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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 proclaimedthat 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. 2 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."3
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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can have a very real impact on actions and outcomes. As Isaiah Berlin reminded us 

in his essay 'Two Concepts of Liberty", the German poet Heinrich Heine warned 
the French in the early 1830s "not to underestimate the power of ideas, philosophical 

concepts nurtured in the stillness of a professor's study could destroy a civilization".4 

Berlin might have added that the idea of civilization is one of those powerful 
concepts: as is the language of civilization. The ideal of civilization. or the norm of 

civilization. along with antithetical terms such as barbarism and savagery, have long 

been used and manipulated to explain, rationalize. and justify decisions and actions 

that have shaped the course of history. 

Civilization is a concept that Quentin Skinner would describe as an "evaluative

descriptive" term in that it is used both to describe and evaluate; or pass judgement 

in the very act of describing. 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. 

often with serious consequences. Skinner. considered a pioneer of the Cambridge 

School method, calls an "evaluative-descriptive" concept one "which perform[sl 
evaluative as well as descriptive functions in natural languages."5 The "special 

characteristic" of such concepts is that "they have a standard application to perform 
one of two contrasting ranges of speech-acts. They are available. that is, to perform 
such acts as commending (and expressing and soliciting approval) or else of 

condemning (and expressing and soliciting disapproval) of any action or state of 
affairs they are used to describe."6 As will become evident below. civilization is a 

term of considerable power that is used both to commend and condemn. 

The explicit link between language and action. or political thought and political 
practise and outcomes is captured in Skinner's assertion of the "fact that to make 
a statement is to perform an action."7 He goes on to explain. the "fact that a 

knowledge of the context of any given text does help in understanding it reAects 
the fact. surely undeniable. that for the performance of any action - and the making 

of statements is surely to be appraised as a performance - it will always be possible 
at least in principle to discover a set of conditions either such that the action (the 

statement made) might have been different or might not have occurred in t heir 

absence. or even such that the occurrence of the action might have been predicted 
from their presence." Skinner concludes that there "seems no question that for 

every statement there must be some explanatory context. for every action some 
set of antecedent causal conditions."8 

The idea of civil ization occupies a prominent and complicated place in the history 
of ideas. and world history more generally. It has played no small part in shaping 

4 Berlin 1969. 
5 Skinner 1999. 61, Skinner 1988, 122. 
6 Skinner 1999. 61. 
7 Skinner 1988. 42. note 176. emphasis in original. 
8 Skinner 1988. 43. emphasis in original. 
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history; the demands of civilization have long been employed to rationalize and 

justify all manner of interventions and socio-political engineering. The significance 
of the idea of civil ization is captured in the suggestion by the French linguist, Emile 

Benveniste, that it is one of a small number of "essential" ideas intimately linked 

to the "who le history of modern thought and the principal intellectual achievements 
in the Western world".9 If Benveniste is correct. t hen this is an awful lot of 

responsibility to be heaped upon one concept. One might add to th is claim that. 

while civilization is a distinct ly Western idea. perhaps its greatest impact has been 

felt in the non-Western world. where much of the aforementioned intervention 
and socio-polit ical engineering has taken place. 

A better understanding of the idea of civilization has rarely been more important, 
for in the recent past the term civ ilizat ion - and its plural, civ ilizations - have 

regained some of their lost prominence as tools for describing, explaining. and 
shaping the world in which we live. As the language of civilization is hastily bandied 

about in public discourse. almost inevitably it is increasingly misinterpreted and 

misapplied - sometimes with dangerous consequences. A prominent recent example 

is the framing of the global war on terrorism as a war for civilization. This was not 
always the case. When the term civilization fi rst appeared in a French dict ionary 
in the early 1740s (Trevoux Dictionnaire universe/ o f 1743). it was a 'Term o f 
jurisprudence" used to describe '"An act of justice or judgement that renders a 
criminal trial civil." It was not until t he late 1750s that the term civilization first 

appeared in written form in its non - juridical sense. 

Wolf Schafer recently made the point that for a long time it was very much the 
case that "Sociologists , anthropo logists and historians have learned to avoid 
civilization, and instead. analyse everything with culture" as a point o f reference. 
In fact. it would be fair to say that a generation of social and behavioural scientists 
hesitated to use the concept of civil ization as a tool of social analysis; it was more 
the case that "Culture is 'in' and civilization is ·out'."10 In his highly regarded Keywords. 
Raymond W illiams suggests that ··culture is one of the two or three most complicated 
words in the English language.··,, While this may well be the case, it is not unreasonable 

to add that civilization . a word with which culture shares a close but complicated 
relat ionship. is one of the other words that fall into this category. So long as 
civil ization was out of fashion th is point was largely inconsequential for social 
scientific study; but civilization is back in a big way. 

9 Benveniste 1971. 289. 
IO Schafer 2001. 302. 
11 Williams 1985. 87. 
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French Origins of Civilisation 

The French historian Franc;:ois Guizot's declaration that "civilization is a fact like any 
other,"12 susceptible to detailed study, is a little misleading in that it makes the task 
sound considerably more straightforward than it actually is. Even in Guizot's own 
use of the term, in fact since its very inception, the word civilization has been 
imbued with a plurality of meanings. Some render it a "fact" commensurable to 
measurement, while others refer to it as a not so readily quantiAable "ideal." 

The word civilisation has its foundations in the French language, deriving from words 
such as civil (thirteenth century) and civilite (fourteenth century) , all of which in 
turn derive from the Latin civitas. Prior to the appearance of civilisation. words such 
as poli or polite. police (which broadly meant law and order. including government 
and administration), civilize and civilite had all been in wide use but, in Benveniste's 
view. none of these adequately met the evolv ing and expanding demands on the 

language. Upon the appearance of the verb civiliser sometime in the sixteenth 
century, which provided the basis for the noun, the coining of civilisation was only 
a matter of t ime, for civilisation was a neologism whose time had come. As Benveniste 
states it, "civilite, a static term, was no longer sufAcient ... requiring the coining of 
a term "which had to be called civilisation in order to define together both its 
direction and continuity."13 But in its Arst-known recorded usage the word civilisation 

held a quite different meaning to that with which it is generally associated today. 
For some time civiliser had been used in jurisprudence to describe the transformation 
of a criminal matter into a civil one. hence civilisat ion was deAned in the Trevoux 
Dictionnaire universe! of 1743 as a "Term of jurisprudence. An act of justice or 
judgement that renders a criminal trial civil. Civilisation is accomplished by converting 
informations (informations) into inquests (enquetes) or by other means."14 But 

civilisation ·s life as a term of jurisprudence was a rather brief and sparing one once 
it was appropriated by thinkers who imbued it with the meanings we associate 

with it today; meanings which were to catch on quickly and gain wide acceptance 

in intellectual and popular thought. 

Just when the written word civilisation first appeared in its more contemporary 

sense is open to conjecture. Despite his extensive enquiries the French historian 
Lucien Febvre admits that he has no accurate idea as to "Who was the Arst to use 
it or at least to have it printed." But he offers that he has "not been able to And 

the word civilisation used in any French text published prior to the year 1766," when 
it appeared in a posthumous publication by M. Boulanger t itled, Antiquite devoilee 
parses usaqes.15 The passage in which it appeared reads: "When a savage people 

12 Gu izot 1997. 11-12. 
13 Benveniste 1971. 292. 
14 Quoted in Starobinski 1993. I. emphasis in original. 
15 Febvre 1973. 220-2 1. 
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in use to describe a pre-existing concept; one that included notions such as 
advancements in comfort. increased material possessions and personal luxuries, 
improved education techniques, "cultivation of the arts and sciences." and the 
expansion "of commerce and industry."22 Thus, as civilisation became increasingly 
common in French vocabulary, so too it was deAned in greater detail in French 
dictionaries. This development can be seen in Snetlage's Nouveau Dictionnaire franr.;ais 
contenant de nouvelles creations du peuple franr.;ais of 1795, which deAned civilisation 
thus:''This word, which was used only in a technical sense to say that a criminal 
case was made civil, is used to express the action of civil izing or the tendency o f 
a people to polish or rather to correct its mores and customs by bringing into civil 
society a luminous, active, loving morality abounding in good works. (Every citizen 
of Europe is today embarked upon this last combat of civil ization. Civil ization of 
mores)."23 Building on Boulanger's account of civilisation, we see in this deAnition 
a hint of the notion that the condition of civilization is the preserve of the peoples 
of Europe (albeit to varying degrees). while its opposites, savagery. barbarism. or 
the state of the nature lay beyond Europe's borders. 

As seen in these early appearances of civilisation , from the very outset it was a 
term imbued with a plurality of meanings. Serving as something of a "synthetic" 
or "unifying concept," civilisation was used to describe both a process through which 
individual human beings and nations became civilized and, the cumulative outcome 
of that process. As Starobinski states, the "crucial point is that the use of the term, 
civilization, to describe both the fundamental process of history and the end result 
of that process established an antithesis between civilization and a hypothetical 
primordial state (whether it be called nature. savagery. o r barbarism)."24 That it, 
it was used both to describe and evaluate; or pass judgement in the very act of 
describing. In order to explore further the nature of the relationship between the 
state of civilization and its alternatives (be it antithetical or otherwise). it is helpful 
to Arst have an understanding of the plurality of meanings attributed to civilization. 

Apart from the distinction between civilization as process and civil ization as the 
end condition result ing from that process. further distinctions have been drawn 
between what is characterized as civilization as fact and civilization as value or ideal. 
In the former sense it is said to be largely a "descriptive and neutral" term, used 
to identify what are thought to be quantifiable values held in common by a distinct 
group of peoples. That is. a speciAc civilization such as that of Ancient Greece or 
contemporary Western civil ization. In the latter sense civilization is a "normative 
concept on the basis of which it was possible to discriminate t he civilized from the 
uncivilized, the barbarian . and the incompletely civil ized."25 Following a similar line 
of thought. Febvre notes that the "same word [civilization l is used to designate 
two different concepts." What is elsewhere described as civilization as "fact " is 
referred to by Febvre as its "ethnographic" usage. 

22 Starobinski 1993. 3. 
23 Starobinski 1993. 2. 
24 Starobinski 1993. 2-5. quo te at 5. 
25 Starobinski 1993. 7-8. As Skinner argues. however. in employing such concepts or "speech-acts". there can be no neutral 

reading. they describe and evaluate. commend and condemn. Skinner 1999. 61 
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civilization begins to reveal itself when looking into further accounts of civilization, 

such as that of Comte de Volney's published in 1803 after his travels in the United 
States in the late 1790s. Reflecting the general principles of social contract theory. 

but just as importantly for the purposes here. the cri teria of requiring a capacity 

for self-government, Volney wrote, "By civilisation we should understand an assembly 
of the men in a town. that is to say in an enclosure of dwellings equipped with a 

common defence system to protect themselves from pillage from outside and 
disorder within ... the assembly implied the concepts of voluntary consent by the 

members, maintenance of their r ight to security, personal freedom and property: 
... thus civilisation is nothing other than a social condition for the preservation and 
protection of persons and property etc."28 

As becomes increasingly evident, the demand For a nation o r people to have the 
capacity to organize into a co-operative society with a capacity for self-government 

is central to the very ideal of civilization. But the identiAcation of different collectives 
as civilizations on the basis of their capacity for social co-operation and self 
government has really only served to dist inguish them from other human collectives. 

Important ly , I demonstrate in following chapters that it is not just about a people 
organizing and governing in any fashion that counts. Rather, it is about governing 

in accordance with certain standards - Arst set by Europe and later by the West 

more generally - that determines a society's approximation to the idealized "standard 
of civ ilization." This factor becomes increasingly apparent in exploring the English 
language origins and evolution of the word civilization. 

English Origins of Civilization 

According to the Oxford English Dictionary. the word civilization Arst appeared in 
English in 1772. some twelve years after its initial appearance in a French text: The 

reference it cites is taken from a passage in James Boswell's Life of Johnson that 
reads, "On Monday, March 23, [1772] I found him [Dr. Samuel Johnson ) busy, 

preparing a fourth edition of his folio Dictionary .... He would not admit civilization. 
but only civility. With great deference to him. I thought civilization, from to civilize. 
better in the sense opposed to barbarity, t han civility; as it is better to have a 
distinct word for each sense. than one word with two senses, w hich civility is, in 
his way of using it".29 The entry in Boswell's diary is much in keeping with civilization ·s 
French foundations; it also gives a good indication o f at least one sense in which 

the term entered into English usage. But as the context in which Boswell uses it 
hints at. it appears as though the word had already been in use for some time 

prior - and indeed it had. The honor o f Arst recorded English usage of civilization 

28 Volney 1868, 718. quoted in Febvre 1973. 252. note 51. 
29 Boswell 1934. II. 155. emphasis in original. 
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increasingly expensive the larger society grows and the more "society advances in 

civilization."45 Smith also maintained that it was "only by means of a well regulated 

standing army ... that a barbarous country can be suddenly and tolerably civilized."46 

In summary, much of British thinking is neatly captured by Herbert Spencer's claim: 

"We may consider it (civilization l as progress towards that constitution of man 

and society required for the complete manifestation of every one's individuality."47 

' 
What Civilization Means and Its Implications 

As noted, civilization and its plural are interrelated terms and subjects of study that 

have been examined both independently and with reference to one another. An 

initial concern w ith the concept of civilization gave way to detailed studies of 

civilizations in t he nineteenth and twentieth centuries, in large part instigated by 

the foundation and development of the fields of anthropology and ethnography. 

Such a shift led to claims that a broader concern with t he no rmative- evaluative 
aspects of civilization had "lost some o f its cachet."48 The result of this shift was 

a preoccupat ion with narrow definitions such as that offered by Emile Durkheim 

and Marcel Mauss, who state that a "civil ization const itutes a kind of moral milieu 

encompassing a certain number of nations, each national culture being on ly a 
particular form of the whole."49 

One of the leading and most influential exponents of the comparative study of 
civ ilizations was the historian. Arnold Toynbee. In his Study of History and related 

works, however. he did not completely set aside the ideal o f civilization, for he 
stated that "Civil izations have come and gone, but Civi lization (with a big 'C') has 

succeeded" or endured.50 Toynbee also sought to articulate a link between "civilizations 

in t he plural and civi lization in t he singular," noting that the former refers to 
"particular historical exemplifications of the abstract idea of civilization." This abstract 

idea of civil ization is defined in "spiri tual terms" which "equate civil izat ion with a 
state of society in which there is a minority of the population. however small, that 

is free from the task. not merely of producing food, but of engaging in any other 
of the economic activities - e.g. industry and t rade - that have to be carried on 
to keep the life o f the society going on the material plane at the civilizational level."51 

Toynbee·s line o f argument concerning the organ ization of society as marked by 
the specialization of skills, the move toward eli te professions and the effective use 

48 ~luntington 1997. 41. 
49 Durkheim and M«uss 1971. 46-50. 
50 ·1 oynbee 1948. 24. 

SI Toynbee 1972. 44-45. 
52 Kraynak 1983. 90. emphasis in original. 
53 Hobbes 1985. Chap. 46. 683. 
54 Kr·aynak 1983. 90- 91. 
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of leisure time is one that has long been held in connection with the advancement 

of civilization (and civilized society). 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 sociecy· or 'civil life':· to the extent that "he regards civilization 

asa condition which combined a certain level of political development and a certain 

manner of living."52 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 Arst were great and flourishing Cities. there was Arst the study 

of Phi/osophy."53 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 

civ
i

lization. in "contrast, savagery or barbarism has been a condition where political 

authority was developed insufAciently 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."54 But, it is the Arst of these

hallmarks of civilization. the presence of increasingly complex socio-political 

organization. which. in the Arst 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. üne of the 

earliest to do so was Aristotle in the Politics. in which he posited that "society 

[meaning the polis or statel ... contains in itself ... the end and perfection of 

government: Arst founded that we might live, but continued that we may live 

happily."55 On this point. Kraynak argues that for "Aristotle and other classical 

philosophers the good life İS the end or purpose of civilization."56 Whİle Aristotıe·s 

conception of socİety mİght dİffer from contemporary usage. what thİs İs in effect 

saying İS that the realİzation of the good life is the purpose of government. 

Furthermore, it is only by living in society with others that this might be achieved, 

far 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' ,"57 for in effect. the absence 

55 ArfsLotle 1912. 3. para. 1252b. 
56 Kranyak 1983. 93. 
57 Aristotle 1912.4-5. 1253a. 
58 Pagden 1988. 39. 
59 Collingwood 1992. 502-508. 
6
° Colliııgwood 1992. �02-511. quote al 510. 
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of at least the Arst two of these institutions means he is without civilization. Instead, 

he is either savage or barbaric. or a god. Such accounts of the relationship between 
civ ilization, society. and government fit w ith Anthony Pagden's claim that the 

"philosophical history of civilizat ion was, then, a history of progressive complexity 

and progressive refinement which fo llowed from the free expression of those 
faculties w hich men possess only as members of a community."58 

In a 1940 lecture t itled, "W hat 'Civilization' Means." R.G. Collingwood spoke of three 
elements of civilization : economic civilization, social civilization, and legal civ ilization. 

The realm of economic civi lization is marked not simply by the pursuit of riches -
which might in fact be inimical to economic civilization - but by "the civilized pursuit 

of wealth." The pursuit of wealth is in turn carried out in two ways , through 

"civil ized exchange" and "civi lized production." The former means that exchange is 
carried out justly and fairly in t he absence of dominat ion . such as master- slave 

relationships (which puts him at odds w ith Aristotle), in accordance with the 
principles of laissez-faire economics. The latter. "Civilized production is scientific 
production." It is production that is carried out "intelligently" such that "productive 

industry [ isl control led by an understanding of natural laws." That is to say that 
it is a mode of production that employs the practice of "natural science ... wherein . 

by means of experiment and observation , men find out how to use the forces of 

nature to the advancement of their own welfare."59 

The second of Collingwood's three elements of civilization is "social civ ilization", it 

is the forum in which humankind's sociability is thought to be satisfied by "the idea 
of joint action." or what we might call community. It bears t he name "civil ization" 

because it is said to have been "civ ilized" to the point wherein its members refrain 

from the threat and use of both physical and moral force to induce fellow members 
to do "what [ t lhe[y] want them to do." instead employing methods of persuasion 

to w in them over. Completing Collingwood's tripartite definition of civilization is 
the legal component. The final mark of civil ization is "a society governed by law." 

and not so much by criminal law but by civ il law in particular. "the law in w hich 

daims are adjusted between its members." Furthermore. while military and ecclesiastical 
law may well have t heir respective places in such a society, those places are 
subordinate to the role played by civil law. Moreover. a "society thus governed by 

civil law is one in wh ich there is no arbitrary power; no executive. however 
constituted. able to override the law and no judicature able to defy it ."6° For 

Collingwood. then. "Civilization is something which happens to a community .... 

61 Collingwood 1992. 283, emphasis in original. 
62 Bauman 1987. 93. emphasis in original. 
63 Starobinski 1993. 31. 
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Civilization is a process of approximation to an ideal swte."61 In essence, what 

Collingwood is arguing is that civilized society - and thus civilization itself- is guided 

by and operates according to the principles of the rule of law. 

When we combine the collective criteri1a of Collingwood's tripartite components 

of civilization: economic civilization. social civilization, and legal civilization. what 
they amoum w is what I would call socio-political civilization, or the capacity of 
a collective to organize and govern itself under some system of laws or· constitution. 
Not too Far removed from Collingwood's concern with the elimination of physical 

and moral Force via "social civilization" are the more recent accounts of civilized 

society that add1·ess issues relati1ng to the historical and ongoi•ng endeavor to 
manage violence. if only by removing it from the public sphere. Such a concern is 

extended in Zygmunt Bauman·s account of civilization to the more general issue 
of producing readily governable subjeas. The "concept of civilization," he argues. 

"entered learned discourse in the West as the name of a conscious proselytizing 
crusade waged by men of knowledge and aimed at extirpating t he vestiges of wild 

cultures."62 

The nature of the "proselytizing crusade" in the name of civilization is one of the 

central concerns of this book. Its rationale or driving force is not too dliifficulit to 
determine when one considers Starobinski's assertion that. 'Taken as a value, 

civilization constitutes a political and moral norm. It is the criterion against which 
barbarity. or non-civilization. is judged and condemned "63 A similar point is made 
by Pagden who states that civilization "describes a state. social. political. cultural. 

aesthetic - even moral and physical - which is held to be the optimum condition 
for all mankind. and this involves the implicit claim that only the civilized can know 

what it is to be civilized."64 It is out of this implicit claim and t he judgements passed 

in its name that the notion of the "burden of civilization" was born. 

The argument that only the civilized know what it rneans to be civilized is an 
important one. for as Starobinski notes, the "historical moment in which the word 

civilization appears marks the ad1/ent of self-reAection. the emergence of consciousness 
that thinks it understands the nature of its own activity." More specifically, it marks 
"the moment that Western civilization becomes aware of itself reflectively. it sees 

itself as one civilization among others. Having achieved self-consciousness. civili,zation 
immediately disco1/ers civilizations. "65 But as Elias notes. it is not a case of Western 

civilization being just one amongst equals. for the very concept of civilization 

"expresses the self-consciousness of the W est ... It sums up everything in which 

64 Pagden 1988. 33. 
65 Starobinski 1993. 32. emphasis in original. 
66 Elias :!.000, 5, emphasis in original. 
67 Bowden 2007. 
68 Sdiiller 1926. v ii. 
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Western society of the last two or three centuries believes itself superior to earl ier 
societies or ·more primitive· contemporary ones." Elias Further explains that in using 

the term civilization. "Western society seeks to describe what constitutes its special 

character and what it is proud of: the level of its technology , the nature of its 

manners. the development of its scientific knowledge o r view of the world. and 

much more."66 Again. it is not too difficult to see how the harbingers of civilization 
might gravitate toward a (well-meaning) "proselytizing crusade" driven. at least in 
part. by a deeply held belief in the, "burden of civil ization." 

The issue is not only the denial of the value and achievements of other civilizations,67 

but the implication that they are in near irreversible decline. From this perspective 

their contribution to "big C Civil ization (if any is acknowledged) is seen as largely 
limited to the past, out of which comes the Further implication that if anything of 

value is co be retrieved it cannot be done so without the assistance of a more 
civilized tutor. Such thinking is only too evident, For example, in Ferdinand Schiller's 

mistaken claim that "the peoples of India appear to care very li t tle for history and 
have never troubled to compile it."68 Hence, the Brit ish took it upon themselves 

to compile such uneven accounts as that which was prepared by James Mill and 
published as The History of British India in 1817. Despite never having visited India, 

Mill's History, an attack on Will iam Robertson's Historical Disquisition of 1791. relayed 
to European audiences an equally mistaken image of Indian civi lization as eternally 
backward and undeveloped. 

Lucien Febvre has suggested that the word (and idea of) "Civilisation was born at 

the right t ime." "Above all." he added. "it was born at a t ime when, emerging From 

the entire Encyclopedie. the great concept of rational and experimental science was 
beginning to make itself felt. constitut ing a whole in its methods and procedures."69 

The air of enthusiasm surrounding the newly born concept of civilization and the 
general atmosphere it engendered at the t ime is captured by Febvre in an unidentified 

citation he quotes From the work of Albert Counson: "Civilisation is inspired by a 

new philosophy of nature and of man. Its philosophy of nature is evolution. Its 
philosophy of man is perfectibility."70 

Civilization and Progress 

The close nature of the relationship between the ideal of civilization and the idea 
of progress is captured by Starobinski in his observation that the "word civilization. 
which denotes a process. entered the history of ideas at the same time as the 

modern sense of the word progress. The two words were destined to maintain a 

69 Febvre 1973. 229-30. emphasis in original. 

?O Febvre 1973. 230. 
71 Starobinski 1993. 4. emphasis in original. 
72 Nisbet 1980. 9. 
73 Nisbet 1980. 4. 
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most intimate relationship."71 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."72 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 'chat "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."73 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."74 Clearly, the twin ideals of civilization and 
progress are important factors in our attempts to make sense of life through the 
articulation of some kinci of all-encompassing or at least wide-reaching philosophy 
of history.75 lndeed. 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 
civilizing processes. in an account that captures both the socio-political and moral 
demands of civilization, Guizot 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. civilization."76 At Arst 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" telis 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."77 This something more is the realm �f humankind's deeper and broader 
moral progress; "ehe 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. 33-4, emphasis in original. 
75 Bowden 2004: Bowden 2009. 
76 Cuizot 1997. 16. emphasis in original. 
77 Guizot 1997. 16-17. 
78 Cuizot 1997. 18. 
79 Bury 1960, 2. 
BO Bury 1960. 5. 
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picture that is civilization; on the back of which. "Letters. sciences. the arts. display 

all their splendour. Wherever mankind beholds these great signs. these signs gloriAed 

by human nature, wherever it sees created these treasures of sublime enjoyment, 
it there recognizes and names civilization." For Guizot. "Two facts" are integral to 
the "great fact" that is civilization: "the development of social activity. and that of 

individual activity; the progress of society and the progress of humanity." Wherever 
these "two symptoms" are present, "mankind with loud applause proclaims 

civilization."78 

Another distinguished historian. J. B. Bury, one of the Arst to undertake a large
scale study of the history of the idea of progress, similarly asserts that the "idea 

[of progress] means t hat civilization has moved. is moving. and will move in a 
desirable direction."79 In keeping with the irresistibility of promulgating a grand 

theory. Bury contends that the "idea of human Progress then is a theory which 
involves a synthesis of the past and a prophecy of the future." This 

theorizing is grounded in an interpretation of history that regards the human 
condition as advancing "in a deAnite and desirable direction." It further "implies that 

... a condition of general happiness will be ultimately enjoyed, which will justify the 

whole process of civilization."80 In short. the end of history is a close proximity to 
a state of human kinds' individual and social perfectibility in which the dangers and 
uncertainties of the Hobbesian war of all against all are left behind in favour of 

the relative safety and security of civil or civilized society. 

In essence, the idea of progress has two related components: The Arst is that the 
human species universally progresses. albeit at different rates . from an original 

primit ive or child-like condition, through savagery. through barbarism. and culminates 

at the apex of progress in the status of civilization. The second component holds 
that human experience. both individual and collective. is cumulative and future
directed, with the speciAc objective being the ongoing improvement of the individual. 

the society in which the individual lives, and the world in which the society must 

survive. This symbiotic relationship between the ideas of civilization and progress 
brings us to the idea of universal history. Universal history is conceived in a number 
of different ways, for some it's no different to world or global history in that its 

spatial and temporal parameters are both deep and broad. The conception of 
universal history most relevant here is perhaps more the realm of the philosopher 
than the historian, and is nicely set out in a lecture of 1789 by Friedrich von Schiller, 

a man who was both: 

81 Schiller 1972. 328. 
82 Schiller 1972. 330-32. 
83 Starobinski 1993. 17. emphasis in original. 
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Who would suppose that the reAned European of the eighteenth 

century is only a more advanced brother of the Red lndian and of the 

Celt? Ali these skilis, artistic instincts, experiences. ali these creations 

of reason have been implanted and developed in man in a matter of 

a few thousand years; ali 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.81 

19 

As Schilier 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."82 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 

Atting ali 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 ali will ultimately arrive at the same end, civilization, 

or universal civilization. 

Conclusion 

While ideas of civilization, 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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bec-ause of the connection with the ideas of perfectibi lity and progress. 
the word civilization denoted more than just a complex process of 
reAnement and mores , social o rganization. technical progress . and 

advancing knowledge: it took on a sacred aura. owing to which it 
could sometimes rein force t raditional rel igious values and at other 
times supplant t hem. The history of the word civilization t hus leads 

to this crucial observation: once a notion takes on a sacred authority 
and thereby acquires the power to mobilize, it quickly stirs up conAict 
between po litical groups or rival schools of thought claiming to be its 

champions and defenders and as such insisting on the exclusive r ight 
to propagate the new idea.83 

Starobinski goes on to point out some of the consequences of this situation. one 
of which is his highly justiAed warning that 'A term fraught with sacred content 
demonizes its antonym·. 

He continues, 

Once the word civilization ceases to denote a Fact subject to judgement 
and becomes an incontestable value, it enters the verbal arsenal of 
praise and blame. Evaluat ing the defects and merits of the civilization 
is no longer the issue. Civilization itself becomes the crucial criterion: 

judgement is now made in the name of civilizat ion. One has to take 
its side. adopt it s cause. For t hose who answer its call it becomes 

ground fo r praise. Or. conversely, it can serve as a basis for denunciation: 
al l that is not civili zation, all t hat resists o r threatens civi lizat ion . is 
monstrous. absolute evi l. As rhetoric heats up it becomes legitimate 
to ask For the supreme sacrifice in the name of civilization. This means 

that the service or defence of civilization can in certain circumstances 
justify the recourse to violence. Civilization's enemies. the barbarians. 
if they canno t be educated or converted, must be prevented From 
doing harm.8~ 

And this is the very essence of Skinner's "evaluat ive-descriptive" concept at work. 

It also explains why some people are concerned about the language of civilization. 
especially during times of conAict. given the sometimes extreme measures that have 
been taken by supposedly "civilized" peoples of the world against the "uncivil ized: 
all in the name of civil ization. 
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