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Most Anericans believe in \223Anerican Exceptionalism\224 even when they have never hear
d

the term This means that the history of the United States is unlike that of nobst of

the world; we have neither hereditary nobility, king or dictator, nor a

state-supported ethnic or religious identity.

One becones Anerican by birth or by choice (immgrants)\227with identical rights. CQur
constitution is very nmuch alive\227changing as conditions in our world change, providing
an adaptability very rare in the world. These factors, including two oceans to

separate us fromthe old worlds of Europe and Asia, have kept us unusually safe. W

al so had a vast continent to settle and a honestead programthat provided |and

ownership to those willing to work for it.

But of late, the term\223Anerican Exceptionalism 224 has been questioned by some who
bel i eve that Anmerica is not exceptional at all\227and that those who think it is are
right-wing political bigots. They remind us that our history included slavery,

i mperialism the dreadful mistreatnent of our Native Americans, and ask how t hat
jibes with \223exceptionalism\224

Even President OCbana, when asked if he believes in Anerican exceptionalismsaid yes,
just as the French and British believe in their own exceptionalism And this remark

rai sed the hackl es of those who believe that with all our flaws, we have nanaged to

be exceptional in al nost every way\227including the constant effort to admit and correct
our shortcom ngs.

A fascinating book has just conme out that junps into this fray: Intellectua
Curiosity and the Scientific Revolution, by professor Toby E. Huff. This book answers
the nost basic question: why has the West (Western Europe and its American and
Australian offspring) dominated the world for the past four centuries while the

ot her great civilizations declined?

Jared Dianond, in GQuns, Gerns, and Steel, was asked that question by a New Gui nea

nati ve who wanted to know why White Men have \223cargo\ 224 but his people do not. He want
ed

to know if there was something that White people had that nade them superior

D amond t hought a | ot about this\227and in his book, he showed that geography matters,
and those | ucky enough to cone fromplaces with tenperate climte; an east-west axis

of travel, trade, and diseases (developing imrunities); and the right plants and

aninmal s to be donesticated; have nore \223cargo\224 (success and wealth).

Now Toby Huff adds to this explanation that the geography, history, |egal practices,
and religions of Western Civilization from Ancient G eece through the 17th century
all provided the basis for the scientific revolution that made the West the great
power it has been for the past four centuries.

He conpares the intellectual curiosity of the West with the notable but static
achi evenents of the three other great societies of the 17th century: China, |ndia,
and the Otoman Turks. It turned out to be no contest.

Al t hough there were brilliant Chinese, Indian, and Arab schol ars, including

inventors, their findings never nade it into their school systens, which resisted the
new know edge, nor gai ned the support of their absol ute nonarchs. Even when the

tel escope found its way to China and India, it was gladly used\227but neither inproved
nor spawned further inventions.

For a scientific revolution to happen as it did in the west, you would need
continent-w de schol ars who comruni cated and shared findings; the printing press and
its spread of literacy; a school systemthat taught the new sciences; and a | ega
systemthat protected property and was the basis for econom c expansi on. None of
these institutions thrived in inperial China, Mghul India, or QGtoman Turkey.

Chi nese school s were hi debound Mandarin, resistant to any changes. The Muslim

madr assas taught (and still teach) nenorization of the Koran, shunning ot her

subj ects. By the 20th century, all three great enpires were backwaters.

Eur ope\ 222s exceptionalismand scientific revolution spread to the United States, where
it has gone even further. Huff shows us that this was no fluke, but was the

consequence of good institutions and a civilization that supported intellectua
curiosity.



671 words
Dr. Laina Farhat-Hol zman is a historian, lecturer, and witer. You may contact her at
Lf ar hat 102@ol . com or www. gl obal t hi nk. net.



