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Overview
Western Civilizations Volume 2 by Joshua Cole and Carol Symes offers a comprehensive and
engaging narrative of Western history, typically spanning from the early modern period (around
1500-1600) to the present day. This volume builds upon the foundations laid in Volume 1, delving
into the transformative eras of the Reformation, the Scientific Revolution, the Enlightenment,
and the age of revolutions that reshaped political and social landscapes across Europe and
beyond. The authors meticulously trace the rise of nation-states, the impact of industrialization,
the complexities of imperialism, and the devastating global conflicts of the 20th century,
including both World Wars and the Cold War.

The book's main argument emphasizes the dynamic and interconnected nature of Western
Civilization, illustrating how internal developments were constantly influenced by and, in turn,
influenced, global events and cultures. Cole and Symes move beyond a Eurocentric perspective,
integrating social, cultural, and economic history alongside traditional political narratives. They
highlight the experiences of diverse groups, the evolution of ideas, and the persistent challenges
of modernity, making the material relevant and accessible for contemporary students. The text is
designed to foster critical thinking about the forces that shaped the modern world and continue
to define global interactions.

Key Takeaways
• Western Civilization is a constantly evolving concept, shaped by internal developments and
global interactions, rather than a static entity.

• The early modern period marked a profound shift in European thought, politics, and global
reach, setting the stage for modern society.

• Technological advancements and scientific discoveries were central drivers of social,
economic, and political change throughout Western history.

• Social and political revolutions continually redefined power structures, individual rights, and
the relationship between citizens and the state.

• Global interconnectedness, through trade, empire, and conflict, profoundly influenced the
trajectory of Western societies.

• Understanding the diverse perspectives and experiences of various groups is crucial for a
complete interpretation of Western history.
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• The challenges and complexities of the contemporary world are deeply rooted in historical
developments from the past five centuries.

Chapter Summaries
Europe in the Age of Religious Wars and Overseas Expansion (c. 1560–1648)

This chapter examines the profound religious conflicts that tore through Europe following the
Reformation, particularly the French Wars of Religion and the Thirty Years' War. It also explores
the accelerating pace of European overseas exploration and expansion, detailing the
establishment of colonial empires, the transatlantic slave trade, and the resulting global
exchange of goods, ideas, and diseases, fundamentally reshaping world economies and
societies.

The Age of Enlightenment: Reason and Reform (c. 1688–1789)

Focusing on the 18th century, this chapter explores the intellectual and cultural movement of the
Enlightenment. It discusses key thinkers like Locke, Rousseau, and Voltaire, their ideas on
reason, individual rights, and government, and how these concepts challenged traditional
authority. The chapter also covers the rise of public opinion, the spread of literacy, and the
influence of Enlightenment ideals on political reforms and revolutionary movements.

The Industrial Revolution and the Rise of New Ideologies (c. 1760–1850)

This section details the transformative impact of the Industrial Revolution, originating in Great
Britain, on European society, economy, and urban landscapes. It covers technological
innovations, the factory system, and the emergence of new social classes. Concurrently, it
examines the development of new political and economic ideologies such as liberalism,
conservatism, nationalism, and early socialism, which sought to explain and address the changes
wrought by industrialization.

Imperialism, Mass Politics, and New Cultural Forms (c. 1870–1914)

This chapter investigates the 'New Imperialism' of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, where
European powers aggressively expanded their colonial empires across Africa and Asia. It also
explores the rise of mass politics, including universal suffrage movements, labor organizing, and
the emergence of modern political parties. Culturally, it examines new artistic movements,
scientific discoveries, and the growing anxieties of the fin-de-siècle era.

The Great War and the Russian Revolutions (1914–1920)

This chapter covers the causes, course, and devastating consequences of World War I, analyzing
the complex web of alliances, nationalism, and imperial rivalries that led to the conflict. It details
the nature of trench warfare, the total mobilization of societies, and the profound impact of the
war on European and global politics. It also examines the Russian Revolutions of 1917, leading to
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the collapse of the Tsarist regime and the rise of Bolshevism.

World War II and the Holocaust (1939–1945)

This section delves into the origins and brutal realities of World War II, including the rise of
fascism and Nazism, appeasement, and the invasion of Poland. It covers the global scope of the
conflict, the ideological struggle, and its devastating human cost. A significant focus is placed on
the Holocaust, examining its systematic nature, the mechanisms of genocide, and its enduring
legacy as a crime against humanity.

The Cold War and the Remaking of Europe (1945–1991)

This chapter analyzes the post-World War II geopolitical landscape dominated by the Cold War,
the ideological and political rivalry between the United States and the Soviet Union. It covers the
division of Germany, the formation of NATO and the Warsaw Pact, proxy wars, the nuclear arms
race, and the cultural and economic impacts on both sides of the Iron Curtain, culminating in the
collapse of the Soviet Union.

The Contemporary World: Globalization and its Discontents (1991–Present)

The final chapter explores the post-Cold War era, focusing on the accelerating forces of
globalization, economic integration, and the rise of new global challenges. It discusses the
impact of technological advancements, environmental concerns, the rise of international
terrorism, and ongoing debates about identity, migration, and the future of Western societies in
an increasingly interconnected and complex world.

Themes
• Global Interconnectedness

• Political Revolutions

• Scientific Progress

• Social Transformation

• Cultural Diversity

• Impact of Conflict

Frequently Asked Questions
What is Western Civilizations Volume 2 about?

Western Civilizations Volume 2 by Cole and Symes covers Western history from the early modern
period (around the 16th century) to the present day. It examines major political, social,
economic, and cultural developments, including the Reformation, Enlightenment,
industrialization, world wars, and the Cold War, emphasizing global connections and diverse
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perspectives.

Is Western Civilizations Volume 2 worth reading?

Yes, for students and general readers seeking a comprehensive and balanced overview of
Western history. It's praised for its clear writing, integration of social and cultural history, and
attention to diverse perspectives, making complex topics accessible and fostering critical
thinking about the forces that shaped the modern world.

How does Western Civilizations Volume 2 end?

Spoiler: The book concludes by analyzing the challenges and transformations of the
contemporary world, including globalization, the rise of new powers, environmental concerns,
the impact of technology, and the ongoing evolution of Western identity in a globalized context,
bringing the narrative up to the early 21st century.

Who should read Western Civilizations Volume 2?

Primarily college students taking introductory Western Civilization courses. It's also suitable for
anyone interested in a detailed, academic yet accessible account of European and Western
history from the early modern era to the present, including general readers seeking a robust
historical foundation.

How long does it take to read Western Civilizations Volume 2?

Given its comprehensive nature and typical textbook length (often 800-1000+ pages), it can take
approximately 25-40 hours to read thoroughly, depending on individual reading speed, study
habits, and engagement with supplementary materials like maps and primary sources.


