
Hey Hey, Ho Ho, Western Civ, Please Don’t Go 

Once upon a time, Plato, Shakespeare, Mozart, the French Revolution, and the U.S. Constitution 

were thought to be important. So important, in fact, that virtually all undergraduates were 

required to take a Western Civilization survey course. Turning points in history, like “the 

Renaissance,” “the Reformation,” and “the Enlightenment” created a narrative history that 

culminated in the American Revolution, something that also used to be important. But in today’s 

world, study of our white, male, slave-holding founders has been rejected as racist, sexist, and 

ethnocentric. Stanford University, long known for a stellar Western Civ course much beloved by 

the students, has replaced such racist, sexist, ethnographic study with: 

 AFRICAAM 127A: Can't Stop Won't Stop: A History Of The Hip-Hop Arts 

(CSRE 127) 

 AMSTUD 157X: Language as Political Tool: Feminist and LGBTQ Movements 

and Impacts (FEMGEN 157, FEMGEN 257) 

 ASNAMST 144: Transforming Self and Systems: Crossing Borders of Race, 

Nation, Gender, Sexuality, and Class (CSRE 144, FEMGEN 144X) 

 CSRE 21: African American Vernacular English (AFRICAAM 21, LINGUIST 

65) 

 CSRE 174S: When Half is Whole: Developing Synergistic Identities and Mestiza 

Consciousness 

 
And the new campus favorite:  

 ENGLISH 130: Sex and the Novel (FEMGEN 130S) 

 
for which students (more likely their parents) pay 62K a year to study “the discombobulating 

effects of desire in fictional prose.” 

At institutions where students are still taught European and American history, they are taught to 

hold it in contempt. How you feel about Western Civilization and specifically America often 

depends on your age. If you’re over 40, you probably think of America in a good way. If you’re 

under 40, you probably think of America in a bad way. In other words, when we stopped 

teaching Western Civilization, we started breeding anti-Americanism. Without knowledge of the 

grand, sweeping arc of our history, we find ourselves defined by the evil of slavery. Without 

evaluation of Western culture in the context of other cultures, we hate ourselves for sexism and 

homophobia. Without historical appreciation for the power of capitalism to lift human societies 

out of abject poverty, its inherent greed and inequality become the only story.  

Ironically, our ability to recognize and regret our past sins is a defining characteristic of Western 

culture. Were we to teach it, women’s suffrage and the civil rights movement would induce pride 

that, in our system of governance, fairness wins out. Political protest, Constitutional 

amendments, and civil disobedience have resulted in remarkable cultural progress. That we don’t 

http://explorecourses.stanford.edu/search?q=all+courses&view=catalog&academicYear=&catalog=&page=24&filter-ger-WAYED=on&filter-coursestatus-Active=on&collapse=,5,


teach it turns recognition and regret into a victim Olympics where members of previously 

harmed groups jockey for power; the more harmed the more power.  

America is synonymous with Western Civilization because it is both its highest expression and 

its last hope; we’re the only ones left. Europe, which embraced a little too much multiculturalism 

a little too quickly, is trying desperately to put the genie back in the bottle, but its attempts are 

probably futile. When a culture is gone, it’s gone. It doesn’t come back once it is overtaken by a 

different culture. We in this country are at a turning point. Do we unashamedly preserve what is 

best about Western Civilization? Or do we wring our hands and gulp mea culpas all the way to 

obliteration of the greatest country the world has ever known? 

Are we flawed? Mightily. Do we have work to do? Indubitably. We’re the worst country there is; 

except for all the others. Perspective is what’s needed, and that’s exactly what teaching Western 

Civilization can do for us. 

Yes, we practiced the sickening atrocity of slavery for 300 years. Why didn’t we continue to 

practice it for millennia as did the rest of the world? Because of the Enlightenment, that moment 

in the history of western thought and culture that transformed medieval worldview to modern 

western world. Hierarchical political and social orders—monarchy, privileges accorded only the 

nobility, power and authority of the Catholic Church—were replaced with values of freedom and 

equality for all, founded in human reason. 

Enlightenment thinkers in the 17th and 18th century employed reason to contemplate God, nature, 

and humanity, which led to the French and American Revolutions. Freedom, equality, and 

human reason also exposed slavery as a gross violation of the rights of man. It was the West that 

first abolished slavery: Britain in 1807; France in 1848; the U.S. in 1862. In the East, slavery 

continued well into the 20th century; the West African country of Mauritania did not abolish 

slavery until 1981. 

Yes, Christianity was used to rationalize slavery as God’s will, but it also served to elicit 

condemnation of slavery by Quakers and others for its un-Christian qualities. Context is 

everything.  

In proper context, the West’s inexorable progress in moral and civil rights is remarkable. 

Without context, we take it for granted. The rightful attainment of moral and civil rights by all 

groups in our society is such a given, it becomes unremarkable, and we slip into criticism-only 

mode.  

Yes, women were second-class citizens for the first 100 plus years; we couldn’t vote, own 

property, or sign contracts. We didn’t have full civil rights until Title VII of the Civil Rights Act 

of 1964 barred discrimination on the basis of race, color, religion, sex, or national origin. Once 

those rights were attained, however, they were permanent. 

When we compare ourselves to other cultures, Afghanistan, for example, we see that moral and 

civil rights can just as easily go backward. Women in late 20th century Afghanistan enjoyed 

modern lives: education, independence, self-governance. When the Taliban came to power in 



1996, women were made to veil themselves completely, ask permission to leave the home, and 

submit to sex with their husband at his whim with no right of refusal.  

After the Taliban was ousted in 2001, Afghani women returned to “fragile but reversible” legal 

status, which lasted only until U.S. troops began withdrawing from Afghanistan in 2011. As the 

U.S. withdrew, the Taliban resurged, and the Ministry of Justice banned family member 

testimony in criminal trials. Women are once again powerless to fight domestic violence and 

child and forced marriage.  

Yes, sodomy was illegal in this country for a long time. Illinois was the first state to 

decriminalize sodomy in 1961, and not until 2003 did the Supreme Court rule that it is a 

violation of the 14th amendment to bar consensual sex between adults. Today, gay marriage is 

legal in all 50 states. 

Iran, Saudi Arabia, and Syria today—today—punish men accused of homosexuality by beating 

them, lashing them, and/or throwing them to their death off building rooftops. ISIS has proudly 

released videos that show “masked militants dangling men over the precipices of buildings by 

their legs to drop them head-first or tossing them over the edge.” 

Yes, capitalism has created extreme disparity in wealth between the very rich and the very poor. 

It has also lifted more people out of poverty than any economic system in the world. In the 

socialist country of Venezuela—where everyone has free access to the same crappy healthcare—

the people are so desperate for food that they’re butchering and eating flamingos, not to mention 

dogs, cats, donkeys, horses, and pigeons.  

Venezuela is sitting on the largest oil reserves in the world, but because socialism destroys 

economic freedom, confiscates private property, and controls price and currency, the people are 

eating dogs and cats they find in the street.  

And we don’t teach Western Civilization.  

We don’t teach that the universal rule of human society was poverty until capitalism came along.  

We don’t teach that private enterprise and competition make life better. Imagine a Venezuelan in 

your local Whole Foods or Costco, overwhelmed by its colorful profusion of fresh fruits and 

vegetables; its variety of fresh-baked breads and pastries; its cases full of different kinds of 

yogurt—regular, fat-free, Greek, probiotic, soy, frozen, fruit-on-the-bottom, blended. That’s 

what capitalism can do. Why don’t we teach that? 

We don’t teach that America is Western Civilization’s pearl of great price, a nation whose rights 

cannot be taken away because they’re bestowed by our Creator. We don’t teach that our 

American experiment is fragile and needs constant tending to preserve. We don’t teach that, in 

context, America is something to be very, very proud of.  

Context is everything. We need to start teaching that. We need to start teaching Western 

Civilization before context doesn’t matter at all.  
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