to the major centers of early 
colonialism, such as central Mexico, the Greater Antilles, and the 
Andes.) In the next century the profitability of slave plantations in Brazil 
and the Antilles, and the fact that African slaves could, in spite of their 
resistance, be forced to work and produce profit for Europeans, added 
further to the conception of Outside: these people were naturally inferior 
to Europeans, naturally less brave, less freedom loving, less rational, and 
so on, and progress for them depended on acceptance of European 
domination, hence diffusion. In sum, the New World experience, with 
Native Americans, Africans, mestizos, and mulattos, in areas of mining, 
large-scale estate agriculture, commercial plantations, and so forth, 
produced the kernel of the diffusionist propositions (2, 4, and 5), which 
assert that non-Europe naturally depends on Europe for progress and this 
is due to a lack of the intellectual and spiritual qualities that Europeans 
possessed. It also produced the diffusionist proposition (6) that European 
expansion is natural and leads naturally to the transfer of wealth from 
non-Europe to Europe. 

But these activities were taking place only in the New World and the 
slave-trading coasts of Africa. The civilizations of Sudanic, southern, and 
eastern Africa were not conquered by Europeans until (in most cases) the 
nineteenth century; the Ottoman Empire was not only formidable 
throughout this period, but was indeed expanding its territorial control in 
southeastern Europe at the same time that Iberians were conquering the 
New World. And the other great empires did not begin to succumb to 

colonialism before the mid-eighteenth century: European activities in 

HISTORY INSIDE OUT 21 

nearly all parts of Asia and Africa were mainly matters of trade, with 
dominance of long-distance maritime trade, small territorial footholds 
here and there on certain coasts, and the like (see Chapter 4). Thus, in 
the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries, the diffusionist 
model of Outside which had been applied to Americans and to the groups 
of Africans transported to America as slaves could not be applied to the 
civilizations of the Old World. 

For these Eastern Hemisphere civilizations a limited and somewhat 
tentative form of the diffusionist model was accepted during this period. 
These civilizations were indisputably rich and technically advanced. 
Rationality in the sense of inventiveness was clearly present, or at least 
had been present in the past, when the great and impressive innovations 
(technology, architecture, banking, and so on) had occurred. What these 
civilizations lacked was the moral component of rationality, because, 
fundamentally, they were nOt Christians. These were "Oriental despot
isms," societies in which there was, naturally, cruelty, lack of freedom, 
lack of a decent life for the common people (while the elite wallowed in 
decadence and sin), etc. (We discuss this concept at some length in 
Chapter 2.) The moral failing necessarily led to an inability of these 
societies to progress in the present, the era when Europe is naturally 
progressing, although Europeans could not deny, even though they found 
it most puzzling, that these despotic civilizations had, indisputably, 
progressed in the past. (At times the puzzle was resolved by declaring that 
they had progressed in pre-Christian times, and had lost the Grace of God 
through having refused to accept Christianity.Zl) Only in the nineteenth 
century, with the rapid colonization of India, Southeast Asia, interior 
Africa, and (as a kind of collective colony) China, did the diffusionist 
propositions about Outside, and about the natural relations between 
Inside and Outside, become generalized to all of non-Europe. It was in this 
late period, I think, that the final diffusionist proposition, the notion of 
counterdiffusion of evil and savagery and disease from Outside to Inside, 
become fully developed. The bogeyman (from the Malay Buginese 
people) came from Outside. So too did Dracula, whose homeland lay on 
the edge of Asia. zz 

Classical Dif{usionism 

The nineteenth century was the classical era for colonialism, and the era 
when Eurocentric diffusionism assumed what I will call its classical form. 
After the Napoleonic Wars colonialism expanded and intensified with 
remarkable rapidity. Between 1810 and 1860 or thereabouts Europeans 
subdued most of Asia, settled most of North America, and began the 
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penetration of Africa. Between 1860 and the start of World War I, the 
rest of Asia and Africa was occupied and the profits from colonialism, the 
value of capital accumulated in Asia, Africa, and Latin America, along 
with the riches flowing from newly settled areas of European settlement, 
expanded enormously. In the latter part of the century the rate of growth 
in colonial agricultural enterprise exceeded that of industrial develop
ment on a world scale, and other forms of development, such as the 
mining of nonprecious metals, were becoming important for the first 
time. 23 There is profound disagreement as to how important all of this was 
for European social and intellectual evolution in this period. I will enter 
this debate in Chapter 4, but for the present it is sufficient to assert that 
the overall effect of European expansion, through colonialism in the 
narrow sense, through settlement, and through semicolonial economic 
dominance, was profound enough to create a very large intellectual 
model, the classical form of diffusion ism. 

By 1870 or thereabouts there was broad agreement among European 
thinkers about the basic nature and dynamics of the world. Few doubted 
that biological and social evolution-that is, progress-were fundamental 
truths, although evolutionary processes were more often explained in 
religious or metaphysical ways than in naturalistic ways, as in Darwin's 
theory.24 It seemed clear that Europeans were naturally to experience 
permanent social evolution, that this had been God's or Nature's plan 
throughout history. Some historical thinkers described the general 
process in holistic terms, as the evolution of society or the state; others 
treated it in reductionist (in a sense, psychological) terms as an 
intellectual ascent, a matter of the steady advance of human reason, with 
capitalism, industry, and so on, treated as products of mind; but many 
thinkers (among them Herbert Spencer) saw no opposition between the 
social and intellectual models, treating progress as a kind of flowing 
stream, which carried with it an evolution both of society and of mind.25 

All of this was explicit with regard to Europe and Europeans including of 
course Anglo-Americans. Thus by the 1870s at the latest the central 
diffusionist proposition, the notion of natural, continuous, internally 
generated progress in the European (or west European) core, was very 
firmly in place. Its truth was no longer really questioned by mainstream 
thinkers. 

There was, at the same time, a convergence of views about the nature 
and historical dynamics of the non-European world. By the middle of the 
nineteenth century the biblical time scale had been rather definitively 
rejected (though not yet in all history textbooks), and it was no longer 
necessary to argue that differences between Europeans and all other 
cultures had to have evolved in the space of a few thousand years unless 
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they had been there from the start, unless, that is, polygenists were right 
and some human groups had been created separately from, and perhaps 
much earlier than, Adam and Eve. This gave room for wide-ranging 
theorization about the way cultural differences had evolved. Paralleling 
this change was a general rejection of the literal biblical beliefs about the 
original nature of human society. Culture was now (after midcentury) 
quite generally seen as a product of evolution from very primitive 
beginnings, exemplified in the notion of a primordial "stone age." 
(According to the Old Testament, humans had possessed advanced 
technology, including agriculture and the use of metals, in the days of 
Genesis.) 

The reasons for the rapid crystallization of beliefs about non
Europeans are complex, but the most important underlying reason was the 
progress of colonialism. This produced twO effects in particular. One was 
a flood of information about non-European people and places, such that, 
for the first time, a coherent-though highly distorted---description could 
be given in the European literature about non-Europeans, both civilized 
and "savage." The second reason was a practical, political and economic 
interest in proving certain things to be true, and other things untrue, 
about the extra-European world and its people. The two processes were 
tightly interconnected. 

Colonialism in its various forms, direct and indirect, was an 
immensely profitable business and considerable sums of money were 
invested in efforts to learn as much as possible about the people and 
resources of the regions to be conquered, dominated, and perhaps settled, 
and to learn as much as pOSSible about the regions already conquered in 
order to facilitate the administration and economic exploitation of these 
regions. The nineteenth century was the age of scientific exploration
Darwin in the Beagle, Livingstone in Africa, Powell in the Rockies, and 
so on-but the sources of suppOrt for these efforts tended to be institutions 
with very practical interest in the regions being studied. Paralleling all of 
this was the great surge of missionary activity that supported some 
exploration (including Livingstone's) but most crucially led to the 
gathering of important, detailed, information about ethnography, 
languages, and geography by hundreds of dedicated missionaries through
Out the non-European world. Also of great importance were the detailed 
repOrts that colonial administrators everywhere were required to submit, 
repons providing information about native legal systems, land tenure 
rules, production, and much more. 

Most of what was learned about non-Europeans came from these 
sources. It is nOt necessary for me to dwell on the fact that the people who 
supplied the information were Europeans with very definite points of 
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view, cultural, political, and religious lenses that forced them to see 
"natives" in ways that were highly distorted, A missionary might have 
great love and respect for the people among whom he or she worked but 
could not be expected to believe that the culture and mind of these 
non-Christians was on a par with that of Christian Europeans. A colonial 
administrator not only had cultural distortions but usually worked with 
economic interests and classes (European planters, mining corporations, 
zamindaTs, and so on) and consciously or unconsciously put forward views 
about common people, and about resources, that reflected the biases and 
concrete interests of these elite groups. Strictly speaking, missionaries and 
colonial administrators were in the business of diffusing Europe to 
non-Europe. Thus the entire corpus of information about non-Europeans 
that was gathered in this process has certain quite definite distortions. It 
was immensely valuable in spite of this fact, but the plain fact is that 
theories constructed from this information-and this includes the great 
bulk of nineteenth-century anthropological, geographic, and pOliti
coeconomic theories about non-Europeans-are systematically distorted. 
The distortions are, broadly, those of diffusionism. 

But colonial interest added an additional kind of distortion, a matter 
of shaping knowledge into theories that would prove useful for 
colonialism. Scientific and legal theories were constructed in general by 
policymakers and by intellectuals who were either themselves poli
cymakers or were close to policy. (In England, for instance, an 
extraordinary percentage of the influential historians, social theorists, 
even novelists and poets, had direct connections with the East India 
Company, the Colonial Office, and other private and public agencies of 
empire.26) I include under the label "theory" a wide range of general 
arguments, including the larger constructs of history. 

At the most general level, intellectuals were shaping theories of 
social evolution which were in essence demonstrations that the postulates 
of diffusionism are natural law. As we noticed previously, the nineteenth
century debates between those called "evolutionists" and those called 
"diffusionists" were essentially debates between two versions of diffusion
ism. A great range of theories in both camps were COnstructs aimed to 
assist in colonial activity, and to develop and strengthen the doctrine that 
European colonialism is scientifically natural, a matter of the inevitable 
working out of social laws of human progress (development of the family, 
law, the state, etc.). Also at the very general level, seminal works of the 
middle and later nineteenth century on ancient and modern history 
presented various sophisticated diffusionist ideas, mainly about the 
reasons for and the facts of Europe's natural and persistent progress 
compared with other peoples, those now being colonized. These historical 
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constructs were important in building support for colonial activities 
among European populations; and later, as colonial educational systems 
appeared, for convincing the natives that colonialism was natural, 
inevitable, and progressive. 

In Chapter 2 I will discuss a number of these diffusionist theories 
which emerged, or became concrete, in the nineteenth century in the 
complex association of scholarship and colonialism, focusing on those 
theories that today underlie the myth of Europe's historical and cultural 
superiority. Here I need only show how classical diffusionism arose 111 

tandem with classical colonialism, and for this purpose a pair of 
representative theories can be singled out by way of illustration. 

One such theory was the postulate that non-Europeans have nOt 
developed concepts of private property in important material resources 
such as land. The theory asserted that private property emerged from 
ancient European roots, notably Roman land law and various putative 
Germanic traits relating to individualism; that other civilizations, lacking 
this history (and, by implication, lacking the mental and cultural qualities 
associated with this history), remained in a stage of evolution in which 
true individual ownership could not be fully conceptualized. These people, 
therefore, needed to have capitalism imposed on them. In fact, the theory 
was developed mainly by lawyers and administrators in the European 
colonial corporations and colonial offices, and had one very concrete 
purpose: to establish the legal basis for expropriating land from colonized 
peoples, on the fiction that the colonized had no property rights to this 
land because they had no concept of property rights in land.27 Yet the 
theory became essentially an axiom in nineteenth-century intellectual 
thought. Even Karl Marx accepted it, and doing so produced a large theory 
about the evolution of private property-a major part of his theory about 
the origins of capitalism-in which it was argued (or rather assumed) that 
this evolution was peculiarly a European phenomenon, and that colonial
ism, for all its horrors, did at least bring about the diffusion of capitalism to 
the non-European world, a necessary though painful process for the 
non-Europeans. Thus even MarXism, perhaps the most antisystemic doc
trine to come out of nineteenth-century Europe, was strongly shaped by 
diffusionism. 28 

A larger form of this doctrine, the more general "myth of emptiness," 
the diffusionist idea that a colonized or colonizable territory was empty of 
population, or was populated only by wandering nomads, people with no 
fixed abode and therefore no claim to territory, or lacked people with a 
concept of political sovereignty or economic property, had similar coloni
alist functions, and arose in a similar way. The same is true of a closely 
related doctrine, the theory of "Oriental despotism" (older in point of 
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origin, but developed fully in nineteenth-century diffusionist thought), 
according to which non-Europeans lack the concept of freedom, hence 
suffer despotic governments that stifle all progress-until Europeans bring 
freedom to them in the form of colonialism (which ironically is the purest 
negation of freedom). These and other theories that arose from classical 
diffusion ism are still employed today to reinforce the myth of Europe's 
historical and cultural superiority; we will discuss them in Chapter 2, 
which seeks to refute this myth. 

The era of classical diffusionism was the era of classical colonialism, 
the era when European expansion was so swift and so profitable that 
European superiority seemed almost to be a law of nature. Diffusionism, in 
its essence, codified this apparent fact into a general theory about Euro
pean historical, cultural, and psychological superiority, non-European 
inferiority, and the inevitability and absolute righteousness of the process 
by which Europe and its traits diffused to non-Europe. Diffusionism then 
ramified the general theory into innumerable empirical beliefs in all the 
human sciences, in philosophy, in the arts.29 And it applied these beliefs 
in particular cases, explaining and justifying the individual acts of con
quest, of repression, of exploitation. All of it was right, rational, and 
natural. 

Modern Dif[usionism 

The nineteenth century, or more precisely the interval between the 
defeat of Napoleon and the beginning of World War I, was a time of 
relative peace and relative progress for Europeans. Colonialism fueled this 
process with resources, markets, cheap labor, and lands for settlement by 
Europeans, and colonialism resolved many of Europe's internal contradic
tions in the process. The idea that progress in European civilization and 
expansion of that civilization in space were different dimensions of the 
same historical force was the dominant idea of the time, and this was, of 
course, the central notion of diffusionism. 

But all of this changed early in the twentieth century. The world is 
finite in size, so spatial expansion had to come to all. end, and by 1900 all 
of the non-European world had been carved up into colonies, 
semi-colonial spheres of control, and territories of settlement. This 
change of conditions produced a change in thought: the essential problem 
now was exploitation and the maintenance of control in the face of 
native resistance. Thus it became a question not of expansion but of 
equilibrium. At the same time tensions among European powers-some 
of the tensions were connected to conflicts over colonies-boiled over 
into general war among the European powers. Soon after World War I 
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came the Great Depression. Then, immediately, World War II. Between 
1914 and 1945, then, the minds of European intellectuals were focused 
not on the idea of progress and expansion, but on the question of how to 
prevent disaster: how to maintain, or return to, peace and prosperity. The 
code word was "normalcy." 

The central notion of diffusionism did not fit this intellectual mood. 
The prevailing doctrines of this period were theories of stasis, of 
equilibrium, not theories of expansion. Economics dwelled on Keynesian 
ideas of equilibrium. In geography, the doctrine known as "regionalism" 
prevailed, the idea that the various parts of the world are stable, coherent, 
well-demarcated regions and tend to remain that way. Anthropology was 
emphasizing two equilibrium theories: "functionalism," a model of social 
systems (and cultures) as stable and self-correcting systems, and "cultural 
relativism," a doctrine that declared in essence that each culture has 
intrinsic worth. Anthropologists of course worked primarily among 
colonized peoples, and these two theories were closely integrated with 
colonial policy, mainly as a basis for policies designed to prevent native 
unrest while allowing European exploitation of land, minerals, and 
labor.30 Thus equilibrium doctrines were very widespread, probably 
dominant, in European thought throughout most of the first half of the 
twentieth century. 

Diffusionism, in this period, seems to have gone into a partial eclipse. 
History and geography textbooks were still sublimely diffusionist, in all. 
essentially nineteenth-century mood, emphasizing the beneficial spread 
of civilization to Africa, Asia, and Latin America ("where our bananas 
come from"), the teleological rise of "the West," and so on. In social 
thought, the doctrines of "extreme diffusionism" (discussed earlier) were 
still being advanced, and still debated)l And it should not be thought 
that the decline of diffusionism as a doctrine of cultural dynamics implied 
a decline in prejudice. The notion that non-Europeans are less rational, 
less innovative, and so on, was as intense as ever: perhaps even more 
intense since this was the period of Nazism and like doctrines, and since 
genetic racism seemed, in this era, to be science, not prejudice. We return 
to this matter in Chapter 2. 

A new and modern form of diffusionism gained prominence after the 
end of World War II, in the period of collapsing colonial empires and all. 
emerging "Third World" of underdeveloped but legally sovereign 
countries. This doctrine, generally known today by the title "moderniza
tion," or "the diffusion of modernization," arose in the late 1940s and the 
1950s. Immediately after the Japanese surrender in 1945 it became clear 
that a number of colonies would gain independence immediately: 
liberation forces were now very strong and, in the wake of the world war, 
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all of the colonial powers except the Uruited States were now quite weak. 
All of them wanted to hold on to their ccolonies, the sources of great profit 
in the past and presumably also in the fUiture. Each of the colonial powers 
maneuvered in its own way to hold on tol its colonies, sometimes resorting 
to forcible efforts to suppress independence movements, sometimes 
conceding political independence gnudgingly but peacefully where 
continued colonial control seemed patemtly impossible)2 

All colonies had been saturated dur ing the classical colonial era with 
the ideological message that economic and social progress for the colonial 
people had to come through the diffusLon of "modernization" from the 
colonizing power. "Modernization" meant the diffusion of a modern 
economy (with major corporations owned by the colonizer), a modern 
public administration (the colonial political structure), a modern techni
cal infrastructure (bridges, dams, and the like, built by the colonizer), and 
so on. I call this an ideological message, but it was in fact believed in 
profoundly by the colonizers, who felt tthat their mission was, indeed, to 
diffuse their own civilization to the peoples who were under their 
"colonial tutelage," and the fact that t!his mission produced wealth for 
their own country seemed only logical (recall diffusionist proposition 6). 
In the new situation the colonizers had toO persuade the colonized that the 
"modernization" message was still valid. Doing so, they might convince 
the colonized to voluntarily relinquish the ideal of political independence 
in favor of the more pragmatic ideal of economic and social development 
under a wise and benevolent colonial rule. Or, if independence was 
insisted upon, this ideology would convince the people of the country 
now acquiring freedom that the only way to develop that country 
economically and socially was to retain the colonial economy, that is, to 
allow the colonizer's corporations and banks to continue their (profita
ble) work under the new regime: a system everyone roday describes as 
"neocolonialism." 

Now all colonial powers began a major campaign to intensify the 
process of colonial economic development)3 This should not be thought 
of as cynical or hypocritical: remember that diffusionism defined the 
colonial process as beneficial for the colonized as well as the colonizer, and 
the technical and other personnel involved in the new colonial develop
ment activities were utterly convinced that they were working for the 
advancement of the colonized people_ At the same time, a parallel 
campaign was developed to further the same form of economic develop. 
ment in the independent countries, partly through agencies of the United 
Nations, partly through bilateral aid agreements.34 The United States, 
now the leading economic power, began to establish its own aid programs 
in countries throughout the underdeveloped world. Again, this should not 
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be dismissed as cynical and political: there was, in this period, a tremen
dously euphoric ideology that saw the end of the world war as the 
beginning of an Age of Development, a time when the advanced nations 
would work ro bring-that is, diffuse-prosperity and advancement to the 
poor nations. 

Decolonization spread, and many liberation movements and newly 
independent countries refused to accept the neocolonial option, either 
ejecting foreign corporations (as did Indonesia) or opting for a specifically 
socialist society. This added a new impetus to the diffusion-of-moderniza
tion project. Efforts to bring about development through diffusion were 
intensified in hopes that their success would lead countries to reject the 
anticapitalist and antiforeign options. But the choice of either of these two 
options seemed to imply a political alignment with the Soviet Union and 
China, so the diffusion-of-modernization project now became important 
as a matter of foreign policy in the Cold War. In 1959 the Cuban 
revolutionary victory gave the project very high priority for the United 
States, which now treated modernization and economic development, 
particularly in Latin America, as a matter of the highest priority, calling for 
very large investment)5 

Modern diffusionism is the body of ideas which underlay, and still 
underlies, this new set of conditions in the Third World. The diffusion of 
modernization, as it is carried out by public policy makers and private 
corporations and theorized by intellectuals (at least in the metropolitan, 
formerly colonizing, countries), is considered to be essentially the process 
by which Third World countries gain prosperity by accepting the continu
ous and increasing diffusion of economic and technological plums from 
the formerly colonial countries, a process that now, as in the past, is 
supremely profitable for the latter. In the diffusionist belief system, it is 
profitable for everybody, and also is right, rational, and natural, just as it 
had been a century earlier. 

The ideas of 1993 are of course very different from the ideas of 1893, 
so it would be wrong to think that modern diffusionism is the same as 
classical diffusionism. Biological racism is no longer part of the model (as 
we will see in Chapter 2), and few modern European thinkers believe that 
non-Europeans simply do not have the potential to develop eventually to 
the level of Europeans. Religious undertones are largely absent, and the 
notion that a Christian god began things with the putative ancestors of 
Europeans, in the Bible Lands, and thereafter guided Europeans, Chris
tians, to persistent superiority over all others, is no longer very popular. 
The historical greatness of some non-European civilizations is now fully 
conceded. (But with one vital qualification: less rationality, less innova
tiveness, than European civilization. We deal with this in Chapter 2.) 
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After about a quarter-century of blind faith that the diffusion of moderni
zation would bring about economic development everywhere, European 
expertS and scholars now qualify their belief in this model, and in 
particular draw back from their former naive faith that the diffusion of 
modern technology, particularly in agriculture, is the key to economic 
development, the key to what used to be called "the take-off into sustained 
growth." 

But, all of this notwithstanding, the basic propositions ofdiffusionism 
remain in place. Europeans still believe that Inside has one fundamental 
cultural nature and Outside another, now admitting Japan into the Inside 
sector. It is still believed that Europe in the past displayed a progressi veness 
not found in any other civilizations, except in one or two places, at one or 
two moments of history. Although European scholars no longer insist that 
this fundamental difference between a progressive Inside and a stagnant or 
slow-moving Outside will persist into the indefinite future, most of them 
write and speak about the present and future as though this fundamental 
dynamic will continue (again qualifying the picture to admit Japan, and 
perhaps a few small East Asian societies, into the dynamic of Inside). But 
today, as we will see in the next chapter, there is a growing, though still 
small, group of European scholars, mainly responding to the newer ideas 
that now emanate from non-European scholarship in postcolonial socie
ties, who question the overall diffusionist model, and who deny its 
historical conceptions about the superiority of Inside over Outside. 

WORLD MODELS 
AND WORLDLY INTERESTS 

Diffusionism is a poor theory. Diffusionism, as I argue in this book, is not 
good geography and not good history. Yet it exerts a tremendous influence 
on scholarship, and has done so for a very long time. How do we account 
for the fact that a bad theory can be so widely believed to be true, and for 
such a long time? We should briefly consider this question before we shift 
from the discussion of the nature and evolution of diffusionism as a theory 
to the discussion of empirical history, the topic of later chapters. It is 
important to understand how this (and every) theory interlocks with 
other ideas and responds to social interests. 

The Ethnography of Beliefs 

In this discussion we will look at ideas as cultural facts: we will look at 
them ethnographically, as beliefs held by human beings who belong to 
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specific SOrts of communities and categories. We will see that a study of
 
ideas-as-beliefs is quite different from an inquiry into the validity or truth
 
of ideas, and that the study of ideas-as-beliefs is in some cases the more
 
important and more basic of the two sorts of inquiry. We will see, in
 
addition, that scientific beliefs arrange themselves in larger structures,
 
belief systems, and that belief systems (like diffusionism) have certain
 
crucial relationships of compatibility to one another and conformality to
 
the values or interests of the groups of people who hold them to be valid.
 
Pursuing this ethnographic exploration of the character of ideas-as-beliefs
 
we will, I think, discover why the theory of diffusionism has had a life
 
history that is more clearly explained by the life history of European
 
society, and more particularly European colonialism, than it is by any
 
intellectual or social process within the scientific community.
 

Scientlfic ideas, and empirical ideas in general, can be examined in
 
two ways. One is comfortable and traditional. It considers ideas in terms
 
of their communicated meaning. Are they logical; that is, do they reflect
 
an internally consistent argument? Are they valid in the sense that what
 
they assert about the real world seems to have evidential support? This
 
combination of logic, or structure of argument, and evidential basis is the
 
kind of thing we look for whenever we evaluate scientific ideas-indeed
 
all ideas that concern empirical reality. The second way of looking at
 
ideas inquires about the people who believe a given idea, who
 
communicate it to others as a belief, and about the people who listen and
 
in turn accept the idea as a belief. The question whether a person believes
 
in the validity of an idea is not at all the same as the question whether the
 
idea is in fact a valid one. Questions about belief status are matters of
 
ethnography: of finding out why beliefs are held by given people; how
 
beliefs come to be accepted and rejected by these people; how given
 
beliefs are connected in the minds of these people with other beliefs held 
by them; how new candidate beliefs are weighed and accepted or rejected; 
and how beliefs as such are connected to other parts of culture, including 
values, social organization, class organization, politics, and so on. What 
makes this kind of inquiry threatening is the fact that it can provide 
independent and reliable evidence that a given group of people holds a 
given idea to be true for reasons that have little to do with logic and 
eVidence, for reasons grounded in culture. 

Interestingly, we experience no discomfort and sense no threat when 
we read an account written by some anthropologist or cultural geographer 
about the beliefs, values, myths, and so on, of some small and obscure 
society in some far corner of the earth. Indeed, we expect an 
anthropologist to tell us more about the social or cultural reason why the 
"natives" hold to these ideas than about the validity of the ideas. In this 
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kind of context it is quite normal to have a description of ideas that 
distinguishes between the matter of their logical and evidential basis and 
the matter of their cultural binding. But when this ethnographic 
approach is applied to what are called "Western" ideas, in the realms of 
science, history, and the like, the results are disturbing and the enterprise 
itself seems somehow improper. 

Ideas are, so to speak, surrounded by culture, and we can examine the 
surroundings and the way ideas are embedded in their surroundings. This 
is the ethnographic study of ideas. Now it happens to be a terminological 
convention in the field of anthropology to attach the prefix ethno- to a 
word designating a particular field of knowledge, such as medicine, 
botany, geography, and the like, when our purpose is to study that body of 
knowledge ethnographically. The study of "medicine," for instance, is 
different from the study of "ethnomedicine." The latter is an ethno
graphic field, asking what the medical beliefs are in a given culture, how 
these beliefs relate to the rest of that culture, and how to generalize 
cross-culturally about medical beliefs in all (or some set) of cultures. 
When we put together along with ethnomedicine all the other scientific 
fields prefixed by "ethno-," we get, naturally enough, ethnoscience, 
meaning the ethnographic study of all sciences; more broadly, all fields of 
empirical belief. EthnohistOry is part of that corpus36 So, too, is 
ethnogeography. 

The subject matter of ethnoscience is belief. Ordinarily we look at 
beliefs as they are enshrined in empirical statements, generally sentences 
that assert some predicate to be true about some subject. The 
fundamental, though not the smallest, unit of study in ethnoscience is the 
statement of belief and the person or group who makes-and holds 
to-this belief statement. For every empirical statement in social science 
there is an ethnoscientific question about its belief status and there is a 
profoundly different question about its truth status. The two questions do 
not forever remain separate, but they come tOgether only at the 
conclusion of a long analysis. That analysis explains in the end why so 
many diffusionist statements in which historians and geographers firmly 
believe are really false. 

The study of beliefs is also the study of belief-holding groups. Two 
very impOrtant points have to be made about belief-holding groups. A 
belief-holding group can be a group of any type. However, among the 
various types of belief-holding groups, the most fundamentally important 
are cultures, classes, and combinations that can be thought of as 
ethnoclasses. None of these types is an abstraction, except in the matter 
of defining units and boundaries. Cultures are highly variable from place 
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to place and person to person, but the analytical unit itself is real and
 
concrete. Its individual members also have concrete reality. There is no
 
philosophical conundrum about the cultural whole "versus" its individual
 
(human) parts in the matters we are discussing now. Thus there is an
 
ethnoscience of each individual human being and also an ethnoscience of
 
groups as collectives. Classes are a bit more problematic. However, most
 
people accept the broad idea that there is a basic division between two
 
class communities, one, the working class, the other an elite class,
 
deploying political power and generally accumulating wealth. I will
 
simply take it as given here that a rough class bifurcation exists in most
 
societies of this and the preceding century, while conceding that it is not
 
always pOSSible to tell whether a given group in a given society belongs to
 

the working (prodUCing) class or to the elite class or to some ambiguous
 
or uncertain grouping that does nOt fit comfortably in either of the two.
 
One such problematic grouping that relates closely to the issues discussed
 
in this book includes professors and others engaged in studying and
 
writing about society and the environment. They are not members of the
 
accumulating class, the elite, but scholars and writers are in most cases
 
(not all) strongly bound to that class, and for all their intellectual
 
penetration, discipline, and honesty, they tend to think, say, and write
 
down ideas that are useful to the elite. This is true mOst pointedly for ideas
 
of the sort related to diffusion ism.
 

Culture and class intersect in ethnoclass communities. There is a 
crucial use in this book for the concept of an ethnoclass community. I will 
argue strongly that the elite groupings of European countries together, in 
spite of their cultural (and national) differences, are a basic and 
permanent belief-holding group, and that their beliefs form, to a large 
extent, a single ethnogeography and ethnoscience. This reflects the fact 
that, for the period with which we are mainly concerned, the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, these elites have had a common set of interests 
in relation to the working classes of their own countries and of the 
non-European world, and they have together underwritten the produc
tion of a coherent belief system about the European world, the 
non-European world, and the interactions between the two. The most 
important proposition in this book, in fact, is the assertion that 
diffusionist ideas are at the core of the single belief system generated 
under the influence of, and for the interests of, the European elite. 
Although it should nOt be thought that the science and history produced 
under the stimulus of this ethnoclass is "biased," nevertheless we will see 
that the entire body of ideas concerning geography, history, and social 
science are strongly influenced by their ethnoclass patronage. Overall, 
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and through the two-century-Iong flow of ideas, the product is a body of 
diffusionist beliefs which persist, and continue to influence social 
practice, although they are quite unscientific. 

Beliefs assemble themselves into belief s)'stems. The difference is not 
exactly a matter of relative complexity. Most simple beliefs are just those 
ideas that can be expressed in simple declarative sentences (although 
some call for a poem or a painting), and which people do express as 
assertions, with more or less confidence as to their veracity. We are 
interested in three things about these belief sentences and the acts in 
which they are expressed. They are empirical (not purely logical or purely 
evaluative). They are expressed as true, or possibly true. And they are 
thought of by the belief holders as cognitively whole or discriminable, as, 
putting it crudely, "concept," "ideas." What makes such a hard-to-be
precise-about unit important is the fact that individual humans do not 
simply think up such ideas or concepts out of thin air or immediate 
perceptual experience. These unit beliefs tend to retain their character as 
beliefs through long intervals of time, often generations, and among large 
numbers of people. Still more structure is to be found in a belief system 
that consists of chains of statements connected together by implication 
("because ..."). This kind of belief system I will call, unoriginally, an 
argument. It simply needs to be noted that the chain of statements in an 
argument mayor may not proceed from simple to complex. A tighter 
structure is to be found in those systems called theories. Simple beliefs, 
then, are aggregated in various ways into belief structures, belief systems. 
Each belief system, in turn, is assembled (psychologically) into various 
sorts of higher order systems. 

The highest level, comprehending all of the empirical beliefs held by 
a given belief-holding unit-including some beliefs that contradict one 
another-is the group's (or individual's) ethnoscience as a whole. 
Included here are all of the beliefs held to be true, or possibly true, about 
the external world, natural and social; beliefs about the self or person; and 
beliefs about technique-the self's capability to manipulate and influence 
the world. The ethnoscience, in a way, is an encyclopedia. 

How does it happen that a new belief is admitted into a belief 
system? The question is not where new ideas come from but how they 
become validated, that is, given a kind of social license that admits them 
to the status of a belief, a belief that is at least accepted as a tenable 
hypothesis, a "reasonable idea," and at most accepted as fact. Three quite 
distinct judgments-I think also distinct procedures-are involved in this 
licensing process. One is a judgment of compatibility. The second is a 
judgment of verifiability (the matter of empirical verification). The third 
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is a judgment of conformality (or value conformality). Scholarly conceits 
to the contrary notWithstanding, verification is the least important of the 
three. 

All the belief systems held by a given group are in one way or another
 
interrelated. Some are tightly connected: one theory may seem to follow
 
directly from another, for example. Normally the relationship is much
 
looser. But all belief systems have one basic and common relationship
 
with all other belief systems held by a group. They are compatible. This
 
means that they can coexist peacefully in the same ethnoscience: they are
 
not cognitively or culturally dissonant. Although beliefs may occasionally
 
contradict one another, total lack of relationship is not in principle
 
possible: directly or indirectly, all beliefs held by a given belief-holding
 
group (or individual) are somehow linked together, and some judgment of
 
their compatibility will be made more or less often. Typically, belief
 
systems reinforce one another: "If P is true, it is reasonable to suppose that
 
Q is true." Or "If P is true, it follows necessarily that Q is true." What
 
COunts here, because this is an ethnographic scenario, is the fact that the
 
belief systems are judged to be compatible. The judgment of compatibility
 
is not simply a definition, an assertion to the effect that when the group
 
holds two or more beliefs at the same time they are merely labeled
 
"compatible." Compatibility is the Outcome of an important social
 
process. The process is most transparent when new candidate beliefs are
 
introduced: when some new hypothesis is proposed within a belief

holding group and must, as it were, apply for a license. One of the most
 
crucial tests it must pass is that of compatibility with existing beliefs. 

Compatibility is the loosest of all relations among theories and other 
beliefs within an ethnoscience. Compatibility is, in a sense, a bridge that 
must be built over gaps in the overall body of thought. One SOrt of gap is 
obvious: it is the incompleteness of knowledge. The other SOrt, less 
obVious, is highly significant for the argument of this book. Here, the gap 
among theories (and other beliefs) is actually filled, but not by argument. 
In ordinary language, "it seems reasonable" to suppose that one theory 
lends support to another, or one historical belief is explained by another. 
This matter of "reasonableness" bears very close examination, because 
"reasonableness" is that form of the relation of compatibility which allows 
the most absurdly unreasonable ideas to pass for well-founded scientific 
argument. 

Broadly speaking, there are two important ways in which gaps are 
bridged with "reasonableness" in place of-and disguising the lack of-an 
explicit, defensible argument. One way calls for an insertion of value 
statements in place of belief statements; we will explore this device in the 
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next section. The other device lies within the belief system itself. It 
substitutes, for an explicit argument, an implicit one. To understand how 
it works we have to distinguish between explicit and implicit beliefs. 

Implicit beliefs are usually matters "too obvious to mention," 
"beneath notice," "obviously true," "taken for granted." They are 
ordinary beliefs (and theories) which tend not to surface in discourse. 
There is nothing mysterious about most implicit beliefs; they are not 
somehow buried in the unconscious, or deliberately hidden from view. 
Some beliefs simply tend to be more often thought about consciously and 
verbalized than others, for a variety of unsurprising reasons. Those readily 
verbalized are explicit beliefs, those not, are implicit beliefs. There is no 
hard line of demarcation in a case of this sort, involving informal 

communication of belief. 
But the demarcation is quite sharp in the case of formal, written and 

published, expositions of belief. The implicit beliefs are simply not 
written about. If they emerge in print at all, it is in the form of explicitly 
stated assumptions, or "axioms." Here, the conclusion that terminates an 
implicit argument is exposed to view, but not the argument itself. Rarely 
is there any attempt to deceive or obfuscate. The writer merely takes it for 
granted that the reader holds the same set of implicit beliefs and is willing 
to accept the "reasonableness" of unsupported assumptions. Both share 
the same ethnoscience and the same value system. 

Implicit beliefs, as we will see, are the weakest link in the diffusionist 
world model. Throughout this book we will encounter diffusionist 
theories that simply hang in the air, unsupported by argument and 
evidence. In fact we will find, for large chunks of the diffusionist world 
model, that most of the propositions which would be needed to make 
these areas of belief coherent and sound are simply missing. In other words, 
relatively few of the beliefs are explicit and grounded. And these few are 
not connected together, so the fabric as a whole is incomplete. It seems 
complete only to those who are prepared to take a great deal for granted, 
who fill in the gaps with implicit beliefs. 

Verification is the matter of testing a candidate belief to see whether 
it fits the facts. There are various kinds of test and various controversies 
about the nature of verification, but such questions need not detain us. 
The normal sort of verification involves a search for evidence that would 
seem to support or contradict the new hypothesis, the candidate belief. 
The process is never complete: everyone, of every culture and community, 
has to be satisfied with partial confirmation (and disconfirmation) of 
empirical beliefs. For us the important point about verification is this: 
verification is never sufficient grounds for converting a hypothesis into an 
accepted belief. Nor is it even necessary. 

The judgment of compatibility is more crucial than that of 
verifiability, and this holds true among social scientists as it does among 
all other groups of natives. Part of verification is itself a matter of judging 
compatibility. The words and procedures used in verification, the criteria 
on which a test is deemed adequate, and much more besides, are drawn 
from the stock of existing beliefs, and the test of a candidate belief is 
therefore only partly a matter of direct confrontation with new evidence. 
But this is not the main point. In any belief-holding group, a new idea, a 
candidate belief, tends to be judged more on the basis of the way it fits 
into the existing belief system than on the basis of its directly 
apprehended meaning. 

The same thing happens in self-conscious scholarship. It has long 
been a truism that existing scientific beliefs tend to be defended in the 
face of new hypotheses that question them, and the defense is often fierce, 
bitter, and dogmatic. (Whitehead once called scientists "the leading 
dogmatists. Advance in detail is admitted: fundamental novelty is 
barred."3?) The truism was popularized by Thomas Kuhn in a dramatic 
scenario that he called a theory of scientific revolutions: in essence, 
crucial scientific beliefs gain a position of suzereignty, their supporters 
gain positions of academic power, and so the beliefs become entrenched 
and hold sway for long periods of time, even after evidence against these 
beliefs has massively accumulated. Eventually there is a historic break: a 
"scientific revolution" which overthrows the existing ruling theory or 
paradigm and installs another one, which, in turn, holds sway for a period 
of time.38 But Kuhn's frame of reference (in his Structure of Scientific 
Revolutions) was physical science, and we are told very little about the 
historic process by which beliefs gain, and retain, hegemony in social 
science, including history and cultural geography. In these fields the 
process is fundamentally different. For one thing, influential beliefs hold 
sway for reasons that reflect much more directly the interests of elite 
groups outside of the scholarly field itself, and the replacement of one 
theory by another reflects mainly these external interests, not a Kuhn-like 
intellectual revolution within the community of scholars itself. Secondly, 
in these fields it is much less easy to attack old theories with new 
evidence, in part because scientific methods here are usually very inexact 
and in part because the collecting of evidence itself is guided and 
Sometimes determined by existing beliefs. Thus it is that large belief 
structures, like diffusionism, persist for generations, untroubled by 
"scientific revol utions." 

People have a tendency, sometimes slight, sometimes strong, to 

believe what they want to believe. Another way of putting this is to say 
that beliefs are influenced by values, or that cognition interacts with 
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valuation to produce what Tolman elegantly called the "belief-value 
matrix."39 The most straightforward (or at least modest) notion of 
"values" finds them to be judgments of preference, assertions of what is 
good and bad, right and wrong, liked and disliked, by individuals and 
groups. Values, like beliefs, are aggregated into systems. But value systems 
are very different from empirical belief systems. The latter, broadly put, 
assert things to be true (or untrue) about the world; the former assert 
things to be preferable (or not), hence they call for action upon the things 
uncovered by belief, and John Dewey was right in describing such 
assertions as "agendas."4o Viewed in this way, the realm of value is not 
autonomous and opaque. It is mainly a transition zone between belief and 
practice. Values are interests. 

Values interact with beliefs in a belief-value matrix. A belief system 
and a value system tend to maintain some degree of consistency with each 
other during limited periods (except in times of very rapid social change). 
This somewhat regular relation between the twO systems I will call 
conformality, and it works both ways. Statements do not ordinarily become 
validated beliefs if they do not conform to the values, and therefore the 
interests, of the group. But value judgments indicate preferences for future 
action, and a given judgment is likely to be rejected by a group, sooner or 
later, if the future action it calls for is flagrantly impractical: if the action 
clearly cannot succeed given the nature of the real world as depicted in 
the belief system. Obviously, matters are more complex than this and also 
less predictable. In any case, the dominant belief system for a group must 
in the long run conform to the value system, and when the twO fall out of 
conformality, one or the other will be forced to change. Since values are 
the expression of concrete worldly interests, the belief system will tend, in 
ordinary times, to bend more readily to the value system, and to worldly 
interests, than vice versa. 

The judgment of value conformality is a crucial part of the binding 
of belief to culture. The notion that beliefs are culture-bound is of course 
a familiar one, but the idea that this proposition applies fully to the belief 
systems of scholars is not really accepted except in the most general and 
abstract way and therefore in a way that does not usually permit an 
analysis of the manner in which a particular scholar's values (or interests) 
affect his or her empirical statements. The stronger proposition, that all 
new ideas in social science are vetted for their conformality to values, and 
more precisely to the value system of the elite of the society-which is not 
necessarily the value system of the scholars themselves-and that this 
process of validation normally and frequently leads to the acceptance and 
persistence of really unscientific ideas, is hardly even considered, even 
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though it is normal doctrine in ethnoscience (normal, at least, when 
applied to natives other than ourselves). 

But there is an even stronger proposition that I will defend in this 
book with concrete arguments and evidence: the proposition that our 
world-scale models, and many of our specific theories and factual truisms, 
are accepted mainly-and in some cases only-because of their 
conformality to the values of the European elites; that this has been the 
case since the beginning of the nineteenth century, and is true today. 
Many of these demonstrably false beliefs are built into the world model of 
diffusionism, and this is so because diffusion ism is the central intellectual 
doctrine that explains and rationalizes the actions and interests of 
European colonialism and neocolonialism. 

Conformality is really the crucial part of validation. This is not 
ordinarily a matter of the "establishment" suppressing free speech 
(although this happens quite frequently). The judgment of conformality 
is a complex binding process. At all times the dominant group (a class or 
ethnoclass) has a fairly definite set of concrete worldly interests. Some of 
these conflict with others, but all tend toward the maintenance of the 
elite group's power and position. Because of its power to reward, punish, 
and control, this group succeeds in convincing most people, including 
most scholars, that its interests are the interests of everyone. These 
interests are social, economic, and political agendas, and it is a simple 
transformation to insert the word "ought" and turn them into values. 
Viewed statically, the interests are always clear, and the values derived 
from them cohere into a dominant value system that more or less mirrors 
these interests. Hence we have at all times a kind of environment of 
values, surrounding and influencing the ongoing validation process in 
scholarship. 

The way this influence is exerted is very complex in our society 
today, but it was quite simple and transparent in the last century, when 
the main lineaments of diffusionism and other beliefs related to 
colonialism were being sketched in. In those days, not only was it true, as 
Marx said, that the ruling ideas are the ideas of the ruling class, but it was 
also true that almost nobody but the ruling class, and its subalterns, had 
the opportunity to render those ideas effective, in the form of publication, 
lecturing at influential schools and universities, and participating in 
policy formation and execution. Conformality, in those times and places, 
was accomplished largely through the social vetting process by which only 
those people who adhered to the dominant value system were in a good 
pOsition to tender hypotheses as candidate beliefs. I do not believe that 
the process is altogether different today, but it would take us far afield to 
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discuss it here at length. We can simply take note of the background of 
most professors (very few of whom are the offspring of poor or minority 
families), the reward Structure in universities and consultantships, and 
other elements that jointly produce this result: few professional social 
scientists want to propose candidate beliefs which do not conform. This 
explains why, in spite of the most rigorous adherence to scientific method 
and scholarly canons, our theories remain, to a large degree, conformal. 

In sum, validation proceeds by subjecting any candidate belief to 
three tests: compatibility, verifiability, and value conformality. Of these 
three, perhaps only conformality is essential (and then only in relatively 
tranquil times). Verification can be waived on occasion, provided that 
the hypothesis is both conformal to interests and nicely compatible with 
existing beliefs, be they explicit theories or implicit beliefs emerging as 
stated or unstated assumptions. Strong verification is, in any case, pretty 
hard to come by in the social sciences (a methodological fact that is often 
mistaken for an epistemological verity). In these fields, a judgment of 
compatibility is always rendered-if not on the candidate belief then on 
the person who proposes it-and it is most unusual for a new hypothesis 
or theory to become accepted as a belief if it contradicts the corpus of 
accepted beliefs in its field. But it is always the case that society and its 
elite need to be supplied with answers to pressing problems confronting 
them. So there is an important countercurrent. New hypotheses that 
display a touch of the novel and hold some possibility of solving an 
already recognized problem are encouraged, indeed rewarded. They must 
be compatible but not completd)' so. 

There is simply no way that a scholar, once installed in the profession, 
can prevent conformal values from creeping into his or her work. This in 
spite of the fact that nearly all are honest, careful, and competent. The 
reason why my argument seems, incorrectly, to be an attack on scholarship 
is because the problem is almost always seen in connection with explicit 
beliefs, and with consciously held attitudes. The fields that study human 
society are a weak infusion of explicit theory within a body of belief that 
is largely implicit. Scientific method prevents us from accepting the 
arguments of an explicit theory merely because we want to do so. But the 
main grounding for each such theory is its compatibility with other beliefs 
in the system, expressed as a matter of "reasonableness." It is "reasonable" 
to accept certain assumptions (reflecting certain implicit beliefs) and not 
others. One theory seems "reasonable," or plausible, because it is 
compatible with another, accepted theory, although no explicit chain of 
connection exists: most links in the chain are buried in the realm of 
implicit belief. Finally, it seems "reasonable" to seek verification for a 
hypothesis with certain observations and not with others. 
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It should be added that the disciplined work of social scientists usually 
prevents them from unwittingly validating a hypothesis on grounds of 
value conformality. The problem, and it is a severe one, is that, thinking 
that our explicit beliefs are not validated by value conformality, we let 
value conformality control our implicit beliefs. These then provide a 
bridge across gaps between explicit theories, rendering them compatible, 
or serve up the assumptions which provide the starting point for new 
explicit theories, formal and informal. Scientific and scholarly method 
demands rigor only for the explicit theories. 

Di{fusionism as a Belief System 

The discussion thus far has been designed to lay the foundation for an 
understanding of three aspects of the diffusionist belief system: its struc
ture, its binding to certain groups in certain societies, and its evolution, 
this last aspect including the important questions of why diffusionism 
became prominent and why it has persisted. It would not be much of an 
oversimplification to say that diffusionism developed as the belief system 
appropriate to one powerful and permanent European interest: colonial
ism. From 1492 to the present the wealth drawn into Europe-meaning, as 
in all of this discussion, Greater Europe-from the non-European world 
has been a vital nutriment for the elite classes of Europe: for their 
maintenance of status within their societies, and for their progress. 
Whether this statement can be generalized to include all classes within 
European society, whether, that is, colonialism was an interest of the 
nonelite classes of Europe in most times and places, is a contentious issue 
which I do not need to address. I am merely asserting that (1) Europe's elite 
depended on colonialism; (2) Europe's elite was tremendously influential 
in the evolution of European ideas and more specifically European 
scholarship; and (3) Europe's elite held a permanent social interest in the 
creation and development of a conformal belief system, a body of thought 
that would rationalize, justify, and, most importantly, assist the colonial 
enterprise. As that enterprise evolved and changed, so too did the body of 
ideas constituting diffusionism. 

Most of this book is devoted to a delineation and critique of 
diffusionist beliefs, so I do not need to review the nature of the belief 
system here. Suffice it to say, the doctrine ranges over all scales of fact, 
from world geography and world history to ideas about the qualities of 
individual human beings, European and non-European, and descriptions 
and explanations of particular local events. The scope of the diffusionist 
belief structure encompasses a fair share of European ethnoscience. That 
is, a fair share of the licensed belief statements in European ethnoscience 
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are used within the diffusionist belief structure, although they are also 
used in other structures. (Some examples to be discussed in Chapter 2 are: 
beliefs about demographic behavior, about intelligence, about the origins 
of civilization, about the fertility of tropical soils.) These statements range 
from modest assertions of evidential fact to complex and elaborate 
theories, both formal and informal. They enter the diffusionist canon 
through all of the licensing procedures for belief acceptance discussed 
above. Over time, all of them go through the screening process of 
conformality with the value or interest of colonialism, or go through the 
indirect screening process that accords them the status of being 
compatible with other beliefs which are themselves conformal. Over 
time, the belief system accretes new diffusionist beliefs and discards those 
that contradict the canon or that have lost their relevance in a changing 
world. Since colonialism, in various newer forms such as neocolonialism, 
remains an interest of the elite, and since implicit beliefs go unnoticed 
and uncriticized, the process of adding, subtracting, and modifying 
diffusionist beliefs continues in the present. Were this not the case, the 
multitude of beliefs about Eurocentric hisrory which claim our attention 
in this book would long since have been discarded. 

Diffusionist beliefs at the space-time scale that embraces the whole 
world and the whole of history, tend to form a rather tightly structured 
theory, as we saw earlier in this chapter. The theory, in brief, describes the 
essential processes that take place in an "inner," essentially European, 
core sector of the world, describes those that take place in an "outer," 
essentially non-European sector, and describes the modes of interaction 
between the two sectors, the most important of which is the 
inner-to-outer diffusion of innovative ideas, people, and commodities. 

We can describe this world-scale space-time theoty as the 
"diffusionist world modeL" It is the colonizer's model of the world. 

The obvious question arises: what would we conceive to be a 
nondiffusionist world model? This would be a world in which the 
processes at work in anyone sector are expected also to be at work in the 
other sectors. In essence, this model is driven by a concept of equal 
capability of human beings-psychological unity-in all cultures and 
regions, and from this argument it demands that any spatial inequalities 
in matters relating to cultural evolution, and more specifically economic 
development, be explained. Stated differently: equality is the normal 
condition and inequalities need to be explained. Diffusionism, in 
contrast, expects basic inequality between the Inner and the Outer sectors 
of the world-and of humanity. The uniformitarian principle is not one 
of uniformity; it is the principle of human equality. 

At space-time scales smaller than the world, the diffusionist belief 
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system is very diffuse, parts of it hanging together as formally elegant 
theories, parts of it floating around as compatible but weakly connected 
belief statements. It would take us far beyond the scope of this book to 
attempt a description of all of the parts, levels, and subsystems in the 
diffusionist model as a whole, ranging upward and downward from the 
world model to the level of particular space-time event descriptions. But 
we can make a start. 

NOTES 

1. In this book the word "Europe" refers to the continent of Europe and to
 
regions dominated by European culture elsewhere, regions like the United States and
 
Canada.
 

2. This quick survey of 150 years or so of world history textbooks is, of course, 
very schematic and impressionistic. Some further comments may be of use. In 
textbooks of the first period, around 1850 (plus or minus a decade or so), the original 
home of Man is flatly stated to be the Garden of Eden, which is located by different 
textbook writers in different parts of western Asia. For instance: somewhere east of 
Canaan and near Mesopotamia (Robbins, The WorlLi. Displayed in itS History and 
Geography, 1832, p. 13); somewhere in the "healthful" mountains between the 
Caspian Sea and Kashmir or Tibet (Muller, The HistOry of the WorlLi. to 1783, 1842, pp. 
27, 43-44); perhaps near the borders of the Medi terranean Sea (Tytler, Universal 
history, From the Creation to the begznning of the Eighteenth Century, vol. 1,1844, p. 17); 
in the Vale of Kashmir (Willard, Universal History in Perspective, 1845, p. 34); 
somewhere between the Caucasus Mountains and the Himalayas (Keightley, Outlines 
of History, 1849); in the Himalayas (Weber, Outlines of Universal History, 1853, p. 6); 
in Armenia (Collier, Outlines of General History, 1868). There seems to be a kind of 
median location of Eden near the Caucasus Mountains, which was also, by no 
coincidence, the supposed place of origin of the "Caucasian race." Noah, of course, 
began postdeluvian history on Mt. Ararat, in Armenia (also roughly in the region of 
the Caucasus). Noah is supposed to have migrated then to Europe (Whelpley, A 
Compound of History, From the Earliest Times, vol. 1, 1844, p. 10), or Mesopotamia 
(Robbins, 1832, p. 20), or Palestine, or some other part of the Bible Lands. Noah's 
three sons are supposed, then, to have dispersed and to have founded the branches of 
mankind-the first great diffusion process. In mOSt textbooks of this period history 
tends to move west; some textbooks present the Hegelian notion that history proceeds 
inexorably westward, following the sun, with the implication that the United States, 
farther west still, will replace Europe as the next center of world civilization. 

It was Widely believed in this period that nonwhites were not truly and fully 
human. One version of this theory, the notion of "polygenesis," claimed that God had 
created true humans in the Garden of Eden and other raceS-Dr at leaSt the "black 
race"-in other places and times. This theory questioned the standard interpretation 
of the Old Testament (that everyone is descended from Adam and Eve), so, not 
Surprisingly, it was not stated as truth in the textbooks I consulted. (I have not, 
however, looked at textbooks used in the antebellum South, and the theory of 
polygenesis was most popular in slaveholding regions, as an ideological grounding for 
the treatment of blacks as things rather than people.) Yet polygenesis was important 
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enough to be mentioned and then rejected-in favor of the view that all humans are 
descendants of Adam and Eve- in some textbooks, down to the end of the century 
(see, for example, Dew, A Digest of the Laws, Customs, Manners, and institutions of the 
Ancient and Modem Nations, 1853; Fisher, Outlines of Universal History, 1885; Duruy 
and Grosvenor, A General HistOTY of the Worlii, 1901). But polygenesis was not needed; 
the belief that nonwhites are inferior to whites is asserted in one way or another in all 
the textbooks I examined. The theory of "degeneration" served just as well as 
polygenesis. It was the notion that the descendants of Ham, and perhaps other biblical 
peoples, migrated away ftOm the Bible Lands, eastward and southward, and 
degenerated from civilization tOward savagery, or even lower, as they did so, because 
they had not accepted Christ, or because they migrated intO inferior environments, or 
for some ocher reason. (See, for instance, Keightley, 1849, 5-6: "the savage is a 
degeneration from the civilized life," and Africans are near the apes.) Degeneration 
was asserted in some textbooks, but in most the simple fact of white superiority was 
stated and left unexplained. The history of the world is, in general, the history of the 
white race, or the Semitic and Aryan peoples (see below). For times later than the 
Roman era, non-Europe is scarcely discussed, except as a backdrop for discussions of 
the Crusades, the building of colonial empires, and the like. (See Harris, The Rise of 
AnthropolOgical Theory, 1968, for an excellent discussion of polygenesis and 
degeneration. ) 

Nearly all textbooks of the period around 1900 (give or take a few years) accepted 
the newer scientific theories about the age of the earth and the fact of biological 
evolution (though not the Darwinian theory of evolution). The biblical account of 
human history, however, was retained in many books, although fewer of them 
accepted the formerly standard Old Testament chronologies (for instance, that things 
began in 4004 B.C.). Books of this period tended to present the so-called "Aryan 
theory," a theory derived from philology but expanded into a theory of culture history. 
Earlier philologists had identified an "Aryan" or "Indo-European" language family, 
and also a "Semitic" family (which many authorities, including textbook writers, 
identified with Noah's sons ]apheth and Shem, respectively). The white race consists 
of these two peoples. One branch of the Aryans supposedly migrated west into Europe 
(from the supposed "Aryan hearth," somewhere southwest or northwest of the 
Caucasus). These were progressive, energetiC people, who founded European 
civilization mainly after they had acquired Christianity from the Semites, who 
Invented the first barbaric civilizations and monotheism but then stagnated into a 
dreamy, decadent, unambitious culture and thereafter ceased to advance civilization. 
No other culture, apart from these two, had much to do with history. (According to 
Freeman, General Sketch of History, 1872, p. 2, histOry "in the highest and truest sense 
is the history of the Aryan nations of Europe"; see also Collier, 1868; Swinton, 
Outlines of the Worlii's History, 1874; Gilman, First Steps in General History, 1874; 
Anderson, New Manual of General History, 1882; Steele and Steele, A Brief History of 
Ancient, Medieval, and Modem Peoples, 1883; Fisher, 1896; Quackenbos, lllustrated 
School History of the Worlii, 1889; Thalheimer, Outline of General History for the Use of 
Schools, 1883; Sanderson, History of the Worlii from the Earliest Time to the Year 1898; 
Duruy and Grosvenor, 1901. Ploetz and Tillinghast presented this theory in Epitome 
of Ancient, Medieval, and Modem History, first published in 1883, in its many editions 
dOwn to 1925 when, in an edition edited by H. E. Barnes, the theory was finally 
eliminated.) See Bernal's Black Athena (1987, 1991) for an insightful discussion of the 
Aryan theory and related topics in the histOry of European thought. 

Because the Old Testament spoke of agriculture-Cain knew farming and 
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Abraham herded domesticated animals-the history textbooks tended nOt to address 
the problem of where agriculture was invented until very late in the nineteenth 
century, the period when science was beginning to deal with this problem. Some 
scientists and some textbook writers then began to speculate that, JUSt possibly, 
agriculture was as old in continental Europe as it was in western Asia and Egypt. 
(From the point of view of science, see ]oly, Man Before Metals, 1897.) But the idea 
that agriculture originated in the Bible Lands remained dominant although now ir 
was viewed (by most) as an invention, not an artifact of original creation. The 
ethnographiC fact that some tribal peoples (for instance, in Australia) did nOt practice 
agriculture was commonly explained, in the textbooks of the earlier nineteenth 
century, in terms of the theory of degeneration: their ancestors had somehow lost the 
art. Later in the century it became more common to use the diffusionist conception 
mat agriculture had been invented by west Asian or (conceivably) European peoples, 
then diffused outward over the rest of the world, and cultures that did not practice ir 
in modern times simply had not yet acquired it, either because of their isolation Or 
because they were too stupid to take it up. 

The Orient Express was a famous train that ran between western Europe and 
westem Asia. Although various routes were used in different eras, the basic line ran 
from Constantinople (Istanbul) through Greece to northern italy or Austria, then on 
to France, and (via Ostend) England. Most of the history textbooks write about world 
history as though it marched northwestward, rather like the westbound Orient 
Express, with stations (so to speak) in Athens, Rome, Paris, and London. (See 
Chapter 2 for further discussion of the Orient Express model.) 

3. In ninereenth-century world history textbooks, Turkey was given some 
attention because of its political involvement with European affairs. World 
geography, in contrast to world history, always covered the entire world, and 
textbooks as well as the great multivolume descriptive geographies (like Reclus's 
classic 19-volume Nouvelle Geographie Universe/Ie, published between 1876 and 1894) 
gave considerable attention to Asia, Africa, and Latin America. This should nor 
mislead us, however. One of the primary functions of geography throughour this 
entire period was ro teach European children what they needed to know abour 
non-Europe in order to participate in their countries' imperial and commercial 
activities in these regions. See Hudson, "The New Geography and the New 
Imperialism: 1870-1918" (1977) and McKay, "Colonialism in the French Geograph
ical Movement" (1943), on the close relation between geography and colonial 
activities. 

4. The character of this newer approach can be seen if we look at twO 
well-known modern univerSity-level texts, one written by W. H. McNeill of the 
University of Chicago (A Worlii History, 3rd ed., 1979), the other by]. M. RobertS of 
Oxford University (The Hutchinson History of the Worlii, 2d ed., 1987; published in the 
United States as The Penguin History of the Worlii). For pre-Christian-era world 
history, more than three-quarters of the place-name mentions in both books are places 
in Europe and the Middle East (including North Africa); less than one-quarter of the 
place-name mentions are places in other parts of the world and only about 1% are in 
Africa. For the Christian era to A.D. 1491 there is significant divergence between the 
two books. In Roberts's text, European and Middle Eastern places constitute abour 
85% of place-name mentions. In McNeill's text, European and Middle Eastern places 
constitute only 60% of the place names mentioned, a significant departure from the 
older tradition although still well out of proportion to this region's size in area and 
population. (Sub-Saharan Africa accounts for only 2% of mentions for the period 
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A.D. 1-1491.) In both books, therefore, the region I have been calling "Greater 
Europe" has considerably lower salience for pre- 1492 history than was typically the 
case in older world history textbooks. As to explanation, however, both books retain 
much of the traditional perspective. Roberts gives almost no causal role to the cultures 
and regions of the world other than Europe and the Middle East (including North 
Africa) for any period prior to 1492. McNeill gives considerable weight to East Asia 
and some to South Asia for certain historical periods, but almost all of the world 
history-making forces emanate from Europe, western Asia, and North Africa for the 
period before 1492. (An exception is the Black Death, which, according to McNeill, 
swept westward into these regions from farther Asia. On this matter, see also 
McNeill's Plagues and Peoples, 1976.) Examples of the Eurocentric explanations 
offered by both authors will be given in Chapter 2 of the present book. 

It is, however, insufficient to look only at those present-day textbooks that are 
clearly identified as "world history" textbooks. Quite frequently university courses 
covering the subject of world history use history textbooks that carry titles like "The 
History of Western Civilization." (See, for instance, Lerner, et aI., Westem 
Civilizations: Their History and Their Culture, 1988; Kagan, et aI., The Westem Heritage, 
1987; Chambers, et aI., The Westem Experience, 1987.) If such a textbook neglects the 
non- Western world, there can be no complaint that it is misleading: the title clearly 
specifies "West" not "World." But if the course is designated as "world history" and 
the textbook is designated as "Western history," then we have a problem. The worst 
scenario would be one in which world-hiStory teaching continues to be Eurocentric 
history in disguise. I do not know of any research which tests the following 
hypotheses: (1) Given that, today, historians are sensitive to the need to avoid 
Eurocentric bias in the teaching of world history, do some of them simply change the 
title to "Western" so that Eurocentrism becomes, then, licit? And (2) is it possible 
that there is a trend away from the teaching of "World" history and toward "Western" 
(etc.) history and that this trend reflects a reaction (or adjustment) to present-day 
demands for nonethnocentrism and "fairness?" 

5. A school textbook is truly a key social document, a kind of modern stele. In 
the typical case, a book becomes accepted as a high school (or lower-level) textbook 
only after it has been reviewed very carefully by the publisher, school boards, and 
administrators, all of whom are intensely sensitive to the need to print acceptable 
doctrine; they are concerned to make it certain that children will read only those facts 
in their textbook which are considered to be acceptable as facts by the 
opinion-forming elite of the culture. The resulting textbook is, therefore, less an 
ordinary authored book than a vetted social statement of what is considered valid and 
acceptable for entry into the mind of the child. For this reason, research on textbooks 
(including college textbooks, in which the same process is at work, though more 
subtly) is, in fact, ethnographic research. It tells us about the belief system of the 
opinion-forming elite of the culture as a whole. Therefore, geography texts in the 
United States are really ethnogeography documents. Likewise, history texts are really 
ethnohistory documents. They are probably as useful as cultural artifacts as any old 
potsherd or inscription. See the final section of this chapter. 

6. This argument is given much weight by Eurocentric Marxists, since class 
struggle, for Marxists, is the central force in historical evolution. 

7. A form of political feudalism is sometimes conceded to have been developed 
earlier by the Chinese, but the great majoriry of European scholars, including most 
Marxists, believe that European feudalism was unique in representing a form of society 
that was a crucial, essential, stepping stone to moderniry. See Chapter 3. 
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8. See Samir Amin's Eurocentrism (1988) for an excellent discussion of this
 
notion. The word "Eurocentrism" apparently was coined quite recently, to assemble
 
"European ethnocentrism" into one word. However, I (like Amin) do not think of
 
Eurocentrism as merely a species of ethnocentrism, as the following paragraphs will
 
make clear.
 

9. I use the word "community" to refer to any social unit, of any size. In this 
discussion, for the sake of simplicity, the "communities" will be thought of as Villages 
distributed across a rural landscape. I neglect here the cases in which culture change 
results from the combination of an independent invention and a diffusion event. See 
my "Two Views of Diffusion" (1977) and "Diffusion ism: A Uniformitarian Critique" 
(1987a). 

10. See lett, "Further Information on the Geography of the Blowgun and Its
 
Implications for Transoceanic Contact" (1991); also see Carter, Man and the Land
 
(1968), and Edmonson, "Neolithic Diffusion Rates" (1961)
 

11. See, for instance, Eliot Smith, The Diffusion of Culture (1933), Perry, The 
Primordial Ocean (1935), and Taylor, Environment and Nation (1945). Elim Smith 
flatly asserts that the ancient diffusion process radiating mainly from Egypt and 
Phoenicia "continued for many centuries to play upon the Pacific littoral of America, 
where it is responsible for ... the remarkable Pre-Columbian civilizations" (qumed in 
Zwernemann, Culture History and African Anthropology, 1983, p. 15). 

12. On these matters, see Harris, The R,se of Anthropologzcal Theory (1968) and 
Steward (Theory of Culture Change: The Methodology of Multilinear Evolution, 1955). 

13. See Koepping, Adolf Bastian and the Psychic Unity of Mankind (1983), 
Stocking Race, Culture, and Evolution (1968), and Harris, The Rise of Anthropological 
Theory (1968). 

14. Often the antidiffusionist camp was labeled the "cultural evolutionist" 
camp, and the debate as a whole was labeled "diffusionism versus evolutionism." But, 
as I argue here, evolutionists were to some extent diffusionists and diffusionlsts were 
to some extent evolutionists. Moreover, I want to use the term "cultural evolution" in 
this book in a much broader and much less controversial sense, as indicating merely 
the search for explanation in larger questions of historical and cultural change. A 
problem that is "historical" becomes a problem of "cultural evolution" when we ask, 
broadly, "why?" Some scholars, of course, are not comfortable with this usage of the 
phrase "cultural evolution." For some it carries baggage of economic determinism or 
environmental determinism or technological determinism, or it signifies the notion 
of an invariant sequence of cultural stages through which all human groups must 
pass-but I mean none of that. Most cultural geographers use the phrase "cultural 
evolution" JUSt about as 1 use it here. 

15. Both forms are sometimes combined; for instance, in the nineteenth century 
northwestern Europe was considered (by northwestern Europeans) to be absolutely 
Civilized, Africa absolutely uncivilized, and all other areas (of the Eastern 
Hemisphere) somewhere in between. These matters are discussed later in this book. 

16. Max Weber's notion of "European rationality" is discussed in Chapter 2. 
17. The varying conceptions of China, and also India, as semirational or 

intermittently rational or rational in some ways but not in others are discussed in 
Chapters 2 and 3. 

18. The "bogeyman" refers to the Buginese, a Malay people who fought fiercely 
against the Europeans and so were stigmatized in this way. The most famous fictional 
vampire, Count Dracula, came to England from Outside (a barbarous mountain 
region on the frontier of the Turkish empire). 
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19. On the history of the idea of progress in European thought, see, for instance, 
G. H. Mead, Movements of Thought in the Nineteenth Century (1936), Toulmin and 
Goodfield, The Discovery of Time (1965), Nisbet, History of the Idea of Progress (1980), 
and Bowler, The Invention of Progress (1989). It is true that the idea of progress as the 
normal condition was doubted by some thinkers during the nineteenth century (and 
especially in opposition to the idea of biological evolution), but this was a minor and 
intermittent countercurrent. See Stocking, Race, Culture, and Evolution (1987) and 
Bowler, The Invention of Progress (1989). 

20. See Huddleston, Origins of the American Indians: European Concepts, 
1492-1729 (1967), Williams, The American Indian in Western Legal Thought (1990); 
Hulme, Colonial Encounters: Europe and the Native Caribbean 1492-1797 (1992); 
Gossett, Race: The History of an Idea in America (1963). 

21. At times the notion was advanced that these civilizations had somehow 
evolved in antediluvian times and had not been wiped out in the Flood (see, for 
example, Keightley, Outlines of History, 1849). Haskel (Chronology and Universal 
History, 1848, p. 9) speculates that Noah migrated to China where he or his 
descendants founded the Chinese monarchy. "The early improvement and 
populousness of the east, seems to favor this idea." 

22. From the mid-nineteenth century or perhaps earlier, the literature on the 
occult, on ghosts and monsters, and the like, tended to focus on extra-European 
origins or homes or sources of the witches, monsters, demons, zombies, walking 
mummies, evil spells ("black magic"), artifacts with supernatural powers, and so on, 
all of which have a tendency to diffuse into Europe as a kind of counterdiffusion, an 
undertow beneath European expansionism. See Brantlinger, Rule of Darkness: British 
Literature and Imperialism (1988). 

23. See W. A. Lewis, ed., Tropical development, 1880-1913 (1970). 
24. See Bowler, The Invention of Progress (1989), Stocking, Victorian 

Anthropology (1987), Mandelbaum, History, Man and Reason (1971). 
25. Spencer, The Man Versus the State (1969). The complex interplay between 

individualistic and holistic theories of historical progress during the nineteenth 
century is discussed in G. H. Mead, Movements of Thought in the Nineteenth Century 
(1936) and Mandelbaum, History, Man and Reason (1971). I try to show in Blaut, The 
National Question: Decolonizing the Theory of Nationalism (1987) how most theories of 
nationality and national evolution emerge from one or the other of these intellectual 
streams, one essentially Kantian and psycho logistic, the other essentially Romantic 
and Hegelian. 

26. Among them: Malthus, J. S. Mill, T. Macauley, and Thackeray. See 
Brantlinger, Rule of Darkness: British Literature and Imperialism, 1830-1914 (1987). 
Also see Williams, British Historians and the West Indies (1966) and Said, Orientalism 
(1979). 

27. See Thapar, Ancient Indian Social History: Some Interpretations (1978) and 
"Ideology and the Interpretation of Early Indian History" (1982), and B. Chandra, 
"Karl Marx, His Theories of Asian SOcieties, and Colonial Rule" (1981). We return 
to this issue in Chapter 2. 

28. See in particular Marx's article, "The British Rule in India" (1979). In later 
work, Marx and Engels adopted a much more negative opinion about colonialism, 
developing to some extent the idea of colonial underdevelopment: see Blaut, The,! 

i

National Question: Decolonizing the Theory of Nationalism (1987) for a discussion. 
29. See Chapter 2. 

I 30. See Asad, Anthropology and the Colonial Encounter (1975), and Temu and 
I 

Swai, Historians and Africanist History (1981). 

II 
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31. Important examples are Eliot Smith The Diffusion of Culture (1933), Perry, 
The Primordial Ocean (1935), Schmidt, The Culture Historical Method of Ethnology 
(1939), Griffith Taylor, Environment and Nation (1945). See critiques in Radin, The 
Method and Theory of Ethnology (1965), Lowie, The History of Ethnological Theory 
(1937), and Harris The Rise of Anthropological Theory (1968). 

32. Here I am of course rejecting the view, common among European scholars, 
that colonies were relinquished voluntarily. This view has been rejected almost 
universally by scholars in the formerly colonial world. It may conceivably have been 
true for a few small islands from which profits no longer flowed to the colonizing 
power, but even such cases are debatable. It is worth noting that the United States has 
not given independence to any of the colonies it held at the close of World War II; 
has not even formally conceded the right of full self-determination (including 
independence) to Puerto Rico, the Virgin Islands, the Marianas, etc. The other 
colonial powers would presumably have taken the same position, had they had the 
power to do so in the face of colonial pro-independence forces; in such cases as the 
Dutch East Indies, French Indochina, Kenya, Angola, Mozambique, and so on, the 
colonizers tried to hold on to their possession by force of arms and failed. My view is 
set forth in Blaut, The National Question (1987), chap. 4, and Blaut and Figueroa, 
Aspectos de la cuestion nacional en Puerto Rico (1988). 

33. Representative examples include "Operation Bootstrap" in Puerto Rico, the 
Colonial Development and Welfare programs in pans of the British Empire, the 
increased funding for colonial agriculture and health departments, the establishment 
of colonial universities, and so on. These programs, regardless of their underlying 
political purposes (often hidden from the technical personnel involved) were, overall, 
very impressive. 

34. Often this work was a direct continuation of colonial technical work, often 
with the same personnel, now "foreign advisor" or "United Nations expert" rather 
than "colonial technical officer." 

35. Thus the Alliance for Progress, the Peace Corps, the elevated funding of 
technical and financial agencies of the Organization of American States, and the like. 

36. On ethnoscience, see, for example, Conklin, "Lexicographical Treatment of 
Folk Taxonomies" (1969), Frake, "The Ethnographic Study of Cognitive Systems" 
(1969), Blaut, "Some Principles of Ethnogeography" (1978) and Spradley and 
McCurdy, Anthropology: A Cultural Perspective (1975). In my view, the categories 
"history" and "science" cannot be distinguished ontOlogically, although historiogra
phy is hardly an exact science. 

37. Whitehead, Science and Philosophy (1948), p. 129. 
38. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1970). More relevant is Fleck's 

Genesis and Development of a Scientific Fact (1979). 
39. Tolman, "A Psychological Model" (1951). 
40. Dewey, "The Logic ofJudgements of Practice," in his Essays in Experimental 

Logic (1916). 




