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        Introduction    

  The time has come for ‘civilisation’ to be reintroduced. Historians, 

archaeologists, and anthropologists have overcome the critical suspicion 

mounted by so- called post- modernists and post- structuralists of any long 

narrative or of empirically based theory. Combinations of the three dis-

ciplines, by both students and researchers, have survived and they now 

l ourish. In any case, from the 1970s of early post- ism, anthropology has 

increasingly included history, the study of documents and archaeological 

remains that predate but inform the present studied by lived experience, 

observation, conversation, and interview. But they have avoided ‘civilisa-

tion’ because of its Eurocentric bias and thus they still avoid the questions 

posed by histories of diffusion and long- term evolution that certainly were 

biased but only in their assumptions and answers, not in asking about the 

long- term formation and transformation of civilisations and cu  lture areas. 

Brilliant overviews in archaeology using new techniques and i nds as well 

as anthropological insights to i nd long durational continuities and long 

processes of transformation under the heading of ‘civilisation’ are still 

trapped within a Eurocentric bias that coni nes it either to modernity or to 

the archaic, to Bronze Age cities and their empires, or to so- called ‘world 

religions’ and their spheres of inl uence. This book liberates ‘civilisation’ 

from those coni nes. 

 In the early years of archaeology, ancient history, anthropology, and eth-

nology, when all were thought of as one, ‘civilisation’ was associated with the 

word ‘archai  c’. From the archaic, civilisation grew or evolved into modern 

civilisation. But modernity was then sociologised and so was anthropology 

in the i rst half of the twentieth century. This left civilisation ‘archaic’, the 

civilisations of Egypt, Mesopotamia, Greece, and Rome and, if found else-

where, such as in China, central and South America, or India, civilisation 
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was assimilated into an equivalent historical category. Questions of long 

duration in history were similarly coni ned to the area studied by Braudel 

and his colleagues: the Mediterranean. Still now, the study of civilisation 

is coni ned to the archaic and so is left to history and archaeology. In the 

meantime, the close study of cultures and societies, with or without states, 

has been divorced from this kind of history and archaeology, even though 

the i ndings of such studies have informed both. 

  Some Precedents 
 

 When non- specialist readers over a certain age think of civilisation they 

might bring to mind the big names of Arn  old J.  Toynbee and Kenneth 

Clark. Toynbee’s  A Study of History , its i rst volumes published in 1934 

and its twelfth and last in 1961, all summarised by him with revision 

and illustrations in one volume in 1972, were immensely popular. They 

described the rise and fall of twenty or more civilisations, rising by dealing 

with external challenges, falling by self- destruction, including the moral 

decline and barbarisation of the dominant minority. The criterion of what 

is a civilisation was, at i rst for him, by his own admission, based on Hellenic 

Greece and on Rome, though he was famed for his world- inclusion (of for 

instance Inca and Japanese civilisations) and though he was criticised for 

 under - estimating the superiority of the Enlightenment West. Beside the 

twenty- plus major civilisations, he mentioned others that were, for him, 

proto- civilisations arrested in their growth to full civilisation. For Toynbee 

as a comparative historian, as his twelfth volume recorded, ‘civilisation’ 

was a preferable unit of comparison to nations because the latter are never 

self- sufi cient, whereas civilisations are, although they impinge upon other 

civilisations and in their decline are absorbed into other civilisations. 

 Toynbee’s learning and ambition were admirable. His series of studies 

aspire to a comprehensive history of humanity, rejecting any deterministic 

theory of cause and effect, be it racial or environmental. We too reject any 

determinism but are not as ambitious, because our conception of civilisa-

tion is neither of a totality of cultural, economic, political, and social his-

tory, and because we do not aim to cover the whole of hum  an history. He 

made life easy for himself because his notion of civilisation was too much 

based on the achievements of what he called ‘dom  inant minorities’ ‘who 

carry along the uncreative mass’ ( 1972 : 141). We seek to include all those 

living in a civilisation without assuming that only the leaders are creative. 

They may be in their own lights, but we do not accept elite self- dei nitions 

for anything more than an interesting fact. 
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 Toynbee’s dei nition of civilisation has one central element that is 

almost identical with our’s, namely a cosmo  logy, or in his terms ‘a cosmo-

logical vision of living in harmony’ that impels action ( 1972 :  44). But 

he claims that pre- civilisational societies, including present- day ‘arrested’ 

cultures, only have a classii catory world vision. We have found from eth-

nographies of hunter- gatherers, pastoralists, and small- scale polities that 

none of their cosmologies are simply classii catory:  their visions of the 

world that includes them are as grand and universal as any other. His 

conception of civilisation is that of a species of society and it is dei ned 

according to the dei nitions of culture offered by historians and a few of the 

anthropologists of the 1950s. We will be arguing that there already was in 

the writings of Marcel Mauss a much superior conception of civilisations 

that went far beyond dei nitions of culture and society. Further, his con-

ception of civilisation is based on mythical and literary sources indicating 

universal truths of human cognition and creativity as much as it is on 

histories, and it is very thin on archaeology, whereas we will base every-

thing we write on historical documents, archaeological i nds, and the 

secondary histories, as well as on ethnographies and anthropological 

i ndings based on them. 

 We aim for an opening of enquiry, not an attempt at exhaustive inclu-

sion. His theory of growth and decline is also too dependent on a metaphys-

ical analogy with life forms, whereas we aim to suggest, again in opening 

a i eld of enquiry, that there are several long- term sequences of histories of 

civilisations that cannot be reduced to a single life force. What we suggest 

is based on current and future evidence- based demonstrations, not a 

Bergsonian conception of life fo  rce, its rise, stagnation, and disinte  gration. 

 Kenn  eth Clark presented his history of art as a series on British televi-

sion in 1969 called ‘Civilisation’. It became famous as it was viewed and 

was repeatedly broadcast in many countries. Entirely addressing the history 

of Western i ne visual art (including architecture), rising out of the less 

civilised art of the European ‘Dark Ages’, Clark knew its limitations but 

insisted that his discernment of art could justify the term ‘civilisation’ and 

set a singular standard, a measure for all civilisations. This trope of admit-

ting the possibility of other civilisations but against one measure, whether 

it be that of creativity or artistic and scientii c achievements or centralised 

rule or urbanisation, or all these combined, we think is too limiting and 

lacks a basis in the various civilisations’ own criteria of what is civilised. 

Even more than Toynbee’s, Clark’s measure is based on what the dominant 

minorit  ies do and have achieved, omitting serious consideration of hier-

archy and of its lower reaches being part and parcel of the same civilisation. 
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 The 2018 BBC series ‘Civilisations: masterworks of beauty and ingenuity’ 

emphasised the plurality but followed Clark’s formula closely in coni ning 

itself to the discernment of great art as the highest representations of 

human creativity and the human spirit in all its variety and, importantly, in 

its connections and mutual inl uences across great geographical expanses 

and times. In this respect, in the ways that civilisations borrow from and 

mix with each other, we go along with the creators of ‘Civilisations’, Simon 

Scharm  a, Mary B  eard, and David Ol  usoga. But like Clark they underplay 

to the point of total neglect the everyday life and the rituals for which the 

objects they select were created. 

 Both series are a paramount example of ‘civilisation’ as culture, discerned 

as high achievements of and in the creative arts, above the arts of craft, 

manufacture, and design. In this they continue the tradition of Matthew 

Arnold and of T. S. Eliot and their dei nitions of culture, dei ned against 

mass culture. Their equation of culture with civilisation was also dei ned 

against rationalist and machine materiality and production, or techno-

logical science. 

 The anthropological tradition of dei ning culture as all that is learned 

and transmitted symbolically and through the imagination, including a dis-

tinctive set of values, is similarly not distinguished from civilisation. 

 It will become evident that for us the two are clearly different in scale 

and nature. A civilisation is composed of several cultures that borrow from 

yet distinguish themselves from each other in similar ways. And to us it 

is obvious that the distinctions between great and lower arts upon which 

Scharma et  al., Clark, and his predecessors relied must themselves be 

included in any description of civilisation. Bearers of the lower arts and 

knowledge of the world must be included in any conception of civ  ilisation. 

 A much more recent and new treatment of civilisations, in the plural, 

dei nes civilisation as a regional ecological phenomenon, an imposition 

upon and transformation of its environment. Fern  andez- Armesto (2000) is 

more even- handed and more inclusive than Toynbee and puts cosmology 

together with technology. His book is arranged according to a typology 

of environments, so that any one large regional civilisation, such as the 

Chinese, can i gure more than once, differentiated by and comparable to 

other civilisational formations of and adaptations to a type of environment, 

more than one of which can exist in any one country. A civilisation in his 

account is not only environmentally mixed but also affected by migration 

and trade between civilisations. His scheme is ingenious and it deals with 

long- term histories of duration. But he is against conceptual approaches 

to civilisation, whereas we attempt to provide an analytical apparatus 
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based on the theory of Marcel Mauss and a critical appraisal of many 

other treatments of civilisation. A further difference is that our approach 

is prompted by the wish to provide a means of describing long- term trans-

formational change, not just duration. And we make a crucial distinction 

between technological invention and changes in political economy on one 

hand and their effects on a continuing but possibly transformed civilisation 

and its cultures on the other.  

  Our Approach 
 

 We think the time has come to pay closer and more analytic attention 

to long- t  erm histories, questions of duration and transformation, and in 

doing this we have to reintegrate history, archaeology, and anthropology 

not necessarily as methods of study, but as addressing questions and issues 

common to all three. 

 At the outset, it is salutary to acknowledge that reintegration of histor-

ical, evolutionary categorisation of the ancient with what preceded it (the 

presumed non- civilised) and what followed it (the modern) is a European 

problem. Our Chinese colleague W  ang Mingming constantly reminds us 

of this being our problem. It is not a problem for Chinese scholars, unless 

they have accepted and incorporated European biases. One of Toynbee’s 

great merits was that he overcame European biases. 

 But Chinese scholars have their own central assumptions, which are also 

a bias. One of them is the assumption of their civilisational history being of 

long duration, lasting for four thousand or more years. We shall eventually 

have to deal with the effects of the new European (seventeenth- century) 

word ‘civilisation’, its nineteenth- century translation into Chinese, and its 

association with modernity. But for now we remark on this idea of civilisa-

tion as something of long duration but undergoing transformations, which 

themselves take place over hundreds of years, as one of the correctives that 

inspire this book. 

 Another major corrective concerns the question that the historical and 

archaeological category of the arc  haic always poses with strange insist-

ence, which is ‘What are the origins of civilisation?’ It is predetermined by 

an identii cation of civilisation with a st  ate and with cit  ies. We reject this 

pre- dei nition along with the ‘archaic’ and reconceptualise ‘civilisation’ 

accordingly. The corrective in this case is based in Af  rica, scene of two self- 

defeating ways of appropriating the archaic. One of these is to seek in Africa 

an urban civilisation to rival or precede the Egyptian and Mesopotamian. 

The other is to reject the whole concept of civilisation as colonial but still 
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write long- term histories of African cultures. The African challenge is to 

accept the duration of certain cultural features and long- term transform-

ations, such as the migration of Bantu speakers, a transforming process 

equivalent to the Hinduisation of India and Southeast Asia, in their own 

terms without making them exceptional or conform to a concept of civilisa-

tion and then to see how they were affected by the more recent overlaying 

of colonial st  ates. 

 China’s leaders since it has become a world economic power promote a 

global concept of harmony as a way of reconceiving the civilisation of the 

world that could be built, in diplomacy and global governance, to super-

sede the basically warlike geopolitical realism of hegemony and deter-

rence. Harmony and common prosperity as they expound it is a Chinese 

global conception of civilisation, built on the basis of a world history that 

came into existence with the global spread of industrial capitalism. 

 A corrective to this is to examine, as we do in the chapter on civilisa-

tion in modern China, what governmental ‘civilisation’ is in China and to 

examine what might be described as ‘modern civilisation’. 

 There is another good reason for our focus on Ch  ina and Africa, one 

already established in anthropology. The British anthropologists Meyer 

For  tes and Maurice F  reedman established the worship of patrilineal 

ancestors as a basis for comparing West Africa with China. We expand 

this comparison well beyond ancestors, as an extended example of what 

is entailed in the comparison of civilisations and of what is opened out by 

looking onto long- term duration and long- process transformations. There 

are of course a great many civilisations upon which we could have focused 

for this demonstration. We make no attempt to cover the globe and all of 

history. But meeting these challenges enables us to demonstrate the con-

cept of civilisation that we will introduce. This should be sufi cient to show 

the merits of this new approach for a new combination of archaeology, 

history, and anthropology, which others can take up in other regions of the 

world and other histories, as well as in other genres and media of presenta-

tion of ‘civilisations’.    
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