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Summary

In defining "a civilization" we are forced to choose between a definition based upon
cultural homogeneity and transactional-network connectivity. In fact, only the network
concept is viable. Civilizations are strongly connected politico-military networks of
cities; they are also heterogeneous, culturally pluralistic. For most of the past of
civilization, there coexisted several such civilizations; today there is only one
civilization on the face of the earth. Like its predecessors, it is a multicultural city-
network; unlike them, it is of global scope. The many became one by way of growth
processes, encounters, collisions and fusions, generally involving violence. Certain
problems observed in the present monocivilizational globe have precedents in the pasts
of its predecessors whose study might prove helpful: climate shifts, plagues and
environmental devastations come sharply to mind.

1. Introduction

Despite theories of a "clash of civilizations™ (S. Huntington) or programs for a "dialogue of
civilizations” (M. Khatami), there exists on the Earth today only one civilization, a single
global civilization. Clashes and dialogues between civilizations have indeed existed in the
past, but over time they have relentlessly been transformed into far more intimate, and far
more intense, culture-clashes and dialogues within civilizations, and at last into clashes and
dialogues within the single global civilization.
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As recently as the beginning of the nineteenth century several independent civilizations
still existed (i.e. those centered on China, Japan, India and the West); now there remains
but one. The single global civilization is the current manifestation of a civilization,
multicultural like its components, that emerged about 1500 B.C. in the Middle East when
the growing Egyptian and Mesopotamian civilizations collided (most notably in Syria),
became inextricably linked to one another, and fused into a single civilization. This new
fusional entity has since then expanded over the entire planet and absorbed, on unequal
terms, all other previously independent civilizations. Since it was not initially of global
scale, this entity needs a name. Its earliest incarnation has increasingly been called “Near-
Eastern”; but this will not do for its later, much larger geographic range. Herein it is styled
"Central" civilization, its earliest phase being called “Middle Eastern,” its final and
contemporary phase “Global.”

2. What is ""a Civilization"'?

It is of course the case that the principium individuationis, the criterion for defining "a
civilization" and delimiting it in space and time, affects, perhaps determines, one's roster of
civilizations. We can trace the concept of civilization back to its Latin root ki- (to be
situated, to be in a place), and to a whole constellation of words civitas (city, city-state,
state containing cities; also, citizenship), civis (citizen; townsman), civicus (of a town or
city; of a citizen), civilis (political, of a state; as becomes a citizen), and civilitas
(politics; politeness), some of which have entered the English vocabulary more or less
directly (city, civic, civil, civility). The common elements of these concepts are place,
city, and state politics.

Many other cultural features also show more or less strong tendencies to appear in
urban, state-political societies. These include record-keeping (e.g writing), surplus
production, specialist roles, specialist knowledge, extensive division of labor and
economic exchange, markets, economic extraction, spatial stratification (cores and
hinterlands), social stratification (classes and other hierarchies), conspicuous
consumption and waste, monuments, fortifications, organized religions, etc.

The basic city/state criteria may allow us to discriminate between a society which is at a
“civilized” level of complexity (and has cities, etc.) vs. one which lacks such features
and does not fit that type; but how are we to distinguish one civilization from another,
count the number of civilizations coexisting upon Earth at any historic moment, and
decide whether we today live upon a globe with many civilizations, or with only one?

One definition of civilization (from The New Oxford American Dictionary 2001) refers
to the element of place--“the society, culture, and the way of life in a particular area”;
but how are we to determine the “particular area” whose citified political society
constitutes a particular civilization? Two tests compete: the test of homogeneity vs. the
test of interaction; the test of culture vs. the test of politics.

Most students of civilizations such as Spengler, Toynbee, Quigley, Melko, and
Huntington, have defined civilizations as, or presumed them to be, culturally homogeneous
urban societies, in Melko’s striking phrase “exclusive, durable, mortal macrocultures”,
and then sought to identify and draw boundaries between such societies. The effort,
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however, has failed, in that it has produced only internally incoherent and mutually
inconsistent rosters in answer to two key questions: how many civilizations have existed?
And how many still-living civilizations are there?

The best count and conspectus of entities which have been denominated "civilizations” on
culturalist criteria has been produced by the noted civilizationist Roger Wescott. In a
survey of ten major authors he found that they identified as few as 7, or as many as 16,
distinct civilizations in all world history. All ten authors recognize 3 civilizations, which
Wescott chooses to label Chinese, Indic, and Western. Six to nine authors, a majority,
concur on the existence of 5 more civilizations: Egyptian, Hellenic, Mexican, Peruvian and
Levantine. Of these, a majority saw Chinese, Indic, Western and Levantine as alive, and
the rest as dead. 21 more "civilizations" are recognized by one to five civilizationists; when
"secondary" civilizations are added, 37 more are noticed by one or two writers each, for a
total of 66 candidates. The list is not a coherent series: what some see as wholes, others see
as parts of different wholes. Wescott proposes a hierarchical 5-level taxonomy (global,
continental, national, provincial, local) to replace, perhaps to reconcile, the various lists.

The clearest example of the grave, perhaps insuperable difficulties faced by the culturalist
definition of civilization appears when we ask, how many civilizations exist today? The
answers given by five recent and prominent culturalists range from as few as 2 to as many
as 11. Table 1 shows the survivors, as variously tallied:

Author Number | Civilizations

Quigley 2-3 Western and Orthodox (and perhaps Japanese)

Bagby 3 Western-European, Near-Eastern, Chinese and Indian.
Coulborn 5 Chinese, Indian, Islamic, Byzantine, Western.

Toynbee (original) 5-7 Western Christian, Orthodox Christian (or sometimes its two
"branches,” Orthodox-Main Body, i.e. Byzantine, and Orthodox-
Russian), Islamic, Hindu, Far-Eastern (or its two “branches”,
Chinese and Japanese-Korean).

Huntington 7-8 Western, Islamic, Orthodox, Sinic, Hindu, Japanese, Latin
American, perhaps African.
Toynbee- (later) 11 Sinic, Indic, Orthodox Christian, Western, Islamic, Russian,

South-East Asian, Japanese, Korean, Vietnamian, "South-
Western" (Pueblo).

Table 1. Numbers and names of extant civilizations

Why so much disagreement? Perhaps a closer examination of these rosters of the living
will clarify matters.

a. "Western". All 6 authors cited above accept this as a distinct and living reality.
Would it be cynical, or even relevant, to point out that all 6 authors would usually
be thought of as Westerners? Western and non-Western readers might wish to
ponder. Concurrence upon its contents is not complete: while the composition of
contemporary “Western” civilization would for all writers include Western Europe
and North America, Huntington excludes Latin America.
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b.

"Chinese,” "Sinic," or "Far-Eastern (Main Body)". 5 in favor, 1 opposed. A
civilization of the past for Quigley; not contemporary because European intruders
destroyed it 1790-1930. (Quigley sees civilizations as having been terminated
when successful invasions disrupt their autonomous developmental processes.)
Whether Japan, Korea, Vietnam and the Muslim areas of the Tarim Basin are to be
seen as parts of this culture-civilization is not agreed.

"Indic,” "Indian” or "Hindu". ("Indic" generally includes, but "Hindu" excludes,
South Asian Muslims.) 5 in favor, 1 opposed. Not contemporary for Quigley
because European invaders destroyed it 1700-1900. Whether South Asian Muslims
are to be seen as inside or outside this civilization is not agreed; the status of
Buddhism and Buddhists is also unclear.

"Islamic”. 4 in favor, 2 opposed. Not contemporary for Quigley because Western
intruders disrupted it in the first half of the twentieth century. Bagby sees this as
only one portion, a recent epoch of a longer-lived and more diverse "Near-Eastern”
civilization which includes Eastern Christian, Jewish and Zoroastrian elements and
areas. While Arabic countries, Iran and Turkey are implicitly or explicitly included
by writers recognizing a distinct Islamic civilization, South Asian Muslims are
sometimes assigned to Indic civilization, Central Asian Muslims to Sinic
civilization, and Southeast Asian Muslims to a civilization of that region.

"Japanese". 3 to 4 in favor. Not recognized as separate by Coulborn; peripheral to
Chinese for Bagby. Doubtful for Quigley, as Japanese civilization "may" have been
completely disrupted by Western intruders 1853-1950. Toynbee sometimes assigns
Japan to a Far Eastern or Japanese-Korean civilization.

"Orthodox". 3 in favor of treating the Balkan Orthodox Christian and Russian
Orthodox cultures as a single civilization. Coulborn accepts the union, but calls it
"Byzantine", combining the Southeast European branch others call "Byzantine"
with "Russian."” Toynbee eventually rejects the union and perceives two
civilizations; Bagby also rejects the union, but makes the Balkan section part of,
and the Russian section peripheral to, Near Eastern.

"Russian”. 2-3 in favor. Huntington and Quigley consolidate this with Byzantine in
a larger "Orthodox," as does Coulborn in a larger "Byzantine". Bagby sees Russia
as a civilization, though “peripheral” to Near Eastern civilization. Only Toynbee
finally accepts its full separateness.

"Byzantine" (excluding “Russian”). 1-2 in favor. Huntington, Quigley and
Coulborn combine Byzantine with Russian in a greater “Byzantine” or "Orthodox";
Bagby sees it as part of Near-Eastern civilization; Toynbee vacillates, but
eventually accepts its individuality.

Entities with one sponsor: Toynbee names South-East Asian, Korean, Vietnamian,
and "South-Western" (Pueblo); Huntington names Latin American and perhaps
African.
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So in addition to disagreements as to whether given civilizations are still alive or defunct,
there is discord as to which are parts and which wholes. Christendom is always allotted at
least two distinct civilizations, while other religions are allocated one at most. Some
civilizations are defined on a religious criterion, some on a geographic-regional criterion,
some on an ethnic-national criterion. Some civilizations are seen as independent by some
analysts, but by other writers are held to be dependent upon other civilizations.

If these listings seem chaotic, and the principles on which they are based difficult to
reconcile, that point has been made before, most definitively by P. Sorokin. In various
publications (e.g. 1963), Sorokin contended that, while each Toynbeean "civilization"
does seem to have contained some major social group (along with "alien groups"), these
central social groups were not selected on the basis of any consistent principle. Rather
the central groups are of different kinds in different "civilizations"—religious groups,
language groups, state groups, and combinations of these. Thus each of the various
civilizations is a “congeries” lacking coherence, and the set of these congeries is itself a
congeries. Sorokin argued that Toynbee and his confreres had failed to find comparable
meaningful-causal civilizational entities because they possessed no "clear, objective
foundation™ for identifying, numbering and classifying civilizations.

What is the source of the difficulties? Since the variable cultural acquisitions of individuals
(e.g. spoken language, written language, writing type, religion, sect, nationality, state
allegiance, ethnicity, dress, moral code, legal code, diet, etc. etc.) are very numerous, and
quite differently bounded, all "homogeneous™ cultures identified on one cultural criterion
and located in space and time prove on some other equally worthy cultural criterion to be
heterogeneous.

A further problem in applying a culturalist criterion is what may be called the henocentric
perspective, which splits and subclassifies those culturally-defined civilizations nearest the
classifier, whilst those farthest away (geographically or culturally) are coagulated into
incoherent lumps. An extreme version of a henocentric perspective upon the world is best
and most famously illustrated and burlesqued in the great Saul Steinberg "New Yorker
Poster" of March 29, 1976, which shows the "mental geography" of the world seen from a
Manhattanite mind: Manhattan’s 9th Avenue is clearly distinguishable from, and distinct
from, Manhattan’s 10th Avenue, while China, Japan and Russia merge into a rather
featureless and homogeneous blob on the horizon. The propensity of European
civilizationalists of the past to distinguish numerous civilizations in Western Eurasian
space and time (e.g. Hellenic, Syriac, Byzantine/Orthodox, Russian, Islamic, Western, etc.)
while merging China, Korea, Tibet, Vietnam, sometimes even Japan, into a single "East
Asian" or "Far Eastern” civilization, is a noteworthy illustration of the henocentric
perspective's tendency to make fine distinctions in what is nearest to the observer, while
aggregating what is farther away.

If we accept that whatever "civilizations” we distinguish will invariably prove culturally
heterogeneous in one way or another, and avoid the fallacy of the henocentric perspective,
we need some objective criterion for defining and identifying civilizations that will neither
yearn for a non-existent homogeneity, nor privilege what is nearest and dearest to
ourselves. Such a criterion is available. If we see civilizations as collections of (culturally
heterogeneous) cities and states organized as social networks, then geographic borders
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between different civilizations can be drawn on the assumption that a civilization will be
bound internally as a network of strong links—political, military, diplomatic and
economic—amonyg its cities and states, but only weakly linked (e.g. by trade, but not war,
rule or alliance) to external cities and states. This is the "transactional definition” of a
civilization, employing a criterion of internal connectedness and external isolation, to
replace the will-o'-the-wisp of a “cultural definition.” On a transactional, connected-
network criterion, cities whose people are interacting intensely, significantly, continuously,
thereby belong to the same civilization, even if their cultures are very dissimilar and their
interactions frequently hostile.

To sum up: in defining and bounding “civilizations," it seems that we must choose between
a criterion of cultural homogeneity and one of historical autonomy, since all the collections
of cities which followed their own particular historical trajectories were culturally
heterogeneous. But attempts to apply the criterion of cultural homogeneity have produced
only confusion. There is a viable alternative: to define civilizations as strongly linked sets
of cities and states; as urban polycultures.

TO ACCESS ALL THE 25 PAGES OF THIS CHAPTER,
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the global civilization's future, since temperatures continue to rise, partly driven by the pattern of human
economic development, further challenges are to be expected: droughts will depopulate marginal
agricultural zones; floods will depopulate heavily settled coastal plains and cities.]

Hillel D. (1991). Out of the Earth: Civilization and the Life of the Soil. New York: Free Press. [Basic
work on civilizational edaphology discusses the use, abuse and destruction of soils, and shows the
trajectory from soil abuse to social failure. "In many of the older countries, where human exploitation of
the land began early in history, we find shocking examples of once-thriving regions reduced to desolation
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comparative and cumulative perspective, and the "disastrous failures of past societies” which destroyed
their own underpinnings juxtaposed to present parallel processes on a larger scale. On the other hand,
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©Encyclopedia of Life Support Systems (EOLSS)



WORLD CIVILIZATIONS AND HISTORY OF HUMAN DEVELOPMENT -Global Civilization—Yesterday, Today and
Tomorrow - David Wilkinson

provides with its increasing density many new opportunities for epidemics based on mutations or
interspecies leaps. And the populous and productive civilization which can sustain unprecedented degrees
of specialization and unprecedented numbers of specialists has permitted a deliberate collective attempt to
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