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On the Transition from European to American Dominance in 
the 20th Century

By Steven L. Rosen

Introduction
This paper consists of three parts which are intended to trace the transition from European 

dominance to American geopolitical, economic and even cultural dominance.  The first part is a 
summary of the British empire which essentially ruled most of the world by the late 19th century.  
We begin our story in the 19th century because, though it didn’t seem like it at the time, it was the 
beginning of the end of a long process of colonization by imperial powers, of stronger nations over 
weaker (non-western, primarily non-white) nations.  Colonialism started in earnest after Columbus 
discovered the New World, and though Spain and Portugal made huge gains in conquering much 
territory, they were quickly challenged and surpassed by England and France.  Part II focuses on 
the end of British hegemonic power which occurred within and because of the First World War.  
Part III looks at the rise of America out of the ashes of the Great War, as it was called.  It intends 
to take a macro level view of micro level historical events to examine and understand the nature 
of this incredible transition from a Eurocentric world to a world influenced by a young nation 
which was in the process of creating itself into a unique historical force: modern America.

One of the most remarkable periods in human history was the transition to the modern 
industrial world, first with England leading the way with the First Industrial Revolution, and then 
with the displacement of England and the rise of America as the world’s global superpower.  The 
political revolution of 1776 when colonial America declared itself to be an independent nation based 
on the principles of democracy was certainly a first.  This political revolution laid the foundations 
for future success, to be sure, but doesn’t by itself explain how or why American hegemonic power 
replaced European hegemony after the First World War.  This paper will attempt to elucidate 
and explain this tectonic shift from European global dominance to the emergence of the American 
global colossus.  Certainly, it was industrial capitalism which would propel the United States into 
that role, but that, in and of itself, does not explain the fall of European empires and imperial 
power.

This paper will focus on this transition of power from Europe to America which will 
hopefully give the beginning student a macro level view, an overview of this crucial period 
wherein we witness the emergence of modern industrial society, economy and culture.  We hope 
to describe for students the shift from a world which had been Europeanized, to one in which 
America assumed the central role after the collapse of the European system.  Thus, we begin 
our story with the 19th century which represents the pinnacle of European power, this global 
superpower which had colonial possession in every corner of the globe: Great Britain.
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Part I: The British Empire
At one time, England was the most powerful country in the world, with political control 

over ¼ of the world’s population.  It was the biggest empire ever in human history.  Two 
questions present themselves for the student of history to grapple with.  (1) How did a small rainy 
island come own and control such vast territory with about 1/5th of the world’s population? (2) How 
or why did this empire collapse leaving Great Britain with all but a few tiny overseas territories 
like the Cayman Islands.

British colonialism passed through roughly three different phases.

The British empire passed through roughly three different phases or stages, with different 
types of colonies, listed below.

Royal/Crown Colonies: ruled directly from London through a local colonial governor (most American 
colonies)

Proprietary Colonies: (e.g. Virginia)- privately owned by a company or individual with permission from 
the King

Protectorates: a dependent territory, ruled indirectly through local leaders- especially 19th century 
pattern (e.g., Uganda and other African nations)

Dominions: semi-independent operating under the authority of the British Crown (first the Canadian 
Federation, 1867, then Australia and New Zealand and Ireland, then later, India and Ceylon.  In 1931 the 
Statute of Westminster gave them full legislative independence).

India- special case: company rule (1757-1858, then, until 1947, a Crown Colony

Commonwealth Countries: 52 member states, mostly former British colonies, united by language and 
culture 

Phase one of British colonialism consisted of piracy on the high seas.  There was piracy 
against Spanish (Caribbean 1500’s), then competition with the Dutch, and then the first real colonies 
were established in North America, first in Virginia (1602) and then New England and beyond 
(starting in the 1620’s).

The 1600’s also saw the creation of oter the first global corporations, and the British East 
India Company competed with the Dutch East India Co.  The Dutch got the spice islands (Indonesia), 
and the British established trading stations in India (Surat) at that time.

 The British dominated the Atlantic trade between Europe and the New World (North 
America) and Africa, where slavery helped the colonies become rich with cheap labor.  A new 
middle-class was growing in England, a new consumer society with a taste for sugar.  This trade 
was very profitable, along with tobacco which was grown in the colony of Virginia.  In addition 
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to sugar and tobacco, the English developed a taste for caffeine.  Tea was imported from India.  
Coffee had high tariffs which protected the tea companies of England.  Consequently, England 
became a nation of tea drinkers, not coffee drinkers.

Phase II    The 1700’s, Britain vs. France
In the 18th century, Britain and France were the two sole global superpowers.  It was the 

nature of colonialism that these two countries needed to outcompete the other for territories 
around the world.  (Other countries like Holland or Spain had significant territorial holdings but 
economically and militarily nowhere near French and English global power).

In this second phase, Britain succeeded in achieving world domination, effectively 
eliminating French power in North America with the loss of New France which became British 
Canada, and the loss of territories during the Seven Years War.  In India, at around the same time, 
the East India Company (EIC), supported by the British military, made big gains, pushing out the 
French.  India, as we noted above, was a rather unusual case: the colonies there were entirely run 
by a private company (EIC), almost by proxy for the government, with the government sending 
armies to fight the French to protect EIC business interests there.

The key event which helped to solidify British (EIC) control of India was in 1757, at the 
Battle of Plassey (= Palashi): British forces under Robert Clive defeated the local Bengali emperor 
(nawab) who was a French proxy.  Also, the French lost Pondicherry (Carnatic coast, 1759).  It was 
these victories of Robert Clive who helped establish control of India under the EIC.  After this, 
most Indians regarded England as the superior power.

Because of British military superiority and leadership, France loses her colonies in America, 
Canada, and parts of India.  However, shortly after this, a major shock occurred which would result 
in Britain taking an entirely new direction in the administration of its colonies.  The 13 American 
colonies banded together (1776) to violently fight for Independence from England.  It was a truly 
revolutionary act, a white settler colony, materially, and culturally tied to the mother country, 
effectively severing all ties.  This new independent country which called itself the United States of 
America, did not easily achieve independence from the mother country, but with French help, the 
mother country was made to realize that direct political control of a white settler country would 
continue to be nothing but problems, a lesson they would learn the hard way, but which stood 
them in good stead when dealing with Canada, New Zealand and Australia.  England had learned 
that her white colonies (like Canada or Australia) needed to be given more political freedom.  This 
hard-won lesson was actually instrumental in helping Britain expand its overseas territories- based 
on the new realization that direct political control of colonies (especially the white settler colonies) 
would lead to nothing but trouble and conflict down the road.  (Ferguson 2004:102)

In the Pacific, the explorer, Captain James Cook, claimed Australia (called New South Wales, 
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1770) and discovers New Zealand (1769), as well as other islands in the Pacific.  (He was killed in 
Hawaii in 1779).  More and more of the world came under the domination of British commercial, 
financial, and naval power.  They British Royal Navy was the best in the world.

Phase III    From Colonialism to Imperialism: The Sun Never Sets on the 
British Empire

After the victory against the French at Waterloo (1815), England emerged as the most 
important player in the global system of economics and trade.  A new type of empire develops—
rather than the traditional type of colonial control, Britain found ways of indirect control of Africa, 
Asia and the Caribbean, etc.

In 1833 - Britain abolishes slavery:  This is a key event in British colonialism; the 
importance of British sugar colonies in the Caribbean decline after the American Revolution.  
Furthermore, parliamentary reforms in 1832 brought a new party to power, and the West India 
Co.  interests lost political power in London.  In short, it became apparent that the institution of 
slavery was more of a bother than it was worth, not to mention the evil moral underpinnings of 
slavery which some British began to appreciate.  This rather bold move to outlaw slavery, led 
naturally to black market slave trading, not to mention conflict with the Dutch Boers in South 
Africa who felt that slavery was essential to their economic well-being.

China- the Two Opium Wars:
To protect the economic interests of the British EIC (East India Co.), and perhaps out 

of pride as well, Britain went to war with China twice.  The opium wars were a disgraceful 
example of British imperialism at its worst; essentially the East India Co., with support from the 
government in London became drug dealers, supplying Indian grown opium to China against the 
wishes of the government officials there.  The result was two wars with China- once in 1839-42, 
and then again 1856-60, where the French joined with the British to fight China.  The Chinese 
navy was no match for British forces and the British had quick and decisive victories against the 
Chinese.  The result was that they could continue with their opium trade to make huge profits; 
Britain also forced other major concessions which served to enrich the British, while destabilizing 
Chinese society.  (Ferguson 165)

Among the concessions won from the Opium War was of course the acquisition of the 
colony of Hong Kong.  During the Victorian Era, the acquisition of territory and of further trading 
concessions continued, reaching its peak when Queen Victoria was crowned Empress of India 
in 1876.  Nevertheless, despite the amazing successes of British colonialism, at the height of the 
Empire, growing nationalist movements in various colonies hinted at big changes to come (the 
loss of the empire).  Still, through a combination of guile, astute and savvy business acumen, and 
military (especially naval) power, Britain could control and maintain hundreds of colonies and 
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protectorates across the globe.

British Africa
Africa was one of the last places to be fully colonized.  The coastal areas had colonial 

trading stations for hundreds of years, but it was in the 19th century that mainly British explorers 
began travelling to the interior of Africa to take land, or prevent other countries from taking land.  
First explorers like David Livingstone (Victoria Falls) and John Speke (Lake Victoria) helped to 
create much excitement in Britain to proceed with the conquest and development of Africa.  This 
is often called “the Scramble for Africa,” meaning the race between European nations to claim land 
in Africa.  In this race, England came out on top.

England first took the Cape Colony from the Dutch Boers there.  England also got the Gold 
Coast, the Sudan and Egypt, South Africa, Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) and many other countries in 
Africa.  South Africa is of particular interest because two European groups had settled the area.  
Britain early on took over South Africa, basically stealing it from the Boers (who had stolen it 
from Zulu and other tribes).  The two white groups had a curious relationship- usually hostile but 
sometimes friendly.  The two Boers wars handed South Africa over to the British, yet the terms 
of the treaty were such that the British gave the Boers (later called Afrikaners) political say in the 
government there.  The result was a gradual peaceful takeover of South Africa by the Afrikaners.

The Gradual loss of the empire
The English-speaking colonies, Canada and Australia, had already acquired dominion status 

in 1907, and in 1931, Britain and the self-governing dominions — Canada, Australia, New Zealand, 
South Africa, and the Irish Free State — agreed to form the “Commonwealth of Nations.” After 
World War II, many nationalist movements led to independence from Britain and the U.S.A 
emerged as the new global superpower.

Britain entered the First World War in 1914, mostly on moral rather than economic 
grounds.  England was coming to the aid of an ally (Belgium) with which she had an alliance.  
British involvement with this catastrophic conflict, was inevitable, (Tombs 2014:619) and in the end 
the vanquishing the Second Reich, only made justifications for British colonial rule that much more 
hypocritical.  She could no longer justify the continuance of colonial possessions; it had become 
morally indefensible.  The war was ostensibly a fight for freedom and democracy, so it became 
logically if not morally indefensible to resist the aspiration of those who were under British rule 
to want to be free from such rule.  The gradual process of decolonization will be the subject of a 
future paper.
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Part II 
World War I- The War to End all Wars

Key words: militarism, nationalism, colonialism, alliances, trench warfare

Introduction
World War I was a catastrophe (大惨事) for European and other nations.  Millions of people 

were killed, not only military personnel, but civilians as well.  A generation of talented young men 
in England, Germany, France and elsewhere died.  Economies were destroyed.  Only America, 
perhaps, benefited from the war (economically).

The war was followed by the Spanish Influenza epidemic which killed more than 50 million 
people worldwide (2 or 3% of the world population).  The post-war treaty (Versailles) may have 
pushed Germany into the Second World War in 1939.

The First World War was certainly not the war to end all wars, though it was thought 
to be at the time.  In fact, it was just the prelude to an even larger world war.  However, it did 
signal the end of about 300 years of European colonialism, and the end of a capitalist system 
based on it.  Capitalism would continue, but in other forms, it must be noted- but the First World 
War challenged the pattern of capitalist control known as colonialism.  The Great Depression 
which followed it would further weaken the idea that free unregulated capitalism—the Adam 
Smith idea that the invisible hand of capitalism is the best way to achieve national prosperity for 
all.  Furthermore, it should be mentioned that, at the time of the First World War, workers (and 
peasants and soldiers) all over the world were uniting in solidarity and consciousness was being 
raised on the exploitative nature of the capitalist system.  Indeed, slaves in colonies were not 
the only victims of indentured servitude, whereby a small number of social elites were enriching 
themselves off the labor of others.  War became clear evidence that the poor were being sacrificed 
for the rich.  (It might be noted that in England, the sons of the rich were not given special 
deferments from serving; the rich died right alongside with the poor).

40



県立広島大学人間文化学部紀要　13，35-49（2018）

Summary/ Background: 
�1871:  the unification of Germany after they won the Franco-Prussian War.
�By the end of the 19th century, this new, unified Germany was passing British economic 

and military power.
 Fear of Germany: France and Russia made an alliance in 1894
�In 1907, France, Russian and Britain had formed a triple alliance (Triple Entente), to 

help each other if attacked by Germany, which was growing in power, economically and 
militarily.

�German military leaders and some politicians were eager to expand German power in 
Europe and the rest of the world.

�They had an alliance with Austria-Hungary (which would later include the Ottoman 
Empire)

�During the 1900’s a dangerous situation between Russia and Austria-Hungary: the conflict 
was about control of the Balkans (South Eastern Europe).

�Germany felt threatened by the Triple Entente, and made the mistake of thinking that 
their new powerful military could bring them a quick victory over Belgium and France.

World War I Timeline: Key Events
 �June 28, 1914- Sarajevo, Austrian province of Bosnia, the assassination of future king of 

the Austria-Hungarian empire, Duke Ferdinand 

 July 28, 1914- Austria declares war on Serbia; they are backed up by Germany.

 Russia rushes to protect the Serbia by mobilizing its army.

 Germany declares war on Russia

 August 4, 1914-  Germany attacks the French in Belgium

 Britain promises to rescue Belgium; England enters the war

 �August 23, 1914- Belgium: Battle of Mons; a large Germany army easily defeats the 
smaller, poorly trained British army

 �September 5, 1914- Battle of the Marne (France): heavy losses on both sides; the beginning 
of trench warfare where no side wins

 �October 31, 1914- Tsingtao China; the Japanese help the British take the German colony of 
Tsingtao

 �Jan. 3, 1915—first use off poison gas by Germans, against Russian army, and the French 
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and British army at Ypres, Belgium

 �April 25, 1915- big defeat for British, Australian, Indian, New Zealand, French and British 
soldiers at the battle of Gallipoli near Constantinople, Turkey

 �May 7, 1915- the Cruise ship Lusitania is sunk off the coast of Ireland by a German U-Boat; 
the world is shocked by this attack on civilians.

�February 21, Battle of Verdon, France; the longest battle of WWI (9 months); 300,000 
soldiers on both sides killed

 �Jul 1, 1916 Battle of the Somme (France); one of the bloodiest battles in human history—
about ½ million on each side; about 20,000 British are killed on the first day; 

 *April 6, 1917- America enters the war; Germans begin to lose hope of a victory after this.

 �*March revolution 1917- a rebellion of the Russian people against the Tsar (Nicolas II) ; he 
abdicates (resigns)….the war continues with a Kerensky’s provisional government

�Nov. 8 1917- the Bolshevik communist revolution in Russia led by Lenin; Russia leaves the 
war

 �July 1918- 100 days attack with American support (85,000) on the Marne River pushing 
back the Germans; then in August, British and American troops launch a surprise attack 
at Amiens. Germans military leaders know that they have lost the war.

 �Nov. 11, 1918—Armistice (= peace treaty); Germans agree to take out their armies from 
France and Belgium 

 �Jan. 1919 Paris Peace Conference – remaking of the world order, sowing the seeds for 
future conflict

Part III.  The 1920’s- emerging American Dominance

In the 1920’s America emerged as the world leader on many levels: it was the richest 
country in the world in terms of GDP; it had the highest per capita GDP as well; it held the largest 
gold reserves and the dollar became the primary currency of exchange.  The largest corporation 
in the world was Ford Motor Co.  whose assembly line production method combined with vertical 
business organization became the model for companies all over the world.  Hollywood movies 
became the 6th largest industry in America spreading American England and American culture all 
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over the world for the first time.  And finally, the black migration to urban centers especially New 
York (Harlem), led to a renaissance in music, particularly to the development of the musical idiom 
known as Jazz.

Yet, let’s not forget the other side of the equation.  Forty percent of Americans were below 
the poverty line in the 20’s.  The new consumer culture was based on the invention of consumer 
credit, installment plans.  Also, though wages saw a significant increase in this period, corporate 
profits were about 400 times that increase.  Finally, all this so-called prosperity was only to a 
limited degree based on real value, rather, the prosperity of the 1920’s was based on an economic 
bubble, over investment and excessive speculation, and in many cases outright fraud.  Government 
laissez faire economic policy helped the rich become richer with a new class of millionaires, but 
this same policy of lack of regulation resulted in a market run wild.

Most economists are not Marxists but a Marxist oriented analysis of the 1920’s would 
show how the ostensible prosperity of the era was an illusion- that the owners of the means 
of production operated in a political economy (laissez-faire) which was both alienating and 
exploitative—those two terms being the fundamental principles of a Marxist critique.  That 
America perhaps provided more economic opportunity than Italy of Ireland or the Weimar 
Republic is not to say that capitalism was working well in America.  Indeed, with hindsight, we 
see that the whole capitalist system collapsed and remained moribund for 10 years.  Thus, any 
characterization of the 1920’s as a time of economic prosperity has to be severely qualified.

It’s important not to be seduced by the presence of huge new skyscrapers, 4 million 
automobiles and a new generation of appliances and modern technology including radios, vacuum 
cleaners and talking movies.  Indeed, one of the most significant social economic changes of the 
1920’s was the transition from railroad technology to the automobile society.  This new industry 
spawned a host of related industries (rubber, steel, glass) as well as gasoline stations and roadside 
diners.

Nevertheless, one should not underestimate the degree to which the United States had 
achieved the position of the world’s number one economic superpower.  By the end of World War 
I, America had become the leading creditor nation.  By the end of the 1920’s, its share of world 
manufacturing had increased to 42%.  It was 36% in 1914—which itself is no small number.  “It was 
the world’s largest exporter and the second largest importer … and the greatest supplier of capital 
to other countries.”  (Gordon 310-11) It should be noted that while the GNP increased by 59% in the 
1920’s, the Dow-Jones went up by 400%!  This economic datum alone suggests where the critique 
(Marxist of otherwise) lies in the so-called prosperity of this era.  To cut to the chase: the price of 
stocks was way out of line with the actual value of the companies who held them.  In other words, 
much of the so-called prosperity of the 20’s was built on a foundation of quicksand—castles in the 
air to use another metaphor.  Overvalued stocks in an overheated economy based on credit rather 
than real value led to the greatest economic crisis in modern history.
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Thus the 1920’s forms a kind of paradox.  There is no question that America had emerged 
as the richest nation on earth, and though prosperity was not felt by all (40% of the nation still 
lived below the poverty line), compared to other nations of Europe and the world, America was an 
undeniably rich country, by any standard.  Perhaps this paradox points to what Marx termed the 
“contradiction of capitalism”.  This could be interpreted to mean many things, but in the American 
case it seems to point to the fact that there is a cannibalistic quality to the capitalist system 
which, if left uncheck or unregulated, leads to the maldistribution of wealth and the usurpation of 
competition, both of which undermines the ability of the capitalistic system to function as it should 
(free competition and consumers with enough cash in their pockets to create demand).

The 1920’s and the Rise of Modern American Hegemony
By 1919 Europe (especially Germany) was left in ruins.  A generation of young British men 

were killed or maimed in the war.  (French causalities were even greater).  Not only was America 
relatively unharmed by this tragedy—in fact, it benefited greatly.  Having entered the war late, 
causalities were nowhere near the European casualty numbers.  France had lost about 1.3 million 
soldiers, while America had lost only about 110,000 (or about 8.1% of mobilized forces).  On the 
economic side, the allied powers economies were decimated, whereas the U.S.  economy flourished 
thanks to war loans financing the allies, and a high industrial production for the war effort.  
Technologically, economically and politically, America in 1919 was left standing as the clear global 
superpower.  It was especially America’s industrial strength which propelled her to this status.

Technology has always been important in human history; from stone age times, through 
the agricultural revolution, to the modern industrial revolution, technology has been a driver 
of social, cultural and economic change.  The industrial age is characterized as being driven in 
large part by modern telecommunications—first the telegraph, then the telephone, and finally 
wireless communication- the radio.  Between 1923 and 1930, about 60% of American homes had 
purchased a radio.  Every evening, families would gather around the glowing box to share in a 
new cultural medium whereby social trends and cultural ideas could be easily spread.  Social and 
economic changes went hand in hand during this period with the rise of what we can call modern 
American culture.  Alongside with the relative economic prosperity was the demographic shift to 
an urbanized nation.  By the 1920’s most Americans lived in urban centers, and more importantly, 
these centers were important historical changes were generated- Los Angeles became the home 
of Hollywood movies, and New York the home of jazz, but Chicago and Miami and other cities 
were also leading the way in generating new socio-cultural and economic trends.  When one thinks 
of the Roaring 20’s or the Jazz Age, one rightly imagines the new art deco of New York, of the 
speakeasy saloons of Chicago, etc.

The moniker “Roaring 20’s” or “the Jazz Age” is an accurate portrayal of a time when 
cultural norms were overturned and new ones were being born.  On the shallow end of the 
pond was the new morality of heavy drinking, which was technically illegal due to the passage 
of the 18th amendment to the Constitution which barred the manufacture, sale and distribution 
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of intoxicating liquors.  Prohibition resulted in the proliferation and enrichment of gangs and 
gangsters, including the mafia.  Instead of reigning in so-called immoral behavior, which was the 
original intention of the Volstead Act, it resulted in licentiousness and looser morality.

Of course, the changes mores and morality towards sexuality cannot be blamed on 
Prohibition.  America seemed ready to break free of the constraints of the kind of New 
England puritanical morality, not so different from the morality of Victorian England.  With 
the ending of the slaughter on the battlefields of Europe came the grand disillusionment 
with conventional morality.  The so-called “lost generation” of writers (mainly living as exiles 
in Paris) gave literary expression to what we call these days “moral relativism,” or what in 
the 20’s would be termed “modernism.”  Jazz music, surrealism and Dadaism in art.  For us, 
art is not an end in itself...  but an opportunity for the true perception and criticism of the 
times we live in,” was how Hugo Ball expressed it.  (Williams 2012: 34)

 
By the late 19th century, a new zeitgeist was emerging which challenged the traditional 

biblical narrative on which hundreds of years of European history had been based.  Instead of a 
monolithic morality handed down from a monotheistic religion, what we have in its place comes 
under the general heading of “cultural relativism.” And certainly the devastation of World War I 
helped to undermine the pretentions of traditional Christian morality.  This was a new cosmology- 
even in the sciences as well as the humanities we see the emergence of a relativistic paradigm.  
Einstein’s theory of relativity developed around 1911 was not understood by the layman, but 
professionals were being forced to reevaluate the traditional Newtonian cosmology.  The works 
of Sigmund Freud were laying the foundation for a totally new psychology, indeed a totally new 
vision of Man.  And his ideas were more easily assimilated into mainstream culture- particularly 
the notion that we are governed by unconscious biological impulses.  For Freud, not only is the 
notion of a Protestant will for moral behavior a sham, conformity to a rigid set of moral principles 
has the effect of making us all neurotic, or worse.  Indeed, the violence which the Germans afflicted 
on Europe could be seen as the result of the repression of natural instincts—a repression of forces 
which must find an outlet somewhere (the bloodletting on the fields of France).  It is perhaps no 
accident that Freud’s theories were largely developed within the highly repressive culture of 
Viennese morality.

The new (modern) art of the period reflected and articulated perfectly this new cultural 
relativism.  Dada and Surrealism were strictly speaking European art movements, but America 
had its own post-war artistic renaissance.  One was partly the result of the mass migration of 
African Americans to urbans centers, particularly New York, resulting in (what white people 
called) the Harlem Renaissance.  Duke Ellington, Bessie Smith, Louis Armstrong and others were 
reinventing and experimenting with musical forms giving music a new freedom of expression 
which we call jazz.  It is beyond the scope of this article to describe or analyze this incredible 
flowering of artistic culture within the black community.  Suffice it to say, that a new black culture 
of incredible richness was flowering such a degree that jazz music and the writing of black poets 
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spread around the world an inspired both literature and music genres well beyond the urban 
centers of America.

Cultural changes in America affected the rest of the world.  There were new genres of 
music, Hollywood movies with its culture of glamour, and the new science of advertising.  One 
cultural influence however, of profound importance, came not indigenously from America, but 
perhaps ironically from German-Austrian culture: the ideas of Sigmund Freud.  When Freud gave 
his famous Clark University lectures in Sept.  1909, his only visit to the United States, his theories 
of mind and therapy were eagerly embraced by and incorporated into the works of leading 
intellectuals at the time, including the anthropologist Franz Boaz, and the leftist leader Emma 
Goldman.  (Williams 2012:24) It was a new and exciting theoretical paradigm for understanding 
not just mental illness and its treatment, but rather elaborated a new cosmology or mythology for 
understanding all of human behavior, past and present.

The Psychopathology of Everyday Life, itself an earlier attempt by Freud at popularizing 
psychoanalysis beyond the boundaries of professional medical and psychological journals, made 
quite explicit that the underlying logic of and explanatory potential of the analytic model applied 
to ―normal people every bit as much as it did to those labeled abnormal.  (25)

It is not the case that Americans avidly read the works of Freud; nor did Freud have 
much interest in America (visiting only that one time in 1909).  Rather, Freud proposed a new 
architecture of the psyche which accorded well with the new cultural relativism and its challenge 
to traditional (biblical) morality.  Freud’s ideas were popularized and even vulgarized in the new 
science off advertising: the idea that human action/behavior is largely driven by unconscious 
forces.  These could be used, and were used to make people buy products.  But more broadly, 
beyond the commercial value of this new understanding of unconscious roots to behavior, was, to 
put it rather grandly, a new conception of Man (and Woman).

This is because, contrary to traditional biblical thinking and Protestant morality, and 
contrary to the notion of the utilitarianism which was (and is) part of American culture, Freud’s 
new vision of humans was that we are largely driven by biological forces (desires) unseen and 
usually beyond our control.  This implied a cultural relativism which fit well with 1920’s cultural 
transformations.  Freud did not cause the cultural shift to modernism in America but was part and 
parcel of it; his popularized theories offered an intellectual justification for the breaking of social 
norms- for the excessive exuberance, the Dionysian impulses of the 1920’s.

Conclusion
Before World War I, Great Britain was the preeminent economic and geopolitical power in 

the world.  Indeed, the sun never set on the British Empire with its wealth producing colonies and 
protectorates stretched across the globe.  World War I decimated Europe on many levels, and, as 
argued in this paper, represented the end of an historical era based Eurocentric colonialism and 
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imperialism.  However, the geopolitical forces which helped created so much power and wealth 
in Europe contained with it the seeds of its own destruction.  Perhaps this is what Marx meant 
when he talked about the contradictions of capitalism-  it is premised on economic growth through 
competition, but results in aggregations of wealth and power which will inevitably pit powerful 
nations states and hegemonic powers (empires) against one another.  Resources are limited but 
the desire for possession and exploitation of these resources for profit is unlimited.  World War I 
was the end of this historical process of profit seeking through colonialism, the end of European 
hegemony, making way for the rise of a new capitalist power not based on colonialism. America, 
had its own rich fund of natural resources and cheap labor, so need not turn to the older pattern 
of colonialism with slavery or indentured servitude upon which that system was based.

This paper has tried to show that in the period between the late 19th century and 1929, 
the United States emerged not only as the new world superpower, but as being the vanguard of 
modernity.  Modernism as a literary-artistic movement, of course was not born in America; what 
is meant here by “modern” is modern industrial capitalism, a consumer oriented market society.  
Economically and culturally America came to dominate world history.  This is not to say that the 
Soviet Union or other countries were unimportant, only that the modern world in the 20th century 
had to revolve around the United States as the new center of gravity in the global space.
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Abstract

On the Transition from European to American Dominance in 
the 20th Century

By Steven L. Rosen

The purpose of this paper is to help students understand and appreciate the tremendous 
historical transition which brought about what we all the modern age, or modern history.  In the 
late 19th century, the British Empire was at its zenith, but it’s important for students to appreciate 
how this global phenomenon was built on a combination of colonial control, capitalist aspirations, 
and technological innovation.  After this history is reviewed, our study goes on to see how the 
dissolution of this colonialist/imperialist world order occurred in the context of World War I.  This 
war, ending in 1918, resulted in the ending of British-European hegemony and was, simultaneously 
the beginning of the rise of the American colossus.  An examination of the period of the 1920’s 
shows how America was instrumental in establishing and spreading a new cultural order based 
on cultural relativism, in contrast to traditional norms of Biblical Christianity.  Thus, modernity 
has two important dimensions which the student will be led to appreciate: economic dominance 
alongside the generation of a new, modern, American culture.
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