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Over the course of the past 300 
years, how does leadership compare 
from ‘East’ to ‘West’ in terms of both 
economic and military power on a 
global scale? What sort of processes 
did the West witness to transform 
into the capitalist center that has 
led Western Europe to ascend to a 
position of global dominance at the 
expense of the East? And why has capitalism 
successfully predominated over and displaced 
other modes of production in the West? 
Shortly, how did the ‘West’ come to ‘rule’ un-
der the wings of capitalism?” As can be under-
stood from its title, these are the main ques-
tions that Alexander Anievas and Kereme 
Nişançıoğlu strive to answer in their book.

The authors undertake this project, despite 
the fact that they accept that these questions 
have been asked by many earlier scholars, and 
that there are many other studies, academic 
and otherwise, that have tried to explore this 
subject. However, they argue that earlier writ-
ers, whether intentionally or unintentionally, 
could not prevent themselves from falling 
into the trap of Eurocentrism which under-
stands the emergence of capitalism as a ‘sui 
generis’ development unique to Europe. In 
other words, in the Eurocentric views, Euro-
pean development and modernity under the 
capitalist system is conceptualized as endog-
enous to the West and self-propelling. In ac-
cepting this as given, these studies set up an 
epistemological distinction between West 

and East that overlooks the multiple 
and interactive character of social 
development, including capitalism. 
The Eurocentric point of view has 
also misled some writers to see the 
European experience of modernity 
as a universal stage of development 
through which all societies must 
pass. In short, such studies concep-

tualize the East as an object in the making of 
capitalism, or as backward in comparison to 
the West along a single trajectory that moves 
inevitably toward developing capitalism. 

To challenge and to change these sorts of Eu-
rocentric views is the main motivation of this 
book. To put it differently, this book aims to 
bring forward a new approach in which the 
East is no longer cast as a passive bystander, 
and is instead engaged as a subject in the 
making of capitalism and history. In line with 
this purpose, Anivies and Nişançıoğlu seek to 
formalize the ‘uneven and combined develop-
ment’ approach that provides a way of under-
mining unilineal development theories that 
present Europe as the prime mover. In place 
of this, they capture the multilinearity of de-
velopments to displace Eurocentric views 
of modernity and capitalism. As differently 
from Marxism which looks at history through 
the material exploitation of East by the West 
or a greater degree than post-colonial stud-
ies that mostly focus on decoding how does 
the West otherise or create hegemon over the 
East through discourse, the ‘uneven and com-
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bined’ view offers a way of understanding the 
historical developments with contributions of 
both the East and West. To be more precise, 
this theory aims to provide a unified analy-
sis which considers structural determination 
as emanating from both within and outside 
of any region where social or other develop-
ments are taking place. In short, ‘uneven and 
combined’ theory claims that the character-
istics of any human development should be 
conceptualized as ontologically plural and 
interactive, not singular and predetermined. 

After presenting this theoretical point which 
is discussed in first two chapters of the book, 
in the latter chapters, Anivies and Nişançıoğlu 
trace some historical cases in which the West 
and the East interacted, and in which the 
West was affected by others regarding the de-
velopment of capitalism. For example, they 
show how the West benefitted from conjunc-
tures in 13th century that the Mongols created 
in terms of making capitalism. Furthermore, 
the Mongol Empire also helped facilitate the 
transmission of key weapons and technolo-
gies from East to West that were crucial to Eu-
rope’s subsequent rise to global prominence. 
To clarify, while these developments did not 
automatically cause the emergence of capital-
ism in the West, they did create some precon-
ditions that launched the West onto a path of 
capitalist development and, much later, global 
supremacy. The point needs to be emphasized 
that interactions of the West with others, and 
the consequences of particular events in Eu-
rope, such as the Black Death, had a differ-
ent impact on the various European countries 
as they developed their capitalist economies. 
These different geopolitical and internal con-
ditions pushed some European countries 
ahead of others in terms of capitalism. 

After discussing the Mongols, the authors 
present Europe’s fear of the Ottoman Empire 

as a driving force in the making of capitalism. 
Through military pressure, the Ottomans un-
dermined the existing centers of the feudal 
ruling classes. These were crucial steps in cre-
ating the foundations for capitalism. More-
over, the Ottoman threat was felt primarily by 
Southeastern Europe, which gave the coun-
tries in Northwestern Europe the geopoliti-
cal space to develop modern state-building 
practices. At the same time, the Ottoman ter-
ritorial dominance of the Mediterranean and 
land routes to Asia served to push the North-
western countries into a novel global sphere 
of activity –the Atlantic. After discussing the 
effects of the Mongols and Ottomans, Anivies 
and Nişançıoğlu examine the manifold im-
pact of the New World Discoveries and their 
exploitation on emerging capitalism and later 
the global supremacy of the West. The con-
flict and struggles between Europeans and 
others in these areas, and the plunder of pre-
cious metals and slaves from these exploited 
areas, led to the emergence of the modern 
conception of territorial sovereignty and the 
development of the Eurocentric and modern 
institution of patriarchy. 
 
Throughout the book, Anivies and Nişançı-
oğlu seek to prove that there are varied contri-
butions of the ‘other’ in European supremacy. 
But their theory lacks a rationale to identify 
from which point or time the influence of 
the other becomes crucial to analyzing any 
of the developments they cite. For example, 
one must wonder why they started to exam-
ine the effect of East in the making of capi-
talism in Europe from the time of the Mon-
gols. Why they chose this time, and why they 
didn’t choose the time of the Persians, or even 
earlier, are some of the missing points in the 
book. Of course, taking the starting point fur-
ther back in analyzing the emergence of capi-
talism and the importance of the ‘other’ to the 
West risks losing the thread of the argument 
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in the mists of history. Nonetheless, some ex-
plication of the authors’ choices in this regard 
would strengthen their argument. In addition 
to this lapse, the authors also fail to draw a 
clear line determining which countries or ar-
eas should be included or excluded in analyz-
ing any social development in a given area. 
For example, one might wonder why Africa 
did not have as much of a role as America or 
other regions on the development of the West. 
More importantly, how might it be possible 
for someone to limit the number of others 
that have influence on human development?

To conclude, in spite of these critiques, How 
the West Came to Rule offers a compelling 
analysis of developments in European history 
by considering the “international” vantage 
point, and is a good contribution to the re-
search seeking to escape from the ontological 
singularity that lies at heart of Eurocentrism. 
So, despite some shortcomings, I can recom-
mend this book to those who are interested 
in reading history from a more broad per-
spective, and who want to move beyond the 
literature that remains mired in Eurocentric 
perspectives. 
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London: Hurst & Company, 2017, 296 pages, £20.00, ISBN: 9781849048088

Reviewed by Shameer Modongal, Jawaharlal Nehru University

The dominance of European schol-
ars and a Euro-centric framework 
in social sciences, including history, 
has both stemmed from and per-
petuated ignorance about the per-
spectives and feelings of colonized 
people in writing about the colonial 
period. Such narrations portray 
colonial rule as an inevitable and 
progressive stage in the economic, political 
and social development of Asian and African 
countries. Even though there is plenty of lit-
erature about the looting and brutality of the 
colonial powers, most of this has gone unno-
ticed among the academic community. Inglo-
rious Empire, which was published in India in 
2016 under the title An Era of Darkness: The 
British Empire in India, a brilliant work by 
Shashi Tharoor, is distinguished among this 
literature in its manner of presentation and 

dazzling arguments. Its popularity 
as one of the Sunday Times top ten 
bestsellers shows the wide and en-
thusiastic acceptance of this book. 
Even though it does not make any 
new arguments or add value to the 
existing nationalist literature, Tha-
roor’s ‘ferocious and astonishing’ 
writing distinguishes it from others. 

The book is a continuation of the debate that 
occurred in in the Oxford Union on the ex-
tent to which ‘Britain owes reparations to her 
former colonies.’ However, the author shifts 
his focus in the book from reparations to co-
lonial impacts.

Tharoor brilliantly depicts the impacts of Brit-
ish colonial rule on the Indian economy, pol-
ity and society. He continues throughout the 
book without diverting from the central ques-
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