The Collapse of Civilizations and the Promise of Ecological Civilization
By Herman F. Greene
Samuel Huntington gives these characteristics of a “civilization”: “A civilization is the highest cultural grouping of people and the broadest level of cultural identity.”
 A civilization involves “the ‘values, norms, institutions, and modes of thinking to which successive generations in a given society have attached primary importance.’
 A civilization is “comprehensive [, which is to say] none of the constituent units can be fully understood without reference to the encompassing civilization.” 
 And Huntington argues that “religion is a central defining characteristic of civilizations.”

Huntington then proceeds to describe a “clash of civilizations” as the dominant feature of post-Cold War international relations. One could argue for or against this based on the accumulated evidence since 1989. It was not, however, the clash of civilizations idea in Huntington’s book that intrigued me. It was the idea that civilizations gave the overarching characteristics of various peoples, and, also, that there were several distinct civilizations that continue in the world today and an emerging universal culture based largely on Western culture and economic globalism. What has occurred to me in thinking about the continuing historical civilizations as well as the emerging universal civilization is that what is of more concern than the clash of civilizations is the collapse of civilizations.
Our civilizations are under stress and this is creating stress reactions. The traditional civilizations are stressed by the emerging universal culture. Traditional civilizations and universal culture alike are stressed by the convergence of human history and natural history. These two histories are coming together and compressing as if they were flows of sand coming together in the narrow neck of an hour glass without certainty of what will emerge as they pass through this convergence point of “terror, error and environmental disaster.”

  This paper briefly describes these histories, their convergence, the inadequate reactions of modernism and neotraditionalism, and the possibility of a third way, an ecological civilization
 that offers a new unifying element in global society and a new flowering of historical civilizations.
Our Historical Situation
Human history in broad outline begins with the appearance of our species, homo sapiens, 250,000 years ago. Around 30,000 years ago language and symbolic communication developed. Ten thousand years ago agriculture gave rise to Neolithic villages and began what we call “civilization”. Around 3,000 years ago the classical civilizations arose. In a stunning period of only a few hundred years, the Hebrew prophets, Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, Gautama Buddha, the Hindu mystics, Confucius, Mencius and Lao Tzu gave birth to the ideas and religious traditions that undergirded these civilizations.
 Around 1,500 years ago a feudal period began. Five hundred years ago, starting in the West, the modern period began and only a little over two hundred years ago, the industrial revolution, which changed everything.
Our civilizations have come into being through this history. Huntington identifies these as the historical civilizations that continue into our time: (1) Sinic or Chinese civilization, which dates back to at least 1500 BCE. Confucianism is a major aspect of this civilization yet it is more than this and its boundaries extend beyond China to include Chinese communities in Southeast Asia as well as the related cultures of Korea and Vietnam; (2) Japanese, an offspring of Chinese civilization, yet distinct, which emerged around 100 CE; (3) Hindu (referred to also as Indian or Indic) the dominant civilization in the subcontinent of India since 1500 BCE; (4) Islamic, a civilization that began in Arabia in the seventh century CE and extends today from North Africa to Southeast Asia; (5) Orthodox a civilization centered in Russia and distinct from the West as a result of its Byzantine parentage and Orthodox Christian religious heritage and its “limited exposure to the Renaissance, Reformation, Enlightenment and other central Western experiences”; (6) Western a civilization emerging around 700 CE and having three major expressions, European, North American and Latin American. (7) Latin American, an offspring of Western civilization but differing in its incorporation of indigenous cultures, its lack of exposure to the Reformation and its “corporatist, authoritarian culture”; and (8) Sub-Saharan African with its blend of tribal and colonial cultures and an emerging African identity.

Huntington also identifies the emergence of a “universal culture”
 based on Westernization, modernization and industrialization and raises the question whether this is an emerging universal civilization. This globalized culture has become the central problem because it lacks the characteristics of a cohesive civilization, yet much of the world’s centers of power, especially economic, scientific, technological and military centers, are dominated by it. 

Chuichiro Hirose of Japan writes about how this universal culture is disrupting the order of the contemporary civilizations: 

The global expansion of information, communications and transportation resulting from advances in science and technology has turned not only the economy that deals with goods and services but also the various forms of knowledge and culture of the world into simultaneous platforms in terms of both time and space. As a result, the artificially and forcefully created “compression” and “chaos” on a global scale threatens immediately cultural diversity and respect for the values of each culture.

He continues:

[T]oday’s globalization is an historical extension of a diversity of civilizations and cultures. By being almost instantaneously cast and by expanding at an historically hyper-accelerated rate into the “present location” in line with the Western European civilization and culture, today’s globalization has become a phenomenon that occurs simultaneously in both time and space dimensions in the world. It is as if by having time, and cultural and environmental differences “compressed,” civilization has fallen into a “chaotic” condition. This compressed chaos . . . has yet to be unified into a shape with a central core. After going through a number of processes including adjustment, adaptation, separation, and integration, a meaningful future form of civilization will emerge from this compressed chaotic situation . . . .

This compression and chaos has another source, however, and it is nature. To understand this we must also look at history from a geo-biological standpoint. Five billion years ago our planet Earth came into being. Four billion years ago the incredible phenomenon of life turned our planet into a shining blue marble in a vast universe with no known equivalent. Five hundred million years ago all of the major phyla of animals came into being in the miraculous Cambrian explosion. Sixty-seven million years ago following the death of the dinosaurs, our present Cenozoic Era, the age of mammals, began. 

Nature unfolded outside human influence through most of this vast period of time. Since, the industrial revolution, however, and especially in the last 50 years
, humans have caused massive changes in the Earth. As Norman Myers and Jennifer Kent write: “We are the first species to have become a geophysical force, single-handedly altering Earth’s atmosphere and climate. We have initiated the sixth great extinction spasm of geobiological history by the massive destruction of ecosystems and the loss of plant and animal species.”
 Further we remain in a state of exponential growth in terms of population, consumption and human impact on the environment.

Convergence of Humans and Nature on a Global Scale

The same force that has led to a globalization of culture with its attendant compression and chaos in relation to our classical cultures or civilizations—namely the modern industrial, technological market economy with its supporting intellectual and institutional framework—has led to the global colonization of nature with attendant compression and chaos in relation to species and ecosystems. The future of human civilization and the future of nature (of species and ecosystems) have merged.

We are at a turning point in human history. The time in which nature functioned relatively autonomously in relation to the human community has ended.
 In the human dimension, globalization fits uneasily into the established patterns of culture. The future will have to be worked out in the context of the convergence of these two realities where human and nature have become inseparable and globally integrated.

Inadequacy of Modernity and Neo-Traditionalism as Responses

Our civilizations in their various dimensions did not come into being in the context of convergent realities of modern industrial society, ecological crisis and compression and chaos of traditional ways of life. This is why there is a need for a fundamental rethinking of the various orders of life within the various civilizations. This is not a rethinking for the sake of nature alone, it is a rethinking to enable, as Chuichiro Hirose suggests, the adjustment, adaptation, separation, and integration of the values and norms of historical civilizations into meaningful future forms of civilization for the benefit of all beings.

There are necessarily ongoing efforts at such adjustment. The efforts tend to follow two paths: One is the path of adapting traditional cultures to modernity (“modernization”), and the other the turning away from modernization to traditional values and culture (“neotraditionalism”). Both of these paths are reflected in current affairs. Take for example the development of law. The trend in international commercial law is toward modernization. Yet, at the same time, in the Islamic world, there is a broad movement to strengthen traditional Sharia law, even in codes of commercial law. 

Neither modernization, nor neotraditionalism is a satisfactory path to the future. The values of modernization, such as human rights, individualism, freedom, rule of law, pursuit of profit, market-based economic principles, consumerism, rationalism, pragmatism, and the importance of science and technology largely originated in the West. In their globalized form, however, these values are shallow because they are separated from the humanistic and religious traditions of the West, which both gave them birth and to which they were a response. Being separated from these traditions, they may promote secularism, materialism, individualism, hedonism and anthropocentrism and come into conflict with the traditions and values of other civilizations. Even in the West, modernization has been criticized on these grounds and has been a disruptive influence as well as a creative one.

Neotraditionalism is not strictly traditionalism. Rather it is a reaction to modernity. Neotraditionalism seeks to look into the past to discover the principles to guide the future. Fundamentalist and neo-conservative movements around the world are expressions of neotraditionalism. Neotraditionalism may be successful for a time in rolling back influences of modernity, as for example has happened in Iran under the ayatollahs and in Afghanistan under the Taliban. Even in the United States we are seeing a strong neo-conservative reaction to modernity. Yet, it is difficult to be hopeful about the efforts of the neotraditionalists because they are prone either to look back and recreate a past that never was, or to restore a past that was a proper response to its time, but is inadequate for ours. 

The Need for a New Way, a Third Way

This interaction among traditional cultures, modernization and neotraditionalism will continue unavoidably. I think there, however, is no resolution of the conflicts that result, even if we take into account only the human dimension. Taking into account the convergence of humans and nature though, the prospects are especially dim and we must look for a third way.


This author would suggest that ecology is the basis of a third way. Ecology comes from the Greek word oikos which means our home, Earth, and logia which means study. As a discipline ecology means the study of organisms and their environments. Taking all of this together we might think of ecology as knowledge of how to live together, how to live in relationship, and as such it includes culture.  

All civilizations have Earth in common. All civilizations depend on Earth for their sustenance. All civilizations revere nature. And all civilizations are now threatened by the crisis of nature.

Ecology can become a unifying force offering a basis for new conversations on old problems. Rather than argue about religious doctrines, religions can share their reverence for nature, the creative forces of nature and its origins, and their experiences of the divine in nature. While scarce resources can cause division, the ancient traditions of sharing common resources can be brought to bear on these issues. The flexible paths and resilience of nature can become metaphors for how human societies can respond to our present challenges and flourish.

Ecological civilization takes into account biophysical limits and evolutionary ways of development. It thrives in relationships. Just as nature thrives in ecosystems, in relationships and mutual dependences, so can we.
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