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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

Reclaiming Civilization

This is a very interesting discussion of one of the central issues of the current world, and indeed of all history, which puts under scrutiny a number of common assumptions which are seldom examined.

Ronald Hutton, Professor of History, Bristol University

Brendan Myers is that rarest of creatures, a philosopher who writes in a style that is eminently readable, refreshingly jargon-free, not remotely patronising and, what’s more, genuinely engaging. Rather than a dry, academic text, reading this gives one the feeling of sitting with the author in a warm room, probably with a glass of wine or a decent pint of real ale, and listening to him expound his ideas with pleasure and enthusiasm. In this case, those ideas are all about civilisation, asking what it is, if it is a good thing, and how we can make it better. Given the daily dose of depression drip-fed to us on every news bulletin, these are perhaps the most pressing questions of our age. In seeking to answer them, Myers demonstrates a remarkable breadth of knowledge of prehistory, history, politics and philosophy, from the earliest stirrings of humanity to the present day. That he can analyse with such clarity the seemingly chaotic mess we as a species have got ourselves into is remarkable in itself. Even moreso is that he is able to untangle the chaos sufficiently to draw from it causes for optimism and a plan for the future that might just see us thrive rather than merely survive. Anyone running for political office should not be allowed to do so until they have read this book. If this were done, the world would undoubtedly be a better, safer, saner place.

Philip Shallcrass, Founder and Chief of the British Druid Order

Brendan Myers is one of the most creative and exciting of contemporary Pagan philosophers whose new book Reclaiming Civilization is filled with arresting insights and closes with a fascinating discussion of virtue ethics’ relationship with life’s “immensities.” There is good food here for the mind and the soul.

Gus DiZerega, Political scientist with the Atlas Economic Research Foundation, author of Fault Lines and Persuasion, Power, and Polity
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Preface, Acknowledgements, and Dedication

I wrote this book because I am angry. The practice of civilization, its customs and institutions and power-relations, and even the language by which we speak of it, has been hijacked by some profoundly evil people. I wish to wrest it back from them, so that everyone of every political culture may see it for what it is, and then pass their own judgment upon it.

I also wrote this book because I am frustrated. Many good and beautiful people of my acquaintance have lost hope for the future of humanity. I am very aware that many of them have endured abuse, violence, poverty, chronic illness, systematic racism and sexism and homophobia, long-term trauma symptoms from those experiences, as well as the apathy of the comfortable, for long stretches of their lives. I do not fault them for their condition; I can see how various forces in our society, controlled by everyone and by no one, have beaten the hope out of them. It breaks my heart to see good people give up. They could be heroes; able to see the world for what it is and for what it could otherwise be; able to change our cultures and our planet into something more wonderful. But instead they struggle only to survive, one day at a time, and often because their situation leaves them little other choice.

But my disposition is not all storm clouds and rain. I am also fascinated by the ways and reasons people use the word ‘civilization’. (This part of the text is inspired by Sid Meier’s famous video game.) It’s one of those words which, in ordinary language, has no precise definition: it means something both glamorous and at the same time vague and fuzzy. The only consistent thing that can be said of its ordinary usage is that we tend to utter it in the mode of judgment. We say that a given society, historical or present-day, has reached a peak of civilization, or that its state of civilization is declining. We rank societies by how civilized they are relative to each other. Or we say certain foreign customs, such as honor killings, are uncivilized. We say that this person is civilized and that person is not. We tell our children to act in a civilized manner.

My purpose in writing this book, then, is to understand the essence of civilization properly. I want to understand why it fails so many people, and what we should do about that. I would like to see a civilization that empowers as many people as possible to pursue a demystified and deliberate relationship with reality. It is my hypothesis that from the many thousands, the many millions, of those relationships, hope and optimism and other beautiful things will arise and persevere.

Alas, one of my conclusions, if I may give it away in advance, is that civilization is not an unambiguously good thing. The ‘shining city on the hill’ is a mirage. It lessens the suffering of one group by entrenching the suffering of others; and it promises things to the protected and the privileged that it can never entirely deliver. Nevertheless, civilization may yet be a salvageable enterprise. We certainly can dispel the kind of suffering that civilization exports to the people at its margins. And that is a worthy task.

This book is the third of three (originally planned) books in the series A Study of the Sacred. I had in mind to cover the idea of the sacred from an individual view (in Loneliness and Revelation, 2010), and next from an interpersonal view (Circles of Meaning, Labyrinths of Fear, 2012), and now in this book from a social-political view. Though this book builds on the work of those previous titles, I hope it is complete enough to be understood by readers who haven’t seen the previous books. Where necessary, concepts carried on from those previous books are explained in the endnotes.

I am grateful to the people of Křeničná, in Central Bohemia, Czech Republic, who in July of 2015 graciously let me share in their village life while I explored the ideas laid out in this book. I’m grateful to the Reidinger family, who gave me their home for all of that month and made me feel most welcome, and to their neighbors who invited me into their lives for a little while. (I changed some of their names in the text, to protect their privacy.) I’m also grateful to the many people who responded to my informal surveys, and to colleagues of mine at Cégep Heritage College who gave some helpful comments on the text, especially Pat Moran. Early drafts of the first and second movements of this text were inflicted on students in my World Views class, and I’m grateful for their comments and their patience as I re-wrote their ‘required’ text on the fly. Most of all, I’m especially grateful to Melinda Reidinger, who fed me a steady diet of classic anthropology texts during my stay, and who later provided valuable commentary on the nearly finished text. Without her friendly criticisms and factual corrections, this book would have been very different.

With gratitude and with respect I dedicate this one to the many professors who mentored me, or who influenced me in less formal ways, through my years of university life, especially those who have now gone into the west:

Brian Wetstein

Jay Newman

Jean Harvey

Thomas Duddy


Overture: A Meditation Upon a Lake

§ 1. Why Should I Return to the City?

I’ve cycled seven kilometers through the forested hills, which begin near my front door and continue northwards for what looks like forever. The story in my tourist’s map says my destination is a lookout platform above Pink Lake, in Gatineau Hills national park: a lake with no oxygen in its lowest depths, and therefore home to a unique and fragile ecosystem. The story in my mind, however, says that my destination is the climax of a hero’s quest: a tower in the midst of a deep dark wood, near a magical lake. The treasure I hope to find at the end of this adventure is the answer to a question: why, if at all, should I go back to the city?

This question is, of course, a symbol for a deeper one. Let me attempt to convey what it stands for. Behind me on this bicycle path is the route back to my house. Were I to return there, I could take up again my share of the gains of civilization. There’s clean water in my kitchen and bathroom. Electricity in the walls to power my computer and other machines. Libraries and museums to enrich my mind. Food that is safe and healthy to eat. Telephones and computer networks to keep me in touch with the rest of the human world. Hospitals to care for me if I am ill or injured. Police to protect me from criminals, armies to protect me from other armies. Every few years there’s an invitation to vote for the people who will take charge of all these things.

With these gains come debts and responsibilities. I must find a job, and pay my bills, and respect the law. Outstanding among my responsibilities is the unwritten requirement to ignore, or sometimes to participate in, something I know to be entirely absurd. For instance, when I vote, I might find that all the candidates are incompetent or corrupt. Maybe their talents lie – so to speak – in their ability to hide their true intentions. The laws I’m bound to obey might prevent me from doing something that harms no one, or they might oblige me to do something that harms myself and others. They might punish people who don’t deserve punishment, or reward people who didn’t earn their reward. The books I read or the films I watch might stupefy me, instead of enlighten me. When I spend money, I might be indirectly helping to exploit or enslave the worker who made what I just bought. Or, my money might help to destroy an irreplaceable natural environment, from which the raw materials came. I might find that other people whom I depend on, be they business people, administrators, or even my friends and lovers, regularly deceive and manipulate me in order to protect their reputations or assert their influence. In the course of professing commitment to religion or politics, I might attack people who profess different religions or different politics, and I might call that violence my demonstration of piety, loyalty, and integrity.

I arrive at the lookout platform. I lock my bike to a fence post and search for a quiet place to breathe. Suddenly I discover I’m sitting on the threshold of three immensities: the city behind me, the lake before me, the sky above me. Here in this liminal place, the question, Why should I go back to the city?, becomes the question of why, if at all, I should put up with these absurdities. Why, if at all, I should turn around and rejoin civilization?

Civilization! A word like no other, in any language. It announces every society’s highest and deepest values: it’s the name we give for the most enduring and most glorious of humanity’s monuments and cultural achievements. It speaks of that which a nation may share in common with other nations. In a previous study, I said the sacred is, ‘That which acts as your partner in your search for the highest and deepest things: the real, the true, the good, and the beautiful.’1 Civilization is a name for the sum of all those partnerships; perhaps it follows that civilization is the sum of all that is sacred; or to put it another way, it is the most sacred of all sacred things. Or, so it might be for those who live in a ‘civilized’ society.

Yet the word also speaks of the conquests, colonizations, and oppressions which make that enduring glory possible. It lifts up one society by putting down another; it demands the capture and taming of wild lands and animals; it summons flag-waving believers to war. An informant of mine described her impression of Strasbourg Cathedral, in France, one of the finest examples of high Gothic architecture, as, ‘Pure terror…reflecting in its beauty a thousand years of war and horrors.’ (A. Valkyrie, activist) Yet without civilization, there would be no Beethoven, no Shakespeare, no Einstein. Without it, we would not drink wine, nor read books after dark by electric light, nor would anyone have walked on the moon. How can civilization be all these things, both wonderful and terrible, at the same time? What is the essence of civilization – if it has one, at all? This book is about one possible answer to those questions, and it’s the story of how I found it.

An essence, we philosophers sometimes say, is ‘that which something ultimately is’ – or, to make the concept easier to grasp, an essence is ‘the statement which expresses that which something ultimately is’. As we shall soon see, the quest shall take us not only through the usual halls of economics and politics, but also to some of the muddiest fields of ecology, the highest hills of metaphysics, and the deepest caves of human nature. I find such questions inherently interesting, and for me that’s reason enough to ask them. But the absurdities may lead me to some dark conclusions. What if civilization is a machine for crushing people? What if it’s a machine that must inevitably break down? To consider these things is to consider metaphysical perils to human life. For it’s not only the destruction of individual people’s lives at stake. It’s also the destruction of everything we point to as proof of the significance of our existence: art, literature, architecture, music, knowledge, the whole inheritance of history, and the very possibility of a legacy for the future. Without the sense of significance that comes from those things, life seems unbearable. The question, Why should I go back to the city?, is also the question, Why, if at all, should I have hope for the future of humanity?

This is the sort of question that every social or political activist, every politician, every captain of industry and finance, every human being who loves another human being, must ask. Along the way to an answer, I’ll consider many theories of civilization, and I’ll discuss their logical merits and flaws. But I don’t want to produce a mere technical report, of interest only to other technicians. I want to build a foundation for optimism, for everyone – if one can be built at all. And if it should turn out that there is no hope for the future: well that, too, would be a discovery, even if an unhappy one. Then I should find some way to hold on to my soul while I immerse myself in the absurdity.

§ 2. How Deep do the Absurdities Go?

Practical examples of the absurdities of modern society are easy to find. I asked a few of my friends to name their favorites. Here are some of their replies:


• Wealthy people who praise the value of the ‘rustic’ and ‘simple’ life, and who claim to want such a life, but without replicating the real toils and burdens of such a life. Marie Antoinette running her own hobby farm at Chateau Versailles, for example.

• Precocious displays of social status and prominence: rich teenagers photographing themselves in bathtubs full of Perrier water.

• Dozens of people sharing a city bus, but none of them sharing a conversation with each other.

• Religions whose doctrines promote peace, charity, and neighborly love, but whose practitioners’ behavior involves violence, racism, and unquestioning obedience.

• Consumer products that save no one any time or work, which create no new possibilities for human life and action, and which are designed to be thrown out after very few uses. Shaving cream, for example: a totally pointless product; all you need is hot water.

• Food that is saturated with processed sugar, but does not actually taste sweet; sugar being added to give the food a superficial texture, a ‘weight’.

• The huge variety of pre-packaged or frozen food available in grocery stores, which are not in fact a variety of real food choices, but are only a variety of brand names, packaging graphics, and minor differences among the additives.

• The entire ‘war on terror’, in which the United States and its allies fight an enemy they accidentally and perhaps indirectly created.

• Plentiful government money for war-fighting and for monuments to commemorate past wars, but not enough to care for wounded, dismembered, or psychologically traumatized soldiers returning from the wars.

• Political slogans or jargon words that mean the very opposite of what a first-glance, plain-language impression would suggest. ‘Right to life’, for instance, is not a blanket obligation on all persons to abstain from murder. It actually means government regulation of a woman’s use of her own reproductive organs. ‘Right to work’, as another example, doesn’t oblige employers to hire anyone, but does prevent workers from going on strike to protest their badly-paid, insecure, health-destroying, and mind-numbing jobs.

• The anarchist punk rock band, The Sex Pistols, licensed artwork and graphics related to their brand for use by a line of credit cards.2

• Bherlin Gildo, a Swedish man standing trial in Britain for terrorism, had the charges against him dropped when it was revealed that British intelligence agencies were supporting the same force Mr. Gildo was accused of joining. In the words of his defense lawyer: ‘If it is the case that HM government was actively involved in supporting armed resistance to the Assad regime [in Syria] at a time when the defendant was present in Syria and himself participating in such resistance it would be unconscionable to allow the prosecution to continue.’3

• In June of 2015 a terrorist, bearing the flags of Rhodesia and apartheid South Africa stitched on his clothing, entered a church in South Carolina and murdered nine black people. Nevertheless the governor of the state, Nikki Haley, declared that, ‘We’ll never understand what motivates anyone to enter one of our places of worship and take the life of another.’4

• Investigative journalist Trevor Aaronson discovered that the United States FBI, an agency responsible for domestic counter-terrorism, is in fact ‘the organization responsible for more terror plots over the last decade than any other’. The FBI uses sting operations to equip individuals they suspect might commit terrorist crimes, in order to arrest them in the act. But, as Aaronson told a CBC reporter: ‘The FBI provided everything these men needed. They provided the weapons, the transportation and in some cases even the idea itself.’5

• Modern society offers a great abundance of opportunity, wealth, comfort, political freedom, widely available education and medicine and (let us admit it) distraction. Yet many people find that suicide is a preferable alternative. In the year 2011, 2,728 Canadians took their own lives.6 By contrast in low-tech, pre-industrial societies, suicide is less common, and more ‘altruistic’; for instance elderly persons might take their lives to spare others the burden of caring for them.7



These examples perhaps say as much about the priorities of the people I polled, as they do about modern society. But I’m sure you see the point. Life in an urban, organized, technologically-intensive society involves accepting and even making private peace with seemingly incoherent, unintentionally comic, and self-contradicting situations like these. I might accept them if I imagine I will benefit from them, or if I fear that others who benefit from them will retaliate against their critics. Or, perhaps people accept them using a kind of personal cost-benefit analysis. They’re willing to put up with a city mayor who regularly gets drunk in public, utters racist slurs, and who ignores a police investigation against himself, so long as he cuts taxes.8

Let us take this question a step further. For the absurdities of modern society might go deeper. Instead of threatening one group or another, be they large or small, they may appear to threaten all of civilization itself. That could not possibly happen, could it? Despite all its problems and contradictions, civilization is ‘too big to fail’, isn’t it?

No, it’s not. There are many ways that civilization could falter or collapse entirely, and we have plenty of examples from history.

A civilization could be threatened by the growing economic power of a rival society. The Economist magazine, that intellectual vanguard of Western capitalism, predicted in 2015 that Western corporations would lose their position of global dominance within only ten years.9 But a conquered society is only the most theatrical example; it is not nearly the most interesting.

A very popular, but often very poorly expressed, belief holds that civilization may collapse due to overpopulation. In 2015 The United Nations reported that the human population grew to 7.3 billion people, and predicted that there will be 9.7 billion of us around the year 2050, and 11.2 billion in 2100. India will be more populous than China, and Nigeria will be more populous than the United States.10 The potential danger of overpopulation is, in my view, rather exaggerated; I also dislike how it is also regularly used as a basis for punishing poor people for having children.11 But a civilization certainly can damage itself through its habits of planetary resource consumption. A growth period, for instance, could prompt unrestrained consumption of the resources of the earth, to the point where we become dependent on a certain natural resource at precisely the moment that resource runs out. Scientists estimate that the world will run out of readily-accessible petroleum on or about the year 2048.12 And two-thirds of the human race has not enough fresh water, or no water at all.13 A report by the World Economic Forum rated water scarcity as one of the top three biggest risks to people and economies, alongside failure to adapt to climate change, and weapons of mass destruction.14 Economists at the University of Maryland and University of Minnesota created a mathematical model of a civilization’s ‘through-put’ from nature’s regeneration rate to different kinds of human consumers, in search of a general theory for why societies collapse, independent of particular circumstances like history, technology, or natural disaster. They discovered that collapse is inevitable when there is excessive resource depletion and excessive class inequality. In the summary of their findings, they wrote:


…either one of the two features apparent in historical societal collapses – over-exploitation of natural resources and strong economic stratification – can independently result in a complete collapse. Given economic stratification, collapse is very difficult to avoid and requires major policy changes, including major reductions in inequality and population growth rates. Even in the absence of economic stratification, collapse can still occur if depletion per capita is too high.15



Economic inequality in contemporary Western civilization is very severe right now, and getting worse. In Canada, the wealth of the richest 10 per cent of Canadians grew by 42 per cent in the past ten years; at the same time the wealth of the poorest 10 per cent of Canadians shrank by 150 per cent.16 A study by Oxfam, the international charity organization, found that half of the entire world’s wealth is owned by only 62 individuals.17 Economics, then, may be civilization’s best friend and its worst enemy: it could lift a people up only to throw them down again.

Of all the conceivable threats to the future of humanity, the threats emerging from climate change, global warming, resource depletion, air and water pollution, seem to me the most immediately dangerous. The overwhelming majority of qualified scientists agree that those dangers are caused by human activity, especially industrial pollution and the burning of fossil fuels. Indeed, the study of climate change and global warming draws from the work of thousands of scientists all over the world, in every field of science; it’s no exaggeration to say that the study of climate change is probably the largest collective scientific endeavor in all of human history. The organization that coordinates much (though not all) of this effort is a United Nations agency called the International Panel on Climate Change. In its fifth Assessment Report (2013), the IPCC considered every kind of climate-affecting force, from natural events like volcanic eruptions and solar radiation, to human-created greenhouse gases. It concluded that: ‘This evidence for human influence has grown since AR4 [the previous report, seven years earlier]. It is extremely likely that human influence has been the dominant cause of the observed warming since the mid-20th century.’18 For example, the IPCC found that the contribution of solar radiation to climate change was less than the margin of error for the calculation of the contribution of greenhouse gases like carbon dioxide and methane. (ibid, figure SPM.5, pg. 14) The report also describes, with high confidence, that humanity’s disruption of the global climate system will lead to higher ‘risk of death, injury, ill-health, or disrupted livelihoods’, and higher risk of ‘breakdown of infrastructure networks and critical services such as electricity, water supply, and health and emergency services’.19 It’s also worth noting that over the past 20 years, the actual impacts always turned out worse than the IPCC’s predictions.20

Humanity’s collective impact on the global ecosystem is now so pervasive that some scientists have declared we are living in a new geological era, the Anthropocene. Here’s how a scientific journal recently described it:


We suggest that the modern biosphere differs significantly from these previous stages and shows early signs of a new, third stage of biosphere evolution characterized by: (1) global homogenization of flora and fauna; (2) a single species (Homo sapiens) commandeering 25–40% of net primary production and also mining fossil net primary production (fossil fuels) to break through the photosynthetic energy barrier; (3) human-directed evolution of other species; and (4) increasing interaction of the biosphere with the technosphere (the global emergent system that includes humans, technological artifacts, and associated social and technological networks). These unique features of today’s biosphere may herald a new era in the planet’s history that could persist over geological timescales.21



The effects of the Anthropocene are global, and serious. To choose just one example: we produce so much pollution and waste that geologists can now identify distinct layers in the earth’s crust made of waste aluminum and plastic, as well as materials from nuclear test explosions.22 And we may end up drowning in our waste. A study published by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development predicted that from now to the year 2060, between six million and nine million people will die as a result of global air pollution.23

Some people believe that a civilization’s collapse can be prevented by advanced technology. For instance, we might be ‘saved’ by the introduction of electric cars, or home 3D printing. But this need not be the case: for example, technological development might make us more energy-efficient, but can also increase total resource extraction and throughput, enough to negate the energy-efficiency gains.24 It’s also possible that technological development and progress might some day advance to the point where people are no longer able to control their own machines. Some scientists have predicted a day when computers will be fast enough and complex enough to exceed the limits of human intelligence. On that occasion, which some futurists call the Singularity, our robots might turn on us, enslave us, or destroy us, or pacify and ‘farm’ us, in order to preserve themselves. Some observers, including Oxford philosopher Nick Bostrom, believe that artificial intelligence is a greater threat to civilization than climate change.25 Artificially intelligent military robots don’t yet exist, but their likely predecessors do. Some wealthy countries are already equipping their armies with computerized weapons programmed to automatically detect targets and fire on them without a human command. Prominent scientists and industry leaders are already calling for these weapons to be banned.26

Finally, and least theatrically, but perhaps most philosophically, a civilization might end because its people become bored with it. In this scenario, civilizations do not fall; rather, they exhaust themselves. The glamour fades from their myths and legends. For instance, a society might attempt to sell its ideas to other societies, but find that no one’s buying. Back in 1989, most people in the West thought their values had triumphed over the world: the Soviet Union and its Communist bloc in Eastern Europe had just crumbled, and China opened its economy to international capitalism. But while the West’s economic system seemed to take root around the world, its political and moral values did not. A 2015 editorial in The New York Times said: ‘Couple the tightening of Chinese authoritarianism with Russia’s turn toward revanchism and dictatorship, and then add the rise of radical Islam, and the grand victory of Western liberalism can seem hollow, its values under threat even within its own societies.’27 British historian and filmmaker Niall Ferguson argued that the prominence of the West might be about to end, partially because other societies have adopted certain Western values especially including science, consumerism, and competition, but mainly because people in the West have lost confidence in their own values.28 By the way, Ferguson took no pleasure in this conclusion; part of his aim was to encourage Westerners to re-capture their dominant position in the world.

Suppose a collapse of civilization isn’t inevitable: just probable, and perhaps avoidable. In that case another question can arise: is civilization a good thing? Is it worth saving? Some activists in my acquaintance think that the answer is ‘no’, because the idea of civilization has justified too many crimes against humanity. Here in Canada, the most visible example of this is the forcible assimilation of the many nations of Indigenous people. A Truth and Reconciliation Commission was established to document the role of the residential schools in the assimilation effort, and it released its final report in 2015. The Commission’s mandate was to ‘reveal to Canadians the complex truth about the history and the ongoing legacy of the church-run residential schools’.29 The report made it clear that the schools were justified by an imperialist notion of civilization:


Numerous arguments were advanced to justify such extravagant interventions into the lands and lives of other peoples. These were largely elaborations on two basic concepts: 1) the Christian god had given the Christian nations the right to colonize the lands they ‘discovered’ as long as they converted the Indigenous populations; and 2) the Europeans were bringing the benefits of civilization (a concept that was intertwined with Christianity) to the ‘heathen’. In short, it was contended that people were being colonized for their own benefit, either in this world or the next.30



But the ‘civilizing’ program of the residential schools certainly did not benefit Aboriginal people. The first page of the report described Canada’s ‘civilizing’ effort as cultural genocide, and defined it as follows:


…the destruction of those structures and practices that allow the group to continue as a group. States that engage in cultural genocide set out to destroy the political and social institutions of the targeted group. Land is seized, and populations are forcibly transferred and their movement is restricted. Languages are banned. Spiritual leaders are persecuted, spiritual practices are forbidden, and objects of spiritual value are confiscated and destroyed. And, most significantly to the issue at hand, families are disrupted to prevent the transmission of cultural values and identity from one generation to the next.31



In cultural genocide, as contrasted to physical genocide, most of the people live on, and so do their descendants. But almost everything that made the people unique and autonomous is destroyed. The commission also described how the loss of identity and culture contributed to making Aboriginal people’s lives disproportionally worse-off in nearly every measurable way: rates of educational attainment and income are lower; rates of substance abuse, prison time, apprehension of children by child-welfare agencies, and suicide, are higher. The effects were also multigenerational: children who were abused in the schools went on to become parents who abused their own children. It was all that they knew. (ibid pp.183-228) While working on a report for the Aboriginal Policing Directorate, I personally interviewed several Elders who were victims of the residential school system. They described to me horrific beatings as punishment for even the smallest infraction of the rules, including violent punishments for telling the truth about teachers who had sexually assaulted them. One man told me how, on his second day at the school, his clothing and hair was forcibly cut from his body, heaped in a pile in front of him, and set on fire. According to one meaning of the word civilization, which we will see later in these meditations, there’s nothing civilized about this violence. But according to another meaning of the word, that kind of violence certainly is a civilized act, and we should therefore find civilization a terrible thing.

Is there a way to have civilization without cultural genocide, without similar forms of oppression, and without irreversibly damaging the planet and ourselves along with it? Any answer, whether ‘yes’ or ‘no’, would lead to an intellectual discovery, although one kind of answer would find that civilization’s greatness lies in humanity’s ability to conquer and murder and destroy – a deeply repugnant conclusion.

The idea that civilizations fall, and indeed the thought that perhaps they necessarily fall, whether by nature or by design, can lead to a kind of existential crisis. Its implication is that everything we do, all the art, literature, music, family-making, monument-building, scientific discovery, technological advance, and so on, is ultimately for nothing. In the face of the absurdities that come with civilization, or the crimes and disasters perpetrated in the name of civilization, it may look as if no amount of reform, or protest, or activism, nor even passive resistance, will help to change or save the world. Similarly, all the features of civilization’s greatness: all those monuments, all that art and poetry and drama, all those battles and victories and tragedies, the plumbing of the seas and the rockets to the stars, the glorious exultations of the many holy names of God – all the desperate sounds of civilization – are finally about nothing, nothing whatever, nothing at all. And into this nothing, my own endeavors fall.

Ahead of me on this bicycle-path, there is what suddenly looks like an attractive alternative. There’s land, lake, and sky, stretching from where I stand all the way to the Arctic ocean, thousands of kilometers ahead. We’ve given many names to this realm: nature, creation, the wilderness, the countryside, the frontier. For its rocky roughness, and forbiddingly cold and stormy winters, some of the first Europeans to explore my part of the world called it ‘the land God gave to Cain’. There are people here, of course: towns, mines, logging camps, and First Nations reserves. But these settlements are few, and small, and farscattered: they sit like islands in a sea of trees. Yet in this un-citied land I might find everything I need to survive and to flourish, if I knew what to look for and how to use it. There are animals I might hunt and plants I might harvest to make my dinner every day. There are trees I might use to build a shelter, or to make firewood to cook my food and to stay warm at night. There are rocky cliffs and wild storms to test my strength, and flowing rivers and lakes to drink, to wash in, and to play in – assuming they haven’t been polluted already. There’s the sun and moon to light my way, and stars to fill my mind. The question, Why go back to the city?, becomes a question about which way of life is better: my urban, sophisticated, high-tech, and socially intensive life, or a rural, simple, low-tech, and socially relaxed life? Both lives require specialized skills; both are highly demanding and risky; both offer their own personal and social rewards. But if I thought that one of them was too full of absurdities, I might find the other appealing, even if for no other reason than to escape cognitive dissonance. The two options by which I finished my last meditation are now three: to stay and accept the absurdities of civilization; to protest against them; or to keep cycling north and leave them all behind.

§ 3. What Questions to Ask?

Good philosophy begins with a good question. It finds a problem in the world that no one else, or very few others, will admit actually exists. Then it stares that problem in the face, directly and bravely and honestly, and then reasons about what the best answer might be.

My initial question, Why go back to the city?, cannot be answered until I address three other, more precisely phrased questions, which I shall call the ‘root questions of civilization’. The first of them is: What is it? What is civilization?

I want to know because, whatever civilization might be, I’m living in one. It’s all around me, it works both for me and against me, and I appear to be part of it. Even at my meditation-place overlooking the lake, almost everything I can see around me is in some way a product of civilization: the asphalt-paved road and the bicycle that brought me here, the synthetic fibers in my clothes, the machine-cut posts and planks in the viewing platform, the aircraft contrails in the sky above. The very fact that the forest and lake still exist in their present ‘natural’ state is also, curiously, a product of civilization. For I am in the domain of a national park that civilization (represented by certain government agencies) designates and manages as a nature preserve. This wasn’t always the case: there were farms here once, and a logging industry, and on the other side of the lake there’s an abandoned mica mine. Now the nearby signs of civilization are different, but no less human: interpretive centers, marked trails, paved roads, and, because I’m ten kilometers from my country’s capital, several government conference facilities. Somewhere in here, but not marked on the maps, is the prime minister’s holiday cottage. So while it looks like I’ve escaped civilization, I’ve actually come close to one of its centers of power. I cycled out here to escape it for a while, but it appears the city followed me. So to ask the first of my root questions, ‘What is civilization?’ is also to ask, ‘What’s going on? Why won’t the city let me go? Is there no escape?’

I already have one partial answer to my first root question: civilization, whatever else it may be, is a manufacturer of absurdities. This partial answer prompts in me more questions. How far do the absurdities go? Why does civilization produce so many of them? Where do they come from? More seriously: why does civilization produce so many terrors, oppressions, and depravations for so many people? To make these questions philosophical: are the absurdities of civilization only matters of accident, which could in theory be fixed with improved laws or advanced technology? Or do they emerge from the essence of civilization, and therefore perhaps cannot be escaped? To be more simple about it: my second root question of civilization is, What’s wrong with it?

There’s an urgent, practical, and ethical reason to ask this. If enough people believe that civilization is inevitably bound for self-destruction, they might steer the body politic in a certain way, such as to postpone the end, or to hasten it. Prophecies of the end come from all sides of the political spectrum. The left wing says we are threatened by climate change, global warming, the patriarchy, or the internal contradictions of capitalism. From the right, it’s socialism, atheism, feminism, foreign immigration, or same-sex marriage. Or it’s the famous ‘clash of civilizations’, the phrase certain politicians use whenever they talk about war between ‘the West’, and the communists in Russia or Vietnam, or the Muslims in the Middle East, or any number of other peoples in many other places.

Given how closely civilization supports me, might I be under a moral duty to preserve it from whichever of those threats are real? Or, given how civilization also grasps me, might I be obliged to escape from it before it pulls me down? These problems can be gathered to form the third of my root questions: What, if anything, should be done for civilization? If we discover that the faults of civilization emerge from its essence, then what, if anything, can give us realistic hope for the future?

This third root question is vague, and must remain so until I have a complete answer to the second. For only then will I know the nature of the problem that I should do something about. I’m not the first to pose these questions, and among specialists there is no generally accepted universal answer. There are, instead, a multitude of competing answers. Any or all of them might be wrong. I will have to pose my own answers. And they, too, might be wrong. Let’s give it a try anyway. Here we go!


First Movement: What is Civilization?

§ 4. Some Academic Views

Attempts to define the meaning of the word civilization almost always begin with a complaint about how hard that is to do. In 1935, for instance, Arnold Toynbee wrote that: ‘Civilizations are institutions of the highest order—institutions, that is, which comprehend without being comprehended.’ (I: 455) Here’s historian Shepard Clough, writing in 1951: ‘Many authors who have addressed themselves to the question of civilization have shied away from an attempt to define civilization and hence have failed to make clear what forces contribute to upward or downward trends of achievement.’32 Here’s historian Felipe Fernández-Armesto, writing only fifteen years ago: ‘Civilization has meant so many different things to different people that it will be hard to retrieve it from abuse and restore useful meaning to it.’33 This is perhaps another absurdity of civilization: hundreds of writers have published thousands of books, and perhaps spent millions of hours researching and thinking about what civilization is, and yet we still don’t know.

What most scholars who study civilization say about it in common is this much: it’s a society that develops, changes, grows more complex and powerful over time – in short it’s a society that evolves. This is a trivially true conclusion, for all societies evolve, including the least technologically advanced bands and tribes. We owe this idea of social evolution not to Darwin, as you may expect, but to another Englishman of the 19th century: Herbert Spencer, and an essay he published in 1857 called Progress: Its Law and Cause. Here in Spencer’s text is the first appearance of the word in its present meaning:


The advance from the simple to the complex, through a process of successive differentiations, is seen alike in the earliest changes of the Universe to which we can reason our way back, and in the earliest changes which we can inductively establish; it is seen in the geologic and climatic evolution of the Earth; it is seen in the unfolding of every single organism on its surface, and in the multiplication of kinds of organisms; it is seen in the evolution of Humanity, whether contemplated in the civilized individual, or in the aggregate of races…34



It’s mainly, although not exclusively, from Spencer that we get the idea that societies pass through developmental stages: to follow Spencer’s own plan, societies begin as ‘simple’ nomadic hunter-gatherers, then they progress to ‘compound’ organized villages with identifiable leaders, ‘doubly-compound’ large societies with institutions like churches and state-level governments, and finally ‘trebly-compound’ world-spanning empires like his own Victorian Britain. This idea influences Darwin, who didn’t include the word ‘evolution’ in his Origin of Species until the sixth edition (1872). It influences other sociologists like Edward Tylor, from whom we get the better-known narrative of a society’s natural progress from ‘savagery’ to ‘barbarism’ to ‘civilization’. It may have influenced Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, as they argued for a sequence from primitive communism to feudalism to mercantilism to capitalism to communism.35

In the study of civilization, three big names almost always appear on top of the reading list: Edward Gibbon, Oswald Spengler, and Arnold Toynbee. Instead of studying one event or one movement, one society, one era, and its influences, which many historians had done before, these three were the first to look at human history sub specie aeternitatis, ‘under the aspect of eternity’. They tried to see all of history in a single glance, in search of larger, higher, deeper patterns. And of these big names, Toynbee is the biggest. Between 1935 and 1961 he published a twelve-volume monsterwork entitled A Study of History. There he studied no less than 28 societies, seeking a common narrative. He thought he found one in the idea that a civilization is a kind of super-organism (a word also coined by Spencer), with five definite stages of life: genesis, growth, troubles, universal state, and finally disintegration. The nearest that he gave to a direct definition of ‘civilization’ is this difficult, but expressive, paragraph from early in the text:


An essential difference between civilizations and primitive societies as we know them…is the direction taken by mimesis or imitation… In primitive societies, as we know them, mimesis is directed towards the older generation and towards dead ancestors who stand, unseen but not unfelt, at the back of the living elders, reinforcing their prestige. In a society where mimesis is thus directed backward towards the past, custom rules and society remains static. On the other hand, in societies in process of civilization, mimesis is directed towards creative personalities who commanded a following because they are pioneers.36



I think that what Toynbee has in mind here is that civilizations are distinguished from other societies by the direction in time where they look for their inspiration. Civilizations look ahead; the so-called ‘primitive’ societies look back. Toynbee is also specific about what events prompt or summon a society to look forward: a two-fold challenge that stimulates its ‘pioneers’ to action. One challenge is ‘a human challenge inherent in the disintegration of the antecedent civilizations from which they sprang’. The other is ‘the challenges of the physical environment’,37 including the challenges involved in food production and survival (what he calls ‘hard lands’), and also the threat of enemy violence. These challenges must be neither too easy nor too hard. Indeed, according to Toynbee there is ‘a golden mean’ between an easy challenge, which leaves the people idle and stagnated, and an impossible challenge, which can never be overcome.

Toynbee’s idea that civilization is a future-looking, progressive, and especially pioneer-directed society, remains enormously powerful. For instance, it influenced Alfred Kroeber, the American cultural anthropologist, whose theory of ‘cultural configurations’ sought to explain the appearance in history of individuals of great genius. Kroeber compiled a long list of ‘individuals recognized as superior’ in art, literature, science, philosophy, and so on; he found that ‘culturally productive individuals appear in history, on the whole, prevailingly in clusters. This makes their appearance a function of sociocultural events. If it were not so, they should appear more evenly spaced out…’38 Kroeber’s point is that that genius emerges from culture and not from ‘race’ or genetic dispositions. The idea also certainly influenced Kenneth Clark, the art historian, director of Britain’s National Gallery, BBC television presenter, and dearly lovable upper-class twit. In his thirteen-part documentary series Civilisation: A Personal View (1969), he regarded civilization as always prompted forward by the ‘energy’ of ‘men of genius’. In a discussion of Montaigne and Shakespeare he said ‘…the first requisites of civilisation are intellectual energy, freedom of mind, a sense of beauty and a craving for immortality…one of the first ways in which I would justify a civilisation is that it can produce a genius on this scale.’39 Civilizations fail, or various civilizing movements end, according to Clark, when that energy exhausts itself.40 Clark also clarified Kroeber’s thoughts about the emergence of cultural geniuses: ‘Nearly all the steps upward in civilisation have been made in periods of internationalism.’41 That is to say: when there’s a free and peaceful movement of persons and ideas across national borders, the best minds and people will tend to appear. Again, the unstated message is that the emergence of genius has nothing to do with race.

We need not restrict ourselves to the academics to see the reach of Toynbee’s idea. It’s also behind the remark made by Larry Page, co-founder of Google and one of the richest technology entrepreneurs in the world, that in his last will and testament he would not leave his fortune to charity. Instead he would give it to Elon Musk, another super-wealthy technology entrepreneur, who plans to build human colonies on the planet Mars.42 Similarly, it’s the idea behind Mark Zuckerberg’s transfer of billions of dollars to a quasi-charitable business venture, The Chan Zuckerberg Initiative, which aims ‘to join people across the world to advance human potential and promote equality for all children in the next generation’.43 In all these cases, it’s assumed that civilization advances (let the notion of ‘advance’ remain broad here) not through the work of mass movements nor social forces, nor the luck of nearness to strategic resources, but rather it advances through the influence of exceptional individuals.

It’s an interesting idea, and there’s no shortage of historical examples to support it. But we have cause for serious concern here. We might worry about what kind of people Toynbee’s ‘pioneers’ are. I’ve no reason to doubt the philanthropic intentions of men like Musk, Page, and Zuckerberg, even if their big projects are not truly ‘philanthropic’ in the narrow sense of being purely selfless. Nevertheless, we might wonder whether some of history’s most murderous tyrants could also be counted among Toynbee’s pioneers. The emphasis on individual pioneers could also obscure the contributions of the many millions of ordinary people, whose names are never recorded by posterity. Their daily labor in the fields, factories, schools, hospitals, churches, ships, dockyards, and nurseries – their daily slog in the messy furrows and alleys of human life – almost certainly does more to improve the life of more people than any warrior-king’s victories or merchant-king’s investments. To paraphrase another famous pioneer: it’s in the salt of the earth where we see the light of the stars. (Matt. 4:13-16)

Toynbee’s other idea, that civilizations are super-organisms, living things in their own way, lends itself to the idea that civilizations may die, just as all mortal creatures die. Gibbon might have thought similarly: he named his comprehensive chronicle of Roman history ‘The decline and fall’. Observe that this text was published the same year as the foundation of the United States of America. Perhaps Gibbon was warning his readers that nations with big ambitions are still things that end, just like everything else. Gibbon identified four main forces that brought Rome down: ‘The injuries of time and nature,’ ‘The hostile attacks of the barbarians and Christians,’ ‘The use and abuse of the materials,’ and finally, ‘The domestic quarrels of the Romans.’44 Intellectuals ever since have built cottage industries for themselves applying Gibbon’s checklist to their own societies, or drawing up similar checklists of their own. In 2012, for instance, the American political magazine Salon published ‘8 striking parallels between the U.S. and the Roman Empire’. Its parallels included: political careerism as a path to personal wealth (i.e. corruption), perpetual warfare, income inequality, and ‘loss of the spirit of compromise’.45 Historian Cullen Murphy wrote a book-length treatment of the analogy: Are We Rome? (2007). His short answer was ‘No – but we’re getting there.’

This organic side to Toynbee’s idea was actually inherited from his predecessor Oswald Spengler; and when Spengler speaks of the end phase of civilization, he really rings funeral bells at Christmas. In his book The Decline of the West (1918) – notice a title which, like Gibbon’s title, emphasizes entropy – he wrote that all great societies pass through three definite stages: Primitive Culture, High Culture, and finally Civilization. The ‘organic-logical sequel, fulfillment, and finale of a Culture’ is to become a Civilization. But to him that meant the same thing as to become a stagnated and calcified failure:


The Civilization is the inevitable destiny of the Culture… Civilizations are the most external and artificial states of which a species of developed humanity is capable. They are a conclusion, the thing-become succeeding the thing-becoming, death following life, rigidity following expansion, intellectual age and the stone-built, petrifying world-city following mother-earth and the spiritual childhood of Doric and Gothic. They are an end, irrevocable, yet by inward necessity reached again and again.46



Kroeber, by the way, also proposed a theory of civilizations’ rises and falls, connected to his theory of genius and greatness. Here’s anthropologist D.K. Simonton summarizing Kroeber’s view:


…the growth of a given cultural pattern is characterized by a formative period of pioneers and precursors who represent the culture’s birth; these are then followed by the great creators who mark a Golden Age, who are themselves succeeded by a less distinguished cohort of the Silver Age; the latter are themselves followed by epigones who display the unfortunate features of pattern exhaustion, the whole historical sequence concluding with the descent into a Dark Age.47



Notice the reappearance in Kroeber of Toynbee’s pioneers; notice also the claim that some kind of Dark Age must follow logically, if not directly, after a Golden Age. Civilization, so held the prevailing views of the time, was a thing that necessarily falls. This view still holds strong in the imagination today. The popularity and profitability of disaster films and home-invasion horror films attest to this.

A gloomy idea – and as if to ease that gloom, the next wave of academics to study civilization leaned away from general visions like those, and defined civilization by making checklists of ‘civilized’ features, the possession of which renders a society a civilization. Thus in 1951 Shepard Clough said that the concept of civilization ‘refers to achievements in such aesthetic and intellectual pursuits as architecture, painting, literature, sculpture, music, philosophy, and science and to the success which a people has in establishing control over its human and physical environment.’48 Similarly, archaeologist Vere Gordon Childe, across two books What Happened in History (1942) and Man Makes Himself (1951) created what has come to be the definitive list of properties that a society must possess to be truly civilized:


• Cities;

• State-level government;

• Specialization of labor;

• Concentration of surplus resources;

• A class structured society;

• Monumental public works;

• Long-distance trade;

• Standardized monumental artwork;

• Literacy;

• The sciences.



These ten traits are not all equally important. Archeologist Charles Redman, for instance, noted that the first five traits are major organizational and economic principles, while the last five tend to be by-products of the first. Nor do all civilizations have all of these qualities equally: some might lack a few of them, or emphasize some over others. Christopher Scarre and Brian Fagan reduced the list of necessary features down to three: a city with a population numbered at least in the thousands; specialization and interdependence with the surrounding rural hinterland, such that the city provides certain services for the villages and also relies on those villages for food; and third, a degree of organizational complexity, expressed in various forms such as centralized institutions and monumental architecture.49

Just because it’s fun, let’s include among the list-makers Sid Meier, the computer game designer who made the awardwinning Civilization series. For the game’s third edition, published in 2002, he wrote that five main ‘impulses’ drive the urge to civilization: exploration, economics, knowledge, conquest, and culture. The game also lists five character-defining ‘qualities’, which may distinguish one society from another: commercial, expansionist, industrious, militaristic, religious, and scientific.50 Every ‘civ’ in the game is distinguished by possessing an unique combination of two of these qualities. One could say that the game defines civilization ex hypothesi, as a society that pursues those five interests, using some combination of those six qualities




























§ 5. The Big Picture: Cities and Monuments

























§ 6. The Small Picture: Etiquette, Manners, and Excellence
















§ 7. The First House
































§ 8. The Ancient Great Wall































































§ 9. Thinking Shall Replace Killing
















































































§ 10. Walls and Circles














§ 11. Plans for the Rational City







































§ 12. Dreams of the Celestial City






































§ 13. Tales of the State of Nature
































































































§ 14. Civilization Without Cities


























§ 15. Gathering the Fragments














§ 16. The Essence of Civilization
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