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CIVILIZATION: THE ESSENCE OF AN EVALUATIVE-DESCRIPTIVE CONCEPT
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Abstract

The power of ideas and language is not to be underestimated - ideas do matter,
both “good” and “bad” ideas. John Maynard Keynes was right when he proclaimed
that the “ideas of economists and political philosophers, both when they are right
and when they are wrong, are more powerful than is commonly understood.”
Whether it is ideas associated with Marxism-Leninism, responsible for the deaths
of untold millions in revolutions gone awry, or expansionist liberalism in the guise
of colonialism, the consequences of ideas and the language that accompanies them
reverberate well beyond the realm of abstract theory or the ivory
tower — they can have a very real impact on actions and outcomes. Civilization is
a powerful idea and ideal; as is the language of civilization. This paper explores how
the ideal of civilization, the norm of civilization. along with antithetical terms such
as barbarism and savagery, have been used and manipulated to explain, rationalize,
and justify decisions and actions that shape the course of history. Civilization is a
concept that Quentin Skinner would describe as an “evaluative-descriptive” term.
That is, it is a concept that performs both evaluative and descriptive functions in
our daily language. The nature of such concepts is that they can be used to either
commend or condemn the actions or peoples they are used to describe. Throughout
its history the word civilization has proven to be a term of considerable power that
is used both to commend and condemn, often with serious consequences.
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Introduction : :
The power of ideas is not to be underestimated - ideas do matter, both “good” and

“bad” ideas.? John Maynard Keynes was right when he proclaimed that the “ideas
of economists and political philosophers, both when they are right and when they
are wrong, are more powerful than is commonly understood.” As he added. “soon
or late, it is ideas, not vested interests, which are dangerous for good or evil.”
Whether it is ideas associated with Marxism-Leninism, responsible for the deaths
of untold millions in revolutions gone awry, or expansionist liberalism in the guise
of colonialism, the consequences of ideas and the language that accompanies them
reverberate well beyond the realm of abstract theory or the ivory tower - they
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has become divilized, we must not put an end to the act of civilisation by giving it
rigid and irrevocable laws; we must make it look upon the legislation given to it
as a form of continuous civilisation.” From this early passage it is evident that
“divilisation™ is used to represent both an ongoing process and a state of being that
is an advance on the condition of “savagery.”

Claims to uncertainty aside, Benveniste and Jean Starobinski independently argue
that civilisation first appeared in written form in its non-juridical sense ten years
earlier than Febvre believed.” Dated 1756 but not published until 1757, civilisation
appears three times (on pages 136, 176, and 237) in Victor de Riquetti, marquis de
Mirabeau’s (1715-1789) treatise on population, L' Ami des hommes ou Traité de la
population. Perhaps somewhat curiously, Voltaire makes no use of what one would
think would be a highly useful word (civilization) in a prominent work of the same
vear, his Essay on the Customs and Spirit of Nations.® Reflecting Mirabeau’s coining
of the term, the 1771 edition of the Trévoux Dictionnaire universel induded for the
first time both the jurisprudential and newer meaning of civilisation. The entry reads:
“The ami des hommes [Mirabeaul used this word for sociabilité. See that word. Religion
is undeniably the first and most useful brake on humanity: it is the first source of
dvilization. It preaches to us and continually recalls us to confraternity, to soften
our hearts.”®

Starobinski argues that the authors of the Trévoux Dictionnaire chose their example
carefully, for Mirabeau's usage of civilisation provided a “welcome” contradistinction
to the Enlightenment Philosophes and Encyclopedists’ advocacy of reason and the
sciences. Rather than singing the praises of reason, virtue, and morality as the
successors of religion and the true path to human perfectibility, Mirabeau argued
that “religion was ‘the principal source’ of civilization.” Thus, as Starobinski states
it, “the word divilization first appeared in a eulogy of religion. which was praised
not only as a repressive force (a ‘brake’) but also as unifying and moderating
influence (‘confraternity’)."? For Benveniste though, “civilisation is one of those
words which show a new vision of the world,” one that is "an optimistic and
resolutely nontheological interpretation of its-evolution.” In this regard, he refers
to “the very novelty of the notion and the changes in the traditional concept of
man and sodiety that it implies."

Starobinski notes that once coined, the term civilisation was rapidly adopted into
common usage because it encapsulated a broad range of terms that were already

6 Boulanger 1766, 404-5, quoted in Febvre 1973, 222, emphasls in original.
7 Benveniste 1971, 290; Starobinski 1993, 3,

B Braudel 1987, 4.
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In the first case civilization simply refers to all the features that can
be observed in the collective life of one human group, embracing their
material, intellectual, moral and political life and, there is unfortunately
no other word for it, their social life. It has been suggested that this
should be called the ‘ethnographical’ conception of dvilization. It does
not imply any value judgement on the detail or the overall pattern of
the facets examined. Neither does it have any bearing on the individual
in the group taken separately, or their personal reactions or individual
behaviour. It is above all a conception which refers to a group.26

But even this definition is more than just descriptive; it too has an {unacknowledged)
normative-evaluative component. Civilization is not usually used to describe the
collective life of just any group, as culture sometimes is; rather it is reserved for
collectives that demonstrate a degree of urbanization and organization. This
normative assumption is evident in that Febvre's ethnographic markers all relate,
either directly or indirectly, to a group’s socio-political organization.

Immediately following the “ethnographic” account of civilization, Febvre gives a
definition of divilization as an ideal or value.

In the second case, when we are talking about the progress, failures,
greatness and weakness of dvilization we do have a value judgement
in mind. We have the idea that the dvilization we are talking about
— ours — is itself something great and beautiful; something too which
is nobler, more comfortable and better, both morally and materially
speaking, than anything outside it — savagery, barbarity or semi-
dvilization. Finally, we are confident that such civilization, in which we
participate, which we propagate, benefit from and popularize, bestows
on us all a certain value, prestige, and dignity. For it is a collective
asset enjoyed by all civilized sodieties. It is also an individual privilege
which each of us proudly boasts that he possesses.?”

From these accounts it is evident that the former usage is used to describe distinctive
civilizations across time and place, while the latter signifies a benchmark or the
civilization - that is, it represents the ideal of civilization — by which all other sodeties
or collectives are compared to and measured against. While the former have been
the subject of much comparative historical analysis, which in itself is an unavoidably
evaluative exercise. it is the conception of dvilization as normative ideal that is
more the concern herein. The reason for focusing on the value-laden nature of

26 Febyre (973, 220,
27 Febvre 1973, 220.
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is in fact thought to go to the Scottish Enlightenment thinker, Adam Ferguson, who
used “civilization” in his Essay on the History of Civil Society, first published in 1767
There is good reason, however, to believe that Ferguson actually used the term
some years prior to 1767, as is indicated in a letter of April, 12 1759 from David Hume
to Adam Smith in which he makes reference to a “treatise on Refinement” by “our
friend Ferguson.” If Ferguson also used the word civifization in this earlier draft of
his Essay manuscript then there is cause to believe that civilization was in use in
English, albeit rarely, no more than three years after its first recorded use in French?
As to whether Ferguson began using civilization independently of the French,
assuming that he was indeed the first to use and record it, which cannot be
guaranteed, or had picked it up from the French remains open to speculation.

While the word civilization actually only appears in Ferguson's Essay a total of eight
times (on pages 1, 75, 90, 203, 232, 243, 244, and 249), the work itself has been
described as “a history of civilization.”3 At its core it is an investigation into the
progress of humankind and society from a state of “rudeness’ to a “refined” or
“polished” state. This theme is established on the very first page of the Essay where
Ferguson writes, “Not only the individual advances from infancy to manhood, but
the species itself from rudeness to civilization.”* As Duncan Forbes states it in his
introduction to the 1966 edition of the Essay, what Ferguson was looking for was
a “true criterion of civilization.”® And as Ferguson dearly states in his later Principles
of Moral and Political Science, that criterion was some degree of socio-political
organization. For he writes in the Principles that “success of commerdial arts ...
requires a certain order to be préserved by those who practice them, and implies
a certain security of the person and property, to which we give the name dvilization,
although this distinction, both in the nature of the thing, and derivation of the
word, belongs rather to the effects of law and political establishment, on the forms
of society, than to any state merely of lucrative possession or wealth.™¢ From these
passages alone, and from the general theme of Ferguson’s Essay in particular (also
from his Principles), it is apparent that like the French he too uses the term dvilization
to describe both a process and a condition. As becomes evident below, Ferguson’s
line of thought on the criteria of civilization contains elements that social and
political thinkers had been pursuing as early as the Ancient Greeks.

As indicated by both Volney's and Ferguson's respective accounts of civilization, it
becomes increasingly the case that socio-political-legal organization is inherently

0 Ferguson 1966.

3 The letter is quoted In Benveniste 1971, 295.

32 The context of Hume's letter suggests that Ferguson had been working on the manuscript for some time and that
Hume had read an earlier draft still.

33 Forbes 1966, xix.

3 Ferguson 1966, 1.

35 Forbes 1966, xx.

36 Ferguson 1975, 1, 252.



10 Brett BOWDEN

and inextricably linked to the ideal of civilization. An example of this is John Stuart
Mill's essay of 1836 titled “Civilization,” which is also an indicator of the general
acceptance and widespread use of the term in English around eighty years after
it was introduced. At the very beginning of his essay Mill, like others before him,
notes that the "word civilization... is a word of double meaning,” sometimes standing
“for human improvement in general, and sometimes for certain kinds of improvement
in particular.” For the purposes of his essay, however, Mill is referring to civilization
as ideal condition, or what he calls “civilization in the narrow sense: not that in
which it is synonymous with improvement, but that in which it is the direct converse
or contrary of rudeness or barbarism.” And he is not talking here just about the
condition of the individual, but “the best characteristics of Man and Society."”8

The importance of sodiety to the qualification for civilization is expressed in Mill's
recipe in which he lists the “ingredients of civilization.” Following Montesquieu to
some degree, he states that whereas

a savage tribe consists of a handful of individuals, wandering or thinly
scattered over a vast tract of country: a dense population, therefore,
dwelling in fixed habitations, and largely collected together in towns
and villages, we term civilized. In savage life there is no commerce, no
manufactures, no agriculture, or next to none; a country in the fruits
of agriculture, commerce, and manufactures, we call civilized. In savage
communities each person shifts for himself; except in war (and even
then very imperfectly) we seldom see any joint operations carried on
by the union of many; nor do savages find much pleasure in each
other’s society. Wherever, therefore, we find human beings acting
together for common purposes in large bodies, and enjoying the
pleasures of sadial intercourse, we term them dvilized.®

The presence, or otherwise, of the institutions of society that facilitate governance
in accordance with established (Western) European traditions was widely believed
to be a hallmark of the makings of or, potential for, dvilization. Mill was representative
of this belief in his assertion that “In savage life there is little or no law, or
administration of justice; no systematic employment of the collective strength of
society, to protect individuals against injury from one another.” Despite the fact
that similar institutions performed similar functions in the non-European world,
the absence of institutions that resembled those of the “dvilized™ nations of Europe
meant that much of the world beyond its borders was deemed by “divilized” Europe
to fall short of meeting Mill's necessary “ingredients of civilization.” As Mill stated,

37 Mill 1962, 51, emphasis in original.
38 jill 1962, 51-52.
3% il 1962, 52.
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“We accordingly call a people civilized, where the arrangements of society, for
protecting the persons and property of its members, are sufficiently perfect to
maintain peace among them."¢

The requirement of a capacity for socio-political organization and the role of sodiety
are reaffirmed in Mill's dedaration: “There is not a more accurate test of the progress
of civilization than the progress of the power of co-operation.” For it was widely
held that “only civilized beings ... can combine,” and “none but civilized nations have
ever been capable of forming an alliance.” Savages, on the other hand, are
characterized by “incapacity of organised combination.” The reasoning behind this
belief was that combination requires compromise: “it is the sacrifice of some portion
of individual will, for a common purpose.” As such it was thought that “the whole
course of advancing civilization is a series of such training.” But as becomes
increasingly evident, there was a prevailing view among the self-declared civilized
societies of Europe that savages and barbarians lacked the discipline and predilection
for compromise and co-operation amongst themselves, Rather, savages and
barbarians were seen as trapped in a “state of nature” in which “every one trusts
his own strength or cunning, and where that fails ... is without resource.”? There
were, of course, thinkers like Edmund Burke who recognized the value and
achievements of non-European civilizations.** But for others like James and J. 5.
Mill, the only way the "uncivilized” could hope to rise to some degree of divilization
- if it was thought possible at all — was under the guiding hand of divilized Europeans
who would instil the necessary discipline and training that made society possible.

In essence, for Mill, divilization was marked by “sufficient knowledge of the arts of
life,” “diffusion of property and intelligence,” “sufficient security of property and
person” and, “power of co-operation” in society so as to "render the progressive
increase of wealth and population possible.™ But the maintenance of civilization
did not come cheaply. Adam Smith, for example, argued that an increase in wealth
and population was in fact a prerequisite for the discharge of the “first duty of the
sovereign” of dvilized sodieties; that of protecting the society from external “violence
and injustice.” According to Smith, it was “only by means of a standing army ... that
the civilization of any country can be perpetuated,” an exercise that becomes

40 \ill 1962, 52-53.

A Mill 1962, 55-56.
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43 Burke 1921,
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45 Smith 1869, 295-6.
46 Smith 1869, 296,

4 Spencer 1892,249.
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of leisure time is one that has long been held in connection with the advancement
of civilization (and civilized sodiety). It is found in the work of Thomas Hobbes for
instance, for although his life and work preceded the term civilization. Robert
Kraynak argues that “the primary theme of Hobbes’ studies in civil history is the
distinction between barbarism and civilization.” Hobbes is said to equate the
“political characteristics” of “commonwealths.” ‘cities,” or ‘polities™ with their “civilized
qualities,” such as ““civil society” or ‘civil life".” to the extent that “he regards divilization
as a condition which combined a certain level of political development and a certain
manner of living.”2 This is suggested in Hobbes' assertion that the “procuring of
the necessities of life ... was impossible, till the erecting of great Common-wealths,”
which are “the mother of Peace, and Leasure,” which is. in turn, “the mother of
Philosophy ... Where first were great and flourishing Cities. there was first the study
of Philosophy.”* That is to say, “Wherever government is sufficiently strong and
well-established to provide peace and leisure, men began to cultivate the finer
things in life”: the very things that are said to be the outward expression of
cvlization. In “contrast, savagery or barbarism has been a condition where political
authority was developed insufficiently or non-existent.” Kraynak concludes that
by Hobbes" account, “civilization has been distinguished from barbarism by the
power and sufficiency of political authority, the enjoyment of leisure, and the
development of philosophy or the arts and sciences.”> But, it is the first of these
hallmarks of civilization. the presence of increasingly complex socio-political
organization. which, in the first instance at least, is the prerequisite and facilitator
of the latter qualities.

Some semblance of this general line of argument has been made time and again
throughout history. its influence ebbing and flowing with the times. One of the
earliest to do so was Aristotle in the Politics, in which he posited that “society
[meaning the polis or state] .. contains in itself ... the end and perfection of
government: first founded that we might live, but continued that we may live
happily.”5 On this point, Kraynak argues that for “Aristotle and other classical
philosophers the good life is the end or purpose of civilization.”* While Aristotle’s
conception of society might differ from contemporary usage. what this is in effect
saying is that the realization of the good life is the purpose of government.
Furthermore, it is only by living in society with others that this might be achieved,
for Aristotle insists, “whosoever is ... unfit for society, must be either inferior or
superior to man.” He further singles out “the man in Homer, who is reviled for
being ‘without society, without law, without family’," for in effect. the absence
55 aristotle 1912. 3. para. 1252b.

56 Kranyak 1983. 93.

7 aristetle 1912. 4-5. 1253a.

58 pagden 1988. 39.

%9 Collingwood 1992, 502-508.
6C Cellingwood 1992. 502-511. quote at 510.
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most intimate relationship.”” This most intimate of relationships between civilization
and progress is evident in Robert Nisbet's questioning of “whether civilization in
any form and substance comparable to what we have known ... in the West is
possible without the supporting faith in progress that has existed along with this
civilization.””? He claims that “No single idea has been more important than ... the
idea of progress in Western civilization for nearly three thousand years.” While
ideas such liberty, justice, equality, and community have their rightful place and
should not be discounted. he insists that “throughout most of Western history,
the substratum of even these ideas has been a philosophy of history that lends
past, present, and future to their importance.”” Further in this regard, Starobinski
makes the pertinent point that “civilization is a powerful stimulus to theory,” and
despite its ambiguities, there exists an overwhelming and irresistible “temptation
to clarify our thinking by elaborating a theory of civilization capable of grounding
a far-reaching philosophy of history.”” Clearly, the twin ideals of civilization and
progress are important factors in our attempts to make sense of life through the
articulation of some kind of all-encompassing or at least wide-reaching philosophy
of history.” Indeed. in recent centuries it has proved irresistible to a diverse range
of thinkers from across the political spectrum.

The deeply intertwined relationship between civilization and progress was central
to Francois Guizot's early-nineteenth century analysis of Europe’s history and its
dvilizing processes. In an account that captures both the socio-political and moral
demands of civilization, Cuizot insisted that “the first fact comprised in the word
civilization... is the fact of progress, of development; it presents at once the idea
of a people marching onward, not to change its place, but to change its condition:;
of a people whose culture is conditioning itself, and ameliorating itself. The idea
of progress, of development, appears to me the fundamental idea contained in the
word, dvilization.””® At first glance, the fundamentals of progress appear to concern
merely the “perfecting of civil life, the development of society, properly so called,
of the relations of men among themselves.” Yet “instinct” tells us “that the word,
civilization, comprehends something more extensive, more complex, something
superior to the simple perfection of the social relations, of social power and
happiness.”” This something more is the realm of humankind's deeper and broader
moral progress: “the development of the individual, internal life, the development
of man himself, of his faculties, his sentiments, his ideas.” Like Hobbes, and others,
for Guizot, socio-political progress or the harnessing of society is only part of the
74 Starobinski 1993. 334, emphasis in original.

7> Bowden 2004: Bowden 2009.

76 Guizot 1997. 16 emphasis in original.

77 Guizot 1997. 16-17.

78 Guizot 1997. 18,

79 Bury 1960. 2.
80 Bury 1960, 5.
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Who would suppose that the refined European of the eighteenth
century is only a more advanced brother of the Red Indian and of the
Celt? All these skills, artistic instincts, experiences. all these creations
of reason have been implanted and developed in man in a matter of
a few thousand years: all these marvels of invention, these tremendous
works of industry have been called forth from him. What brought
them to life? What elicited them? What conditions of life did man
traverse in ascending from that extreme to this, from the unsociable
life of the cave dweller to the life of the thinker. of the civilised man
of the world? Universal world-history answers these questions.®

As Schiller explained, for the adherent of universal history, “there extends between
the present moment and the beginnings of the human race a long chain of events
which interlock as cause and effect.” It is a way of thinking that “reverses the world-
order”, for whereas the “real series of events descends from the origin of things
to the their most recent state ... the universal historian moves in the opposite way
from the most recent state of the world up to the origin of things.” In essence, the
universal historian “imports a rational purpose into the course of the world, and
a teleological principle into world-history.”8? An underlying assumption is that
history is a linear process that follows the passage of time: past > present > future.
The notion of universal history is central to the Western tradition of studying and
theorising about civilization, progress and human perfectibility. It is a “big picture”
version of history that seeks to explain the history of humankind - savages,
barbarians and civilized - as a whole or single coherent unit of study. It is about
fitting all peoples and places into the narrative of history, which means placing
them somewhere on a continuum between the poles of savagery and civilization.

At the same time, knowing that all will ultimately arrive at the same end: civilization,
or universal civilization.

Conclusion

While ideas of divilization, progress and perfectibility might sound innocuous enough,
Starobinski goes to some length in highlighting the dangers associated with this
philosophy in particular, and the deification of civilization more generally. In a
passage worth quoting at some length, he argues that

84 Starobinski 1993, 29-30.
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