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1

Introduction

‘A story has no beginning or end: arbitrarily one chooses that moment
of experience from which to look back or from which to look ahead.’
Such are the words Graham Greene wrote in the very beginning of one
of his so-called ‘catholic’ novels, The End of the Affair.1 It is very easy to
dismiss these remarks as the utterances of a ‘cynical catholic’ writer. Yet,
they can be considered, as I do consider them, to be the expression of
the obvious uncertainty and, paradoxically, immediate certainty of the
process which we, as human beings, all go through and experience.
Uncertainty, because the point from which we look back or ahead is not
just a point, but one that has backward and forward extensions, exten-
sions to which we have no fixed limits. Certainty, because there is a
point in which we find ourselves, not ‘arbitrarily chosen’ as Graham
Greene knew it, only too well.

We find ourselves in a place. Because we have to be somewhere, here
or there. When we come to know it we become aware of the fact that the
place in which we find ourselves is not a simple ‘here’, rather a ‘here’ dis-
tinct from a ‘there’. When we pursue it further we recognize other
‘heres’ or ‘theres’ and we see that heres and theres are interchangeable,
a ‘here’ for us is a ‘there’ for someone else and a ‘here’ for now may
become a ‘there’ later. So, we experience uncertainty in the innumerable
heres and theres, and certainty in the particular here in which we find
ourselves, or in which we have to be. However when we think of the
totality of all heres and theres, we get the idea of ‘space’, named in its
various extensions and comprehensions such as ‘region’, ‘locality’,
‘country’, ‘territory’, ‘island’, ‘continent’, the ‘Earth’, ‘galaxy’, the
‘Universe’ and so on.

We find ourselves in a place. While we stand in the place, we witness
that it changes together with other places. The sun rises, the day dies,



and flowers come out, leaves fall down. We experience and go through
the ‘occurrences’ and ‘happenings’, ‘differences’ and ‘variations’, and
‘changes’ and ‘alterations’. Our experience of them leads us to the 
idea of ‘time’, accordingly named in its diverse extensions and experi-
ences such as ‘hour’, ‘day’, ‘week’, ‘month’, ‘year’, ‘century’, ‘age’, 
‘millennium’ and so forth. We again see uncertainty and certainty.
Uncertainty, because the moment we instantly experience, ‘present’, has
no duration; the moment we experienced, ‘past’, has ceased to exist; and
the moment we shall experience, ‘future’, does not exist yet. Certainty,
because we experience it. Moreover, the uncertainty described in such
terms, paradoxically, turns into a certainty – the continuity of time, or
process of experience.2

We find ourselves in a place. If we look around, we come across other
men in the same place. Other men finding themselves in the same place
and, perhaps, experiencing the same occurrences. Then, we understand
that we are not single individuals, living and experiencing alone. More
significant still, there are those that have already been there and been
experiencing. We come to realize that we do not only share the place
and time, but also the way we experience, the way we become aware of
things. Consequently, we reach the idea of ‘society’ or ‘men in society’,
similarly named in its different extensions and sharings such as 
‘society’, ‘group’, ‘community’, ‘tribe’, ‘clan’, ‘nation’, ‘civilization’,
‘humanity’ and so on. The same uncertainty and certainty exist.
Uncertainty due to the fact that we find ourselves together with many
others. Certainty due to the fact that we always find ourselves with some
others.

We find ourselves in a place, at a particular point in time, and with
others (or within a society). When we reflect upon space, time and 
society, we get ‘knowledge’, named again in terms of the contents 
and extensions of the reflection such as ‘science’, ‘theory’, ‘history’,
‘art’, ‘literature’ and so forth. Knowledge and reflection could further be 
sub-categorized as ‘physics’, ‘chemistry’, ‘astronomy’, ‘archaeology’,
‘sociology’, ‘economics’, ‘politics’, ‘international relations’ and so on.
This book, which is a reflection on the triad of space, time and men 
in society is intended to be within ‘international relations’ or for 
those interested in what is called ‘international theory’,3 because of the 
interests and accumulation of its author, or due to the place where the
author finds himself. However its scope far extends the established 
limits of International Relations. It combines basically International 
Theory, Political Theory, Sociology, History and Philosophy: naturally, 
I could say.
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More specifically, the present essay purports to examine the links
between the study of International Relations and the Philosophy 
of History, taking the concepts of ‘universal history’, ‘civilization’ and
‘modern international system’ to be the main points of focus.
Civilizations and international systems are to be understood as societies/
social entities comprising certain aspects of man’s life in space, time and
society. Stated in another way, they are creations of men at some 
point in time and space. The book basically argues that civilization and
international system can rightly be considered as units of analysis in
international relations, or for the students of International Relations.

In what follows, the stage is opened by chapters on ‘theory’ and ‘his-
tory’, dealing with such concepts as theory, knowledge, science and his-
tory. Relying on the accounts by Collingwood and Oakeshott of
knowledge, and following the Kuhnian conception of science in para-
digmatic, communal and consensual terms, Chapters 1 and 2 propose a
historical understanding of knowledge, science, and history as against
the age-old dichotomy between ‘objectivism’ and ‘subjectivism’ (or rel-
ativism). The basic consideration has been the view that without having
an idea on those fundamental issues, it is hardly possible to explicate
civilizations and international systems. The stage is completed by an
elucidation of the concept of universal history (Chapter 3). Conceived
as embracing the totality of all known spatial, temporal and social
extensions, universal history is thought to form an adequate basis for
the study of civilization and international system.

The stage having being set, the remainder of the present essay is
devoted to the comprehensive examination of the concepts of civiliza-
tion and the modern international system. First, the concept of civiliza-
tion (Chapters 4 and 5) has been examined in its various meanings and
civilization is designated as a large-scale social unit, a unit closely related
to international system, for most civilizations, historically, comprised
international systems. Starting from this observation and pointing out
that international systems as large-scale social units, like civilizations,
could be (and have been) either uni-civilizational or multi-civilizational;
the modern international system is, then, to be analysed in Chapters 6
and 7 stressing that it is an international system, composed of nation-
states and involving multiple civilizations, at least, for the present
century. The book concludes that a civilizational analysis is still relevant
to the study of international relations, despite the fact that the modern
international system is principally composed of nation-states and that it
is now world-wide.

Introduction 3



4

1
Theory or Coffee without Sugar

With a curious statement in the first of his essays collected in Civilization
on Trial, Toynbee tells us how he came to be a historian: ‘Why am I a his-
torian, not a philosopher or physicist? For the same reason that I drink
tea and coffee without sugar.’ As if he would like to reply to our wonder
about what sort of a relationship could possibly be found between hav-
ing tea or coffee without sugar and being a historian, Toynbee adds:
‘Both habits were formed at a tender age by following a lead from my
mother. I am a historian because my mother was one before me.’1 The
passage could be viewed as showing how effective a mother can be on
her infant, or indicating that a child’s upbringing or family environ-
ment could have a lasting impact upon his adult life. It can also be con-
sidered to be an expression of that ever-existing question of whether an
individual person makes his own decisions, acts in the way he chooses
and does whatever he wishes by his own will; or whether his thoughts,
desires, aims, actions and deeds are formed and shaped by his society: in
other words, the problem of social and environmental determination
versus individual free will. It may be objected that the question is not
necessarily to be formulated at such extremes, that the individual and
his social environment are not to be taken as in fiercely opposite terms,
and that the case is not a one-way determinate relationship. Rightly so.
Since Aristotle, we know historically and for certain that the individual
person, who is born into a society, grows up in a society and lives within
a society, is influenced and moulded by his social surroundings. In the
case of Toynbee, by his self-admission, this is the case: perhaps, in a
greater degree.

Followed further, other questions arise. Does the social environment
of a human being affect only his decisions and desires, actions and
deeds and make him, say, a historian? Or, is the way he decides and acts



also under the influence of the same environment? In other words, 
having become a historian, does Toynbee make his research and 
perform the activity of being a historian according to a set of identifiable
and applicable principles or rules outside his particular society or com-
munity of fellow historians; or rather, does he carry it out, again, within
the bounds of a particular time and place? Toynbee’s answer to the sec-
ond part of the question is affirmative: ‘The human observer has to take
his bearings from the point in space and moment in time at which he
finds himself; and he is bound to be self-centered; for this is part of the
price of being a living creature.’2

Not only the lives of human beings take place in time and place, but
also the way they know, think, reflect and theorize about their lives is
also time- and space-bound. Hence, theory versus history – theory as the
account of what happened, history as what actually happened; theory as
what is said to exist, history as what does exist. This chapter will, there-
fore, first address the problem of theory (knowledge) and, then, a par-
ticular branch of theory (knowledge), that is, science in the Kuhnian
understanding, is to be analysed.

Knowing and thinking

When I say ‘I know something’, it means that I am aware of it; I under-
stand it and I can comprehend it. There is a relation of familiarity
between what I do know and myself. It is internalized by me and no
longer outside my realm of knowledge. To know thus means to under-
stand, to comprehend and to become aware of the reality with which I
and others are faced and in which we all are embedded. Knowledge/the-
ory3 is, then, a combination of the knower/theorizer and the known/
theorized. The knower is I, and the known is what I face, the reality
including myself. It follows that when knowing/theorizing, the
knower/theorizer does not operate in and by his own existence (domain,
rules, system) independent from the known (the theorized); instead he
carries out his activity together with and in the domain of the known
(the theorized). The knower is thus engaged in a web of relations com-
posed of his personal dispositions and those of the known.

How exactly does knowing occur and what constitutes knowledge?
Among other things such as intuition and senses, the process of know-
ing emerges out of the act of thinking which is said to be the prerogative
of man in the world.4 This remark is, however, far from being explana-
tory for it itself begs explanation. The questions ‘How does knowing
occur exactly?’ and ‘What constitutes knowledge?’ apply to the act of
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thinking as well: how does thinking occur and what constitutes
thought?

As an ability or feature of man, the act of thinking could be either
caused by something else, say, mind/intellect, or it could be self-creative.
Suppose it is caused by mind, as it was supposed by Descartes and many
other rationalists. In this view, it is mind which performs the act of
thinking, thinking of ideas, producing notions, making distinctions
between the true and false, meaningful and meaningless, right and
wrong, sensible and insensible, reasonable and unreasonable. The ques-
tion asked above, again, applies to the mind. In response to the question
of how the mind does its act of thinking, two answers may be advanced:
by a creator, or by itself. If it were attributed to something beyond mind
such as God or Nature, then, the logical question would be what/who
gives God or Nature the power to make (man’s) mind think. And as an
answer, it can only be said ‘by itself’. If the ability or power, which
makes thinking possible, is said to be by mind’s own nature, then, the
authority given to God or Nature is this time given to the mind. The two
so-called different views then converge in attribution of omnipotency,
in one case to God or Nature and in the other to mind itself. Both can
rightly be named as rationalist – for God or Nature of the first view is
understood to be a reasoning, perhaps all-reasoning, being and, in the
second case, the mind itself is but reasoning. They further converge in
taking mind, whether it gets its ability of thinking from a being beyond
or from itself, as an apparatus to think, an apparatus to know and under-
stand. In other words, the rationalist idea is that you have first a mind
and then you think through it. This view of mind as an apparatus for
thinking is, to Oakeshott, the basic error of rationalism.5

Let us take the view that considers the act of thinking to be self-
creative. It would perhaps be better to follow it through its two most
prominent advocates: Collingwood and Oakeshott. Not surprisingly, in
this view, there is no such thing as the originator of thinking, for ‘the
activity of thought is a free or self-creative process, which depends on
nothing else except itself in order to exist’. Existence is in fact the activ-
ity of thinking. Thinking occurs when thinking. What is called thinking
is thus the activity of becoming aware of the flow or continuity of 
sensations and feelings and of the succession of experiences.6 It is not 
a mere state of consciousness, it is self-consciousness. Self-consciousness
is not, however, a self-activity or a self-possession. Collingwood empha-
sizes the social and historical nature of thinking: ‘The body of human
thought or mental activity is a corporate possession, almost all the 
operations which our minds perform are operations which we learned to
perform from others who have performed them already.’7



In this view, the idea of mind is not excluded from thinking which is
a self-creative activity, but the idea of mind as an apparatus has no place
in either Collingwood’s nor Oakeshott’s view. For them, mind is not a
capacity acquiring thoughts and ideas. It is not the creator of thought or
thinking. Simply, in Collingwood’s words, ‘mind is what it does’ and ‘a
mind is nothing except its own activities’.8 Oakeshott agrees entirely.
Mind is the ‘offspring of knowledge and activity’. It is not an apparatus
first acquiring a filling of ideas and then making distinctions such as
true and false, right and wrong, reasonable and unreasonable and so on.
‘Properly speaking’, declares Oakeshott, ‘the mind has no existence
apart from, or in advance of, these and other distinctions. These and
other distinctions are not acquisitions; they are constitutive of mind.’9

Mind is part of the thinking process. Thinking goes on within a web of
social relations, through other thinking beings. Thus, thinking becomes
a socio-historical activity. This view is, I think, supported by the case of
the human infant who does not perform the activity of thinking by
himself, at least, until a certain age, and with whom we do not associate
those characteristics supposed to be of thinking/knowing, charac-
teristics we normally attribute to adult persons. The socio-historical
character of thinking, and thus knowing, inevitably leads to the 
question of, to use the familiar terms, objectivity and subjectivity.

Objectivism versus subjectivism

In its positivistic formulation that has been very influential in the mod-
ern period, from the eighteenth century onwards at least, the idea of
objectivity, simply stated, refers to the view that knowledge should be
attainable and applicable by anyone, anywhere and at any time.
Objective knowledge is attainable and applicable by every analyst or sci-
entist because it is intersubjectively certifiable, ‘empirically testable’ and
independent of individual opinion.10 The principle of objectivity or
objective knowledge is associated with the experimental data or experi-
mental observation. This is in line with the positivistic separation of
experiment/experience/observation/practice from theory/hypothesis/
theoretical statements, a duality whereby the former term is conceived
to be objective data. It is thought to follow empirical phenomena
through the sensual perception and to form the ground for objective
knowledge. The latter term is regarded as the result of mere reasoning,
an occurrence which could only lead to mere conviction.

The roots of the positivistic separation in which one element is taken
as essential and real and the other is seen to be superfluous and many
other such binary oppositions can, of course, be traced back to the
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ancient periods. It appears in Plato’s writings, most famously in his 
separation of the ‘realm of ideas’, which is ‘the real’ world and the 
‘reality’ itself, from the ‘realm of appearances’ which is no more than a
merely seeming reality. Russell makes the point that the distinction was
first set forth by Parmenides. One can even take it back to Zarathustra’s
doctrine of ‘last things’. Kant is, perhaps, the most zealous advocate and
Nietzsche is the most ardent opponent of these binary oppositions in
the modern period.11

The modern positivists sustained this dual conception of the reality
and knowledge which can, they assumed, only be obtained via sensual
observation and experience. For Hempel, empirical knowledge comes
from experimental findings. Nagel agrees with him in marking the basic
difference between experimental laws and theoretical laws as being the
labeling of the former as inductive generalizations based on relations
found in observed data.12 In a sense, objective knowledge is not, for the
positivist, time-and-space bound, for not only are the empirical data
assumed to have a quality available to anyone, but also all the observers
are considered to be able to detect that quality. At the core of the princi-
ple of objectivity is the notion that the knower is detachable from the
known. Behind this conception of objectivity as such lies what one critic
called the ‘assumption of objectivism’ – ‘the basic conviction that there
is or must be some permanent, ahistorical matrix or framework to which
we can ultimately appeal in determining the nature of rationality,
knowledge, truth, reality, goodness, or rightness’.13 Conceived this way,
objectivity implies universality by definition. In fact, objectivity is 
nothing but universalization of sameness. Objectivity thus becomes 
universalism.

It is my contention that objectivism does not stand logical and empir-
ical scrutiny. Objectivism, as I have already said, involves some assump-
tions about the knower and the known. The known is assumed to be
accessible in its uniformity to the knower. In other words the known is
abstracted from its spatio-temporal domain. The process of change is
excluded from the analysis. We know from everyday life that this is not
the case. Otherwise, it would be a denial of all those notions on which
our life is based, such as alternation of day and night, and the shift in,
say, climatic and geographical occurrences. Furthermore, as the cliché
goes, facts do not speak themselves, implying the impossibility of pure
empiricism. True, in nature, events recur; there is the repeatability of
events and facts. So, facts may speak for themselves, but only with ceteris
paribus clauses. Then, repeatability does not imply an unchanging exact-
ness and uniformity. It could, further, be argued that ‘all facts are

8 International Relations and the Philosophy of History



unique, those dealt with by natural scientists no less than any others’.14

Even if facts in nature are deemed to have uniform characteristics, it is
not the case that they are awaiting discovery in themselves. They are
discoverable, but as already mentioned, with their accompanying con-
ditions. Water boils at 100�C, but only at sea level, not at the peak of the
Himalayas. The facts are then discoverable not in themselves but with
others, and they do not speak for themselves, but with ceteris paribus
clauses, that is, with those who examine them. It follows that no fact
can lead to objectivism. Here, we come to the other foot of the bridge –
the knower.

On this side, too, objectivism does not stand scrutiny. Here, it is based
on two assumptions depending upon those related to the other foot –
the known. Assuming that the known is the same, that is to say, that
facts are uniform, objectivism supposes a knower who has no interest,
that is to say, a disinterested observer. This again means the denial of all
that we associate with being a human being, an active and willing being.
It is nothing but a conceptual fiction to posit a ‘pure, will-less, painless,
timeless knowing subject’ and ‘contemplation without interest’ is a
‘nonsensical absurdity’.15 The mind of the analyst (a knower and how-
ever his or her mind may be defined) before his or her object (a known
and whatever that may be) is hardly an empty bowl. It brings with it its
own set of ideas. The knower never simply surrenders to the known. The
corollary is that, in the words of White, ‘pure interpretation, the disin-
terested inquiry into anything whatsoever, is unthinkable’. Inquiry of
any sort is unimaginable without some kind of presupposition.16 The
knower does not passively respond to the impulses that emanate from
the so-called external world. Even if mind is defined in instrumental
terms, thinking, knowing, understanding, all these cognitive processes
do not occur in a vacuum. On the contrary, they all require some tools
for their functioning, such as concepts and words. Gadamer is right, 
in declaring that ‘all understanding [knowing] inevitably involves 
some prejudice’.17 Pure empiricism once more falls beyond the range of
feasibility in the human world.

The other assumption objectivism posits with respect to the knower,
in case the uniformity or sameness does not apply to the known, envis-
ages the attribution of sameness or a universal characteristic to the
knower. If, say, the knower has a mind, it is assumed that it is universal
in the sense that everyone (all knowers) has the same ability or appara-
tus. Since everyone has the same mind or thinking process and acts 
in the same rationality, then, everybody detects the same knowledge 
out of the known no matter how variously patterned it is. Even if we
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accept such an assumption about the existence of a mind or rationality
potentially existing in all human beings, that is no guarantee for objec-
tivism. The objectivist needs further guarantees for consolation. The
tools the thinking mind uses or the environment in which the thinking
process takes place should not vary. However, we do not have a univer-
sal language. There is no evidence, to use Popper’s term, to falsify
Winch’s argument that it is in principle impossible that a human being
should learn a language outside a human society.18 If man does not (and
cannot) learn a language outside a society, it means he cannot engage in
knowing/theorizing without a society, for the medium of this activity is
socially based.

Following Collingwood’s and Oakeshott’s view that the mind is part
of thinking and thinking is a ‘corporate possession’, we could go further
and assert that not only the medium, but also the activity of thinking
itself is socio-historical. This is the logical and, one could say, empirical
outcome of man being a social creature. Man becomes a man out of
merely being within a society. Since there is not a monopoly of one sin-
gle socio-historical environment in the world so far as we know it, then,
it goes that the activity of knowing could be performed and expressed
differently according to different socio-historical environments. This
gives way not to the objective knowledge of objectivism, but to the
knowledge supplied by the objective conditions (social and historical
conditions) of the knower and, in some cases such as in the fields 
of humanities, of the known. Even though the act of thinking as 
man’s distinctive feature can be taken as having universality, the way 
it is performed and expressed is always particular. ‘Universal thought’,
said Donelan, ‘needs local dress.’19 Both universalism and pure 
empiricism, therefore, have no validity in the empirical world in 
which we live. Objectivism demands far too many assumptions to be
satisfied.

That objectivism, as defined here, does not hold for human knowl-
edge is clear enough. Does the alternative, the idea of subjectivism or
what Bernstein calls ‘relativism’, apply? Relativism is defined as ‘the
basic conviction that when we turn to examination of those concepts
that philosophers have taken to be the most fundamental – whether it is
the concept of rationality, truth, reality, right, the good or norm – we are
forced to recognize that in the final analysis all such concepts must be
understood as relative to a specific conceptual scheme, theoretical
framework, paradigm, form of life, society or culture’.20 Relativism or
subjectivism seems the exact opposite of objectivism: what is not 
objective is subjective, what is not universal is relative or local. 
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For objectivism, there is a framework or a universal rationality, but for 
subjectivism there is no such thing.

Just as the roots of objectivism can be traced back to the Greeks, one
could find the traces of subjectivism/relativism in Greek philosophy,
basically in the Sophists. One of the Sophists, Gorgias, maintained that
nothing exists; that if anything exists, it is unknowable; and granting it
even to exist and to be knowable by any one man, he could never com-
municate it to others.21 In our time Feyerabend’s ‘anarchistic theory of
knowledge’ is perhaps the typical expression of relativism. Here, we are
given an endless and limitless plurality of theories. ‘There is’, declares
Feyerabend, ‘only one principle that can be defended under all stages of
human development. It is the principle: anything goes.’22 No principle
and no theory are commonly applicable or valid for anything can be
developed and anything goes and every theory applies. It is a vain
attempt to propound and develop commonalities. For the relativist, 
in its extreme case, theory or knowledge is anything you can get 
away with.

Stated in these terms, relativism, just as its opponent, objectivism,
depends upon a couple of assumptions that cannot be maintained 
logically and empirically. First and foremost, there is the fallacy of rela-
tivism in which relativism renders itself relative and is thus logically 
self-refuting. Leaving aside this fallacy, the basic assumption of rela-
tivism could be expressed as follows. First, every individual knower 
is ascribed with an absolute competency by which he could do and
develop whatever he wants. While objectivism reifies singleness or one-
ness, relativism reifies plurality and multiplicity. In the case of objec-
tivism one stance/theory is universalized and others are denied; in the
case of relativism, all theories are accepted and every theory is in a sense
universalized. Such a conception makes man too indeterminate and
denies the very basis of society and thus man himself.23

On the part of the known, relativism, followed to its own logical con-
sequences, requires unconnected, clearly separated facts. However, we
know that there are regularities and patterns in both nature and society
even if with accompanying conditions, which make it difficult to hold
the view that ‘anything goes’. This remark does not, however, deny that
‘some things go’.

Second, relativism depicts a universe of knowers, and in fact knowns,
that are fixed, static, closed and incapable of communicating to and
interacting with each other. It means that men and societies are divided
by unbridgeable differences. But our knowledge and understanding 
of men and other societies depends, to some extent, on the possibility of
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understanding others and the existence of communication with 
others. Furthermore the denial of some common values would mean the
denial of all that we associate with human morality.24 The existence of
commonalities is a pre-condition of man’s becoming man. Relativism,
as already stated, assumes that men (the knowers) and their socio-
historical environments (the knowns, plus what makes men know) are
static, closed, fixed and free from interaction and communication with
others. However, this assumption is rejected by the idea of change. We
know historically that societies do not exist at the present time as they
did at the dawn of time. Therefore, ‘the very existence of change in his-
tory directs us to the possibility of understanding other traditions
because it denies the “fixedness” or “closedness” that relativists presup-
pose or imply’.25 Absolute relativism, just as objectivism, fails in the face
of the empirical/historical world. Both of them are based on reifications: 
one reifies the general (objectivism) and the other reifies the particular
(relativism).

Historical conception of science and knowledge

Contrary to the reifications of objectivism and relativism, Thomas 
S. Kuhn provides us with a historical conception of science (and thus
knowledge) by examining the history of science. Kuhn’s paradigmatic
view of science26 may, I think, be taken as a ground for arriving at a his-
torical conception of knowledge. A few remarks follow on why science
and why Kuhn seem to be necessary.

Of the branches of knowledge such as science, history, theology,
mathematics and, possibly, arts; science27 has had and still has an enor-
mous preeminence and pertaining power not only in Western culture
but in other cultures too, at least in the modern era. Science is not just
an intellectual endeavour. It has a great impact in the everyday life of
human beings, thanks perhaps to the traditional, and not necessarily
correct, association of the enterprise of science with technological
advancements. Kuhn, as a historian of science, tells us that until late in
the nineteenth century there had not been a significant association of
technological innovations with the men, the institutions, or the social
groups that contributed to the science.28

Discussions on how scientific so-called social sciences are and
attempts to make social disciplines as ‘true’ sciences as natural sciences
simply show the influence of science on the students of various social
disciplines or subjects. The issue of scientificity has been the focal point
in social fields ever since the overwhelming success and prestige of 
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natural sciences dating from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
The subjects of international relations and history are no exceptions. To
cite some examples of discussions on the issue in our time: Nagel argued
that the scientific social science was possible in spite of the difficulties in
establishing general laws in social studies, for the difficulties could only
present practical challenges, not conceptual impossibilities. Winch,
however, disagrees with Nagel, arguing that what is required to explain
the human society is logically incompatible with the explanation offered
in natural sciences, that the understanding of society is logically different
from that of nature, and that central concepts for understanding social
life are incompatible with those central to scientific prediction. Popper
and Giddens agree with Winch on the qualitative differences between
subjects of society and nature.29 For international relations, we need
only to recapture the well-known ‘second debate’.30

As to ‘why choose Kuhn?’, leaving aside the impact of his paradig-
matic view for science in paving the way for so-called ‘post-positivist’
philosophies of science and for the discussions on scientificity and
nature of social disciplines,31 I think, his conception of science as a 
communal endeavour and his view that science is practised on a con-
sensual basis entail a historical and common-sense understanding 
of science and thus knowledge. A brief review of his paradigmatic view
of science would be useful here.

Kuhn examines the history of science and focuses on its social and
communal aspects, instead of formulating abstract rules for scientific
activity as the positivists and Popperians do. To understand the nature
of science, its method, technique, theories and practices, we need 
to study the community structure of science and the way scientists 
carry out their activities. In other words, Kuhn has rendered science 
a ‘practice of scientists’, rather than a universally applicable credo,
detachable from the individual scientist who is supposed to have no
association with the framework in, and by, which the community oper-
ates, save blind obedience. Science then becomes what the community
of scientists does. Kuhn expresses it in an acute style at the very end of
the ‘postscript 1969’: ‘scientific knowledge, like language, is intrinsically
the common property of a group or else nothing at all. To understand 
it we shall need to know the special characteristics of the groups that
create and use it.’32 Then, what is a scientific community?

If science is what the community of scientists does, then, is it the case
that a scientific community is composed of those who say that they are
scientists and who identify themselves with the community? Exactly so.
The identification of scientific communities is based upon the existence
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of paradigms and vice versa. ‘A paradigm is what the members of a 
scientific community share, conversely, a scientific community consists
of men who share a paradigm.’33 For Kuhn, this is not a vicious circle,
though it presents difficulties. Scientific communities can, however, be
insulated without recourse to paradigms. First and foremost, scientists of
a community have undergone similar education and professional
instructions. They have absorbed the same technical literature and they
see themselves, and are seen by others, as responsible for the pursuit of
a set of shared goals and principles marking the limits of their subject
matter. There is a relatively full communication and also a relatively
unanimous judgment.34 In sum, a scientific community is created as a
result of a socialization process and mutual recognition among the pres-
ent and/or prospective members.

Having defined the scientific community, next comes the concept of
paradigm. A paradigm is simply what the members of a scientific com-
munity share. In the ‘postscript 1969’, Kuhn elucidated the meaning of
the concept. He tells us that the term paradigm is used in two different
senses in the original book. ‘On the one hand, it stands for the entire
constellation of beliefs, values, techniques, and so on shared by the
members of a given community. On the other, it denotes one sort of 
element in that constellation, the concrete puzzle-solutions which,
employed as models or examples, can replace explicit rules as a basis for
the solution of the remaining puzzles of normal science.’35 A paradigm
then, in its broad definition, involves the entire constellation of
assumptions, values, standards, agendas, models and programmes
shared by the scientific community. A paradigm is accordingly a
research framework that guides a scientific community and under which
normal scientific activity takes place.

The implications of the concept of paradigm as the entire constella-
tion of beliefs and values for science are immense. First, it means that we
have no way of viewing the facts in themselves and evaluating ration-
ally the theories or researches (activities of the scientists). Second, it
implies that scientists do not and cannot emulate a positivistic or
Popperian account of their practice – testing empirically with a univer-
sally applicable method. A universal empirical testability and rationality
cannot be maintained because our access to the facts through which we
test our beliefs (theories) are always filtered by our existing paradigm.
Kuhn makes this point clear when arguing for ‘the priority of para-
digms’. Paradigms are ‘prior to, more binding, and more complete than
any set of rules for research’.36 The conception of science as paradigm-
governed and the term paradigm as a constellation of beliefs, values,
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models, all that a community shares, strip science of its universality, that
is to say its proclaimed validity and truth for all (rational) persons. Such
a conception of science – paradigm-governed and community-based –
implies the possibility of multiplicity in the understanding and practice
of science. What it also entails is the concept of the changeability of one
particular understanding and practice in the course of history. To para-
phrase the earlier statement on knowledge, science is, in this view, a
combination of the scientific community, which is marked by a guiding
paradigm, and the subject or facts the community examines.

Being defined as a paradigmatic and communal endeavour, scientific
activity, according to Kuhn’s analysis of its history, goes on at three dis-
tinct phases: normal science, period of anomaly (or crisis), and scientific
revolution. Normal science is the activity of the scientific commu-
nity within a research framework, or guiding paradigm. Kuhn defines
‘normal science’ as ‘research firmly based upon one or more past 
scientific achievements, achievements that some particular scientific
community acknowledges for a time as supplying the foundation for its
further practice’.37 The most striking feature of the research activities
under normal science is that they seldom aim to produce novelties. The
paradigm provides the community with a criterion to choose problems
that can be assumed to have solutions. Most of the scientific work dur-
ing the period of normal science seeks to solve puzzles within the frame-
work of the prevalent paradigm. They may extend or articulate the
paradigm over time.38 Normal science then consists of routine opera-
tions by a community of scientists/practitioners trying to solve puzzles
under the guidance of an agreed paradigm framework, one through
which, at once, individual practitioners are socialized. Normal science 
is a cumulative enterprise and the continuity of this routine activity is
disturbed only with the emergence of anomalies.

After normal science comes a period of anomaly or crisis. Anomaly is
the findings that do not conform to the prevalent paradigm, in Kuhn’s
words, ‘the recognition that nature has somehow violated the paradigm-
induced expectations that govern normal science’. The first response of
scientists in facing anomalies is to try to adjust the contrary findings to
the theory. Even if they may begin to lose the faith in the existing para-
digm they do not yet renounce it. When anomalies within the paradigm
become increasingly severe, in other words, when they come to seem
more than just another puzzle of normal science, the transition to crisis
or extraordinary science has begun. The paradigm in crisis is rejected
only if there is an alternative formation. This means that in periods 
of crisis, competing paradigms emerge. The decision to reject one 
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paradigm and accept another is taken by a comparison of both 
paradigms with nature and also with each other.39 The transition from
one paradigm to another (paradigm shift) is what Kuhn calls a ‘scientific 
revolution’.

A scientific revolution, out of which a new tradition of normal science
emerges, is far from a cumulative process. It involves a reconstruction of
the field with new fundamentals, changing the theoretical generaliza-
tions, methods, models and applications. It starts with a growing sense
and awareness, usually in a subdivision of the scientific community,
that the existing paradigm has ceased to function adequately in the
explanation of one particular aspect of nature. Scientific revolutions
resemble political revolutions. In Kuhn’s bold remarks: ‘Like the choice
between competing political institutions, that between competing para-
digms proves to be a choice between incompatible models of commu-
nity life … As in political revolutions so in paradigm choice – there is no
standard higher than the assent of the relevant community.’ The deci-
sion is made, not on past achievement as the old paradigm has already
failed, but on future promise, and such a decision ‘can only be made on
faith’.40 In sum, in the course of a scientific revolution, there may be
(and are) different communities working simultaneously within differ-
ent paradigm-governed frameworks, each being incommensurable (they
cannot always be measured against each other), and incompatible
(meaning that they are in conflict with each other). They are, however,
comparable with each other, without requiring a fixed common
assumption. The choice between competing paradigms cannot be made
on the basis of an objective or neutral criterion, but on the basis of
group discussion and debate, a socio-psychological and historical
process. In plain words, it is a matter of which one of the contending
paradigms can persuade and gain enough converts to become the dom-
inant framework for research and scientific activity. For Kuhn, scientific
revolutions are rare occurrences in the history of science such as the
shift from Newtonian to Einsteinian physics. Once this has happened,
the new period of normal science begins.

Such is Kuhn’s paradigmatic conception of science. Turning back to
the initial question of this chapter – objectivism versus relativism –
where does Kuhn stand? It seems quite obvious that he is not within the
lands of objectivism, for his paradigm depends upon a social and histor-
ical community and, furthermore, the formation of paradigm, its com-
ponents, beliefs constituting it, and the choice about it are not wholly
based on what may be termed ‘objective’ tools such as observation,
experience and a common rationality. As he expresses it clearly, there is
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always an arbitrary element, compounded of personal and historical
accident, as a formative element in what a scientific community shares,
that is, paradigm.41 The objectivist notions such as being independent
of time and space, pure empiricism, determination of theory by data,
absence of any metaphysical, theological and arbitrary factors in the
assessment of theories and methods, neutral observation, universal
rationality, comparison of the theories only with bare nature and empir-
ical accuracy as the sole criterion for the acceptability of theories do not
seem to have a place in Kuhn’s understanding of science.

Kuhn’s paradigmatic account of science is not objectivist. If so, then,
is it relativist? One’s first impression of The Structure of Scientific
Revolutions is that its basic argument is relativistic as it renders science a
relative enterprise, relative to a specific community.42 Given the concept
of paradigm as a constellation of beliefs by a community, containing
irrational and arbitrary elements and being admitted largely as a result
of its success, and his view that paradigms are incommensurable and the
members of different communities live in ‘different worlds’, what else
one can make out of it but that relativism is a legitimate and right 
conclusion.

Kuhn admits this charge of relativism, but it is not, he asserts, a mere
relativism. He describes the development of the modern scientific spe-
cialties similar to a tree with roots, trunk and branches. Among the
branches, he says, common criteria are possible as they are all linked to
the same trunk.43 Kuhn implies that, once a paradigm is established, an
objective criterion for research can be proposed. In addition, Kuhn says
that research, in science, is carried out under a single paradigm during
long periods of time (during the period of normal science). This is
indeed the characteristic that gives science its uniqueness, for no other
activity has been carried out for long periods under one single frame-
work.44 Applied to scientific activities within a paradigm, and consider-
ing his historical observations that in normal periods usually one single
paradigm prevails, Kuhn’s position is more than simply relativistic. 
A common criterion is attainable not by a universally applicable defini-
tion, but by a socially agreed system of principles and rules. This basic
point has been further expressed in his treatment of contemporary
social sciences.

The present day social sciences are, for Kuhn, at the pre-paradigm
stage, where the discussions about whether they are really a science are
abundant. These concerns for scientificity in social sciences will cease to
appear ‘not when a definition is found, but when the groups that now
doubt their own status achieve consensus about their past and present
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accomplishments’.45 The significance of Kuhn’s work is that it has
shown us that such consensus is attainable in practice as achieved in the
natural sciences. The consensus need not be in every minute point.
Nothing in his work, to my understanding, adumbrates a position like
this. To sum up, Kuhn’s conception of science does not seem to rely on
‘objectivism’ and ‘subjectivism’, in the sense of this essay. True, it is 
relativistic to a degree, when it comes to ‘fundamentals’. It is not, how-
ever, relativistic in practice, as some degree of ‘historical objectivity’,
whose standards depend on the existence of a community of inquirers
who are engaged in argumentation and in consensus, does exist. Not
everything goes at any time.

As already pointed out, science is but one branch of knowledge, in
other words, scientific knowledge does not exhaust the totality of
human knowledge. The knower of the scientific knowledge is in general
human beings just the knower of all knowledge, in particular the com-
munity of those who are professionally engaged in the activity of know-
ing and producing the scientific knowledge, that is, scientists. The
known of scientific knowledge is nature, the physical world we perceive.
Scientific knowledge is then a combination of nature and the commu-
nity of scientists. One would say that science emerges out of the inter-
action between the community of scientists and their object, that is,
nature and its events. It does not only stem from nature, natural events,
their occurrences, changes, recurrences, but also from the way all these
are defined by those who examine them. The knower (scientist) and the
known (nature) are not identical, but distinct. This is not a restatement
of the binary separations opposed earlier in this essay, rather it is the
expression of a difference as it is not possible to conceive an identity
without difference. Existence comprises distinction. No known without
the knower, and no knower without the known.

When the aspects/qualities of the nature (the known of the science)
are classified into different/distinct divisions and some groups of scien-
tists (the knower of science) are involved in the activity of knowing/
understanding those divisions, various sub-branches of science as a
branch of knowledge appear such as physics, chemistry, biology and so
on. These sub-branches emanate from the investigation of nature and,
though they may in time develop distinct identities, with their prob-
lems, solutions and a community of investigators, they could use some
common techniques and methods such as empirical observation and
experiment, objectivity, testing and so on. However, these techniques
and methods, as already said, have been developed in one or other
branch by some or other scientists within a socio-historical setting.
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I have already made the point that science is one branch of knowledge
and scientific knowledge does not consume all human knowledge,
implying that there are other branches of knowledge. Precisely so. 
There are other branches of human knowledge arising from the distinct-
ness and variety of the known. The reality with which we are faced and
in which we are embedded is too general to form a basis for systematic
knowledge. The reality, though it is a whole in this sense, could be scru-
tinized by concentrating on one part or one aspect. This gives way to sys-
tematic knowledge. Which part or which aspect has been or is being
concentrated on is something based on the specific socio-historical situ-
ation. When some people attend to nature (one part/aspect of the reality
and one of the known) scientific knowledge grows up. When some are
concerned with human society/human social organization, then, history
and other branches of knowledge/knowledge about society come into
being. Similarly, the emergence of other branches of knowledge such as
mathematics, theology and art could be accounted for. One branch, once
developed, cannot incorporate other prospective branches as the exis-
tence of a branch of knowledge depends upon its distinction from the
others.

History is, as already stated, one branch of human knowledge whose
known is the human society itself and it cannot be encapsulated by the
other branches. The past as the core of the known of the historical
knowledge and consisting of particular events in space and time, which
are no longer happening, cannot be comprehended by mathematical
knowledge which apprehends the objects that do not have special 
location in space and time (what is called abstract objects). Similarly,
theology cannot account for history since it is about a single and infinite
object, but history is about finite and plural objects. If the known of 
science and history, as mentioned, are different, then, science cannot
incorporate history.46 Therefore, history forms a distinct branch of
knowledge. The next chapter is devoted to the analysis of that branch.
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2
History or did Napoleon Win at
Waterloo?

It is a commonplace view that there may be distinguished two different
senses of history. On the one hand, history stands for the totality of
events, human actions and interactions, all that has happened in the
past; and on the other, it refers to the knowledge or account of what has
happened in the past, a particular mode of research into such occur-
rences of the past, as it was in the original Greek meaning of the word,
‘inquiry’.1 In the first sense, history is what man has done, and in the
second, it is what man knows about, and what man makes out of, what
he has done. The result of history in the first sense is, it is held, the
everyday life of human beings with all its compositions, while in the
second sense, it usually takes the form of history. It is in the second
sense that history is said to be a branch of knowledge and, perhaps, it
could simply be described as what ‘historians’ do, or history is, to use the
phraseology of the present study, a combination of the ‘historian’ and
the ‘historical’. Saying this is not, however, saying much and the state-
ment needs to be qualified.

Before analysing the peculiarities of history, it must be stated that
what I have said earlier on knowledge in general, that knowledge is
attained in and through a social (and historical) environment or, to use
Kuhn’s term, within a paradigm, that thinking mind (if there is such a
thing) is not an empty bowl, but has its own tools, and does not operate
in a vacuum, and that knowing/knowledge is presupposition-based, all
go for history as a branch of knowledge.

Indeed the concept of paradigm as the constellation of assumptions,
beliefs and values shared by a community and the view that our knowl-
edge of ‘new’ phenomena and our theories and observations on objects,
that is, the known, are filtered through that constellation, and that our
knowledge is obtained via a social community are not novelties to some



students of history and other subjects of human phenomena.
Collingwood, for instance, insisted that the thought of any period was
organized according to ‘constellations of absolute presuppositions’. He
also made it clear that thought was a ‘corporate possession’ and knowl-
edge was socio-historically based.2 Nietzsche emphasized the determin-
ing power of what one already has (learned) with respect to what one is
to learn: ‘Ultimately man find[s] in things nothing but what he himself
has imported into them; the finding is called science, the importing –
art, religion, love, pride.’ Man ‘always discovered in things only that
which he had put into them … . Ultimately, no one can extract from
things, books included, more than he already knows. What one has no
access to through experience one has no ear for.’3 According to
Mannheim, ‘all knowledge is relational, and can only be formulated
with reference to the position of the observer’.4 Donelan expresses the
community aspects of knowledge and theorizing: ‘All theorizing, above
all, all true critical theorizing, all reasoning about the world, requires
debates with others. Debate can only go on within a group that agrees
roughly on the boundaries of what they are debating.’ For him, knowl-
edge is bound by the particular culture to which the theorist happens to
belong.5

The historian is, just as anybody else, bound by his social environ-
ment, the point from which he views the events. Hegel makes it certain:
‘Even the ordinary, run of-the-mill historian who believes and professes
that his attitude is entirely receptive, that he is dedicated to the facts is
by no means passive in his thinking; he brings his categories with him,
and they influence his vision of the data he has before him.’6

Collingwood stresses the same point, perhaps more strongly as the
data/object of history is not, unlike natural science, even relatively,
independent of the historian himself. He is ‘a part of the process he is
studying, has his own place in that process, and can see it only from the
point of view which at this present moment he occupies within it’. 
The matter, however, goes on Collingwood, is even graver than this, for
history is mainly concerned with the past and the ‘historian’s only pos-
sible knowledge of the past is mediate or inferential or indirect, never
empirical’.7

Collingwood’s view that the (historical) knowledge (of the past) is
mediate is modally right. However, this can also be argued for other
branches. There is no direct knowledge in the sense of a one-to-one cor-
respondence between the knower (whoever he is) and the known (what-
ever it is). All knowledge is in principle mediate and reported. Therefore,
the case for knowledge being mediate, reported and indirect can, pace
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Hegel and Collingwood, be equally made for other branches of knowl-
edge, even for science as shown in the previous chapter. Yet, this sen-
tence is not intended to deny the difference between history and, say,
science.

In science (nature), a fair (or relative) degree of directness in knowl-
edge can be attainable. When it comes to society/history (human world)
the degree of directness is much less for the historian is an active partic-
ipant in the process he is examining (which is not the case for the sci-
entist) and the bulk of what the historian is studying, that is, the past, is
bygone. In other words, the historian and his object do not share the
same moment in time. Unlike science, both the knower and the known
of history are time-and-space bound. This does not mean that natural
phenomena do not take place in time. What I mean is that nature, as we
know it, remains as it is over long periods of time, perhaps as far back as
we know. Gravity has, so it is held, been present since the formation of
galaxies. This is not the case for society. Human phenomena (the known
of history) are very often subject to change in time. One could, there-
fore, go further than Collingwood and say that historical knowledge is
double mediate.

Human world and temporality

Two distinct characteristics of history have thus been suggested: it is
about human world and that world is temporal, something which
belongs to temporality. Emphasizing that history deserves to be an inde-
pendent branch of knowledge, one which aims at ‘subtle explanation of
the how and why of events’, Ibn Khaldun, the fourteenth-century Arab
philosopher and historian, stated that history has ‘its own peculiar
object – that is human civilization and social organization’. History is
‘information about human social organization, which itself is identical
with world civilization’.8 Ibn Khaldun does not only state that history is
about human actions, but also specifies what kinds of human actions
fall within the subject of history – ‘human social organization’ – which
is equal to ‘human civilization’, that is to say, social actions and interac-
tions of human beings. Another striking point in Ibn Khaldun’s view is
that history is not confined to a mere past. History aims at the ‘explana-
tion of the causes and origins of the existing things’, implying that the
starting point for historical inquiry is not past, but present.

Ibn Khaldun, who was the pioneer of the historical inquiry the pres-
ent essay is set to pursue, of course, was not the only one arguing for the
view that history takes human beings in social life as its subject matter.



Most of the later philosophers and historians share the same view. To
give some examples, Vico, who is credited as being one of the founders
of the ‘rational, scientific’ study of history in the modern period, said:
‘Our science comes to be at once a history of ideas, the customs, and the
deeds of mankind.’ For Kant, history was composed of the manifesta-
tions of human will, which were determined by universal natural laws.
Hegel puts the distinction between nature and history very succinctly:
‘We must first of all note that the object we have before us, i.e. world his-
tory, belongs to the realm of the spirit. The world as a whole compre-
hends both spiritual and physical nature … The spirit and the course of
its development are the true substance of history. We do not have to
consider nature here as a rational system in its own right but only in
relation to the spirit.’ Toynbee excluded the anthropological (meaning
those societies which have no survivals coming to us) and the biological
from the historical. Finally, Collingwood repeatedly made it clear that
only human processes (not nature and its processes) could be the subject
matter of history.9

History is attributed to human beings, as opposed to nature and its
processes including the biological ones because, it is held, only human
beings have the will and ability to reflect upon themselves, only the acts
of human beings are purposive, and above all, only human beings can
record their experiences. No need to say that some include natural phe-
nomena in the scope of history. Herder, for example, begins his analysis
with an account of the whole cosmos. Aron, too, takes nature as a sub-
ject matter of history in making the distinction between ‘the narrow
sense’ of history which ‘is the science of the human past’ and ‘the wider
sense’ which ‘studies the development of the earth, of the heavens and
of species, as well as of civilization’.10 Those who include non-human
processes within history, like Herder and Aron, however, usually make
the point that nature and other non-human phenomena are counted 
as long as they affect human beings. Not for their own sake, but for
man’s sake.

So it is clear, history is about human phenomena. Following this, the
question is what kinds of human phenomena could be viewed as the
object of history. Do all the actions and processes of human beings con-
stitute the subject matter of history? For Ibn Khaldun, it is those that are
related to ‘social organization’. Collingwood agrees with him. Although
he says that only those actions, which are purposive, re-enactable, and
self-conscious make history, it is said, these actions of the purposive, the
re-enactable, and the self-conscious are also social. So far as man’s con-
duct is determined by his ‘animal nature, his impulses and appetites’
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such as eating, sleeping, and making love, it is non-historical. The his-
torian is interested in ‘the social customs which [men] create by their
thought’.11 Whatever a man in, say, the Scottish Highlands does on his
own, his actions do not fall to the attention of the historian, unless they
get socialized, and become a common way of behaviour in a certain
community. Eating is not a part of history; but when, for example, the
way that a Chinese man eats his meal, whether by hand or by chopsticks
prevails, and becomes part of the table manners in Chinese society, this
does become part of history. The question of how a distinction between
social and non-social actions of human beings can be made is a question
which one is at a loss to answer. Considering the social nature of man,
as we know him, it is not hard to see how trivial the distinction is. The
only possible answer, in my view, is that the distinction itself is social.

History is thus, as a branch of knowledge, a combination of the histo-
rian and human social actions and interactions. Just as it is possible to
define various sub-branches of science as a branch of knowledge, there
may be identified sub-branches of history according to various, identifi-
able aspects/qualities of the known of history – human social phenom-
ena, such as the political, social, economic, intellectual, cultural, and so
on. Today we have divisions of history, each corresponding to a particu-
lar aspect or quality of the human social phenomena, such as social his-
tory, political history, economic history, cultural history and so on.
What we know as social sciences or disciplines are but intellectual activ-
ities concentrating on a particular aspect or quality of the human social
phenomena. Even if it is assumed that these social disciplines are
researches into different aspects of human society, the separation of
these disciplines from history is impossible, as the saying goes; to under-
stand what something is you need to know how it has come to be what
it is. Braudel is right in saying that ‘all the human sciences, including
history, are contaminated by each other. They all speak, or are capable of
speaking the same language.’12 One student goes further and argues that
there is only one discipline of the study of social phenomena, namely,
‘historical social science’.13

It is therefore a vain attempt to separate history proper and other
social disciplines. History as a general branch of knowledge about
human social phenomena provides those sub-branches with, not only
the background materials, but also methods and techniques and infor-
mation about the nature of their particular knowns. History is closely
associated with the so-called social sciences or humanities. John Seeley
once said: ‘History without political science has no fruit; Political sci-
ence without history has no root.’14 Similarly, one could rightly state
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that to study history means to study politics and to study international
relations is to study history. Being well aware of this inseparability, the
scholars of the past saw themselves as the students of humanities. The
formation of the so-called separate social disciplines could be taken as a
result of the departmentalization or fragmentation of knowledge about
human society in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth cen-
tury. Nothing is wrong with departmentalization: it could enhance our
knowledge. What is wrong is the denial of being historical. This is where
we come to the second characteristic of history, that is to say, the known
of history (human social phenomena), which is inevitably ‘historical’,
extending from the past via present to future.

Past–present–future

The last sentence is likely to raise many eyebrows. It has been a com-
monplace view, at least, in the literature of what may be called ‘history
proper’ as it is taught in many university history departments, that his-
tory is concerned with past human actions, what man has done, not
what man is doing or what he will do. It is about ‘what actually hap-
pened’ not what is happening. Not the whole of the past, however, lies
within the range of history. Only those human actions of the past which
are communicable to historians and those which have a link, a sort of
communication system, with the present can properly be treated as the
known of history.15

The view that only that part of the past which is knowable to us and
communicable to the present constitutes history implies that history
cannot be confined to a mere past. The starting point for the past is
indeed the present as Ibn Khaldun stated. Historians study the past
because it has an association with the present. It is not easy to separate
the past from the present. Even those who strictly confine their study to
the past acknowledge this, as history is said to terminate in the present.
Some clearly express that history is about the past and the present,
about what man has done and what he is doing as well. Von Ranke him-
self admitted the continuity between ‘what actually happened’ and
‘what is actually happening’.16

If history comprises the past and present, then, why not bring the
future as well? Just as it is not possible to separate the past from the pres-
ent, it is not easy to divorce the present from the future. History is there-
fore composed of the past, the present, and the future. Human social
phenomena have a past, a present, and a future. That history as both 
a process and a branch of knowledge extends from the past via the 
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present to the future has indeed been acknowledged by some thinkers.
While Braudel considers history as a collection of the special ‘tasks and
perspectives from the past, the present and the future’, Burke declares
that the state (a historical human phenomenon) is ‘a partnership not
only between those who are living, but between those who are living,
those who are dead and those who are to be born’. Nietzsche is more
explicit: ‘The present and the past upon Earth – alas! my friends, this is
my heaviest burden! And I could not live, were I not a seer of that which
is to come.’17 Such are the views of some thinkers that history can be
confined neither to the past nor to the past and present.

History as known, history proper, is concerned with the past. This is
certainly what most ‘proper’ historians think when they practise their
crafts. That could be taken as a compromise of the community of histo-
rians, which comes nearest to a paradigmatic consensus in the Kuhnian
sense, despite the existence of contrary views as noted above. I have no
quarrel with such a notion of consensus among most historians. My
contention is that history cannot be confined to a mere past; it is con-
cerned with the present, as many admit, and has references to, and can-
not be separated from, the future, as some acknowledge. History cannot
be confined to a mere past; simply because historians and societies of
which they are members are ‘historical’ beings. History is about tempo-
rality, and temporality is composed of the past, the present, and the
future. The temporality of which we are first aware is the present, and
the past and the future are evoked by this present, as Graham Greene
hinted and Oakeshott showed us.18 There are no clear-cut demarcation
lines between the past, the present, and the future. That history as tem-
porality comprises the past, the present and the future seems pretty
obvious in our daily expressions such as ‘in history there are no general
laws’, ‘direct observation in history is impossible’, ‘historically speak-
ing’, and so on. In these expressions history refers to an ever-changing
and continuous process.

It can be argued that history as res gestae may extend from the past
through the present to the future, but, as a branch of knowledge, it is
confined to the past and, at most, to the present. Leaving aside the ques-
tion that if something and its knowledge are coextensive, and without
going into the problems of ‘prediction’ and ‘uniqueness’ in history, I
would say that it is true, we do not know the future, but we do know
about the future. Collingwood tells us that ‘the only clue to what man
can do is what man has done’.19 If what man has done gives us the clue
to what man can do, then, it means that it can also give some clues to
what man will do, for what man will do is not totally outside what man
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can do. It thus suggests that the future may, in some way, be anticipated
by the past and the present. In his Hobhouse Memorial Lecture on ‘The
Three Laws of Politics’, delivered in 1941, Collingwood comes close to
this point. ‘Our relation to the future is not,’ said Collingwood, ‘that 
the future, while it is still future, is to be foreknown by us; the future can
be known only when it has become present; but that it has to be made
by us, by the strength of our hands and the stoutness of our hearts.’20

The future can be known when it has become present. True, yet it does
not become present by itself, but with the present and thus the past. If
the future has to be made by us then it means that we know about it.
Otherwise, how can we make something, which we do not know of? It
is men that make history. So why should it not be men that know of it?

What I mean is that we could know about the future because we, as
human beings, spend our life within a society, we all are social beings.
Our acts and knowledge of the future are not independent of our acts we
do now and the knowledge we have now. This does not mean that the
socialization process that a man has undergone will determine his future
actions and knowledge. It does, however, mean that the socialization
process of a man has an influence on his future deeds and knowledge.
This is what I mean when I say that history, both as res gestae and as a
branch of knowledge, denotes the past, the present, and the future.
‘History proper’ may be confined to the past, but it does not encapsulate
the whole of historical knowledge.

Objectivist and subjectivist conceptions of history

The two different approaches to human knowledge that I have analysed
in the previous chapter, namely objectivism and subjectivism/
relativism, have been argued for history, too. The objectivist under-
standing of history refers to the view that a commonly acceptable, uni-
versally objective knowledge of history can be achievable and only
history as such forms the true history. The objectivist view of history
could be attributed, in one line of argument, to those who argue that 
in the historical process there is a generally applicable principle or an
all-determining factor, usually expressed in the concept of a universal
human nature, and very often, defined on the basis of rationality as the
distinction of human beings. Kant and Hegel are two well-known expo-
nents of this line of argument. ‘Whatever metaphysical theory may be
formed regarding the freedom of the will,’ declares Kant, ‘it holds
equally true that the manifestations of the will in human actions are
determined, like all other external events, by universal natural laws.’
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Hegel follows the same route: ‘World history is nearly a manifestation of
the one original reason, it is one of the particular forms in which reason
reveals itself.’ Marx follows Kant and Hegel in making a single-cause
explanation of human history.21 No need to add that those who think
that a divine authority or omnipotent being such as God or Nature gov-
erns the historical process, too, advocate a similar objectivist position.
However, as Collingwood makes clear, such an understanding of history
based on a universal human nature is ‘possible only to a person who
mistakes the transient conditions of a certain historical age for the per-
manent conditions of human life’.22 But human beings do not have
unaltered characteristics and conditions. They are not equipped with
fixed rationality, nor even a common rationality. The attempt to under-
stand the historical process in this kind of universalistic notion and to
build an objective knowledge out of it ignores the very ‘historical’
nature of the phenomena and the conceptions in hand.

The second line in the objectivist understanding of history, which dis-
regards the former as being ‘speculative’23 or ‘pre-critical’24 and rejects a
universal omnipotent factor in history but assumes a common human
rationality, usually proceeds from a positivistic or scientific understand-
ing of the historical social phenomena. This view may be identified with
those who are reacting against the moralizing account of history begin-
ning with the Enlightenment and culminating in Kant and Hegel’s
grandiose schemes, such as Ranke; and with those who are hypnotized
by the success and prestige of natural sciences, such as Buckle and, per-
haps, many other practising historians. Ranke’s famous dictum, that his-
tory ‘seeks only to show what actually happened [wie es eigentlich
gewesen]’,25 echoes the positivistic procedure of ascertaining facts and
finding causal connections between them, for it takes for granted that
‘what actually happened’ is there to be discovered by the rigorous work
of a historian. Elsewhere, he suggests using the positivistic technique of
verification: ‘From the particular, perhaps, you can ascend with careful
boldness to the general. But there is no way leading from the general
theory to the perception of the particular.’26 He did not see that induc-
tion and deduction were not distinctions of different directions.

Yet, Ranke was not a positivist in the sense it is commonly referred to.
He emphasized the uniqueness of historical events, which do not allow
the formulation of general laws and later conceded that there is no such
thing as a single ‘What actually happened’. He said that ‘history will
always be re-written’, for it was not possible for a historian to take up a
pen without ‘the impulse of the present’.27 Nonetheless, he kept his
belief in the achievability of a common objective history that would
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come as a result of rigorous, rational and critical work and with ‘the
hand of God’ in history.28 One could say that many practising historians
take it for granted that there exists a past out there to be ascertained
with rigorous, critical, patient research and thus it is possible to have an
objective and commonly acceptable view of history.29

Science and history

It was with the impact of positivism in general and the enormous 
success and prestige of natural sciences that historians were led in the
nineteenth century to think of their endeavour as a science, like, say,
physics – but one in its infancy, no doubt, which would mature in the
course of time. Buckle, one of the most passionate advocates of the sci-
ence of history, argued that if human events were subjected to similar
treatment as the one applied to nature, the same results would no doubt
have been obtained. History has not yet become a science because of the
simple fact that historians were ‘inferior in mental power’ to the mathe-
maticians, physicists and other natural scientists. In other words, if men
as gifted as Galileo or Newton had devoted themselves to dealing with
what went by the name of history, they could have set it to rights and
built a science of it.30 John Seeley shows the way for finding regular laws
in the universe: ‘If we would guide ourselves aright we must register
what we observe, then we must compare our observations and general-
ize upon them; so we shall obtain general laws, and thus the knowledge
of the past will lead us to a knowledge of the future.’ He also endorses
Buckle’s view that the science of history is still in its infancy.31

Many a historian, like Buckle and Sir John Seeley, strove for the 
formation of a science of history. They thought that the natural and 
historical phenomena were of the same character, or different, at most,
in terms of complexity as opposed to quality. They at least hoped that
scientific method would one day be applied to human phenomena as it
was to the physical world. In the end, those who were infatuated by
natural sciences come to a position similar to that of universalists with
their belief that ‘the universe obeys only “natural laws” which make 
it what it is’ and thus in arguing for a single-cause explanation of
events.32

The effect of science on historians was formidable. Even those who
were conscious of the differences between nature and history wanted to
make a science of history, whatever it might be. In his Inaugural Lecture
(1903), Bury said that the only way to true history lay through scientific
research, and declared: history is ‘simply a science, no less and no
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more’.33 Collingwood, who formidably argued for history as a distinc-
tive branch of knowledge separate from science, used scientific jargon:
‘Science is finding things out, and in this sense history is a science … .
[T]he word “science” means any organized body of knowledge. If that is
what the word means … history is a science, nothing less.’34 The use of
scientific jargon and the sensitivity on the ‘scientific’ character of his-
tory have not been peculiar to the nineteenth century or early twentieth
century. Ritter, for example, expressed the scientific quality of history as
follows: ‘It is precisely this unconditional willingness, unhindered by
prejudice and bias, and the tireless, rigorous critical work on the histor-
ical sources which follows from it which makes up a very essential part
of [the historians’] scientific quality.’ Clubb seems surer: ‘History can
and should be studied as a social science.’35 Yet, such a science of history
looks no more than a vain attempt.

A host of writers, Collingwood included, made the distinction
between history and science. It is held that history deals with the unique
and particular, and science with the general and universal.36 This state-
ment, however true, cannot be maintained without qualification. The
historian is, like the scientist or anybody else, interested in generaliza-
tions and concerned with them. Without generalizations the historian
does not, and cannot, study or explain anything at all, for all thinking
(explaining), whether in natural sciences or in history or in any other
branch, involves classification and classification involves generaliza-
tion. What is more, the historian has to use language and language is
but generalization. The difference is not in being interested in generali-
ties or particularities, but, it is suggested, in the fact that in natural sci-
ences, contrary to history, credence lies in generalities; that the
generalizations of history are not causally connected; that history
largely uses qualitative categories unlike the natural sciences which
operate on a quantitative basis; that for historians generalizations which
they use to understand the particular are means, whereas for the scien-
tists who use particular facts to arrive at generalizations, generalizations
constitute an end in themselves; and that generalities in history provide
only general guides for the future while in science they represent spe-
cific predictions.37 That there are significant differences of qualitative
and quantitative character, of methods and aims between history and
science and that one cannot encapsulate the other and one cannot be
resolved into the other seem obvious enough. ‘The human factor’38

will likely remain the crucial difference between history – whether 
it is defined as ‘what happened’ or ‘temporality’ of the past-present –
future, and science, however it is understood, either in positivistic or
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post-positivistic conceptions. An objectivist understanding of history, in
universalistic or positivistic/scientific terms, does not look tenable. So
much for objectivism. What of subjectivism?

Subjectivist view

Subjectivism or relativism in the philosophy of history, contrary to
objectivism and universalism, argues for a relativistic understanding of
the historical knowledge, when driven to its logical extreme conse-
quence, similar to Feyerabend’s ‘anything goes’ formula. The relativistic
account of history may be associated with the historicism of Meinecke
or Beard’s relativism. It has recently been revived in the discussions on
the ‘new historicism’ in contemporary literary criticism and the ‘new
philosophy of history’, both of which have been grounded in post-mod-
ernism.39 Not all of these authors could, of course, be said to have envis-
aged a relativistic history of an ‘anything goes’ type. And yet, one can
find textual reference in most of them. While Meinecke stressed the
determining effect of values and culture in historical explanation, Beard,
opposing the Rankean ideal of objective history, endorsed that, ‘what is
called “objective history” is simply history without an object’.40 Valéry,
though not a historian, expressed the relativistic position in full: ‘In his-
tory, I have absolutely no respect for facts, and this will continue until
someone shows me that it is impossible to replace one event by another,
with no trouble at all. Except for the stories, what proof have we today
that Napoleon Bonaparte did not win at Waterloo? No necessity what-
ever. For all the facts are perforce, entirely imagined – that is they are not
hard facts.’ He adds that history is always arbitrary.41

Historicism, usually defined as the view that everything is historical
(so our knowledge of the past is attained by our historical existence in
the present)42 may give way to relativism if the ‘historicalness’ is under-
stood as ‘being at the moment’. The historicist argument that our
knowledge of history is determined by our present values and intellec-
tual dispositions, however true, ignores the case that the ‘historicalness’
of the present (knowledge, values, institutions, and so on) is not some-
thing in itself, but has bearings from the past. The continuity of the his-
torical process defies historicism as such. Moreover, it is suggested that
the historicist view cannot stand logical testing. If it is true, then it is
itself historical, too.43

In the relativist stance of recent discussions on the ‘new historicism’
and the ‘new philosophy of history’, it has been argued that there is no
‘story out there’ to get straight, it is always the historian’s construction;
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that historical narratives are verbal fictions the contents of which are as
much invented as found; that there are neither past nor evidence given
to us.44 Others who are engaged in the discussions, however, challenged
these relativistically loaded views and the so-called reduction of history
to literature. They, evoking the Kuhnian understanding of the operation
of science, have propounded a communal and consensual view of his-
tory and narratives, conceiving history as a collective enterprise with its
criteria of evidence and of distinction, its rules and codes to which
members are held accountable, and the standards of appraisal, coher-
ence and veridicality.45 Relativism of this kind, just like the old histori-
cism, is not sustainable. In the first place, the reduction of the historical
to the textual, even if this reduction is thought to be possible, is based
on a misconception of the text whereby the textual is assumed to have
its meaning and existence in itself. This view disregards the contextually
based nature of the text. The text always takes place in a context and
gets its meaning in that context, just as language has its meaning in its
usage as argued and demonstrated by Wittgenstein and Collingwood.46

The context of a text means other texts and other temporalities.
Secondly, added to their misunderstanding of the textual, they seem to
have a misunderstanding of the historical as well, in the manner I have
already said of historicism in extreme. To say it again, the ‘historicalness’
does not mean being at a moment, but taking place in and going
through the historical process.

Socio-historical conception of history

If objectivism and subjectivism are not tenable in history as they are not
in science, then, the question is to what extent a Kuhnian framework of
paradigm, a communal and consensual view, is relevant to historical
knowledge. A number of historians announced the applicability of
Kuhn’s paradigm framework to history and its sub-disciplines, although
the concept was basically put forward to account for the formation of sci-
entific knowledge.47 In practice, we see that Kuhn’s terms have been
employed explicitly by historians and the students of other social disci-
plines. No doubt, Kuhn’s view that scientific knowledge is based on a par-
adigm framework which was defined by a group of scientists or a
scientific community through group discussions, compromises and per-
suasion, and which defines and determines the methods, aims and major
problems of a field (science), is most relevant to historians and their field.

The conception, that knowledge is consensual or socially based, has
been familiar to historians since long before Kuhn, as I have already
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shown in Collingwood and Oakeshott’s words. It, of course, goes further
back. Herder had a hint of it and the historicists (like Meinecke) recog-
nized it. Burckhardt stated, evoking Kuhnian paradigm choice: ‘Nothing
wholly unconditioned has ever existed, and nothing that was solely
determinant. At the same time, one element predominates in one aspect
of life, another in another. It is all a question of relative importance, of
the dominant at any particular time.’48 Collingwood did not only
emphasize the socially based nature of historical knowledge and the
existence of a ‘constellation of absolute presuppositions’, but also antic-
ipated Kuhn’s view that a new paradigm does not add just new
data/knowledge, but rather, it redefines the fundamentals of the field.49

Spengler, Toynbee and Barraclough were well aware of the fact that their
analysis was conditioned by particular societies.50 Unlike scientists, his-
torians, at least some of them, have always been conscious of what Kuhn
specified regarding the nature of (scientific) knowledge in his concept of
paradigm. The question is whether the historians do operate within a
paradigmatic framework or in line with Kuhn’s propositions regarding
the community of scientists.

It has been argued that in history there is no paradigmatic framework
in which research is conducted as argued for science by Kuhn.51 It is true
that historical research does not take place in a Kuhnian normalcy. A
paradigm in science, for Kuhn, comprises the agreed principles and
assumptions which define the scope and limits of the field in question:
rules according to which the research is carried out, which bind the
community of scientists, and which the scientists follow in their activi-
ties; methods by which the research is conducted; concepts which the
community use in their work; theories that are aimed to test; problems
and issues into which the scientists inquire; questions which are admit-
ted to be legitimate to ask; and goals which are commonly pursued. All
these are not observable in the case of history. Historians ask different
questions and pursue different goals. Unlike the tightly organized struc-
ture of the scientific community, historians are largely diversified.
Nonetheless, in history, at least in history proper, there are common 
features. Acknowledging this, Kuhn himself calls history and other
social disciplines ‘proto-sciences’ which generate and test – however
imperfectly – ‘testable propositions’.52

In history, despite the ongoing debates and disputes over the nature of
the field, or its facts, goals, and so on, there are some points over which
consensus has been achieved, at least among practising historians, such
as the past being taken to be what history is about (contrary to the the-
sis argued here); archives constituting the major source of evidence and

History or did Napoleon Win at Waterloo? 33



data; only the social or socially implicated human actions being the sub-
ject matter of history, and so forth. Certain events have been admitted
to be facts, the true facts that constitute history. Therefore, pace Valéry,
we know that Napoleon Bonaparte did not win at Waterloo. Not because
it has been proved conclusively in the way the existence of gravity is
proven, but just because there is nothing, as we know it, admitted
against it. History is, it is very often said, what historians do. Almost all
historians say that Napoleon Bonaparte was not the winner at Waterloo,
assuming that the terms ‘winner’ and ‘loser’ are understood by all. Yet,
there are so many issues on which historians disagree, such as the ori-
gins of the Second World War or the emergence of the ‘modern interna-
tional system’.

According to Kuhn, the professional community of scientists does not
usually tolerate those who challenge the prevalent paradigm during the
normal science period. The observation is, I think, applicable to profes-
sional historians too. One needs only to remember the reactions when
Taylor’s much-discussed book about the Second World War came out.53

It is a clear indication of how resistant the professional community of
historians could be, even to one who, by any standard, is a professional
historian. The professional community of historians, like scientists, reg-
ularly applies intersubjective standards to the scholarship of its mem-
bers. For example, Toynbee’s work on Rome, Hannibal’s Legacy, received
less criticism than his A Study of History, especially its last volumes, as the
latter contains less technical history than the former.54 Criticisms of the
last four volumes of his A Study of History were sharper as they contained
less of technical history compared to the first six volumes. Similarly,
Wells’ The Outline of History55 is an example of how exclusive the profes-
sional community can be in relation to non-professionals. Kuhn’s para-
digmatic view of science and his propositions regarding the attitudes of
professional communities do have bearings for history, even though
there is no paradigmatic consensus covering the whole field and no
tightly organized professional community. The significance of his work
for history lies in the fact that he has shown that even the scientific
knowledge is consensual and thus social.

Conclusion

To recapitulate what has been said about theory in the previous chapter
and history in the present chapter, I have argued that all human knowl-
edge is social and historical for it is where we begin and end. There is no
Archimedean point outside the human world on which we can rely and
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of which we may know once and for all. Even those kinds of knowledge
that are described as intuitive or revelatory are social in the sense that in
order for them to become human knowledge they have to be communi-
cable to us; in other words, they must be expressed in a language which
is a social property. Man’s sociality and language make his knowledge
social.

Objectivism and subjectivism/relativism can be maintained neither 
in science nor in history. Whereas in science the knower is historical and
social, in history both the knower and the known are historical and
social. This could be one reason why in history a Kuhnian normalcy is
hard to achieve, but a Kuhnian normalcy, even in science, as he has
shown, is not outside what is called the human world and does not
equate with objectivism. Historicalness defies objectivism as it shows
that nothing is universal in the sense of being independent of time and
space, and socialness defies subjectivism as it shows that not everything
goes. Against this binary opposition of objectivism and subjectivism, 
I would like to suggest ‘historicism’ to be an adequate account of human
knowledge as I have already defined and shown.

By ‘historicism’, I mean an understanding of man in society who
acquires his existence, knowledge and abilities within the historical
process in continuity, which is nothing but men’s life in socially organ-
ized collectivities in the world as we know it. Historicism as such is dif-
ferent from its sense made popular by Popper. History and ‘historicism’
are then categories that express what may be called a ‘greater relativity’.
Objectivism and relativism could be viewed as two reifications of that
greater relativity. Historicism, in this sense, does not lead to any ‘laws’,
fixed and applicable to the whole historical process. Yet, it does recog-
nize patterns in history: patterns, because human knowledge and think-
ing depend upon generalization and thus patterning and these cognitive
processes of men are not independent of his sociality, but rather
moulded by it. We do not know the future shape of our knowledge and
society. However, we do know what our present and past knowledge are.
The socialization process, which is an important determinant of our
knowledge and life, influence our future knowledge and life, thus giving
way to patterns.

Knowledge and life, theory and history are not separable.
Paraphrasing Sir John Seeley, theory without history has no foundation
and history without theory has no presentation. The practice of ‘doing’
theory is necessarily historical. Nevertheless, the rejection of such
binary oppositions in which one element is taken to be essential and the
other marginal does not mean that there are no distinctions.
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Distinctions remain. The existence or identity of a thing depends upon
its distinction from other things. The constitution of our knowledge too
relies upon distinctions. Without distinction no identity, without ‘me’
no ‘others’, without ‘mind’ no ‘body’, without ‘theory’ no ‘facts’, with-
out ‘object’ no ‘subject’, and so on.

To theorize or to explain something means to historicize it, to histori-
cize in the sense of locating and placing it within, and together with, its
locality or environment. In the human world, a particular known can
only be known together with the general known which has a larger spa-
tio-temporality. The general known with a larger spatio-temporality
may better be comprehended through an outlook of world history or
universal history that will be examined in the next chapter.
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3
Universal History or the World 
as we Know It

A convenient way to define universal history or world history may be to
look at the unit of analysis. If the nation or nation-state is taken as the
unit of analysis then the historical study could be called national 
history. When the world or entire globe is the unit of historical analysis,
or a unit in history proper, the endeavour could be named universal 
history.1 This is but one way of approaching the concept of universal
history. The statement is, however, by no means self-explanatory and it
needs to be elaborated on. First, what is meant by the ‘world’ or ‘entire
globe’ should be defined. Second, it is presupposed that a historical
analysis of the world is indeed possible.

Spatio-temporal limits

What is meant by the ‘world’ is naturally limited by what is known of 
it. The world then, spatially, comprises the known geographical limits.
What is now called the Americas, for example, was not the part of the
world for men living in Europe before the fifteenth century.
Geographical area incontestably sets limits to what societies or social
groupings of men will consider to constitute the world. Following the
same example, there were no such communities as the Mexicans or
Aztecs for the historians of, say, the thirteenth century. Even in the 
sixteenth century, Butterfield tells us, the four world-empires system,
according to which the world was composed of the Assyrian, the
Persian, the Greek and the Roman empires, was still employed in the
schools of history.2 No mention of China, let alone the Americas. It was
only in the eighteenth century that what is called the ‘Semitic’ people
were introduced into world history.3 Spatially, the world or the entire
globe is no more than the known area by particular societies in question.



Of course, this involves an inherent ethnocentrism or localism which is
usually exclusive.

Temporally, the world could be defined as the known historical
process or time-span by a particular society or man at a particular point
of that process. It goes as far back as our knowledge of men who lived
before takes us. It is similarly confined by our existing knowledge. For
instance, it has been said that until the 1930s, the temporality of the
world in terms of human civilization went back to 3100 BC, as it was
assumed to have first been embodied in the civilization of Egypt. The
temporality of human civilization was later traced further back with the
Sumerians.4 The origins of man, the emergence of human collectivities
and the development of ‘civilized’ societies have always been a con-
tested issue and given way to various conceptualizations of temporali-
ties for mankind.

Similarly, the most common division of the temporality of ‘world 
history’ has been the threefold division of ‘ancient, medieval and 
modern’ periods. As Butterfield informs us it was first formulated by
Christopher Cellarius around 1685 and it is still utilized. However, it 
did not go without being challenged. Barraclough considered it an 
‘old parochial division’ and a ‘meaningless time-scheme which makes
nonsense of the past’. It is ‘simply the idea of a mediocre German
scholar three centuries ago’. For Toynbee, ‘the conventional formula
“Ancient � Medieval � Modern” is not only inadequate but mislead-
ing’. Spengler could not have been more in agreement with him: the
current West European scheme of history, divided into ‘Ancient–
Medieval–Modern’ periods, is ‘an incredibly jejune and meaningless
scheme’. It is a source of ‘Ptolemaic system of history’ that concentrates
chiefly on the Western history.5 We now know that this threefold divi-
sion reflects the experience of a particular locality, that is, Europe. The
world is then limited in its temporal extensions just as in its spatial
extensions. It consists of limited spatio-temporalities. If it is limited,
confined and particular, how can a universal history of the world, or
indeed a world history, be meaningfully envisaged? This is where we
come to the basic presuppositions of the initial statement.

The basic difficulty with the universal history stems from the fact that
the object of it (the universe) does not seem to be readily definable com-
pared to the ‘societal’ or ‘national’ history whose object has a more read-
ily definable and identifiable character. The possibility of a universal
history or a historical analysis of ‘the world as a whole’ depends upon
how we understand ‘the world as a whole’. To recall our formula once
again, the universal history can be defined as the combination of the
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universe, or the world as a whole, and the historian. That in turn
assumes that the universe/the world as a whole is susceptible to human
knowledge and human beings/historians have the required equipment,
that is to say, are capable, of knowing and understanding that whole of
which they are a part. The view that the world as a whole can be known
by a historian – in other words, the view that there are universally appli-
cable elements in human history all over the world and a historian,
though he is a particular person living in a particular locality of that
world, could detect those universal elements – is, as would be guessed,
the objectivist position I have defined in the present work. Objectivism
thus provides one conception of universal history. Objectivists consi-
der the world as a whole in terms of an entity. On the other hand taking
the world as a whole to be a historical unit does not only mean the world
constituting a whole, unified, single entity. The world as the known spa-
tio-temporal extensions of human beings, by definition, involves differ-
ent spatio-temporalities which hinder the existence and conception of a
universal history as each spatio-temporality has its own historical devel-
opment or process which precludes the existence of a single, whole world
and the ability of the historian to conceive other spatio-temporalities.
This is the relativist position defined in the present work and which, in
its extreme, denies the possibility of a universal history.

The world has various spatio-temporalities, which are referred to as 
‘the known’ spatio-temporalities. This implies that various spatio-
temporalities could be identified and known by human beings though
they are within a particular spatio-temporality. In other words, there 
is the possibility of communication among those multiple spatio-
temporal worlds. Furthermore, we know historically that there have
been exchanges and interactions among different localities. It then 
follows that a conception of universal history could be advanced on the
basis of the ‘historical commonalities’, not ‘universal determinants’, and
the idea of the whole in terms of a perspective. This is the position of 
‘historicism’ of the present work.

Two paths to universal history

One could, then, identify two paths to reach a conception of universal
history. In the first, a universal conception of man, society, humanity
and so forth is developed or assumed and its observances and operations
are examined in history. In the second, complex and large units, which
are thought to be relatively self-sufficient, are taken and their ‘essential’
features are integrated. Christian authors, Kant, Hegel and Marx follow
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the first path; Spengler, Toynbee, Hodgson and McNeill follow the 
second path. It can be said that those who follow the second path too,
just as everyone else, have a conception of man, society and humanity.
Yet, for them, it is not the main determinant of analysis. While the first
path emphasizes unity, the second one puts emphasis on plurality.
Upon these considerations, in the following pages, I shall outline the
two conceptions of universal history.

Objectivist path

Of all attempts at a universal history before the ‘modern’ period, the
most well-known are those by Christian authors, especially Saint
Augustine’s City of God.6 The Christian account of universal history was
not, of course, the first one. Collingwood traces it back to the Stoics who
contemplated the idea of the whole world as a single historical unit.7

This can hardly be taken as the original starting point. The idea of a uni-
versal history may be traced back to the beginning of history. The sense
of history is something concomitant with society. Pace Berdyaev, who
denied the sense of history to the Greeks and Hindus for having no con-
ception of goal and purpose in the universe, one could assert that the
Greek society, just as all societies, had a sense of the historical. One can
even go back to the Old Testament and the Hebrews.8

We could find not only the traces of the sense of the historical, but
also that of a universal history in the Old Testament. By connecting the
historical roots of the Hebrews with the origins of mankind in the book
of Genesis, the Old Testament encouraged reflection on the history of all
peoples. As Coll pointed out, until the middle of the eighteenth century,
almost every universal history produced by the Europeans began with
Genesis.9 The idea of Genesis was not peculiar to the Hebrews. Almost
all societies have had some kind of creation epic. Furthermore, the his-
toricalness cannot be confined to having a definite goal or purpose. Yet,
the idea of universal history, in its first conception, comprises an end, or
an ultimate purpose to which everything is subordinated and towards
which the historical process is inevitably moving.

Judeo-Christian conception

The idea of history with an ultimate end emerges with the Hebrews and
it provides them with distinction among the Ancient peoples. In con-
trast to the cyclic view of history held by the Greeks and Hindus, the
Hebrews’ conception, as it is put by Butterfield, ‘provided a framework
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within which an idea of progress could develop’ later in the course of
Western civilization.10 The idea of progress is a natural corollary of the
view that history has an ultimate goal. That it was the Jews who con-
ceived of the idea of universal history with an ultimate goal was
expressed unequivocally by Ranke. He wrote of ancient Judaism: ‘The
steps by which this religion, when it had once made itself independent,
obtained the supremacy over all other forms of religious worship, and
became one of the fundamental bases both of Islam and of the Christian
world, form one of the most important elements in universal history.’11

Ranke was right. Judaism provided an important element of universal
history. It was monotheism. First formulated by Zarathustra, monothe-
ism was put into a doctrine by the Hebrews. With the conception of one
single God, who was omnipotent and himself independent of socio-
historical process, but involved in it, monotheism laid the ground for a
universal history. God was conceived as the ultimate universality and he
was a universal determinant in history. Since all peoples were created by
God, it was easy to advance universal elements in the course of human
social process or history. God was in history. So, the idea that there is a
judgement of God in the very process of history is older than
Christianity. It was propounded by the ancient Hebrew prophets. As
Ranke said, Judaism formed the basis of Christianity (and thus Islam). In
that case, what is the distinctiveness of Christianity?

The Christian conception of universal history elaborated upon
Judaism. First and foremost, Christianity is, so it is held, a historical reli-
gion presenting historical events and interpretations.12 It is true
Christianity is a historical religion. The question of the Incarnation, the
Crucifixion, and the Resurrection may transcend the established limits
of the history proper, but they imply that Christianity has rooted its
assertions in that ordinary realm of history with which the technical
historian is concerned. This is, as seen, a continuation of the historical-
ness, found in Judaism. The distinctiveness of the Christian conception
comes from its being more universal compared to Judaism. There are no
‘chosen people’ in Christianity, but, rather, equality of all men in the
sight of the God. The Christian conception of man thus transcends the
boundaries of the local or particular social groupings. Perhaps, a factor
behind this was the Stoic conception of man. Unlike Judaism,
Christianity was, Berdyaev observed, the meeting ground of the Eastern
and Western forces. It therefore supplied ‘the postulate of universal 
history … Establishing itself upon the ground of a united East and West,
Christianity offered the postulate of a united mankind and a providence
manifesting itself in historical destinies.’13 Despite all this emphasis
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upon unity and equality of mankind, a schism remained in the
Christian conceptualizations since non-believers or pagans were
excluded from history and treated as being unhistorical.

The Christian idea of universal history, then, depends upon an
omnipotent, infinite God – the only, one, single, true God. He consti-
tutes the basis of all universality. History is directed by divine provi-
dence. Augustine’s four concentric rings of human society, namely the
domus (household), the civitas (city or state), the orbis terrae (the whole
Earth and the whole human society) and the mundus (the universe), as
pointed out by Sir Ernest Barker, depict a unified world by God.14 God
does not only supply universal elements, but, it has been argued, he also
takes care of the observance of them. The Christian view of history is,
writes Dawson, ‘a belief in intervention by God in the life of mankind
by direct action at certain definite points in time and place’.15 It has a
general conception of human nature applicable to all men and women,
though it is a wicked one. Despite the seeming disorder and clashes,
there is an order in the universe, because, declares Dawson, evoking
Kant, ‘the disorder and confusion of history are only apparent … God
orders all events in His Providence in a universal harmony which the
created mind cannot grasp’.16

In the Christian conception, history has a beginning and an end, a
creation and a day of judgement. The particular events of history can
become meaningful only with respect to the ultimate goal, the achieve-
ment of which necessarily brings the historical process to a close. The
end of humanity or man is ‘to come to that kingdom of which there is
no end’.17 It is this final end of man that makes all particular events
potentially intelligible. To sum up, the Christian conception of univer-
sal history was based on an infinite, supra-natural and supra-social
being. Following this, it assumes a universality of human nature and an
ultimate goal of, and a final end to, history – which is outside history. It
was capable of conceiving a beginning and an end as it envisaged an
omnipotent being who could stand outside history and contemplate it.
It was, therefore, basically an ahistorical conception. Yet, its principal
features have been preserved in what may be called ‘modern’ or ‘secu-
larized’ conceptions of universal history.

Modern conception

The objectivist tradition set by monotheism continued to prevail in the
modern conceptions of universal history which were chiefly based on,
or incorporated the main features of, the developments that took place
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in the study of nature (what is now called ‘natural sciences’) from the
seventeenth century onwards. The modern conceptions, like those 
by eighteenth century writers such as Turgot and Condorcet, the
Enlightenment authors for whom the idea of universal history was par-
ticularly congenial, and later, the accounts of Kant, Hegel, Comte and
Marx, modified the universal elements of the monotheist tradition. The
major source of universality was transferred from God to Reason,
Rationality of human being, Nature, or the inevitability of progress. It
was this universal determinant that made the unity of the world and its
perception of being as a whole. While the seventeenth- and eighteenth-
century naturalists saw the human history proceeding under the general
laws of nature, the nineteenth century authors, especially Hegel, made a
clear distinction between history and nature. For Hegel, history pro-
ceeded not under the laws of nature but of Reason or Spirit. However,
the source or content of universalism was conceived by them tran-
scending the spatio-temporality in which they were living. It was still a
universalism and what is more, in the account of all those authors, uni-
versalism required or led to an idea of progress, as ‘all forms of univer-
salism possess a concept of progress’, rightly put by Linklater.18

Progress from Kant to Hegel

They all shared a fundamental belief in ‘progress, development or 
evolution’.19 Bury, in his still classic History of the Idea of Progress, defined
it as the belief that ‘civilization has moved, is moving, and will move in
a desirable direction’. He identified it as a strictly modern product that
emerged in the seventeenth century and reached its full expression in
the eighteenth century, as expressed in the works of Turgot, Condorcet,
Comte, Spencer and Tylor.20 The idea of progress, pace Bury, cannot be
taken to be a strictly modern product. Dawson, I think rightly, argued
that the idea of progress was essentially a secularized version of the tra-
ditional Christian view.21 Yet the modern conception of it may be (or is)
different than the one in the monotheist tradition. In the latter, progress
is governed solely by God and directed towards union with Him; in the
former, it is governed by human reason, or Nature and directed towards
the final stage of human happiness or the complete unfolding of man’s
capacities. Nevertheless, in both of them progress was towards the ideal,
the achievement of which would, in a sense, bring the history to an end.
Where else could one go from the ideal? The universal element/
determinant and the ideal thus converge into each other outside history
and the whole historical process is subordinated to that universal ideal.
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To exemplify these propositions, let me take the two most ardent 
proponents of objectivist universal history in the modern age. In the
very beginning of his seminal essay on universal history, Kant unequiv-
ocally tells us that ‘the manifestations of the will in human actions are
determined, like all other external events by universal natural laws’, and
speaks of ‘a universal purpose of nature’ and ‘a determinate plan of
nature’ despite the existence of paradoxical movements and planless-
ness in human things.22 The universal history of the mankind is
described in his eighth proposition as follows:

The history of the human race, viewed as a whole, may be regarded as
the realization of a hidden plan of nature to bring about a political
constitution, internally, and, for this purpose, also externally perfect,
as the only state in which all capacities implanted by her in mankind
can be fully developed.23

For Kant, a universal history of the world can be worked out according
to the plan of nature (his ninth proposition) and, yet, he acknowledges
that such ‘a universal history is … to a certain extent of an a priori char-
acter’.24 Man is endowed with reason and freedom and they can only be
completely developed and realized in ‘the species not in the individual’
(the second and third propositions) and with ‘the establishment of a
civil society, universally administering right according to law’ (the fifth
proposition). The ‘unsocial sociability of men’ and their states can be
transcended in the final resort by the hidden plan of nature to which
they are, in fact, a means (the fourth and seventh propositions).25

As seen, in Kant’s analysis, nature is conceived to be just like the
omnipotent God of, say, Christianity. It has its universal laws which
govern the human actions and also a plan for man, but hidden from
him. The will and reason are endowments of man by nature and con-
ceived to be independent of human actions and their everyday life.
These are therefore two universal abilities independent of the individual
human beings. There are not wills and reasons of human beings, but
there is the will, and there is the reason, in human beings. It is, to Kant,
this triad of the nature, the reason, and the will that makes a universal
history and its account possible. No need to add that it is basically an
ahistorical account of history. The triad is outside the spatio-temporal
realm by his self-admission in qualifying his idea of a universal history
to be of an a priori character.

Hegel incorporated almost all propositions and ideas of Kant in his
conception of universal history, with the difference perhaps, that he
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made a clear distinction between history and nature. ‘World history as a
whole,’ declared Hegel, ‘is the expression of the idea in space.’26 Though
Hegel made an acute distinction between history and nature, which was
only vaguely stated by Kant, he described history/world history in 
similar terms. For Kant, it was the manifestation of the Nature, to Hegel,
of the Spirit. Hegel wrote:

Reason governs the world, and world history is therefore a rational
process. Reason is substance and infinite power; it is itself the infinite
material of all natural and spiritual life, and the infinite form which
activates this material content … World history is merely a manifesta-
tion of the one original reason, it is one of the particular forms in
which reason reveals itself … The history of the world is a rational
process; the rational and necessary evolution of the world spirit …
Thus, spirit is the substance of history. The world spirit is the absolute
spirit … God reveals himself to man’s thought … God is the eternal
being in and for himself, and the universal in and for itself is an
object for thought.27

The source of universality for Hegel, then, is ‘Reason’, or the ‘Spirit’ or
‘God’. The discussion of these concepts and their meaning in Hegel’s
philosophy are beyond the scope of this book. What is relevant and
important to us is that all are regarded as free from human social actions
in time and place and thus as outside history. A universality similar to
Kant’s – in terms of reason/spirit being a substance and infinite power,
an ultimate design, a general rationality, the existence of one original
reason, a necessary evolution, an absolute spirit and an eternal being –
does exist in Hegel’s conceptualization of world history. In his emphasis
on the distinction of history from nature, Hegel seems to have gone too
far and pushed it beyond the historical process itself. It, then, as Kant’s,
turns out to be an ahistorical conception of (universal) history.

Based upon Kant and Hegel’s accounts, the basic propositions and
premises of the objectivist conception of a universal history may be
summarized as follows:

The existence of a universal determinant

First, there is the idea that something universal, a universal determi-
nant, operates in history. Stated in another way, a universal history can
only be grounded in a universal being, whether it be a Single God,
Nature, Reason, the Spirit, a general human rationality or whatever it is.
This idea, the existence of something universal, has been so prevalent

Universal History or the World as we Know It 45



that many, though they do not adopt an objectivist position in some
respects, have taken it for granted. The following examples show how
prevalent the idea of universality has been among the scholars.

Ranke, the master of particularities and details, remarks that the prin-
ciple of universal history is the principle of ‘a common life of the human
race which dominates the nations without resolving itself in them’. There is
an ideal towards which all forces are looking. Ranke, concluding his
essay on the Great Powers, spoke of the spiritual forces, which cannot be
defined, but only glimpsed. Burckhardt wrote of ‘heavenly bodies’ shin-
ing upon all times and all peoples, of ‘the same great universal tradition’
perpetuating every nation. Even for Toynbee, who first conceived a uni-
versal history in terms of the comparative study of civilizations which
were regarded as self-sufficient, ‘history is the interaction of God and
Man. History [is] a vision of God revealing himself in action to souls that
were sincerely seeking him … History acquires a spiritual meaning when
man catches in history a glimpse of the operation of One True God.’28

A common conception of human nature

Second, as the corollary of the first premise, a common conception of
human nature is advanced. It is assumed that all human beings, due to
the universal element, have some common features to form what is
called human nature. It could be qualified as being rational, good, evil
and so on. Human nature is then understood to be a unifying element
of human beings. It lies behind the essential oneness of mankind in
terms of morality. Mankind, as one biological species, has a moral one-
ness in addition to its biological oneness. It has indeed been argued that
the Stoics and the Christian authors built their doctrine of the moral
oneness of humanity upon the biological oneness of mankind. It seems
to me that moral oneness of mankind in Christianity comes from the
idea of a single God rather than biological oneness.29

Nevertheless, it is assumed that as a consequence of this common
human nature which has been, is, and will be, the same for everyone,
humanity forms a whole despite various differences and changes in
races, cultures, customs, and so forth. The conception of a common
human nature constitutes one of the bases of many a historical analysis
of objectivists, and even others, too. For instance, Herder wrote: ‘The
Nature of man remains ever the same.’ He has born with passions, is
born and will be born with passions. Even Butterfield, though he
acknowledges that the ‘eliciting of general truths or of propositions
claiming universal validity is the one kind of consummation which is

46 International Relations and the Philosophy of History



beyond the competence of history to achieve’, agrees with the view that
envisages a generality of human wickedness. Walsh too endorses the
view that a common human nature does exist.30

The unity of history

Third, after the universal determinant and a universal/common human
nature comes the idea of the unity of history, in the sense that all his-
torical events and interactions constitute one single whole, a whole in
terms of an entity. The unity of history is recognized not in particular
events, but behind and above them. For Kant, the unity of history can
only be seen in the whole species, and, to Hegel, the ‘universal element
is not to be found in the world of contingent phenomena; it is the unity
behind the multitude of particulars’.31 For Kant and Hegel, it is not dif-
ficult to contemplate a unity of all historical events, if one considers
their attribution of the whole historical process to Nature or the Spirit.
Ranke formulates the unity of history in terms of a hierarchy of causes,
extending from ‘pragmatic causality’ to God.32

The idea of the unity of history leads to the idea that there are wider,
common, spiritual forces transcending individual facts and societies and
nations. In other words, the particular fact or society does not only
become intelligible within the totality of facts or general society, but is
also determined by the general/universal. In Kant and Hegel this is obvi-
ous. Berlin adds Marx to them.33 Ranke’s essay on the great powers is an
expression of this view. In criticizing the studies on ‘Universal History’
in England, Ranke stressed the general connection of things and alleged
that universal history should go beyond a collection of national histo-
ries.34 Yet, he was no holist in a determinate sense as he was very keen
on details. Even he argued that we know those laws and forces through
studying the particularities. For Ranke, universal history should be
grounded in both the general and the particular.35

The view that there is a unity in and behind history and that there are
wider forces making it a whole cannot, of course, be confined to the
objectivist account of universal history. A host of other writers also share
the same view. The existence of a wider and higher element in history
and the subordination of individual nations/societies to it have been
expressly stated in Lord Acton’s Letter sent out to the contributors of the
Cambridge Modern History in 1898. The much-quoted passage is worth
quoting again:

By universal history I understand that which is distinct from the
combined history of all countries, which is not a rope of sand, but 
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a continuous development, and is not a burden on the memory, but
an illumination of the soul. It moves in a succession to which the
nations are subsidiary. Their story will be told, not for their own sake,
but in reference and in subordination to a higher series, according 
to the time and the degree in which they contribute to the common
fortunes of mankind.36

What is, however, distinctive of the objectivist position is that it con-
ceives unity and whole as determinative of individual events, human
actions and human societies. Human social actions are not regarded as
taking place within a whole in mutual interaction, but as being deter-
mined by the whole.

The continuity of history

The fourth proposition of the universal history conceptualized in objec-
tivist terms is the continuity of history. This idea of the continuity of
history may imply (a) the movement of history along a certain line or in
a certain direction, (b) the operation of the same principles, forces and
laws throughout human history and (c) the inclusion of all times and
peoples in the conception of history. All these meanings could easily be
detected in the objectivist tradition. That history proceeds through and
towards a certain line and direction is the natural outcome of the idea 
of progress and the view that there is an end in history. That there are
general principles, forces and laws working throughout history is an
obvious conclusion of the conception of a universal element and deter-
minant. The inclusion of all times and peoples results from the view that
there is a universal element in history and that the world constitutes 
a single whole.

Of those three implications of the continuity of history, the most sig-
nificant one has been the idea of progress. On the way to the progression,
to the manifestation or the realization of the universal spirit or goal, the
means is the ‘unsocial sociability of men’, for Kant; the individuals or the
state which is the unity of subjective will and the universal, for Hegel;
and class struggle, for Marx.37 The idea of the continuity of history can-
not easily be confined to the objectivist tradition. History, by definition,
implies continuity, at least in terms of the passage of time. With the state
of the world and the universe as we know it, and the notion of time that
we have, human social life continues. In this sense, every one has a
notion of continuity. However, the objectivist makes the continuity of
time and social life in a certain form and in a certain direction.
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The ultimate end and meaning of history

A final premise of the objectivist understanding of the concept of 
universal history could be expressed as the persistent notion that in 
history there is an ultimate end which gives it (history) its meaning.
Although this premise has already been implicitly expressed within the
previous propositions, it needs to be further elaborated. According to this
premise, there is an end of history towards which humanity as a whole is
evolving and history gets meaningful by virtue of that final end. The 
end or goal of history is taken as a reference point for the meaning of/
in history. In other words, the core of the question lies in the search for 
a meaning in/of history. The historical process should, so it is held, be
meaningful. All this cannot be for nothing and in vain. Then, what is
needed, so the argument goes, is something which could give history its
meaning. The objectivist conceives the meaning of history by referring
to something outside the historical process, as already mentioned, such
as Nature, the Spirit, God or the final stage of human society of which
one cannot speak in historical terms. The idea behind this conception 
is the belief that the meaning of history could not be attributed to tem-
porary and transitory phenomena.38 Plus, there is the view that some-
thing gets its meaning from something else. That is why, in the accounts
of objectivists outlined here, we see a universal determinant.

The search for meaning in/of history is a legitimate endeavour. Pace
many professional technical historians, who have disregarded the ques-
tion of the meaning of history and brought that endeavour to a ‘stand-
still’, in the words of the lamenting historian,39 by treating it as a
metaphysical or theological issue and outside the scope of history as
they understood it in strictly empiricist terms, the question ‘what is it all
about?’ persists. The reason why the objectivist looks for something
supra-historical for the meaning of history and why the technical histo-
rian disregards the problem is that they both have a misconception of
the word ‘meaning’. For both of them, the meaning is given. The mean-
ing of something is not its possession, but given to it. Following this
logic, one line of argument takes the already stated view that searches
for meaning in history outside and beyond the history itself as it was
supposed by Christian authors like Kant and Hegel. That history has 
its meaning through something beyond and outside it has been a 
relentlessly recurring theme. ‘We must’, proclaimed Barraclough, ‘seek
for history an end outside itself – as it had, for example, when it was
viewed as a manifestation of the working of God’s providence. That
statement is not intended to imply a return to a theological view of 
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history …, but it does mean that its study should have a constructive 
purpose and a criterion of judgement, outside and beyond the historical
process.’40 Yet, he does not tell us what that thing, ‘outside and beyond
the historical process’, is. The other line of argument refutes the 
question on the grounds that we cannot display the value and meaning
of history as a whole, ‘for who could get outside of history to contem-
plate it?’41

As I have already stated, both lines of argument rely upon a miscon-
ception of meaning. True, the meaning of something is not by and in
itself. But this goes for the others as well. The meaning of something,
like its existence and identity, comes from its being with the others, not
just from the others. Even God, supposing he does exist, becomes mean-
ingful, at least to us, when he is historicized. Contrary to Barraclough’s
proclamation, it is very unlikely to have something ‘outside and beyond
the historical process’. Those who argue that history as a whole has no
meaning because no one could get outside of it to contemplate its mean-
ing or value, make the similar mistake. It is right, nobody can get out of
history, but there is no need for that. To repeat: nothing gives anything
its meaning, everything gets its meaning in interaction with others.
Furthermore, as long as we could speak of history or history as a whole,
and as long as the word ‘meaning’ makes sense to us or exists in our lan-
guage, history (as a whole), pace Kuzminski, has a meaning.

To sum up, objectivist accounts of universal history or world history
with their premises, outlined above, are but de-historicizations of the
historical. The first two premises (the existence of a universal determi-
nant and a common human nature) are neither logically nor empirically
demonstrable. The last three have been built upon the first two.
Consequently, human history seems to have been pushed out of the
spatio-temporal realm. Universal history based on objectivism thus
becomes the reification or universalization of something particular, as it
was in the case of the ‘jealous god’ of Judaism (indeed all monotheist
religions) that denies deity to all the other gods. The schism, seen in the
Christian conception, thus reflects in the modern conceptions in the
form of ‘civilized’ and ‘uncivilized’, ‘progressed’ and ‘backward’,
‘Europe’ and ‘non-Europe’ and so forth. Needless to say, the latter is
treated as unhistorical and its historicity denied.

As Butterfield rightly stated, the study of universal history has been
largely Eurocentric. In the eighteenth century, it was confined to the
biblical, the classical and the European states-system. In the nineteenth
century, it comprised only the continent of Europe and its relations with
the world overseas.42 This Eurocentrism (more properly, localism) has
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been influential upon even those who acknowledged the distinctive fea-
tures of different societies and civilizations. For example, Herder
thought that non-European societies were essentially static and irrele-
vant to the study of historical process.43 Ranke agreed with him entirely:
‘At times the conditions inherited from ancient times of one or another
oriental people have been regarded as the foundation of everything. But
one cannot possibly use as a starting point the peoples of eternal stand-
still to comprehend the inner movement of world history.’44 The con-
ception of universal history in objectivist understanding becomes, at the
end, not only ahistorical, but also exclusive. Universalism ends up in
parochialism.

I have shown that the objectivist conception of universal history/
world history can hardly be taken as historical. Relativism/subjectivism,
by definition, is not a proper basis for an understanding of universal 
history or world history. With its attribution of a self-sufficiency and
omnipotency to the particular/individual, relativism hinders the world
as a whole being taken to be a unit. In the remainder of this chapter, 
I would like to argue for a historical conception of universal history.

A historical account of universal history

It has already been said that there have been those who attempted 
to make a historical account of universal history. Herder and Ranke,
notwithstanding their universalistic views, are the foremost. Toynbee
and Spengler, despite the latter’s relativistic assertions, have been con-
sidered as the twentieth century revivers of the conception of universal
history or world history ‘on new foundations’ with their comparative
study of civilizations.45 Following Toynbee, Barraclough argued for the
necessity of a conception of universal history and McNeill advanced
‘organizing concepts for world history’ based upon pattern of group
interactions which he classified as hunting-gathering, barbarism and
civilization. McNeill takes group interactions together with the geo-
graphical or natural conditions.46 Similarly, taking group interactions
and exchanges among the four civilizations of the Afro-Eurasian zone,
namely Europe, the Middle East, India, and China and the Far East,
Hodgson argues that they constitute ‘the whole Afro-Eurasian complex’
which is the only context for an adequate conception of world history.47

More recently, Zagorin has argued that it is not possible to attain a
total conception of world history or the historical process in objectivist
terms. Nevertheless this does not preclude the feasibility of focusing on
large-scale subjects at a quite general level and on questions that surpass
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the specialist and disciplinary boundaries. It is possible to have an
understanding of whole societies and civilizations and of broad areas
and aspects of the past.48 There is no need to extend this list. It is simply
a indication of the possibility of a historical conception of universal 
history. One can even find some historical insights in objectivist propo-
sitions above, in the last three. Drawing upon all these accounts, the
basic points of a historical understanding of universal history could be
outlined as follows:

The known world

I have already made the point that the world for us is what we know of
it. First and foremost, a historical conception of universal/world history
could therefore be developed only on the basis of the known world and
the process through which that world has come to be as it is known. In
the beginning of this chapter, it is said that universal history takes the
world as a whole which is an all-inclusive unit. The all-inclusive unit is
nothing but the institutionalization of the sum of all possible units. The
unit that is all-inclusive is then a known to us as all possible units can
only be comprehended to be possible if we have known of them, if there
is a relation of familiarity between us and what we speak of.

The known world, on the other hand, can only be known if there is
sufficient flow of relations between us and others, among the existing
various social groupings. The flow of relations needs to be sufficient to
the extent that it allows us to become familiar with the others. It follows
that it is very unlikely that we could conceive a world history which is
once and for all and which is beyond what we know of the world.

The particular and the general

Second, universal history starts not from a universal, but at the point at
which the historian finds himself. The point at which the historian
finds himself constitutes the ground for all human knowledge. This is
how Toynbee constructs his study of universal history when he begins
his analysis by deconstructing Great Britain, the point at which he finds
himself.49 And it was also implied by Ranke when he boldly declared
that ‘the particular bears the universal within itself’.50 If the historian
departs from, or is bound to depart from, the point at which he finds
himself, and the point at which he finds himself is a particular point,
then, the logical question is, how could one possibly develop a ‘univer-
sal’, or ‘general’ or ‘wider’, history from a particular point? Ranke 
was quite sure of it: ‘From the particular, perhaps, you can ascend with
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careful boldness to the general. But there is no way leading from the
general theory to the perception of the particular.’51 Provided that this is
not conceived in terms of the opposition of inductivism versus deduc-
tivism, in which one part of the dichotomy is disregarded and the other
is deemed to be essential, Ranke may be right, though he seems to have
conceived of it as such.

To start from the particular, at a point in space and time, does not 
preclude the knowledge of the general and the other points. In order 
to start from the particular, one needs to know what and where the par-
ticular is, and to know the particular and a specific point, one needs to
be aware of the general and other points. In the words of a modern-day
interpreter, ‘one cannot be conscious of a “here” without at the same
time being aware of a “there” ’.52 It is true, ‘the particular bears the uni-
versal within itself’, but not in the form of the universal manifesting
itself in the particular as Ranke and others have understood. The partic-
ular bears the universal within itself, just because it is perceived as ‘the
particular’.

Unity through diversity

Next to the question of the possibility of a universal, general conception
of history is whether the world or the historical process as a whole has
some universal, common, similar features or developments so as to
allow us to make a general account of it. Here, we come to the third
point which is the unity or wholeness of the world. A unity or whole-
ness of the world could be argued, I think, on the basis of empirical, his-
torical developments in the world as we know it, not on the basis of a
universality unifying the world and historical process and making it a
whole entity as it was assumed in the objectivist understanding.

First and foremost there are some features or needs common to all
human beings, what are called physical or biological needs. As far as 
our knowledge goes, every human being has to eat, drink and sleep. 
Life itself, death, at least for now, and the Earth, at present, are common 
to human beings. Second, even if we may not be as sure as Ranke in
asserting that ‘no people in the world has remained out of contact with
the others’53 we could see the similarities or commonalities among dif-
ferent social groupings emerging in the course of history. McNeill shows
us that such commonalities have been existent among different civiliza-
tions, coming out of their interactions, and they have been frequent and
worldwide after AD 1000.54 Furthermore, if there are different social
groupings or civilizations, and if we are able to note the differences,
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then it means that there are similarities and commonalities among
them. It is in this sense and because of the nature of our knowledge 
of the historical that there is a unity in history. Ranke is right in making
the startling statements that ‘history is by its nature universal’ and ‘the
union of all depends on the independence of each’.55 The unity of all
depends upon the independence of each because if the ‘each’ is not
independent we cannot speak of the ‘all’. The unity of the world in
terms of a historical understanding is then, to use the clichéd statement,
a unity through diversity.

Continuity and difference

The unity of the world comprises not only horizontal extensions, that is,
multiple social groupings, but also vertical extensions, that is the past as
far as we know it. Universal history should be universal both in time and
space. It should take the past as a whole.56 This, the idea of continuity,
could be taken as the fourth point of a historical conception of univer-
sal history. The continuity is seen not along a certain line or direction
and towards a certain end or purpose. It is understood with reference to
the socialization process that all human beings undergo and to the accu-
mulation of knowledge that all human beings have. It is not just the fact
that time passes, but, more significantly, that throughout that process,
men are in society and different social groupings are in interaction. It
does not mean that there is no difference between two ages, between
two periods of the human social life. Yet, as Freeman observed, ‘the fact
that we note the point of difference is the surest proof of essential like-
ness’.57 As in the case of unity, in order to see continuity one needs to
perceive different periods.

A perspective of the whole

The notions of unity and continuity are, as already made explicit,
related to the idea of the whole. The idea of the whole denies the
omnipotence or self-sufficiency of the individual element. The concep-
tion of universal history then considers the interrelated and relevant
events or social groups. It is ‘a search … beyond the immediate facts’.58

The idea of the whole in terms of an entity, followed to its logical con-
sequences, eliminates the identity of elements. Without elements, no
whole exists. The idea of the whole can hardly be taken in a determinate
manner. A whole having a one-way determinative capacity is not
human and historical; it is nothing but reification of something partic-
ular. So, only the idea of the whole in terms of perspective could be an
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adequate basis for a universal history. Depending upon this view, we
could agree with Barraclough that the world history does not necessarily
encompass the whole globe; we can perfectly and legitimately have a
‘world history’ of Europe alone. In other words, European history is
interpreted in relation to its place in the world.59 The European or, for
example, Indian history is not considered in itself, but with others.

Universal history as such cannot be centred on a particular locality. 
It should be purged of all parochialism. Universal history as part of a 
historical understanding, as it is seen here, is neither Eurocentric nor
state-centric. The civilizations of China, India and Islam are just as
much part of the historical background of our times as is the civilization
of the West. As Stavrianos asserted it, the basic rule that must be kept in
mind is that ‘no European movements or institutions [should] be
treated unless non-European movements or institutions of similar 
magnitude and world significance also be treated’.60

Yet a conception of universal history is not a substitute for European
or national history. As stressed by Webster, as long as the world is organ-
ized in terms of nation-states and the state has so great an influence in
determining contacts among peoples, state and state relations will be
part of history.61 This observation, made in 1933, is not irrelevant in our
own day. This does not mean that the world will never be able ‘to escape
from the historical limits of state’.62 It is precisely a conception of the
universal history as such that transcends the so-called historical limits of
the state. State is but one form of social grouping, or social organization.
By recognizing this, that is, being conscious of the fact that the state or
any other form of organization, is just a particular form, we can recog-
nize the existence of others. The concept of universal history may then
help us to understand others.

A historical conception of universal/world history is not defined
according to a universal determinant, and nothing is an island. 
It follows that it can only be constructed on the basis of, or through, 
historical commonalities. One way of examining these historical com-
monalities is through the comparative study of civilizations, which are
large-scale complex groupings of human beings. However before we 
discuss civilizations we first need to consider the notion of civilization.
The following chapter examines the concept of civilization.
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4
Civilization or Naked Greed

The root word of ‘civilization’ is civis (citizen) or civitas (city) in Latin.
Among other things, the term, in its Latin root, basically refers to the
state of being related to, of pertaining to, of belonging to a collectivity of
people, an organized collectivity, a body politic that we may call a state
or commonwealth. It refers to the city-life or ‘citification’ or process of
‘civilization’ in the social life of human beings. In Latin, then, the word
‘civilization’ is closely associated with ‘city’ or ‘citification’. The associa-
tion of the word ‘civilization’ with ‘city’ can be found in other languages
as well. The Turkish word for ‘civilization’, ‘medeniyet’, in its Arabic root,
too, has an association with ‘city’. The word for city in Arabic, ‘medina’,
has the same root as medeniyet, that is, mdn. The other word in Arabic for
civilization, ‘umran’, used by Ibn Khaldun, is derived from a root that
means ‘to build up, to cultivate’. Ibn Khaldun uses it to designate any 
settlement. The association of the word ‘civilization’ with ‘city’ is by no
means common to all languages. For example, the Chinese word wen
(for civilization and culture) does not imply city or city-life.1

Etymologically, the word ‘civilization’ may be associated with city or
citification. The meaning of a word can, however, only be derived from
its usage. In order then to understand what is meant by the concept of
‘civilization’ we first need to see how it is used.

The word ‘civilization’ and its usages

The word ‘civilization’ in French and English, with its modern usage
meaning ‘the state or process of becoming civilized’, first appeared in
the eighteenth century. It was born out of the verb, ‘to civilize’, and the
participle, ‘civilized’, which had long existed and were in common use
in the sixteenth century. A couple of works or authors have been cited as



the first literary evidence of the appearance of the word civilization in its
modern sense. According to Braudel, it was first used by the French
statesman and economist Turgot in his draft on universal history in
1752. The official appearance of the word in print first occurred in 1756,
in a work entitled A Treatise on Population by Victor Riquetti, Marquis of
Mirabeau.

L. Febvre and Elias agree with Braudel. For the former, the earliest
printed use of the word civilization is by Boulanger in his L’Antiquité
Devoilée par ses Usages, printed in Amsterdam in 1766. The latter, Elias,
finds the first literary evidence of the evolution of the verb civilizer into
the concept civilization – referring to softening of manner, urbanity and
politeness – in the work of Mirabeau in the 1760s. Another author using
the word about the same time is said to be Baudeau in his Ephémérides du
Citoyen (1767). The word entered into the Academy’s Dictionary in 1798.
Contrary to this agreement upon the eighteenth century as the birth
date of the word civilization, a much earlier date has been suggested.
According to Wundt, it was Bodin who first used the word in its modern
sense in the sixteenth century.

The Oxford English Dictionary, too, gives first citations of ‘civilization’
from the eighteenth century onwards. The word is defined in three
senses. The first, and the earliest, is a technical sense in law: ‘A law, act
of justice, or judgment, which renders a criminal process civil; which is
performed by turning an information into an inquest, or vice versa.’ In
this sense, it is cited from 1704 onwards. Secondly, the word means ‘the
action or process of civilizing or of being civilized’ and it is cited from
1775. In its third sense, ‘civilization’ denotes, more usually, ‘civilized
condition or state; a developed or advanced state of human society; a
particular stage or a particular type of this’. In this sense, it is first cited
from 1772 onwards.2

Connected words, ‘civility’, ‘civilize’ and ‘civilized’, were used earlier
than the word ‘civilization’. The Oxford English Dictionary gives four
meanings of ‘civility’ as ‘connected with civilization, culture’: (1) ‘The
state of being civilized; freedom from barbarity’ (cited from 1549
onwards); (2) ‘Polite or liberal education; training in the “humanities”,
good breeding; culture, refinement’ (cited from 1533 onwards); 
(3) ‘Behavior proper to the intercourse of civilized people; ordinary cour-
tesy or politeness, as opposed to rudeness of behavior; decent respect,
consideration’ (cited from 1561 onwards); (4) ‘Decency, seemliness’
(first cited in 1612). For Elias, the concept of civilité received the specific
stamp and function in the second quarter of the sixteenth century. It
owes the specific meaning to a short treatise by Erasmus of Rotterdam,
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De civilitate morum puerilium (On Civility in Children), which appeared
in 1530.3

Six meanings of the verb ‘to civilize’, from which ‘civilization’ is
derived, are listed as follows, with citation dates in parenthesis: (1) to
bring out of a state of barbarism, to instruct in the arts of life and thus
elevate in the scale of humanity; to enlighten, refine and polish (1601);
(2) ‘to make “civil” or moral; to subject to the law of civil or social 
propriety’ (1640); (3) ‘to make lawful or proper in a civil community’
(1643); (4) ‘to turn a criminal into a civil cause’; (5) ‘to become civilized
or elevated’ (1868); (6) ‘to conform to the requirements of civil life, to
behave decently’ (1605). The participle ‘civilized’ is defined in two
senses. The first one refers to being ‘made civil; in a state of civilization’
and is cited from 1611 onwards. The second one is defined as ‘of or 
pertaining to civilized men’ and cited from 1654 onwards.

Civilization and culture

The term civilization is very often accompanied by the term culture,
even though they are not synonymous. Sometimes, they have been used
interchangeably as in ‘Western civilization’ and ‘Western culture’. It
would therefore be helpful to have a look at the word ‘culture’.
Compared to civilization, the word ‘culture’ has a longer history.
Braudel says that even Cicero speaks of ‘cultura mentis’.4 ‘Culture’ is
derived from Latin cultuae, from the verb colere, with the meaning of
tending or cultivation. In Christian authors, cultura has the meaning of
worship. The Old French form was couture, later replaced by culture.

In English, the following usages can be noted: ‘the action or practice
of cultivating the soil; tillage, husbandry’ (1420); ‘worship; reverential
homage’ (1483); ‘the cultivating or development (of mind, faculties,
manners, etc.); improvement or refinement by education’ (1510 More,
1651 Hobbes, 1752 Johnson, 1848 Macaulay); ‘the training of the
human body’ (1628); ‘the training, development and refinement of
mind, tastes and manners; the condition of being thus trained and
refined; the intellectual side of civilization’ (1805 Wordsworth, 1837
Emerson, 1869 Arnold); ‘a particular form or type of intellectual devel-
opment. Also, the civilization, customs, and artistic and other achieve-
ments, of a people, especially at a certain stage of its development or
history’ (1867 Freeman, 1871 Tylor). Kroeber and Kluckhohn note that
the word ‘culture’, in almost all its usages, retains ‘the primary notion of
cultivation or becoming cultured’, derived from its Latin root. Yet, based
upon their survey of anthropological, sociological, psychological and



other relevant (historical, educational, and so on) literature, the authors
cite 164 meanings of the word ‘culture’.5

From this summary of the various meanings of civilization and culture
what we realize, in the first instance, is that the two words have had 
a close association, and sometimes referred to the same thing. By the 
mid-nineteenth century, the two terms came to be used interchangeably
in the literature of anthropology and ethnology. It became common after
Gustav Klemm’s (1843) use of the German word ‘kultur’ to include 
the French term ‘civilization’, for there was no word for ‘civilization’ in
German. Especially, with the adoption of Klemm’s usage by Tylor (1871),
the two words became, in a sense, inseparable in anthropology, even
though most anthropologists preferred to use ‘culture’. Yet, by ‘culture’,
anthropologists mean also what may be included in ‘civilization’. The
earliest treatises of culture (civilization) are said to be C. Meiner’s
Grundriss der Geschichte der Menschheit (1785) and G. Klemm’s Allgemeine
Cultur-Geschichte der Menschheit (1843), though each recognized prede-
cessors going back to Voltaire.6 The recognition of Voltaire as the first his-
torian of culture (or civilization) is a commonplace, even though he did
not use the word civilization. It is held that he was the first scholar who
examined the whole life of societies, not just the dynasties, kings and
their battles.7 If someone is to father the study of civilization (culture), it
is not easy to trace who he is. Nonetheless, we could assert that it was not
Voltaire, as Ibn Khaldun preceded him.

Positive and negative connotations

It was not only the anthropologist or ethnologist who included what is
meant by ‘culture’ and ‘civilization’ in one word – either ‘culture’ or ‘civ-
ilization’. Many scholars did the same so that it would not make a con-
siderable difference if the words were replaced by each other. In fact, it
could be said that both words fairly established themselves by the begin-
ning of the nineteenth century. Guizot, in 1828, confidently proclaimed
that ‘civilization is a fact like any other’. It was a fact susceptible to being
studied, described and narrated. It constituted a fact par excellence, ‘the
sum, the expression of the whole life of nations’. Civilization as a fact
was equated with progress and development. ‘The idea of progress, of
development,’ says Guizot, ‘appears to me the fundamental idea con-
tained in the word, civilization’. Civilization denotes, on the one hand,
the development of society in terms of an increasing production of the
social strength and happiness and also in terms of a more equitable dis-
tribution, among individuals, of the strength and happiness produced.
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On the other hand, civilization means the development of the individ-
ual, of his faculties, his sentiments, and his ideas.8

Guizot’s bold statements, confidently expressed, show that the concept
of civilization has been well established. They can also be taken as the
reflection of the self-confidence of a rising Europe. Guizot thinks that civ-
ilization is ipso facto valued. He never questions if it is something good.
However, Mill, only eight years after Guizot, asks whether civilization is a
good. By ‘civilization’, he too means ‘human improvement’. According to
Mill, there are two basic characters of a state of high civilization: the dif-
fusion of property and intelligence, and the power of cooperation.
Civilization is, on the whole, a good; though he speaks of some negative
effects coming from civilization.9 Mill is not as sure as Guizot. The
English cautiousness? Perhaps, yes. De Gobineau (1853–55) kept 
the value-loaded meaning of the concept. He defined civilization as ‘a
state of relative stability, where the mass of men try to satisfy their wants
by peaceful means, and are refined in their conduct and intelligence’.10

In all these treatments of civilization, what comes out is that civiliza-
tion is taken to be both a process and a condition, or property, of man
and society. Generally, it is ascribed a positive qualification, perhaps
since its inception. The positive connotation of the concept has by no
means been commonly accepted. Mill hesitated about it. By the mid-
nineteenth century, it was openly questioned. Marx and Engels wrote in
the Manifesto of the Communist Party (1848): ‘There is too much civiliza-
tion, too much means of subsistence, too much industry, too much
commerce.’11 Later, in Origin of Family, Private Property and State (1884),
Engels spoke in sharper words: ‘Naked greed has been the moving spirit
of civilization from the first day of its existence to the present time;
wealth, more wealth and wealth again … was its sole and determining
aim … The exploitation of one class by another is the basis of civili-
zation,’ so, ‘its whole development moves in a continuous contradic-
tion’.12 Marx and Engels’ remarks could be seen as an expression of, 
or attention to, the likely side effects of technical progress or industrial-
ization which has been regarded as a major component of civilization.

The qualification of civilization to show disapproval, as made by 
Marx and Engels, or others for that matter, may be taken, according 
to Braudel, as an expression of the duality between spirit and nature – a
duality that has been tenaciously persistent in German thought. Culture
in the German language, from Herder on, meant scientific and intellec-
tual progress freely removed from any social context. It referred to a set
of normative principles, values and ideals. By civilization, the German
language simply intended the material aspect of man’s existence, 

60 International Relations and the Philosophy of History



denoting a mass of practical, technical knowledge, a series of ways of
dealing with nature. In this dichotomy, Braudel argues, one word is
devalued, the other is exalted. The word ‘culture’ assumed the dignity 
of spiritual concerns, the word ‘civilization’ denoted the triviality of
material affairs.13 According to Elias, the French and English concept of
‘civilization’ can refer to political or economic, religious or technical,
moral or social facts. The German concept of ‘kultur’ refers essentially to
intellectual, artistic and religious facts, distinguishing it from political,
economic and social facts.14 For Spengler, the civilization which is 
‘the inevitable destiny of the Culture’ signifies the death of a culture.15

The qualification of civilization and culture according to some sort of
dichotomy is not just something peculiar to German thought. The
traces of that duality may be found in the works of many scholars, from
Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy (1869) to Snow’s The Two Cultures and the
Scientific Revolution (1959). Devaluation or exaltation, the concept has
usually been value laden.

Of course, there have been those who defined the concept of civiliza-
tion, united with culture, in a ‘technical’ sense, dissociated from being
value laden as much as possible. Tylor’s definition, which became estab-
lished in the mainstream literature of anthropology, might be regarded
as an example in this direction. ‘Culture or Civilization,’ wrote Tylor in
1871, ‘taken in its wide ethnographic sense, is that complex whole
which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any
other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society.’16

Tylor, as seen, took the terms ‘culture’ and ‘civilization’ as identical and,
indeed, used them interchangeably throughout his work. If the argu-
ments of the earlier chapters of this book are recalled, it is hardly feasi-
ble to expect Tylor’s, or anybody else’s, attempt to be successful in
making civilization devoid of any value. In technicalizing the word,
Tylor did not render it free from any connotation, positive or negative.
What he did was to include within the concept both connotations.
Tylor’s definition could be viewed in line with that of Ibn Khaldun who
seems to define it as what man, as a member of society, has done and has
been doing. Ibn Khaldun considers the bedouin life (nomadic life) to be
the ground for settled life and sedentary culture in which civilization
grows longer.17 The ‘technical’ definition, as provided by Ibn Khaldun
and later Tylor, could be taken as an adequate definition in practical
terms. As I have already said, it is not free from value judgement, but at
least it makes the concept free from reifications as is seen in such phrases
as ‘civilization is progressing’, ‘civilization has overcome’, ‘civilization
penetrated’ and so on.
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Just as there have been attempts to dissociate civilization from a
value-laden content, we have witnessed the attempts to distinguish the
concepts of culture and civilization. A distinction appears to have been
prevalent, expressed in one of the definitions of the word ‘culture’ by
the Oxford English Dictionary as ‘the intellectual side of civilization’. By
this distinction, attributed to the persistent duality in German thought
by Braudel, culture refers to ‘intellectual’ advancements and achieve-
ments and civilization denotes ‘material’ advancements and achieve-
ments. Needless to say that such a distinction depends upon the
separation of the intellectual and material, which is, as I have argued,
untenable.

A second prevalent distinction is to treat one concept as a general and
inclusive category and the other in terms of the subcategories of the for-
mer. This distinction is a distinction, as the saying goes, in degree not in
kind. Most of the writers have taken civilization as a larger category and
culture as the component of civilization. While Braudel takes civiliza-
tion as ‘a collection of cultural characteristics and phenomena’, Elias
makes the point that the concept of kultur delimits, whereas the concept
of civilization plays down the national differences between peoples.18

Melko straightforwardly expresses and considers civilization to be ‘large
and complex cultures, usually distinguished from simpler cultures by a
greater control of environment’, including the practice of agriculture
and the domestication of animals. Civilization incorporates a multiplic-
ity of cultures.19 A civilization is, according to Hodgson, a compound
culture, ‘a relatively extensive grouping of interrelated cultures in so far
as they have shared in cumulative traditions in the form of high culture,
on the urban, literate level’.20

What we see here is that, on the one hand, civilization is a collectivity
of multiple cultures; on the other hand, culture is seen as constitutive of
civilization. Culture could therefore be more inclusive as well. Bagby
suggests a distinction on this ground. He defines culture as ‘regularities
in the behavior, internal and external, of members of a society, exclud-
ing those regularities which are clearly hereditary in origin’. Civilization
is, he says, ‘the kind of culture found in the cities’. Cities are in turn
defined as the agglomerations of dwellings many of whose inhabitants
are not engaged in producing food.21 Such attempts to distinguish the
terms ‘culture’ and ‘civilization’, though they seem more tenable than
the ‘intellectual’ versus ‘material’ distinction and could serve pragmati-
cally, can hardly be maintained, for each word can safely be replaced 
by the other without losing the meaning of both and causing much con-
fusion. The difficulty and artificiality of the distinction between the
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meanings of culture and civilization has been noted by some.22 The
distinction as such could be useful for pragmatic purposes, but no more.
Besides, civilization and culture, however they may be distinguished,
refer to what man himself has produced and inherited from the previous
generations.

Three meanings of civilization

If I sum up so far, three distinct, but interrelated, meanings of the con-
cept of ‘civilization’ can be said to exist in common usage, though their
contents may vary.

(i) Civilization as a quality

The first meaning is the adjectival form. Here, civilization qualifies men
and society. It refers to the state of being civilized, to the possession of
good manners and self-control. When we say phrases like ‘a thoroughly
civilized man’ or ‘in a civilized country’, it is in this sense that we use the
term civilization. Civilization in this sense is attributed to both individ-
ual human beings and the groupings or collectivities of human beings.
This was, as we have outlined, the original meaning of the concept
when it was first introduced in the eighteenth century. In this sense, it
is implied that there are ‘civilized’ and ‘uncivilized’ ways of doing
things, or patterns of behaviour. Understood as such, civilization or
being civilized signifies a quality or property of both man and groupings
of men, which is approved, valued and exalted. Civilization is some-
thing good. It is a highly value-laden meaning.

Strictly speaking, this meaning of civilization can hardly be main-
tained. As Elias noted, ‘there is almost nothing which cannot be done in
a “civilized” or an “uncivilized” way’.23 In this adjectival meaning of the
concept of civilization, the ‘civilizedness’ and ‘uncivilizedness’ persist.
They do not eliminate each other, though one of them (the civilized-
ness) is exalted. If there is a ‘civilized’ way of doing something, it neces-
sitates that there is an ‘uncivilized’ way of doing it.

(ii) Civilization as a condition and process

The second meaning of the concept of civilization refers to a particular
condition of men and societies, and also to a process the result of which
is that particular condition, called civilization. In this sense, the term
denotes a name for a process and condition or state of society. It is inter-
related with the first meaning because it is the condition of civilization,
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or the result of the process of civilization, that allow men to attain 
‘civilized’ behaviour, or the quality of being ‘civilized’. Civilization as a
condition implies that the society or men attained a particular condi-
tion at a particular point in time, a condition that men had not had
before. Civilization as a process implies that the condition of civiliza-
tion, which is itself a result of a process, is not finite. In other words the
civilizing process is continuous. In this sense, civilization is conceived to
be communal, that is, it is something which happens to a community.24

Furthermore, as a process, it assumes the existence of a further condi-
tion, sometimes thought to be ‘better’ than the present one. It is in the
light of this view that Collingwood treats civilization as a process of
approximation to an ideal state.25

Civilization as a state or process is understood to be a general feature,
applicable to, and attainable by, human societies, in fact all human soci-
eties. The view that civilization is a universal process or property, so
common to the Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment authors, was
best expressed by Guizot: ‘For my own part, I am convinced that there
is, in reality, a general destiny of humanity, a transmission of the aggre-
gate of civilization; and, consequently, an universal history of civiliza-
tion to be written.’26 Civilization thus becomes a phase in the course of
the life of human beings or societies; it was achieved throughout the
history of mankind. Civilization is, in this sense, generally defined in
contrast to some other condition(s) of humanity, experienced before the
emergence of civilization such as barbarism, savagery or primitive con-
dition. Here, we speak of civilization, not of civilizations. The word is
understood in singular form. What this singular form of civilization, or
the state of civilization, involves and how it is to be distinguished from
other states of society are to be examined below.

(iii) Civilization as a collectivity

The third meaning of the concept of civilization refers to its plural form.
By this meaning, we speak of civilizations, denoting that there are sepa-
rate, distinct societies of human beings which have their own identifi-
able characteristics worthy of being called ‘civilized’ or ‘civilization’, as
expressed when we talk of ‘Western civilization’, ‘Chinese civilization’,
‘Islamic civilization’ and so on. Braudel tells us that civilization (and 
culture) moved from the singular to the plural in the nineteenth century
and the word ‘civilization’ began to be used in the plural in about 1819.
The idea of the plurality of civilizations can, of course, be traced further
back. Herder could be credited with implying it with his emphasis on
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the uniqueness and individuality of each people (volk) and on diversity
as opposed to unity towards which everyone was heading in the age 
of the Enlightenment.27 Civilizations in the plural form imply the
renunciation of a civilization defined as an ideal, or as the ideal.

The plural conception of civilization does not only imply the exis-
tence of different, distinct societies in the state of civilization, but also
different understandings of civilization as a state or property of society
and man. One should therefore speak not of the progress of civilization
in general, but of the progress or development of the separate European,
Chinese, Egyptian or Muslim civilizations. With this meaning, civiliza-
tion becomes a social entity with which a collectivity of people identify
themselves or could be associated. It refers to a particular grouping of
human beings and signifies one of the various forms of human identifi-
cation. Civilization in this sense may be compared to other groupings 
of human beings and forms of human identification such as tribe, 
ethnicity, nation and so on.

The third meaning of the term civilization may be interrelated to the
second and first ones. Firstly, we label each social entity or collectivity as
a civilization assuming that something common enables us to speak as
such, however they may have different conceptions of being civilized.
Secondly, there have been some common traits that are historically
traceable. Taken in this sense, of course, the question is the delineation
of civilizations, which will be tackled in the next chapter. The remainder
of this chapter is devoted to the account of civilization as a state, prop-
erty, and process of human society (the first and second meanings 
outlined above).

Civilization and primitivity

When civilization is understood as a state or condition of human soci-
ety, it implies that there may be other states or conditions of humanity.
In other words, civilization as a state is defined in relation to other states
that are sometimes described as pre-civilizational, or ‘uncivilized’, states.
Seen as a general stage in the course of human history, civilization
becomes a stage in human development and it is taken to be ‘superior’
to, or ‘better’ than, or ‘improved’ upon, the earlier stages. The earlier or
pre-civilizational stages of human society are designated as the state 
of ‘primitiveness’, or ‘savagery’, or ‘barbarism’. Such a view of the stages
of human development seems to rely on an idea of progress as defined by
Bury. According to this idea, civilization signifies a desirable and valuable
state, whereas primitiveness, or savagery, or barbarism is equated with
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disdain and is devalued. Civilization is defined against ‘primitivity’ and
it comes to have an ethical quality.

The view that mankind developed from an earlier ‘primitive’ condi-
tion to a later ‘civilized’ condition was so common among the histori-
ans, anthropologists, and ethnologists of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries that it was almost taken as a presumption. For instance, while
Condorcet (1795) outlined the rise of primitiveness through stages of
animal husbandry and agriculture to alphabetic writing and ultimately
the Enlightenment, Klemm recognized three stages: savagery (wildheit),
tameness (Zahmheit) and freedom. According to Letourneau, all societies
had their barbarous or savage infancy, out of which they have slowly
and painfully evolved. Morgan divided all history into three main 
stages – savagery, barbarism and civilization – and correlated each with
economic and intellectual achievements. Savagery was the period before
pottery; barbarism, the ceramic age; and civilization began with writ-
ing.28 Marx and Engels accepted this trilogy of the human past.29

Tylor also agreed with this three-stage account: ‘Development of culture,
in great measure, corresponds with transition from savage through 
barbaric to civilized life.’30 Although Tylor seems to be more careful 
by qualifying it ‘in great measure’ and refrains from making a final
judgement, nonetheless he endorses the evolutionary course of 
savagery–barbarism–civilization.

The description of human history along a line of development means
that those occupying a point on that line are more developed than 
those at the previous points. The idea that civilization, described as its
own state of a society throughout its known history, represents a higher
and better stage in both material and moral terms and that the pre-
civilization state is, in Hobbes’s famous words, ‘nasty, brutish and short’,
existed in the classical period of Greek society. According to Moschion,
who lived about the third century BC, it was due to ‘Time – the begetter
and nurturer of all things – that the Earth once barren, began to be
ploughed by yoked oxen, towered cities arose, men built sheltering
homes and turned their lives from savage ways to civilized’.31

Considering that in all societies there is an accumulation of knowledge
as a result of the socialization process, there can be nothing wrong with
an idea of development or of progress in this sense.

However, when it is understood in Bury’s definition, and we know
that it has mostly been understood as such, then the idea of progress or
development contains a view of ethical supremacy. As a result of this,
civilization becomes ethically superior and more valued than other
states. Moreover, other states of society are treated in degrading 
terms. The pejorative connotations of the words ‘primitive’, ‘savage’ and
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‘barbarian’, which still occupy our language and culture, are clear 
indicators of this degradation.

From the eighteenth century onwards, many writers, in their depic-
tion of in what sort of a condition mankind’s earlier stage had been,
went as far as to treat it as completely divested of any capability and
value. Even Gibbon, the great Enlightenment historian, wrote that
according to ‘the discoveries of ancient and modern navigators and the
domestic history, or the tradition of the most enlightened nations, the
human savage [was] naked both in mind and body, and destitute of
laws, of arts, of ideas, and almost of language’. He added that from this
perhaps ‘primitive and universal stage of man’ he has gradually arisen
up to measure the heavens.32 Letourneau described it as ‘border[ing] on
animality’.33 It was Sir John Lubbock who went to extremes in this
respect. For him, the Andamanese have ‘no sense of shame’ and ‘many
of their habits are like those of beasts’. The Greenlanders have no reli-
gion, no worship and no ceremonies. The Iroquois have no religion, no
word for God. Therefore, ‘there can be no doubt that, as an almost uni-
versal rule, savages are cruel’.34 Acknowledging that there are admirable
moral standards in savage life, but seeing them as far looser and weaker
than those of civilization, Tylor asserted: ‘The general tenor of the evi-
dence goes far to justify the view that on the whole the civilized man is
not only wiser and more capable than the savage, but also better and
happier, and the barbarian stands between.’35 These remarks may be
taken as an expression of the inherent self-righteousness that could exist
in all societies and men. Or, they may be seen as the expression of how
the Europeans, who have become sure of their superiority from the Age
of Exploration onwards, perceived others. However it is understood, in
all these views, there is an idea of progress, civilization being a result of
it, and still ongoing. Primitiveness or savagery, whatever term is used,
signifies what the earliest condition of man had been like.

Perhaps it should here be noted that there are those who argue for a
‘degeneration’ view according to which the earliest phase of human his-
tory was not one of savagery or primitiveness, but to use the familiar
term, one of civilization. The most well-known version of this idea is the
Hebrew myth of ‘The Fall’ described in the book of Genesis. However,
the idea of a primeval ‘Golden Age’, that is, a period of perfect civiliza-
tion, can be traced back to the Sumerians. For them, its most significant
feature was freedom from fear. In the words of a Sumerian poet:

Once upon a time there was no snake, there was no scorpion,
There was no hyena, there was no lion,
There was no wild dog, no wolf,
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There was no fear, no terror,
Man had no rival.36

The view of a primeval ‘Golden Age’ or degeneration theory holds
that man is civilized by birth, by creation. He was not ‘naked both in
body and mind’ and not in an abject condition. Religions and theology
support this description of the earliest state of humanity. In fact, both
the Old Testament and the Koran do not seem to depict mankind’s earli-
est phase as one of primitiveness. According to the Old Testament, Man,
in the beginning, had the ‘tree of the life and the tree of the knowledge
of good and evil’. The Koran explicitly states that God ‘taught Adam the
names, all of them’. Man had the knowledge in the beginning, accord-
ing to the Koran as well.37 The degeneration view then holds that the
primitive condition is neither the earliest period of humanity nor a uni-
versal state. Primitiveness is a condition of degeneration and those peo-
ple who are found, or said, to be primitive in the contemporary period
or before are degenerated forms of the earlier civilized societies by birth.
Yet in the literature, it has been the prevalent view that the earliest stage
of human history had been one of primitivity.

How do we know that mankind experienced an earlier primitive
stage? Archaeological findings of the remains of earlier societies or men
are of course the principal source. Another source is to compare the
tribes or small societies which are said to have a primitive condition and
thus to consider their state to be similar to the earliest state of human
beings. Yet, the limitations of these sources are evident as there are 
limitations to historical knowledge and knowledge itself as well. A 
particular finding or a particular observation is no grounds for a univer-
salization of the stages of all human beings. It is true, one cannot prove
the existence of a primitive period of humanity through comparing and
assuming the contemporary tribes to be an example of mankind’s earli-
est phase. The limitations of the comparative method have long been
acknowledged.38

Nonetheless, these sources can legitimately be used to obtain knowl-
edge about the various states of human society at various periods, as 
the limitations have always existed in our knowledge. Therefore, the
problem is not the limitations of sources, but what is made of sources.
The progressionists made a universal developmental course of human
history out of these sources not because the sources were common to 
all societies and peoples, but just because they constructed the sources
in the light of the idea of progress and a common human nature. They
thus ended up in a universalism as if all peoples had to experience the
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same course of history which they constructed. For example, while Tylor
speaks of treating ‘mankind as homogenous in nature’,39 Morgan, as a
rule, adheres to the principle that ‘the experience of mankind has run 
in nearly uniform channels’.40 Thus, it is not the archaeological find-
ings of societies in the past or current anthropological observations that
provide a universalistic course of the development of civilization, but
the idea of progress which developed in the modern period. Then, it can
be seen that such an understanding of civilizational development 
unites with the objectivist account of universal history examined in the
previous chapter.

Nevertheless, it makes sense, in my mind, to speak of the ‘develop-
ment’ or ‘progress’ of civilization as a state of society. As I have already
said, the accumulation of knowledge and the socialization process allow
us to express it. This statement in no way leads us to the view that
humanity as a whole has gone through ‘uniform channels’ from ‘sav-
agery’ via ‘barbarity’ to ‘civilization’. However, the existence of other
states of societies, which are to be characterized as ‘uncivilized’, or ‘prim-
itive’, or ‘savage’ could be historically asserted and shown. What cannot
be historically, and logically, asserted and shown is the ‘cruelty’ of the
earlier states of men, as cruelty does still exist in men. The idea of devel-
opment or progress of civilization does not justify one despising the pre-
civilizational states. Unless one adopts an objectivist view as defined in
this work, one can hardly make an ethical point out of civilization. One
can legitimately speak of civilization in, what I have called its ‘technical’
sense as a state of society, which is but the result of what men have pro-
duced and inherited. Tylor has, as already said, come close to it, despite
his ideas which fall in the objectivist position. What remains now is to
distinguish civilization as a state of society from the others.

Landmarks of civilization

How could the distinction be made between, to use the familiar terms,
‘civilized’ and ‘primitive’ states of man? In other words, what are the
features or characteristics of civilization that mark it off from the non-
civilization? There have been a number of criteria for civilization.

The first criterion proposed, especially by the archaeologists, was the
absence or presence, high or low development, of the industrial tech-
niques especially metal-working. In other words, the dawn of civiliza-
tion was equated with the appearance of metal tools.41

Secondly, it has been suggested that the invention of writing differen-
tiates civilization from the primitive condition just as it is taken as the
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dating of history from prehistory. As I have already said, Morgan
equated civilization with writing. Eckhardt and Wright agree with
Morgan in defining primitive people. For Eckhardt, primitive people
refers to ‘primarily non-literate people, that is, people in whose lives nei-
ther reading nor writing played any real role. This distinguishes them
from “civilized” people, some of whom learned to read and write about
five thousand years ago’. Wright defines primitive people as ‘human
beings that live in self-determining communities which do not use writ-
ing’.42 One can find other examples, but there is no need for that. The
view that equates the emergence of civilization with the use of writing is
a prevalent one. The rationale behind this view is that writing makes it
possible to keep the records. Yet, possession of script can hardly be taken
as a distinctive criterion for civilization for it is not the only means of
keeping records. Human memory (oral transfer from generation to gen-
eration) provides another means of record-keeping. For instance, the
bulk of the Hindu scriptures have been preserved and transmitted for
centuries by memorization. Moreover, Bagby points out that at least one
society, which is usually characterized as civilized, namely the Andean,
was non-literate.43

Childe, proposing the third criterion, argued that civilization emerged
with what he called the ‘urban revolution’.44 According to this idea, civ-
ilization came into being when men gathered in cities and began to spe-
cialize. Occupational specialization resulted in the rapid improvement
of skills, and the invention of new and better tools. Consequently, it is
held, we see a sudden elaboration of the material, intellectual and artis-
tic aspects of society to a level of complexity and refinement that is
called ‘civilized’. Childe’s argument is shared by many. According to
Engels, the division of labour was the most important factor in the
emergence of civilization. The first division of labour emerged in the
middle stage of barbarism between the pastoral peoples and the back-
ward tribes without herds. The upper stage of barbarism introduced a
further division of labour between agriculture and handicrafts resulting
in the production of commodities for exchange. Civilization strength-
ened all these divisions of labour, particularly, by intensifying the con-
trast between town and country and added a third division of labour: it
created a class that took no part in production, but exclusively engaged
in exchanging products, namely the merchants or traders.45 While
Redfield equated civilization with the rise of cities on the grounds that
‘the administrative elite’, ‘the literate priest’ and ‘the specialized artisan’
made their first appearance in the cities, Frankfort endorses the view
that town is where society is in a condition of civilization.46
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The association of the emergence of civilization with the rise of cities,
and the rise of cities with the beginning and intensification of the divi-
sion of labour or social diversity has been the most commonly held
view. Challenging the rigidity of these views, Bagby argues that the clue
lies in the etymology of the word ‘civilization’. He too equates civiliza-
tion with the city life, meaning that the social life of community is cen-
tred in cities when it is in a state of civilization. Yet, he rejects the
significance of the far-reaching division of labour, together with the sig-
nificance of population size and literacy, for classifying a society as
being civilized.47 What matters, for Bagby, seems to be whether there are
cities, agglomerations of dwellings, the majority of whose inhabitants
are not engaged in producing food, in the sense that the social life of a
community is centred around them. To my understanding, Bagby does
not refute the necessity of the division of labour, but he appears to be of
the view that it is not all-important.

A fourth criterion has been suggested as being the establishment of
settlements. Those in favour of this view argue that civilization came
into being not when men began to live in cities, but when they began to
have a settled life as opposed to hunting-gathering or engaging in
nomadic life patterns. In this view, again, the socialization and social
diversity have a crucial role, but they are not wholly equated with the
cities. Settlements suffice for these characteristics (specialization and
diversity) to develop, and first settlements were, it is held, agricultural
communities. McNeill makes a typical account of this view. For him,
occupational specialization, diversity of personal life experience, and
persistent invention and new creation, which result from the tension
between innovation and routine, are obvious characteristics of civiliza-
tion.48 Behind the emergence of all these characteristics lies the fact that
the regular and abundant harvest made farmers capable of supporting
others who did not have to support themselves and were able to engage
in administrative or priestly affairs. This paved the way for social diver-
sity and highly skilled societies that were called civilized between 4000
and 3000 BC in the lower Tigris-Euphrates valley.49

A variety of other distinguishing characteristics and features of civi-
lization have been put forward by various authors. According to
Toynbee, the difference between primitive societies and civilized soci-
eties is dynamism, or the direction of mimesis. In primitive societies,
mimesis is directed backward towards the past whereas in civilization it
is directed forward towards the future.50 In Spalding’s view, the differen-
tia of civilized society is that, unlike primitive society, it is not suscepti-
ble to interpretation in biological terms. The primitive thinks that the
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maintenance of group or clan is important while, for civilized man, the
survival of the individual is important.51 Lord Raglan and Eliot argue
that civilization originates in ritual and religion.52

Some authors proposed a combination of various features which were
taken as the decisive factor in the transformation of primitive societies
into civilizations. As early as the first half of the nineteenth century, Mill
emphasized the unity of, in his terms, the ‘ingredients of civilization’
and described a range of characteristics from the magnitude of popula-
tion, via the city, industry and exchange to social mobility and cooper-
ation, and organized, lawful government as the distinguishing
characteristics of civilization.53 Quigley, nearly one and a half centuries
after Mill, proposed a combination of production, writing and city-life
as the distinguishing feature of civilization.54 Considering a combina-
tion of various characteristics and developments as the distinguishing
features of civilization may come to be a ‘better’, more ‘adequate’ and
more ‘historical’ explanation than the one based on a single-cause
search. When such an argument is advanced there is the urge to know
which one is ‘primary’ and ‘decisive’. Yet thinking of the historicalness
of men, it seems to me that the ‘primary’ or ‘decisive’ factors, if there are
such factors, vary according to specific communities.

Following Collingwood, I go further. It is hardly possible to make an
absolute or sharp distinction between the so-called primitive and civi-
lized conditions of a community. First, to make such a distinction one
should adopt an unhistorical view and stop the civilizing process at a
point. If civilization is a condition of society, it means that it is a result
of a process, that is, a civilizing process. It is not only a result of a process
but also operates within a process. If the civilizing process is assumed to
have started some time ago, then, it follows that some other process had
ended before. Historical and social continuity does not allow us to make
such an absolute dichotomy. Moreover, if it is assumed to be possible,
then the word ‘civilize’ and process cease to have any meaning. In
Collingwood’s words, ‘a process has no absolute beginning and no
absolute ending’.55 The question is not if a society is civilized or 
barbarous, but civilized or barbarous in relation to what.

Second, civilization as a social process becomes meaningful, or is
understood, within the community in which it takes place, as I have
already hinted when I said that the ‘primary’ or ‘decisive’ factor might
vary according to specific communities. Here, we go on to the plurality
of civilization, and begin to speak of civilizations. It follows that every
civilization has its own standard of civilized life. Then, it becomes
impossible to make a distinction between primitiveness and civilization,
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for every society is civilized, otherwise it would not be a society. 
Now, the question is in what way a society is civilized. And, again in
Collingwood’s words, ‘from the point of view of any one civilization,
any other is merely one of the innumerable forms of barbarism’56 as the
Europeans and Chinese may think of each other as barbarous. This is
historical relativism as expounded by, say, Spengler.

As I have already stated, the plurality of civilizations does not deny
the existence of a general concept of civilization. As long as we speak of
‘civilizations’, there will be ‘civilization’. Furthermore, as I mentioned
earlier, there are historical commonalities. For instance, the invention of
the plough is said to be a mark of civilization. The way it is made or used
may be taken as a characteristic of a civilization. Similarly, if the inven-
tion of writing is seen as a mark of civilization, the Latin, Arabic and
Chinese scripts could mark different civilizations. That is where we
come to civilization being a social entity or collectivity. In other words,
we do not just speak of civilization in the singular, but civilizations in
the plural. Understood as such, then, civilization becomes a unit of
identity for human beings and a unit of analysis for the students of 
history. This constitutes the subject matter of the next chapter.
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5
Civilizations or Realities of the
Extreme Longue Dureé

As I have already set out in the previous chapter, civilization in its 
plural form denotes a particular type of societal entity or unit. Com-
pared to the more familiar units such as nation, ethnic group, tribe and
so on, civilizations are large-scale collective identifications. Viewed this
way, of course, the question is how to distinguish or delimit multiple
civilizations. Unlike its meaning as a state of society, in this meaning it
can be taken as a unit of analysis and some historians such as Spengler,
Toynbee, Hodgson and McNeill argue that civilizations are ‘proper’ units
of analysis for history. Saying that civilizations are the proper units of
analysis for historical study is not the same as saying that other collec-
tive (social) entities and identifications are improper units. It is my view
that the multi-faceted nature of social phenomena does not allow only
one unit to be taken at the expense of the others. Civilizations are, 
I have said, one form of social identifications. Then, what is a social 
(collective) identity? And first of all, what is meant by identity?

Identity and identification process

It has already been emphasized that identity and existence are co-
attributes or processes. Identity can then be said to be a definition or
qualification, by which we come to know or describe something.
Someone or something that we can describe by identity, or with which
identity is associated may be named as the identifier; and in turn the thing
that defines and describes the identifier could be said to be the identified.
For example, individuals are identifiers and ‘society’ is the identified, and
the result is what we call ‘social identity’. It can fairly be argued that,
despite the seemingly opposed connotations, identity and distinction are
closely interdependent.



Identity and difference/other

Any identification therefore requires a distinction just as any distinction
necessitates some identification. That the identification process necessi-
tates a process of distinction means a unit of identity requires some dif-
ference or other. Indeed, years ago, Levi-Strauss stressed that there was a
twin relationship between the self and the other. With Derrida, we can
now say that every identity exists together with its difference; there can
be no collective social identification without its own difference or
other.1 Identity and difference exist in all identification processes and
units of identity. For any unit of identity and identification process,
there is a need for the other. This can be shown both logically and 
historically.

Logically this is so because to identify something means to differenti-
ate it and similarly to identify yourself with some group requires you to
distance yourself from some other. For example, somebody who identi-
fies himself with a family does not identify with another one. However,
the family/families with which no identification has been made does/do
exist. If the families with which a particular person does not establish
identification did not exist, then, there would be no need for identifica-
tion with the particular family. Similarly, someone who is, for instance,
a Turk is also the one who is not an English or French or Greek. If all
nations other than Turks would disappear then there would be no need
for one to identify himself with the Turkish nation. The Turk exists
because the English exists. Any identification therefore requires 
a distinction.

That all forms of identity involve some sort of difference may be
expressed the other way round: all difference involves identity and any
distinction necessitates some identification. If nothing is identified,
then, no distinction can be achieved and vice versa. The identity of
something depends upon the existence of something else. The need for
the other or difference in defining identity thus comes as a logical 
condition.

Furthermore, the existence of the other/difference in the collective
identity formation is not just a logical necessity, but it also appears to be
a historical fact. Historically, we see that the identities of all societies
have been defined through their difference from other societies. In the
identification process, differences from others have sometimes been
more defining than the commonly shared characteristics. Thucydides
tells us that the Hellenes are identified through their difference from the
Persians. According to Thucydides, before the Trojan War there was no
identification of being ‘Hellas’ or ‘Hellenes’ in Greece. Homer did not
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call them by the name of ‘Hellenes’. He did not even use the term 
‘barbarian’, probably because the Hellenes had not yet been marked off
from the rest of the world by one distinctive appellation.2 Similarly,
English and French mutually determined each other. It has been a gen-
erally agreed view that in the definition and formation of the English
and French national identities, the Hundred Years’ War was one of the
most significant factors. It was this continuous conflict, Trevelyan
wrote, which supplied England with ‘strong national self-consciousness;
great memories and traditions; a belief in the island qualities’.3 It is a
commonly held view that the Ottoman power in the East had been 
a prominent factor in the shaping of the modern European identity.4

The role of the other in identity formation may be followed through
the names of identity units. The units of identity are usually named by
others or named upon the encounter with others. As already seen this is
what happened in the case of the ‘Hellenes’. The same goes for the
‘English’. As everybody knows, the word ‘English’ is not English, but
Latin. The people called ‘English’ were not named by the English them-
selves, they were named by the Romans (Latins). Similarly, the root
word of the word ‘Turk’ is not Turkish, but comes from Chinese. The
Finns were named by the Swedish and the Kurds were named by the
Turks. There is no need to extend these examples. The existence of 
the other seems to be a requirement for the definition of identity. 
If nothing is identified, then, no distinction can be achieved and 
vice versa. The identity of something depends upon the existence of
something else.

Identity and the individual

Man identifies himself with something else, for example, family, sex,
group, nation and so on in order to become what he is. It has been
argued that at the most fundamental level; identity results from human
vulnerability. In order to have psychological security, every individual 
is said to possess ‘an inherent drive to internalize’ – that is, to identify
with – the behaviour, mores, values and attitudes of those in his or her
social environment. Moreover, so it is held, every human being pos-
sesses ‘an inherent drive to enhance and to protect the identifications he
or she has made’.5 The lengthy and vulnerable infancy and childhood of
human beings may be taken as the basis of the ‘inherent drive’ for iden-
tification with others to achieve psychological security and, perhaps,
physical security. Whether the drive for identification is inherent or not,
identity and identification are a concomitant part of human existence.



Identification comprises the processes of inclusion and exclusion. On
the one hand, we see that the identifier internalizes or associates with
the values, behaviours, attitudes, symbols and myths of the identified,
and on the other hand, an externalization of, or dissociation from, the
values, myths, symbols, attitudes and mores of the non-identified.
Human existence is a social formation and the identification process is
not a process which an individual undergoes by himself in an isolated
condition. All identifications of human beings are then social.

Identification is an on-going process. This means both the enhance-
ment of the existing identifications and the establishment of new iden-
tifications. In other words, human beings have multiple identities. It
could, I think, be possible to advance a threefold classification of the
identifications of human beings. Everyone has different traits and char-
acteristics, yet people have similar features as well. Thus, separate and
common identifications are possible. First, there is a common identifi-
cation of everybody, for all persons share some traits with all others, that
is the universal characteristics of the species. This could be regarded as
the identification of all human beings as distinct from non-humans.
Second, as all persons share some characteristics with some others, those
characteristics define those persons as members of a particular group,
leading to what may be called group identifications. Any group identifi-
cation accordingly involves the existence or establishment of common-
alities to form the group and of differences to distinguish it from the
others. Third, a person has some traits which he or she shares with 
no one else, constituting his individual personality or idiosyncratic
characteristics, making the personal or individual identity.

If the identification basically arises from the human infant’s need for
physical and psychological security, this means that, as already stated,
the security need, that is, survival, forms the basis of identity. Behind
this need for security lies the vulnerable character of human beings. As
human beings may have various characteristics and needs, or they may
develop and obtain them in time, then it could be asserted that human
beings may have, or may achieve in time, multiple identities. They can
identify themselves with various groups according to their characteris-
tics and needs. The scope, intensity and number of these identifications
will vary with the degree and strength of these needs and traits, and
with time and place as well. As Smith rightly puts it, there is nothing to
prevent individuals from identifying with Flanders, Belgium and Europe
simultaneously, and displaying each allegiance in the appropriate 
context; or from feeling they are Yoruban, Nigerian and African in 
concentric circles of loyalty and belonging.6
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It follows that the personal identity of an individual is formed by his
collective identifications. Personal identity is indeed social. When the
child internalizes the patterns of behaviour of, say, his parents, he inter-
nalizes a behavioural pattern on which the social environment has
already made an impact. Even the idiosyncratic characteristics of an indi-
vidual do not just emerge from a biological or an intra-psychological
process, independent of the social milieu in which he or she is socialized.
Moreover, it has been said that for most psychologists, from Freud to
Mead, personality is a social construct and the result of social interaction.
Bloom, I think rightly, adds that to a lesser or greater degree, all identifi-
cations are social and shared. The identifier might be an individual, but
the identified is always social.7 What one is can only be intelligible in the
social network in which one is a member. The individual self is not some-
thing detachable from one’s relationship with the others. What one is
may depend upon what one feels and thinks and what one feels and
thinks is not independent of the prevailing feeling and thought in the
society of which one is a member.

Having said that identity emerges out of the needs and common traits
and characteristics of human beings, I could further propose that socie-
tal (or group) identification is evoked and enhanced if, (a) the group
provides individuals with security in the face of external threat, and/or
(b) the group is beneficent towards the (would-be) members. The exis-
tence of an external threat causes human beings to make identifications
with the others around, just as the vulnerability of the human infant
against the environment leads him/her to make identification with 
the parents. Through the existence of external groups – that is, ‘the
other’ – a group is distinguished and identified. When external groups
are perceived as a threat, it is highly likely that the distinction increases
and the group identification is enhanced. It is also natural to expect that
the cohesion of a collective identity unit increases if the members of the
said collectivity consider it good for themselves. It can then rightly be
asserted that, besides the provision of security in the face of external
threat, identity consciousness is also evoked if the collectivity in con-
cern is beneficent towards the (would-be) members. But, what is a 
collectivity or collective identity?

Collective identity

As a working criterion, I adopt the view that a collective/social identity
could be defined, first by common ‘objective’ elements shared by 
some people, such as language, common descent, history, customs,
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institutions, religion, myths, symbols, style and so on, and second by
the ‘subjective’ self-identification of people in concern, meaning that
people are conscious of their commonalities and that they consciously
identify themselves with the said collectivity.8

A collective identity begins to appear when the members of the said
collectivity internalize the objective elements. The socialization process
which the human infant goes through in every society largely carries
out the internalization of the elements of a collective identity. The fact
that the human infant internalizes many of the values and elements 
of the society into which he or she is born accounts for the continuity
of the said collective identity. This however by no means implies 
that the internalization, and thus identification, process is confined to
the period of human infancy. It is, as already said, an ongoing and 
permanent process throughout the lifetime of an individual.

The salient features of the collective identity in question may be
formed according to the emphasis on or priority of a particular element.
The element of religion, for instance, was emphasized in ‘Europe’
throughout the medieval period so that Europe and the Europeans were
basically regarded as synonymous with Christendom and the
Christians. The Christian remained a significant defining epithet for the
European until well into the late eighteenth century.9 In the modern
period, it could be said that nationality and ‘civilization’ or ‘being civi-
lized’ have replaced the saliency of religion in the European identity.
Today, the ‘Copenhagen criteria’ or more properly ‘Copenhagen politi-
cal criteria’ seem to be the determining element of being European.
Similarly the salient feature of nationality also changes according to
where the stress is laid. When territory and mutual rights and obliga-
tions are prioritized in the account of national identity, we speak of civic
nationality and when common descent and language are prioritized
then it is ethnic nationality.

The process of the internalization of the objective elements shared by
the members of a collectivity leads us to the subjective elements of the
collective identity. To speak of a collective social identity, besides shared
characteristics, the members of the collectivity should have some sort of
subjective consciousness of belonging to that collectivity. In other
words, we need to see if human beings identify themselves with a social
entity that we consider to be a unit of identity. Apparently, this is an
empirical question. However, it must be stated that the distinction
between ‘objective’ elements and ‘subjective’ identification, put as a
working definition, does not mean that the two processes are independ-
ent of each other. The very existence of ‘objective’ common elements
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indeed reveals that there is a self-identification of human beings with
each other and consequently with all the others having the same ele-
ments or characteristics. If people have nothing in common, how could
they be expected to identify with each other? The question is not, then,
whether there is an identity consciousness, but how cohesive or how
strong it is. The question of degree is in turn something that depends
upon the specific units of identity and historical conditions.

The collective social identifications that an individual could have
range from the smallest collective unit, for instance, family, to the all-
embracing one, for example, humanity. Smith lists six of them. The first
one is the category of gender that is universal and pervasive. The very
universality and all-encompassing nature of gender classification makes
it a less cohesive and potent base for collective identification and 
mobilization. Second, the category of space or territory, which has a
more cohesive quality than gender identification. The third collective
identity is based upon, in Smith’s words, the ‘sphere of production and
exchange’, namely, the category of social class. The class identity is, 
like gender identity, a less cohesive identification as it is dispersed by ter-
ritory, religion and ethnic groups. Fourth comes religious identity deriv-
ing from the spheres of communication and socialization, and based
upon values, symbols, myths and traditions, and often being codified in
custom and ritual. The fifth collective identity, linked with religion, is
the ethnic identity. An ethnic community, or an ethnié, for Smith, has
six main attributes: a collective proper name, a myth of common ances-
try, shared historical memories, one or more differentiating elements 
of common culture, an association with a specific ‘homeland’, and 
a sense of solidarity for significant sectors of the population. The last
collective identity in Smith’s list is national identity whose fundamental
features according to the two models of the nation (that is, the one civic
and territorial, the other ethnic and genealogical) may be outlined as
follows: a historic territory or homeland; common myths and historical
memories; a common mass public culture including vernacular lan-
guages and shared customs and traditions; common legal rights and
duties for all members; and a common economy with territorial mobil-
ity for members.10 Smith’s list is of course in no way exhaustive of the
existing or possible types of social identifications. Yet, I have taken it
because it could give us some clues to detect certain points about social
identifications.

First, as I have already hinted, all collective identifications are social in
the sense that man is per se a social creature. Parallel to this, they are his-
torical in the sense that they are formed in the course of time.

80 International Relations and the Philosophy of History



Identifications, being social, involve collectivities of human beings. As
already stated, even the individual identity takes place in, and is shaped
by, a collectivity. A social identity is the internalization of some ele-
ments by some individuals. Man, being a social being, as far as we know
him, has always had a kind of feeling for collectivity or group con-
sciousness, as emphasized by Kohn.11 The extent of this group feeling
and the size of the collectivity it covers may vary. The collectivity of a
social identification may even grow to the extent that it can gain an all-
embracing character as it is in gender identification. A family or a sim-
ple group composed of three or four people camping together is, for
example, a small collectivity of social identifications. Communities,
nations, ethniés are prevalent and familiar collectivities. Large collectivi-
ties such as religions and civilizations also constitute units of collective
social identification.

Being social, collective identifications are historical, too. The histori-
calness of a social identity involves not only the case that it takes place
in the historical process, but also it means that the extent and degree of
their collectivity, their cohesiveness and impact upon human beings can
change throughout history. At a particular period in time, for example,
a particular form of identity may have a greater cohesiveness and conse-
quently influence individuals, as was the case with religion before the
modern period in Europe. In another age, another form of identity may
gain strength and exert control upon individuals, as in the case of
national identity with the modern age in Europe. A form of identity in
time may even get near-universal. The point has been made that the
national identity has been so predominant in the contemporary 
world that ‘to be without nationality is to be perceived as almost 
without identity’.12

The second point to be noted about social identifications is that two
classes of them can be defined on the basis of how human beings
achieve their identity. One refers to the identities chosen by individuals
with their own will and the second one denotes those into which indi-
viduals are born. Examples of the first are interest groups, political par-
ties, clubs and associations; examples of the second are family, ethnié,
society, nationality and civilization. Those identifications which are not
chosen by individuals are in the beginning exclusive as individuals are
born into them. One can only be born into a family, a society and a 
civilization, and are thus excluded from the others. However, this invol-
untary and exclusive character of some social identifications is not
absolute and continuous in the lifespan of individuals. The very social-
ity and historicalness of social identity allows men to change their 
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identificational collectivity. In time, man could change his family, his
nationality, his religion and so forth. Paradoxically, it is that very social-
ity of the social identity that, via the progress of socialization, makes it
extremely difficult for individuals to change their social identifications
such as religion, culture and civilization.

A third point is the extent and degree of social identifications in mak-
ing cohesive units and mobilizing individuals for common action. As I
have already stated, this could vary in the course of historical process.
Yet, some propositions may be advanced. Smith says that the very uni-
versality and all-encompassing nature of gender classification makes it
less cohesive and a potent base for collective identification and mobi-
lization. Following him, it could be proposed that the wider an identity
is, the less likely it is to be grounds for a cohesive identification and
mobilization for a common action. That is why civilizations are less
cohesive and potent than, say, nation-states. The need from which a
social identity emerges may be a determinant of its cohesion and capac-
ity for collective action. It may increase according to urgency and neces-
sity. Another factor, already mentioned, can be given as the existence of
an external threat. One other may be recalled. The degree of cohesion
and mobilization of a collectivity may depend upon how beneficial the
identification is towards individuals.

As a last point, it could be recorded that a social identity, once estab-
lished, may lead to, or enhance, other identifications. This is a result of
the dynamic and ongoing nature of the process of identification. It is 
a commonplace that territorial identity largely determines one’s societal
or national identifications. Conversion to a particular religion may 
lead to a change of communal identity. Similarly, identifications of class,
nation, ethnié and religion could increase or decrease the cohesiveness of
each other. Having made these observations on identity, now we can
examine civilization as a unit of identity.

Civilizational identity

Historically speaking, civilizations as social identifications have been
large-scale collectivities when compared to other collective units of
identity. They are large-scale entities in two senses: in their spatial cov-
erage and temporal extensions. Civilizations are wider and broader and
more durable and long-lived than other collective identifications in
human history. This view is best expressed by Braudel. ‘Civilizations
are,’ wrote Braudel, ‘realities of the extreme longue dureé.’ Civilizations
are not ‘mortal’, at least, in comparison to human lives. They exceed in
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longevity any other collective reality and, in space, go beyond the 
frontiers of the specific societies. They are ‘the longest story of all’ and
can be approached ‘only in the long term’.13 Toynbee earlier expressed
the same points in defining civilizations as ‘societies’ which are wider in
space and time than national states or any other political communities
and short of embracing the whole of mankind and covering the whole
habitable or navigable surface of the Earth.14 While Hodgson defined a
civilization as ‘a relatively extensive grouping of interrelated cultures’,
McNeill included in it ‘the totality of different and diverse groups’.15

Recently, following Toynbee, Huntington has defined a civilization as
‘the highest cultural grouping of people and the broadest level of cul-
tural identity people have short of that which distinguishes humans
from other species’.16 Understood as such, we can say that civilization 
as a social unit/identity takes place in between what may be taken as 
the more usual social unit (e.g. a community or nation-state) and 
all-embracing unit/identity within the identification continuum of the
present study. Being large-scale entities, civilizations thus incorporate 
a multiplicity of other social collectivities or group identifications. 
Of course, it makes them have a low degree of cohesion and potency. 
It should here be pointed out that large-scale characterization of civi-
lization is just the result of historical observation. It entails no logical
necessity.

Closely related to the view that civilizations are large-scale and long-
lived collectivities is the idea that they are relatively self-sufficient and
self-comprehending societies. The most ardent proponent of this idea is
Spengler and one can add Toynbee. Yet, the idea is implicitly expressed
by many writers. For Spengler, civilizations or, in his terms, cultures 
are the prime phenomena of all past and future world history. They 
have their own ideas, lives and death, their own possibilities of self-
expression. Each civilization possesses its own sculpture, painting,
physics, number and mathematics.17 Toynbee considers civilization to
be an ‘intelligible field of historical study’ and as institutions that ‘com-
prehend without being comprehended by others’.18 The basic idea
behind this view is that a small or individual society can hardly be
understood and comprehended when the analysis is confined to its
boundaries because it is not self-sufficient and free from external influ-
ences and impulses. Accordingly, so it is held, a larger entity comprises
more possibilities for self-sufficiency and self-comprehension. Ranke,
who did not have a conception of separate civilizations, seems to have
in mind this idea when taking Latin and Germanic peoples as a unit.
Similarly, Collingwood, when explicating ‘the idea of history’, relied on
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‘the modern European idea of history’, implying that ‘Europe’ could be
a more ‘intelligible’ unit than, say, ‘England’.19 Hodgson and McNeill, as
already stated, recognize the heuristic value of civilizations in examin-
ing world history, though both of them argued that mankind was the
only ultimately tenable field for historical inquiry. The idea that civi-
lizations are relatively self-sufficient collective identifications has, as
seen, been quite prevalent among historians, even those who did not
adopt a civilizational view of history.

The self-sufficiency and self-comprehension of civilizations can, how-
ever, only be argued in relative terms. The Spenglerian idea, according to
which civilizations are conceived to be self-sufficient in terms of being
free from external impulses and interactions, can hardly be maintained.
There have always been encounters and exchanges among civilizations.
Historically, in various regions of the world, we see different civilizations
in interaction with each other.

As already mentioned, historians like Hodgson and McNeill consis-
tently showed that there had been interactions and exchanges among
different civilizations since the very beginning of the so-called civilized
societies. Long-distance trade occurred when the river valley civiliza-
tions of Mesopotamia and Egypt began to import goods like metal and
timber across quite considerable distances from the barbarian lands.
Inter-civilizational trade, too, was very old. Mesopotamian commercial
contacts with India dated back to the third millennium BC. Indirect and
far more tenuous contacts between Mesopotamia and China started a
few hundred years later, though caravans only began to move more or
less regularly across Central Asia in about 100 BC. Nevertheless, with the
passage of time the scale and range of trade exchanges within Eurasia
expanded into Africa and then, after AD 1500, began to embrace all the
inhabited Earth. The degree of the inter-civilizational contacts, for
Hodgson and McNeill, was high enough to consider the Afro-Eurasian
zone as an intelligible field.20

It is not, then, easy to view civilizations as self-sufficient and self-
comprehending entities. If civilizations are to be taken as self-sufficient
and self-comprehending, we need to ask, self-sufficient in what respects
and self-comprehending in which aspects and limits. Civilizations can
then only be regarded as relatively self-sufficient and self-comprehend-
ing. The same relativity goes for large-scale and long-lived characteriza-
tion, in other words, civilizations are large-scale and long-lived relative
to the other known collectivities of human life. We can, therefore, 
sum up that civilizations are long-lived, large-scale, self-sufficient and
intelligible collectivities in comparison to other collectivities.
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Delimitation of civilizations

Having examined the basic nature of civilizations, the question comes
to the delineation of different civilizations. What could be the distin-
guishing elements? What would be the criteria for the delimitation of
civilizational identities? In line with the general definition of a unit of
collective identity advanced earlier, I adopt the view that a civilization
could be defined, first by common ‘objective’ elements shared by some
people such as common descent, language, history, customs, institu-
tions, religion, style and so on; then, second, by the subjective self-
identification of people in concern, meaning that people are conscious
of their commonalities and that they consciously identify themselves
with the said civilization. Let us consider those ‘objective’ elements.

Objective elements

Common descent

It might be argued that a civilization is formed by a collectivity of 
people who are supposed to come from a common descent or claim that
they have a common ancestry. Though this view seems, to us, so obvi-
ous as to be unsustainable, when united with racial ideology, it goes as
far as to assert that only those coming from a certain ancestor can form
a civilization. De Gobineau, for instance, declared that ‘all civilizations
derive from the white race, none can exist without its help’.21

Alas, it is so obvious that a common descent or ethnic stock cannot be
taken as a basis for a civilization. Isocrates knew it. In his Panegyricus, he
wrote: ‘And so far has our city distanced the rest of the world in thought
and in speech that her pupils have become the teachers of the rest of the
world; and she has brought it about that the cause “Hellenes” is applied
rather to those who share our culture than to those a common blood.’22

For Isocrates, then, not common blood but shared culture was the defin-
ing element of being ‘Hellenes’. Herodotus, on the other hand, counts
‘common blood’ among the elements that unite the Athenians and
Spartans. The Athenians reassured the Spartans that they would not
betray them to the Persians:

For there are many powerful considerations that forbid us to do so,
even if we were inclined. First and chief, the images and dwellings of
the gods, burnt and laid ruins: this we must needs avenge to the
utmost of our power, rather than make terms with the man who has
perpetrated such deeds. Secondly, the Grecian race being of the same
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blood and the same language, and the temples of the gods and 
sacrifices in common; and our similar customs; for the Athenians to
become betrayers of these would not be well.23

As can be seen, for the Athenians, too, being of the same blood was not
the only element distinguishing the Greeks from the Persians and other
non-Greeks. Besides common descent, images and dwellings of the gods
(common symbols and temples), burnt and laid ruins (shared experi-
ence), common language, religion and similar customs are counted as
the commonalities the Greeks shared.

To those remarks by Isocrates and Herodotus, one can further add that
historical research demonstrates peoples, having a supposed common
descent, scattered in more than one civilization (Indo-European peoples
being the identifiers of, at least, two or three distinct civilizations –
Western, Indian and Islamic); and it also demonstrates civilizations with
more than one ethnic stock (Islamic civilization comprising Arabs,
Turks, Persians, to name but a few). It might be argued that the fact 
of your being born into a family from a particular ethnic stock could 
influence your social identities. However, this is not equal to saying that
people from a common ancestry could constitute a civilization. Yet, the
myth of a common descent, if sustained, could enhance civilizational
identifications.

Language

It is said that separate civilizations possess distinct languages. Language
does not, however, form a significantly distinctive element of civiliza-
tions as it changes with time and place. Moreover, civilizations are usu-
ally bilingual or multilingual. For example, Sumerian and Semitic in
earlier Mesopotamia, Greek and Latin in Hellenism, Western Europe and
Islam with many languages.

Nonetheless, each civilization may have a sort of ‘supra-language’, or
lingua franca, throughout its geographical and human extensions – a
‘civilizational’ language or a language of power and elite. Kroeber gives
some examples: Mandarin, Sanskrit, the Greek Koine, Latin in Western
Christendom, Arabic in Islam, Great Russian in Soviet Civilization.24

The existence of a supra-language or civilizational lingua franca may
enhance civilizational identity. This is reasonable. Nevertheless, the
changing nature of language and the multilingual characteristic of 
civilizations prevent language from being the distinctive element.
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Religion

Religion is taken as a distinguishing element of a civilization on the
grounds that civilizations are accompanied by religions or some kind of
worship. Northrop, for example, considers the characteristic of religion
to be one of the distinguishing elements of what he calls the ‘Eastern
civilization’ and ‘Western civilization’. The religions of the Eastern civi-
lization (Hinduism, Buddhism, Taoism and Confucianism), unlike those
of the Western civilization, are not theistic. In other words, the divine is
not identified with an immortal, non-transitory factor in the nature of
things, which is determinate in character. The divine is indeterminate,
and these or specific determinate properties designate what it is not, 
not what it is. Moreover, the religions of the Eastern civilization are not 
pantheistic, that is, the divine is not identified with the totality of the
universe. None of them has, or worships, a prophet.25

As most civilizations comprise some form of religion, it has been a 
significant element. Some scholars defined civilizations on the basis of
religion. Toynbee, in his early years, saw religion as one of the most dis-
tinctive elements of a civilization. According to Dawson, ‘the great reli-
gions are the foundations on which the great civilizations rest’. ‘Of all
the objective elements which define civilizations’, Huntington argues,
‘the most important is usually religion.’ Eliot even goes further 
and asserts that no civilization could come into being without a 
religion.26

We may have our doubts about Eliot’s assertion; yet, we cannot deny
the significance of religion in understanding civilizations, as we know
them. Some civilizations have institutionalized religions such as
Christianity in both its Catholic and Orthodox versions, Islam,
Brahmanism and Confucianism, whereas some civilizations (for
instance, the early Near Eastern civilizations) do not have organized reli-
gions, but local forms of worship. Some civilizations are distinctively
defined or established by their religion as in the case of the Islamic civi-
lization. Yet there have been those civilizations like the Indian and
Chinese civilizations, which include more than one religion.

Territory and geography

I have earlier said that a territorial region, or geography in general, con-
stitutes one of the major factors in the emergence of civilization as a
state of society. Hence, it would seem reasonable to expect that differ-
ences in territory and geography could lead to civilizational differences.
It is true in the sense that geographical conditions affect the way human

Civilizations or Realities of the Longue Dureé 87



beings do things. Many of the characteristics of civilizations depend on
the constraints or advantages of their geographical situation, as stated
by Braudel.27 It has even been argued that civilizations can be fixed to
geographical locations such as Egypt, Mesopotamia, India, China,
Turkey, Persia, Central Asia, Europe, Africa and America. Thus, it is even
suggested that only relatively large empires be considered as subjects of
civilizational analysis.28

Even if territory and geography could provide civilizations with 
distinctive features, it can hardly be taken as a significantly distinctive
element of civilization, for civilizations in time become non-territorial.
This remark in no way denies the impact of territory and geography on
civilizations that, just like all social identities, take place in a territory 
or geography. Yet, a civilization does not only extend into remote 
territories but into territories with quite different conditions.

Style

Kroeber argues that style is one of the most important elements that dis-
tinguish civilizations. Style refers to the manner as against content and
to form as against substance. Kroeber contends that style, primarily
thought to be denoting aesthetic qualities and the fine arts, can be
traced in those activities such as food (cuisine) and dress. In East Asia,
for example, the food is prepared soft, and meat and vegetables are cut
into bits in the kitchen, not at the table or by the eater. The food is
served mixed in one dish. We see bowls and chopsticks; not plates,
knives and forks. Eating habits distinguish Indian and Chinese civiliza-
tions. The fact that Vietnam eats with chopsticks, Siam and Burma with-
out, shows that the former country lies in the orbit of the influence of
the Chinese civilization, the latter two of the Indian. Similarly, the
Indian subcontinent and the Middle East differ from Europe in their eat-
ing habits, as the former eats directly from its fingers while the latter
uses knives and forks. Dress is, for Kroeber, another example of the dis-
tinguishing styles of civilizations. Western women’s dress, dominated by
a skirt and either emphasizing or de-emphasizing the anatomy of waist
and legs, differs markedly from the ancient Mediterranean dress
(Egyptian, Greek, Roman) in which there was no skirt as such and both
waist and legs were neither emphasized nor de-emphasized. In the Far
Eastern dress styles, there was no modulation of bosom, waist and pelvis
and the Western skirt was replaced by long sleeved coats or draped 
garments hung from shoulders.29

Kroeber thus concludes that style is the best indicator of civiliza-
tional delimitations.30 McNeill agrees with Kroeber: ‘The only real guide
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historians have for assigning spatial and temporal limits to “civiliza-
tions” is a … sense of social style.’31 Both authors include arts and litera-
ture in style. It seems fairly evident that most civilizations develop a set
of characteristic basic styles manifested in a variety of activities ranging
from what are called intellectual creativities such as philosophy and 
literature32 to what may be called the daily trivialities such as fashion
and cuisine.

History

A common historical experience shared, or a historical process gone
through, by peoples of a civilization can be said to create the constitu-
tive and distinctive traditions, customs, institutions and characteristics.
A common history could also make peoples achieve a ‘civilizational
consciousness’ so that they identify themselves with the said civiliza-
tion. A particular rule experienced throughout a period of history, or a
particular threat felt for some time, or a particular movement undergone
in history, could lead to the distinctive characteristics. Shared Roman
rule, for example, brings Western and Islamic civilizations closer in com-
parison to Indian and Chinese civilizations. As noted earlier, the Islamic
threat felt by Europeans has been an important ingredient of their 
civilizational identification. The Reformation movement, which West-
ern Christendom has undergone, but Eastern Christendom has not,
formed one of the distinctions between these two civilizations.
Similarly, the fact that ‘the Eastern Church remained permanently
antipathetic to the idea of the Crusades’33 may be seen as another 
distinctive historical experience. It can fairly be said that a common 
history makes a difference.

We can add to this list of elements some other elements such as 
customs, institutions, traditions, systems of government, military tech-
niques, ways of production, myths, elite culture and so on. For example,
for Hodgson, a cumulative tradition in the form of high culture is the
determining element: a civilization is a compound culture, ‘a relatively
extensive grouping of interrelated cultures insofar as they have shared in
the form of high culture, on the urban, literate level’. McNeill, on the
other hand, defines a civilization as the totality of different and diverse
groups who lived in very different ways, but were held together by 
‘their common subjection to rulers, whose continued dominion 
was much assisted by the fact that they subscribed to a set of moral rules
embodied in sacred or at least semi-sacred texts’.34 For both scholars,
civilizations are composed of different and diverse groups. What unites
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these different groups under a common civilization is elite culture
shared, for Hodgson; and common rulers they have been subjected to
and symbolic and sacred texts they have been assumed to share, for
McNeill.

On the basis of the analysis of those ‘distinctive’ elements, it can, 
I think confidently, be argued that civilizations are not distinguished or
delimited from one another by just one criterion or a single element.
They are differentiated in some degree by all of the elements outlined
above. This remark should not be interpreted as a reflection of an eclec-
tic attitude. It is very easy to dismiss it as eclecticism. Yet, civilizations
are social entities that stem from the sociality of human beings and
human social identification. As social identities, they all have social
products. In other words, it looks quite natural for civilizations, being
what men have produced and inherited, to comprise a variety of ele-
ments or human activities from language to myths. The multi-faceted
character of human phenomena can hardly be explained and distin-
guished by one aspect or element.

A civilization is, like all social entities, simply a result of the institu-
tionalization of human activities which form human life, and which are
carried out by some people in a particular way. The differentiation of
civilizations is no easy matter. Social phenomena and social identity
develop as ongoing processes, implying that the composition and
boundaries of civilizations could change in time. Kroeber is aware of the
difficulty and submits to the authority of common sense which
‘demands that we accept civilizations as units naturally given in his-
tory’.35 Therefore, only by historical analysis, we can see what have been
(and are) those civilizations with which human beings have identified
(or are identifying) themselves.

Appealing to history is no absolute or final remedy due to known rea-
sons. Not only do different historians delineate different civilizations –
and different numbers of civilizations – but the same historian may 
present different delineations at different times. A list of civilizations by 
a particular historian is, just like all lists, bound to be arbitrary. None-
theless, history is the only solution we have. Moreover, we can find some
agreements on the number and types of civilizations by the community
of historians. Then, it would be better to see what has been proposed.

Historically existing civilizations

We do not know who was the first author who enjoyed the idea of the
plurality of civilization and distinguished separate civilizations. We do,
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however, know that societal differentiations have always existed.
According to McNeill, the historical evidence in hand at the present
time allows us to say that distinct civilizations have emerged – by 
diffusion from Mesopotamia – in the main regional centres of the 
Old World such as Mesopotamia, Egypt, Minoa and the Indus Valley
between about 4000 and 1700 BC. We have archaeological evidence to
show us that there had been contacts and exchanges among those civi-
lizational centres. By AD 1000 the local civilized societies began to have
inter-civilizational exchanges all over the Old World and from AD 1500
the Amerindian peoples were subjugated and incorporated into the
Eurasian world system.36

As separate societies (and civilizations) encounter each other, men 
naturally see the differences between them. In the fifth century BC, 
for example, Herodotus knew who were the Greeks and who were not.
Yet, those who were not Greeks were not, for Herodotus, the peoples of
another civilization, but barbarians. The tendency to regard others as
the barbarians was not, of course, something peculiar to Herodotus. 
It went on till the modern age and still exists, at least, in its adjectival
form.

I have already said that Herder could be credited with being the 
first author recognizing other civilizations. While Toynbee gives 
the credit to de Gobineau, Sorokin appears to be of the view that credit
goes to Danilevsky.37 As always, it is probably a vain effort to look for 
the originator. What is certain is that, as a parallel to, in Braudel’s 
words, the ‘triumph of the plural form’ of the word ‘civilization’ in the
nineteenth century, writers began to identify various civilizations.

De Gobineau and Danilevsky supplied us with the early enumerations
of the major civilizations in history. De Gobineau enumerated only ten
peoples that had arisen to the level of civilization: the Indians (arose from
a branch of Aryan, a white people), the Egyptians (created by an Aryan
colony), the Assyrians, the Greeks, the Chinese (brought about by 
an Aryan colony), the Ancient Italian Peninsula (the cradle of Roman
Culture), the Germanic races (who transformed the Western mind in the
fifth century), the three civilizations of America, namely, the Alleghanian,
the Mexican and the Peruvian. Danilevsky, in chronological order, listed
civilizations or in his terms ‘main culture-historical types’ as follows:
Egyptian, Chinese, Assyro-Babylonian–Phoenician–Chaldean or Ancient-
Semitic, Hindu, Iranian, Hebrew, Greek, Roman, Neo-Semitic or
Arabian, Germano-Romanic or European. To these may be added two
American types, that is, Mexican and Peruvian, that perished by violent
death and did not complete their life course.38

Civilizations or Realities of the Longue Dureé 91



In the twentieth century, many authors delineated different numbers
of civilizations. While some suggested fewer numbers, others gave as
many as twenty-one or so. Spengler and Toynbee have been the most
passionate authors claiming that only civilizations could be taken as
meaningful units of historical study. For Spengler, who argues that civi-
lizations are exclusive and impenetrable, there have been eight civiliza-
tions, or in his terms ‘great cultures’: Egyptian, Babylonian, Indian,
Chinese, Classical or Apollonian (Graeco-Roman), Arabian or Magian,
Mexican, and Western or Faustian (which emerged around AD 1000). He
mentions the Russian as the next possibility. Of these nine cultures, the
Mexican died by violent death, the Magian and the Russian underwent
a ‘pseudomorphosis’.39

Toynbee, who perhaps counted more civilizations than any other
writer, has first identified twenty-one: the Egyptian, the Andean, the
Sinic, the Minoan, the Sumeric, the Mayan, the Syriac, the Indic, the
Hittite, the Hellenic, the Western, the Orthodox Christian (in Russia),
the Far Eastern (in Korea and Japan), the Orthodox Christian (main
body), the Far Eastern (main body), the Iranic, the Arabic, the Hindu,
the Mexic, the Yucatec, the Babylonic. Second, four ‘abortive civiliza-
tions’ have been delineated: the Abortive Far Western Christian,
Abortive Far Eastern Christian, Abortive Scandinavian and Abortive
Syriac. Then, he adds five ‘arrested civilizations’: the Polynesian, the
Eskimos, the Nomadic, the Ottoman and the Spartan.40 Therefore
Toynbee has a list of thirty civilizational units altogether.

Hodgson identifies four civilized regions of the Afro-Eurasian zone of
civilization, namely Europe, the Middle East, India and the Far East of
China and Japan.41 Similarly, McNeill builds his World History on four
major Eurasian civilizational centres from each of which a distinctive
style of civilization is derived, namely those of the Middle Eastern, the
Greek or European, the Indian and the Chinese.42 Despite the domi-
nance of the European or Western style of civilization at present,
McNeill adds, others are still living. Lately, Huntington has counted
seven or eight existing civilizations among which ‘the clash’ will be tak-
ing place in the post-cold war era: the Western, Confucian or Sinic,
Japanese, Islamic, Hindu, Slavic-Orthodox, Latin American, and, 
possibly, African civilizations.43 One may cite other authors with still
different lists.

The reason why we find different delineations with different authors
can, of course, be explained in terms of their conceptions and assump-
tions. Perhaps, we can find a more fundamental reason. I have earlier
made the point that civilizations, being a dynamic process as are 
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all social entities of social identification, could change in composition
and boundary. The same dynamic process holds for the emergence 
of separate, and new, civilizations throughout history, and thus for 
the emergence of different lists. A civilization may be separated into 
two parts due to such factors as the withering of communication
between the respective parts and the rise of different interpreta-
tions with regard to the identificational elements. When such a devel-
opment takes place what is seen is not a commonality forming a 
civilization, but two (or more) commonalities forming two (or more)
civilizations. For example, McNeill tells us that such a break happened
between Orthodox and Latin Christendom in the early medieval 
centuries, and between China and Japan at about the same time.44

I would therefore endorse the view that rejects the restricted number of
civilizations, and says that there can be nothing final about the listing of
civilizations in history.45

There can be no final list of civilizations and no final agreement
among historians on the number and boundaries of civilizations. If so,
then, does it mean that we fall back into the ‘anything goes’ anarchy of
relativism or a mere intellectual sophistry? Not exactly. Even if it is not
possible to make final demarcation lines between civilizations (between
and of what can it be made?), it is possible, as I have already stated, to
find some agreement within the community of scholars. There may be
disagreements about the boundaries and compositions of the ‘Western
civilization’, or ‘European civilization’, as some extend it to cover the
Americas and some ex-colonial territories, or the Balkans and Russia. Yet,
almost everyone agrees that there is a distinct Western or European or
Christian civilization (whatever name that may be called), distinct from,
say, an Islamic, or Indian or Chinese civilization. Similarly, today, the dis-
tinctiveness of Islamic, Indian, Chinese, and Japanese civilizations has
been recognized by many scholars, though the nature, boundary and
characteristics of each civilization could be contested. It has already been
noted that there have been those arguing for the emergence of distinct
Orthodox-Russian, African and Latin American civilizations.

Drawing upon the works of a variety of authors from Spengler and
Toynbee to Kroeber and Bagby, Melko tells us that a good measure of
consensus has been reached on the following areas in which separate
civilizations have been distinguished in history:

● The Far East between 2000 BC and the present
● India between 2500 BC and the present
● Egypt between 4000 BC and 300 BC
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● The Middle East between 4000 BC and the present
● The Mediterranean between 3000 BC and AD 1500
● Western Europe between AD 700 and the present
● Central America between AD 1 and AD 1600
● Western South America between AD 1 and AD 1600

Melko finds a pronounced tendency to distinguish an Islamic civiliza-
tion round the Southern Mediterranean between AD 500 and the 
present, an Orthodox civilization in Eastern Europe at roughly the same
period and a civilization in Japan, since possibly 400 BC, distinct from
China.46 Melko’s comprehensive survey shows us that the degree of
agreement among historians is not negligible. It is quite significant to
the extent that it allows us to say historically and for certain that dis-
tinct civilizational units have existed and do exist in history, even
though there is no absolute ‘objective’ element for delineation.

Subjective identification

I have already stated that a civilization could be defined both by com-
mon ‘objective’ elements and by the ‘subjective’ identification of people
in concern. Having examined the ‘objective’ elements which constitute
commonalities for a civilization, the question now is whether there may
be found a civilizational consciousness in human beings who are said to
be the members of the civilization in question. To formulate it another
way, we need to see if human beings identify themselves with a social
entity that we call civilization. Apparently, this is an empirical question.

However it must be stated that the distinction between the shared
‘objective’ elements and ‘subjective’ self-identification, put as a working
definition, does not mean that the two processes are independent of
each other. In other words, the very existence of ‘objective’ common ele-
ments indeed reveals that there is a self-identification of human beings
with each other and consequently with all the others having the same
elements or characteristics. If people have nothing in common, how
could they be expected to identify with each other? The question is not,
then, whether there can be a subjective identification or civilizational
consciousness, but how cohesive or how strong it is. The question of
degree is in turn something which depends upon the specific civiliza-
tions and historical conditions.

It has already been suggested that, since civilizations are large-scale
social entities, most of them contain multiple sub-identifications in
themselves, and identity consciousness in civilizations consequently
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tends to be less cohesive and weaker than, say, it is in the case of smaller
identificational units such as states, local societies, ethniés and so on. It
is, as already stated, a commonplace view that the existence of an exter-
nal threat is a constitutive and consolidating factor of the collective
identity consciousness. In terms of civilizational consciousness, it can
easily be observed in the case of the struggle between the Islamic civi-
lization and the Western civilization in history. The long rivalry and
struggle between these two civilizations have been an enhancing force
of common identity of the each, despite the obvious historical and 
theological similarities they have.

Accordingly, the existence of a high measure of homogeneity in terms
of the ‘objective’ elements is expected to heighten the degree of cohe-
siveness and strength of civilizational identity. This can easily be exem-
plified by the Japanese civilization, which is virtually uni-national and
highly homogenous, unlike the Western or Islamic civilizations, each
being multi-national and highly heterogeneous. The history of Western
civilization provides another exemplification. In the medieval period,
when the cultural unity of Western civilization was quite high, it was
possible for the Europeans to mobilize for the Crusades. Now, in the
modern period, given that there is much less cultural unity than there
used to be, it is very unlikely that such a mobilization of peoples could
be achieved in Europe.

Perhaps one of the most typical expressions of civilizational con-
sciousness or identity is the self-regard or self-image of each civilization.
Each civilization regarded itself as the civilization (in the singular form)
and others as inferior to its own or as mere barbarians. Almost every civ-
ilization from time to time considered itself to be the centre of the world
and had its own, to use Gong’s term, ‘standard of civilization’.47 The
Greeks had it. In the words of Plato:

When Greeks and Barbarians fight, we shall say that they are natural
enemies, warring against one another, and this enmity is to be called
war; but when Greeks fight with Greeks, we shall declare that natu-
rally they are friends, and when anything of this kind occurs, Greek
is sick and attacked by sedition, and this kind of enmity is to be called
sedition.

And in Aristotle’s:

Right it is that Hellenes rule barbarians … The Greeks accordingly
reject the term ‘slave’ as applicable to Greeks, and confine it to 
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barbarians … The barbarians are more servile in character than
Greeks, and are therefore prepared to tolerate despotic government.48

Of course it was not only the Greeks who had a sense of superiority and
self-righteousness.

As Gong has shown us, the Europeans articulated a ‘standard of civi-
lization’ to which the others, with whom the Europeans established
contact, have been subjected.49 Nor was it only the Europeans. Muslims
saw themselves as the soldiers of the God, truly civilized, charged with
bringing the infidels, certainly the uncivilized, into civilization, – the
way of the God. The classical Chinese literature had it that China was
the centre of the world in geographical, cultural and political terms and
it was self-sufficient in all aspects without needing anything of the 
others.50 A letter from the Emperor Chi’en Lung of China to King
George III of Great Britain, sent in response to the latter’s request for an
English representative to reside in Beijing in order to oversee mutual
relations, boldly expressed it thus: ‘Our celestial Empire possesses all
things in prolific abundance and lacks no products within our borders.
There was, therefore, no need to import the manufactures of outside
barbarians in exchange for our produce.’51

In sum, every civilization had/has its own image as an expression of
its identity, derived from its common elements and its encounters and
interactions with the other societies, and very often articulated in oppo-
sition to the external ‘barbarians’. However, it must here be stressed that
the self-image of a civilization being mostly defined in opposition to the
others in no way implies that civilizations are in a constant conflictual
state. For example, Toynbee notes that in the thirteenth century, in
Uiguria, Nestorianism and Buddhism, two universal religions, were actu-
ally living cheek by jowl in a modus vivendi of mutual toleration.52

Conclusion

No matter that the distinctiveness of the elements and the conscious-
ness of subjective identification or internal cohesion is questioned, and
despite the existence of disagreements on the delineation: civilizations
do exist. One is certainly justified to ask how meaningful or ‘intelligible’
civilizations are as units in historical and social studies. They are 
intelligible units of analysis like the other more familiar or immediate
units such as nation-states. It is not because civilizations are more inclu-
sive and thus relatively self-explanatory, but just because man is a social
and creative being to establish relations and identifications of different
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types at different levels. Civilizations are not the only identification of
men as there are others – for example, nation-states, ethniés, localities
and various kinds of groups. How effective or directing then is a civi-
lization upon the behaviours and actions of human beings? To what
extent is individual identity determined by civilizational identity?

It could be asserted that the impact of civilizational identity upon the
identity and actions of the individual is not institutionalized to the
degree of being exclusive as it is in the case of political or organized
social identifications. If you do not have identification with the Chinese
civilization, it does not prevent you from having your meal by using
chopsticks. However, if you do not have identification with the People’s
Republic of China, you cannot bear a Chinese passport. Even if you do
not have the identity of Western civilization, you may dress and eat like
a European. Yet, you may not possess a right to permanent residence
and work in the United Kingdom, if you are not of British nationality.

Nevertheless, civilizations do influence individual or collective
actions. First, civilizations being social entities affect the socialization of
individuals and individuals are partly moulded and shaped by civiliza-
tions. It is true that it is not forbidden to use chopsticks, but it is also
true that not having been raised in the Chinese civilization makes it 
difficult for you to use chopsticks. Second, individuals take into consid-
eration their civilizational identity like all other collective identifica-
tions when they act according to specific cases. We can but say that 
the influence of civilizational identity on the actions of human beings 
is less than that of smaller, organized and more immediate collective
identities.

Civilizations and universal history

To recall the final question of the third chapter, how could civilizations
form a basis for a historical conception of universal history? If civiliza-
tions are distinguished from what is called simple, hunting-gathering
societies, one thing we could confidently say is that they have been per-
sistent and self-transforming throughout history, as we know it.
Moreover, we can also say that civilizations have come to prevail all over
the world, whether they had begun separately in different locations 
or emerged through borrowing from each other and, in the final case,
emanating from one centre which is said to be Mesopotamia. It has been
said that all simple societies have now been brought under civilized
forms of societies or administrations with the development of mechan-
ical means of transport and communication.53 Such an account of world

Civilizations or Realities of the Longue Dureé 97



history is not an idealistic or universalistic one as it simply takes civi-
lizations to be the kind of societies with organized institutions and 
specialization.

One can argue that civilizations when conceived as distinct societal
entities can be considered as a basis for a historical conception of uni-
versal/world history. If world history is defined as history ‘taking the
world as a whole’, of all societal entities/identities known in history, 
it is via civilizations that we get the nearest to ‘taking the world as a
whole’. The reason is that civilizations, being massive, large-scale and
long-lived, could provide us with a picture of the world (if such a picture
is ever possible) in its spatial and temporal extensions known to people
at a particular point in time. Spatially, because, pace Spengler, there have
always been encounters and relations between civilizations. Temporally,
because civilizations have outlived all other known societal entities and
they enable us to establish a historical continuity between societies of
different ages through affinities and affiliations. The affiliation of the
modern European societies with the Greek and Roman societies is 
self-evident.

Seen as such, interactions between civilizations have not always been
even. Sometimes, one or more civilization(s) has (have) predominated
over others in terms of their power, organization, vitality, cohesiveness,
potency and so forth, and of being the main attraction centre of the
world. It was the Middle Eastern civilizations in the third and second
millennia BC, later it was Graeco-Roman, then Islam and now it has
been the European/Western civilization. The Western civilization has far
outstripped the others so that it has a global or world-wide impact in the
contemporary period. Other civilizations such as the Islamic, Indian,
Chinese and Japanese having been subjugated, McNeill speaks of ‘the
establishment for the first time in world history of a genuinely global
cosmopolitan civilization, centred upon the West but embracing all the
other varieties and cultural traditions of mankind as well’. He adds that
interaction between the heirs of the Western, Islamic, Hindu, Chinese
and Japanese civilizations has been and in the foreseeable future prom-
ises to remain, ‘a central axis, and perhaps the central axis’, of world 
history.54 It is upon inter-civilizational interactions that a world history
can adequately be built.

Civilizations and international systems

Civilizations are not, as I have already emphasized, integrated social
entities as are some other social identifications (for instance, states, local
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communities, groups … and so on). They have been not only multi-
dimensional but also multi-organizational. Most civilizations have
been, most of the time, multinational and multi-organizational in terms
of body politic. They have diversity and conflict within and their
boundaries are imprecise.55 In other words, most civilizations have a
kind of, to use a term familiar to students of International Relations,
‘states system’ or ‘international system’.

International systems are simply defined as a grouping of, or formula
for, the multiple socio-political units in order to have smooth interac-
tions with each other. They set frameworks for the peaceful or smooth
coexistence of multiple units. As is well known to the students of
International Relations, an international system is composed of multi-
ple units (nation-states) whose behaviours become a consideration 
for each other when they form their policies vis-à-vis each other.
International systems may be ‘anarchical’ in the sense that the members
of the system do not acknowledge a common supreme power above
themselves and they interact within the framework of a loose associa-
tion. International systems may be imperial or ‘hierarchical’ in the sense
that some form of a centre is recognized or emerges to lay down the
rules for the interaction of multiple units and the supremacy of the cen-
tre is acknowledged, at least nominally. Then, the international system
may be taken as a response to the question of the peaceful coexistence
of multiple units.56 Yet, in time, it becomes a unit comprising multiple
socio-political groupings of human beings just as much as civilizations.

There is a close similarity between international systems and civiliza-
tions. I have already stated that most civilizations have, for most of the
time, contained, or given way to, an international system. Examples of
the international system defined by the students of International
Relations show the link between civilizations and international systems.
Wight, for instance, identifies three systems of states: the Hellenic-
Hellenistic or Greaco-Roman, the Chinese between the collapse of the
Chou Empire in 771 BC and the establishment of the Ts’in Empire in 
AD 221, and the Western systems.57 Bull gives five examples of ‘interna-
tional society’ as follows: the classical Greek city-state system, the inter-
national system formed by the Hellenistic kingdoms in the period
between the disintegration of Alexander’s empire and the Roman con-
quest, the international system of China during the period of Warring
States, the states-system of ancient India, and the modern states-system
which arose in Europe and is now worldwide.58 We see that Wight and
Bull’s examples of states-systems are associated with civilizations. Each
took place in, or started from, a civilization.
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Melko enumerates the notable state systems as follows: the Modern
European, the Italian Renaissance, the Hellenistic, the Greek City-States,
the Ch’un Ch’in-contending states period in China, the Han and T’ang
Empires of China, India and South East Asia throughout most of their
history, Islamic history generally, modern Latin America.59 ‘Seven major
international systems which preceded the one with which we are famil-
iar in the twentieth century’ are cited by Northedge. Namely, the
ancient empires of the Near and Middle East (exemplified by the
Egyptian, the Assyrian and the Persian empires), the Chinese empire,
the ancient Indian empires before the Mogul empire, the Greek city-
states system, the Roman empire, the Byzantine empire, and the
Medieval system from which the modern international system directly
or indirectly sprang.60 Recently, A. Watson has identified ‘the more
important and well-documented’ states systems of the pre-modern
period as the Sumerian, the Assyrian, the Persian, the Greek, the
Macedonian, the Roman imperial, the Byzantine, the Islamic, the
ancient Indian, and the Chinese systems. To these he adds the medieval
and Modern European international societies and the global interna-
tional society.61 Similarly, as seen, the majority of Melko, Northedge and
Watson’s lists correspond to the typology of civilizations by most histo-
rians. Those international systems have largely been intra-civilization-
ally international systems.

Of course, an international system does not necessarily remain con-
fined to the boundaries of one civilization. This is partly because the
delineation of the boundaries of a civilization is much more difficult to
sustain than are those of socio-political groupings which constitute an
international system. Also, an international system could take place
between, not only within, civilizations due to civilizational encounters,
exchanges and relations. In other words, an international system can be
multi-civilizational. For example, Wight gives three examples of inter-
or multi-civilizationally international systems, in his terms ‘secondary
states-systems’: the Roman-Persian system, the Near Eastern system in
the latter half of the second millennium BC, and the Mediterranean in
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries AD.62

Upon the basis of the historical record, one is justified in arguing for
another and more embracing multi-civilizational system, namely ‘the
Afro-Eurasian international system’, to which I shall return later in
Chapter 7. It can, I think, be fairly proposed that an international 
system which is uni-civilizational is likely to have a higher degree of 
systemness than the one which is multi-civilizational. A comparison of,
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for example, the Greek City-States system with the Roman-Persian 
system suffices to show this.

If it is possible for an international system to embrace more than one
civilization, then, it means that there may be an international system
comprising all civilizations. In other words, when all civilizations have
sufficient relations with each other or are linked to each other in suffi-
cient degree, a worldwide international system or global system could
emerge. The emergence of a global international system means that
societies with distinct civilizational identities have come into contact.
The increasing exchanges between societies with distinct civilizational
identities may lead to the loosening of the very civilizational identities.
It has been widely agreed that such a process, the development of a
global international system and loosening of civilizational ties, hap-
pened with the modern international system which emerged in Europe
from the sixteenth century onwards and became worldwide or global 
in the twentieth century. The modern international system is then 
a multi-civilizational system with both inter-civilizational and trans-
civilizational processes. The remaining chapters examine the modern
international system.
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6
Modern International System I or
No Rock without a Flag

What do I mean by the ‘modern international system’? As already 
stated in the previous chapter, it refers to the international system that
originally emerged in Europe in the sixteenth century or so and spread
worldwide through a process of expansion and globalization by the
twentieth century.1 In other words, the modern international system
embraces the whole world. It is an inter-civilizationally international
system, including not only more than one civilization, but also all 
civilizations in the world as we know it at present. That the modern
international system embraces the whole world means that there have
occurred enough global interactions among the communities or soci-
eties all over the world, for people living in a particular community to 
be influenced by the events taking place in other communities of 
the world. Or, it could mean that there are some processes or character-
istics which are inter-socially shared in the world or which are globally
prevalent. The modern international system is thus not just inter-
civilizational, but trans-civilizational.

A worldwide system

That we live in an economically interdependent world is obvious. That
the result of American presidential elections has immediate effects 
upon the balance of payments of, say, Turkey via possible fluctuations in
the value of the dollar or via the foreign loans policy of the new admin-
istration; that the decision taken by the European Central Bank makes
its impact on the London stock exchanges and financial markets; that
the new investments of the Japanese firms could make some American
workers go unemployed; that the policy of the OPEC countries may sig-
nificantly influence the budgets of European car drivers; that French



agricultural policy or their import regime could change the crops of the
African farmers; that the Asian crisis of the 1990s influenced the corn
farmers in the State of Iowa; and that the mid-February crisis in the
Turkish economy in 2001 led to falls in the stock markets of Argentina:
all these facts are well known.

It is also well known that there have always been interdependencies
between the trading partners, not only in the modern international sys-
tem and at this age. Yet, it could also be said that the extensive and intri-
cate network of economic exchanges with which we are familiar now
were not the case all over the world two hundred years ago. It can fairly
be argued that such a high degree of interactions among societies in eco-
nomical terms is something unique to the modern international system.
The extent and significance of economic interdependence has been
acknowledged by the students of international politics as well. For
instance, a textbook of international politics, first published in 1987,
appeared with a new chapter on ‘the World Economy’ in its second 
edition.2

Sovereign nation-states

That the modern international system covers the whole world can be
observed in the principal form of legal-political organization, that is to
say, the centralized sovereign state or nation-state. Today, the sovereign
nation-state has been adopted by all societies as a form of political
organization. Even the Papacy has taken the form of a sovereign state,
that is, the Vatican. The prevalence and pervasiveness of the sovereign
nation-state in the contemporary period is well described by the French
poet and thinker Valéry:

Every habitable part of the earth, in our time, has been discovered,
surveyed and divided up among nations … There is no rock that does
not bear a flag: there are no more blanks on the map; no region out
of the reach of customs officials and the law; no tribe whose affairs do
not fill some dossier and thus, under the evil spell of the written
word; become the business of various well meaning bureaucrats in
their distant offices.3

The modern international system is, then, a system of sovereign
nation-states. The states are sovereign because they claim to be the final
and absolute authority in their respective realms and they deny the 
existence of any other authority. They are sovereign because they hold 
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a monopoly of ‘making and unmaking law’ and they claim to be the
only centre having the monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force
within a given territory. These features of sovereignty that modern states
are said to have assumed have been formidably expressed by the mod-
ern scholars and come to be accepted by the students of mainstream
International Relations. Bodin, in his Six Books of the Commonwealth,
argued that the power of ‘making and unmaking law’ was the quality
that comprised all the rest of the attributes of sovereignty. Weber
forcibly defined the state as a political community that successfully
claims the monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force. Sovereignty
is, according to Hinsley, ‘the idea that there is a final and absolute
authority in the political community and no final and absolute author-
ity exists elsewhere’.4

However, the state’s claim to sovereignty can always be contested and
it could also be stated that it is not the only quality of the state. As is well
known, in Manifesto of the Communist Party, Marx and Engels declared
the modern state as ‘a committee for managing the common affairs of
the whole bourgeoisie’.5 Sovereignty hence lies in the bourgeoisie!
Ironic as this sentence is, it implies the fact that the state’s claim to
absolute sovereignty and to the monopoly of the use of physical force
has hardly been realized in practice. As Hoffman vividly observed, the
state has always shared power with some other groups.6 However, no
matter how frequently the state’s claim to sovereignty is challenged and
no matter how complex the state and theorizations about it are, the
claim to sovereignty and some idea of it remain persistent.7

The modern international system is not only a system of centralized,
separable, sovereign states. It is a system of nation-states, meaning that
states were nationalized or that states created nations. In other words,
the modern state is not just a collection of public institutions differenti-
ated from other social institutions. A state either embodies a nation or
designs it. It is the principal focus of collective-social identifications.
National identity has largely been defined on the basis of the citizenship
of a state. Most scholars cite the existence of a form of body politics
among the elements of nation. For Hume, stating in his essay ‘of national
characters’, a nation was simply ‘a collection of individuals who, by con-
stant intercourse, come to acquire some traits in common’. Diderot and
D’Alembert, defining it in Encyclopédié, referred to a people ‘obeying the
same government’. A nation is, for Sieyés, ‘a body of associates living
under one common law and represented by the same legislature’.8

While the peoples of a nation ‘desire to be under the same government,
and desire that it should be government by themselves or a portion of



themselves exclusively’, according to Mill’s view, Renan states that a
nation has ‘a common will in the present’.9

The close association between state and nation can be derived from
etymology as well. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the first
appearances of the modern meanings of the words took place around
the same period. The state as ‘a particular form of polity or government’
appeared in 1538. The word nation, as ‘an extensive aggregate, so
closely associated with each other by common descent, language or his-
tory, as to form a distinct race or people, usually organized as a separate
political state and occupying a definite territory’, was cited from 1300
onwards.

Historically, either nations, which were already there before the emer-
gence of the modern state, came under the jurisdiction of the state (as
was the case with the English and French nations) or the emerging state
created a nation (as was the case with most other nations). Even in the
first case, Smith rightly observed, the elements of design were available
in the formation of national identity, that is to say, the Jacobin nation-
alism and Tudor and Stuart centralization.10 The state and nation are
linked to each other. The nation, according to Smith, ‘signifies a cultural
and political band, uniting in a single political community all who share
an historic culture and homeland’.11 It would not be wrong if one asserts
that the concept of nation is understood as signifying a collectivity of
human beings who have political rights and obligations. Even the small-
est states claim to form a nation. States do not only use legitimate phys-
ical force upon human beings but also create some idea of fellow feeling
among those who are under their jurisdiction, hence the creation of
national identity. Today, we see an Iraqi national identity distinct from
the Syrians in spite of the existence of so many commonalities between
these two peoples such as original descent, religion, language and so on.

The modern international system is thus composed of sovereign
nation-states. Furthermore, sovereign nation-states remain as the princi-
pal units of the modern international system. The nation-state is still
the main agent in international relations in spite of much talk about its
demise. Even those who argue for the rise of multinational corporations
concede this. John Herz, for instance, initiated considerable debate by
making, then retracting, predictions about the coming demise of the ter-
ritorial state in the face of powerful innovations in military technology.
Keohane and Nye retreated from their position in the early 1970s.12

Moreover, the movements which question the legitimacy of the
nation-state such as communism and Islamic fundamentalism not only
located their community of ‘proletariat’ or ‘believers’ within the bounds
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of nation-states but also seem to have got on well with the established
practices of nation-states. The nation-state, though a Western creation,
has been adopted by other cultures and civilizations. Piscatori, for exam-
ple, argues that most Muslims have come to terms with the idea of the
nation-state and most have come to accept the concepts undergirding
modern international law. His conclusion is that Islam, at present,
chimes relatively easily with the prevailing international order.13

Political theorists and historians continue to draw conclusions about
the enduring ability of sovereign nation-states. Two scholars, one polit-
ical scientist and one historian, express the persistence of the nation-
state as follows: ‘Even at its most ideologically pretentious’, writes
Dunn, ‘the species has not yet conceived a practical form in which to
transcend the nation-state’. And Kennedy declares that ‘the interna-
tional system, whether it is dominated for a time by Six Great Powers or
only two, remains anarchical – that is, there is no greater authority than
the sovereign, egoistical nation-state’.14 Of course this does not imply an
ahistorical continuity of the nation-state, as Morgenthau, the uncom-
promising realist, stated: ‘Nothing in the realist position militates
against the assumption that the present division of the political world
into nation-states will be replaced by larger units of a quite different
character.’15 Yet, it shows that the modern international system is glob-
ally prevalent in its political structures.

Global awareness

The modern international system is worldwide not only in economic
interdependencies and global prevalence of the nation-state as a form of
political organization. It is worldwide also due to the existence of a global
awareness among the individuals and societies of the world. That local
peoples living in a particular zone of the Earth could have the knowledge
of peoples, events and happenings in other zones looks quite natural to
us in this age of speedy communication and transportation. People know
that there are other fellow human beings in far-away societies not just as
a result of mere saying or guessing but because they are aware of them
with some identifiable quality. The Turks knew that there were ‘franks’
living in ‘frankistan’ (the land of the infidels) centuries ago, but now they
know that those ‘franks’ called the Dutch live in the Northwestern part
of Europe, and that they are Protestants who have some distinctions
from those franks called the ‘Italians’ in the Southern part.

Moreover, the sense of awareness of people goes beyond the knowl-
edge of others. People think and know that happenings and events of
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other places could and do influence their daily life. When the headline
of their local paper reads ‘Iraq enters Kuwait, Bus fare goes up’, the 
people of a Midlands town in England do not seem astonished and do
consider that connection between the two events is possible. Similarly,
the Turkish commentators see a link between the Oklahoma bombing
incident in the United States in April 1995 and a decrease in the inter-
national appeal of the Kurdish Workers Party (PKK) on the grounds that
the horrendous event will make the US policy-makers and public opin-
ion withdraw their assumed support for the PKK. There is no need to
extend the list of such examples. It can justifiably be asserted that some
kind of global consciousness exists: a consciousness that we all live
together and are interdependent upon each other. The modern interna-
tional system is therefore worldwide both in its ‘objective’ elements as
outlined in economic and political realms and in its ‘subjective’ element
of some kind of global consciousness.

Defining characteristics

That the modern international system is global and worldwide and that
this is unique to it do not suffice to define and understand it. We need
to look at it more closely. So, now I would like to examine the principal
and defining characteristics of the modern international system.

Decentralization

The first striking characteristic of the modern international system is
that it is a decentralized system and it is composed of separable units. In
other words, the quality of systemness mainly comes from the interac-
tions of differentiated units, not from an effective embracing body such
as an imperial system or an inclusive idea such as religion. That is to say,
it is not a centralized system. The units of the system, though in inter-
action and having some commonalities, preserve their individualities
and distinct identities. To use the familiar expressions of the students of
International Relations, the modern international system is an anarchi-
cal system, having no central and common authority. However, this
characteristic, anarchical organization, is not something unique to the
modern international system.

Logically, the coexistence of multiple units may take place under 
three frameworks. In the first case, we see an isolated situation in which
different units are separated from each other, having no or negligible
relations with each other. Each unit exists by itself. In this case, we 
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cannot, of course, speak of any inter-societal or international relations
and thus no international system.

Second, multiple units may exist under a single centre of authority
that embraces or purports to embrace within a common framework the
different societies of the known or reached world. Such a framework
could be embodied in an ‘empire’ or a world state. One of the units is
explicitly or implicitly recognized by others as superior, or it exerts a
supremacy over all the others. Here, we see inter-societal relations and
we could rightly speak of the existence of an international system. Such
a system is, since it has a common centralized authority, called ‘hierar-
chical’ or imperial in the terminology of the students of International
Relations.

The third framework refers to a situation in which there may exist a
loose association of independent communities or societies, each unit
enjoying some degree of self-government. None of them is recognized as
having, or being capable of imposing, an authority over the others.
There is an association among them, coming from common interests or
characteristics or circumstances shared and thus being created in inter-
action with each other. Here, too, we can speak of the existence of an
international system. In sum, two types or patterns of international 
system could be defined according to position of the units in relation 
to each other. The first pattern may be described as centralized, hierar-
chical, hegemonical or empire, world-state or suzerain systems. The 
second one might be named as decentralized, anarchical, independent
and so on.16

The modern international system is a second type of international
system and there have been others as well. The classical example is the
Greek city-states system. Scholars add Chinese Warring-States system,
the Indian system before it was centralized by the Mogul empire and
Hellenistic kingdoms before they were conquered by the Roman Empire.
Most of the pre-modern international systems fall into the first pattern,
that is, hierarchical or imperial system. Examples could be cited as the
Near Eastern empires, the Persian Empire, Roman Empire, Chinese
Empire, the Medieval European System … and so forth. The organiza-
tional form of the modern international system is not unique to it, as
there have been other anarchical systems. Then, how this could be a
defining and, more importantly, distinguishing characteristic is the log-
ical question. True, this character is not unique and distinctive.
However, it is still defining and in one sense distinguishing as the core
system, that is, the medieval system, from which the modern international
system sprang, was a centralized system. The anarchical character of the
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modern international system is therefore distinctive of it from its original
core system, not from the international systems that existed in history.

Nationality

The second characteristic of the modern international system is that 
it is, as already noted, a nation-state system. The system is not just 
composed of separable units, but the units, or majority of them, are of 
a particular type, that is, nation-state. The basic and prevalent form of
collective-social identification in the modern international system has
been nationality. This led to the weakening of the impact of both 
sub- and supra-identifications of human beings, such as local groups
and civilizations. Expressed in another way, the system is based upon a
particularistic identity, rather than a universalistic identity, leading to a
plurality of units. Yet, with the location of this particularistic identity
within the boundaries of the nation-state, the plurality has been limited.

The move away from universalistic identifications perhaps accounts
for why it is the modern international system that has become trans-
civilizational and global. Most scholars agree that this characteristic of
the system, of units being nation-states, is distinctive. The state and
nation, and thus nation-state emerged in the modern period, as we
know them now.17 Nations and nation-states which firstly emerged in
Western Europe from the fourteenth century onwards spread, initially,
to European colonies and then all over the world in the second half of
the twentieth century. Some of the techniques and features that we now
associate with the modern nation-state were known before. McNeill, for
example, tells us that long before the rise of modern bureaucracy ‘a
political order dominated by bureaucrats, i.e. by administrators whose
power inhered in their offices rather than in their persons, had been well
developed under Hammurabi’ around 1700 BC. He also tells us that it
was the Persians and Assyrians who first used professional, standing
armies.18 Nevertheless, given its extensiveness and the dimension of
national identity, the modern nation-state as we know it (though some
of its techniques were known long before the modern period) is then a
distinctive characteristic of the modern international system.

Humanism

The third characteristic of the modern international system could be
suggested as the change in values and the point of reference in social life
of peoples from the divine to the humane. A change which was
prompted by the Renaissance and the Reformation in Western Europe
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from the fifteenth century onwards was later accelerated by the 
scientific and technological revolutions in the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries. With this transformation, ideas such as secularism,
humanism, rationalism, individualism and democracy have become
prevalent. Although it is possible to trace the secular origins of the 
modern international system back to, surprisingly, the Augustinian sep-
aration of the City of God from the City of Man, or to the address of
Pope Gelasius I to the Emperor Anastasius at the end of the fifth century,
in which he stated that ‘this world is ruled by two things, the sacred
authority of the priesthood and the kingly power’,19 secularism emerged
in the modern period together with other developments such as human-
ism and rationalism.

While Burckhardt sees the origins of humanism back in the beginning
of the fourteenth century, Oakeshott considers rationalism as ‘the most
remarkable intellectual fashion of post-Renaissance Europe’.20 Similarly,
it has been suggested that individuality as opposed to collective identi-
fications such as race emerged in the modern period and one of the prin-
cipal features of the modern international system, especially in its
European core, has been individuation.21 Democracy as the integration
and participation of masses in the government is said to be another
prevalent feature of the modern international system. In this sense, it
emerged in relation with the other features outlined above and gained
strength after the seventeenth century.

These features have been closely associated with nationality and 
the nation-state. The state became national only when the people
became a nation through their participation in the affairs of the state,
something that happened with democratization from the seventeenth
century onwards. Without the idea of the liberty and equality of each
individual it was not possible for the state to become national.
Accordingly, without a belief in the value and ability of individuals it
was not possible to conceive the participation of individuals in nation
and the state. Moreover, to make human beings participate in the affairs
of the state, the effective and frequent intervention of the divine or
those associated with the divine needed to be eliminated and the affairs
of the state and nation had to be made human or transferred from
Heaven to Earth.

Though linked with nationality or nationalism, rationalism, human-
ism, secularism and democracy in their essence and scope had universal
messages and thus created an association with some idea of univer-
salism. It could perhaps be said that this universal appeal, not restric-
tive and exclusive like other universalistic formulations such as
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Christendom or Dar-al-Islam, contributed towards the modern interna-
tional system becoming worldwide. It is certainly easier to get people
united around the idea of mankind, of which everyone is a member,
rather than of God, in whom not everyone believes (or not in the same
way); and around this world, in which everyone lives, rather than the
other world, which no one is certain to reach. Lerner was right in saying
that ‘the modern international system was, by nature of its modernity,
born at the moment God died’.22

The prevalence of these features as the characteristic of the modern
international system does not mean that there had not been any trace 
of them before as one could find some of them in the ancient world,
especially in Greece. What is characteristic of the modern international
system is that these features have been pervasive and prevalent in a
greater degree and with a worldwide appeal and impact which was never
the case in ancient Greece, for instance. It is true that those values have
not been universally adopted by the societies of the world. However, it 
is also true that the appeal of the challengers has been much more 
limited.

Industrialism

A final characteristic of the modern international system can be given as
industrialism, meaning that industrial techniques and production are
the dominant mode, or the significance of agricultural or land-based
production and techniques has decreased sharply. Defined simply,
industry or industrial production refers to an excessive use of machine
work or mechanization, not just the use of simple tools as in the case of
agriculture, and to the process of production in which the end product
is not just a result of the labour of one worker (thus creating a chain of
production) as is the case with agriculture. Some scholars indeed exam-
ine the modern international system in association with the rise of cap-
italism and industrialism.23 The impact of the Industrial Revolution
upon the modern international system is well-known. One is justified in
saying that this characteristic is unique to the system and one of the
most important factors in its becoming global.

I have earlier made the point that to understand the modern interna-
tional system we need to see its principal characteristics. However, an
analysis of the principal characteristics of the system is not sufficient to
understand it. This is because in order to understand or know something
we need to know how that thing has come to be what it is. I will now
turn to the history of the modern international system, to an examina-
tion of how it emerged and developed.
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Emergence of the system

To analyse the historical development of the modern international sys-
tem means to scrutinize its principal characteristics, to examine when
and how they appeared. There is a common agreement that the princi-
pal characteristics and features of the modern international system orig-
inally emerged in Europe. The system has become worldwide and global
with the exportation of those characteristics to, and/or adoption by, the
non-European societies/systems in the course of the European expan-
sion into, and/or European interactions with, the non-European
world.24 If this is so, then the development of the system may be exam-
ined under two periods or headings: first, the emergence and develop-
ment of the European international system and, second, the rise of a
worldwide international system.

It must here be stated that those two processes of the emergence of the
European system and the rise of a global system cannot easily be sepa-
rated from each other as the emergence of the modern European inter-
national system is said to be closely related to the incorporation of other
societies or systems into the European system. In other words, the emer-
gence of the European international system went hand in hand with 
the European expansion into other areas. Then, it could be argued that
there were two aspects of the rise of the modern European system: 
on the one hand we see a self-transformation of Europe through which
Europe acquired the principal characteristics with which we are familiar,
and on the other, the process of European expansion by which the sys-
tem became a global one. Accordingly, the self-transformation of Europe
and its expansion are not independent of each other. Nevertheless, for
the sake of simplicity, I shall examine the two processes in turn.

Europe’s self-transformation

By European self-transformation, is simply meant transition from the
Medieval to the Modern Age. What happened after the transformation
has already been summed up: separate, centralized and sovereign states
which later came to be called nation-states, secular politics, the ration-
alization of human thought and of human relations, the growth in 
science and technology, the Enlightenment and the Industrial
Revolution. To understand the transformation, it is necessary to have
some idea about the pre-transformation era. How did Europe look before
the transformation?
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Medieval background and unity

Described briefly, the medieval system was, it has widely been agreed,
characterized by unity. The unity was formed through the sense of being
part of the united Christendom and also by the existence of authority
centres claiming universal jurisdiction all over Christendom, in fact, all
over the world. The Pope and the Emperor are said to have claimed uni-
versal authority in their respective jurisdictional areas and, frequently,
competed with each other. Despite the existence of an innumerable
multitude of governmental units in reality, the idea of the unity of the
world in all respects was prevalent and it was believed that the world
must be unified in politics as well. Continuity and stability in society, it
is so argued, grew on this unity. This medieval universalism constituted
the basis of all social relations that were basically carried out under the
framework of religious creeds. Emphasis was on the concept of right or
goodness rather than interest or the requirements of the particular case.
Such is the picture of Medieval Europe.25 According to this picture, then,
it looks clear that the ‘Medieval European international system’ falls
within the second pattern of inter-societal coexistence, or within the
first type of international systems (empire type) I have described in 
this book.

The presentation of the medieval system as such is by no means
accepted by all scholars. In questioning the idea of medieval unity,
Barraclough makes the point that the said unity did not go beyond
being a theory. It was not a factual situation and was never expressed in
political terms, and it never took the shape of a single organizational
unit comprising the whole of Christendom, not even Latin or Western
Christendom. The idea of a united medieval empire was not anywhere
near the truth. Indeed, he argues that the notions of nation-states and
balance of power which were commonly associated with the modern
period held sway in the Middle Ages. ‘As soon as Europe had recovered
from the anarchy which assailed it in the ninth century, the elaboration
of a system of sovereign states and the creation of a European balance of
power began … the European balance of power, as we know it; the artic-
ulated, interlocking system which has dominated international rela-
tions without intermission down to to-day, was operative from the start
of the twelfth century.’26 The forceful remarks of Barraclough, no doubt,
have some truth. It is true that there was no integrated, centralized
Christendom or Western Christendom, and, it is true that the concept of
unity was more of a theory than a fact. However, nobody depicting the
medieval unity as such argued for the contrary. Yet, many, I suspect,
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deny Barraclough’s view that the balance of power, as we know it, was
operative from the start of the twelfth century.

The medieval unity cannot, I think, be underestimated by simply char-
acterizing it as a mere theoretical notion or claim. The claims of univer-
sal jurisdiction did not result in a single political organization, yet they
were effective, that is to say, they influenced the actual behaviour of
men. Without the existence of some degree of unity, how else was it pos-
sible to organize the Crusades, involving a Europe-wide mobilization?

Furthermore, in the medieval period, as Southern observed, ‘areas of
authority shaded into each other and overlaid each other with little rela-
tion either to geography or history. No political boundaries survived in
their entirety the death of a ruler; they were all subject to chances of
domestic change, marriage, dowry, partition, death and forfeiture.’27

Yet, we know that the centres of authority claiming universal jurisdic-
tion were not shaded and they survived the death of rulers. The fact that
there were no settled boundaries and overlapping jurisdictions could
count for the idea of medieval unity. The medieval system, then,
involved an effective universalism, represented and exercised by the
Church which is said to be ‘the real state of the Middle Ages in the mod-
ern sense’28 and an excessive particularism, characterized by the multi-
tude of the units of authority. It has been argued that this fact,
universalism on the one hand and particularism on the other, hindered
the development of sovereign, centralized nation-states.29

The universalism of the Middle Ages continued to be effective, in
varying degrees, well into the early modern centuries. The fact that the
term Respublica Christiana was referred to in the Treaties of Utrecht in
1713 and the title ‘Holy Roman Empire’ was abolished only in 1806
could be taken as an indication of how the idea of medieval unity was
effective. The existence of the Ottoman threat is said to be one of the
factors in the continuation of medieval universalism. We may wonder
about the coincidence that the defeat of the Turks and the last usage of
the Respublica Christiana took place in the same quarter: the first hap-
pened in 1699 with the Treaty of Carlowitz, and the second, just four-
teen years later. According to Kohn, the expulsion of the Turks from
Central Europe and the extinction of the Spanish Habsburgs, the last
dreamers of a Christian world empire, at the end of the seventeenth cen-
tury marked the definite end of medieval universalism.30

Consolidation and disintegration

Europe transformed from this medieval universalism to a nation-states
system in the modern age. In contrast to the overlapping jurisdictions
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that prevailed in the medieval system, a series of well-consolidated
states emerged in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. In other
words, centralized states, denying both universalism and particularism
of the medieval period, came to control the political and social land-
scape of Europe. The states of modern Europe were, according to
Oakeshott, the outcome of movements of consolidation and disintegra-
tion. By the movements of consolidation, local independencies were
destroyed. By the movements of disintegration, medieval universalism
broke-up.31 The outcome of these two processes was the emergence of
centralized states.

Medieval particularism, the existence of an innumerable multitude of
governmental units, was perhaps the inherent potentiality of the
medieval system to disintegrate. From the thirteenth century onwards,
units other than the two universal centres of authority began to get
recognition and the united Latin Christendom is said to have had its last
meeting at the first quarter of the fifteenth century, at the Council of
Constance of 1416. Innocent III proclaimed the independence of the
king of France, who ‘recognizes no superior in temporal affairs’, in 1202.
According to Wight, the Concilar Movement, which started at the
Council of Constance, when it ended in 1449, ‘left a strengthened
papacy on a narrower foundation, and an international anarchy of
strengthened secular powers’.32 The great divide is said to have occurred
between the Catholic states and the Protestant states with the
Reformation. By the mid-seventeenth century, not only the Catholic
and Protestant states acknowledged each other, but also the competing
nations confirmed the independence of each other, and the secular
character of politics became established, as symbolized by the Treaty of
Westphalia. The Renaissance and Reformation enhanced the move-
ments of disintegration through challenging the traditional certainties
of medieval society.33 Without the break-up of the medieval universal-
ism, it was not possible for the separate states to come into existence.

Equally important was the integration of innumerable governmental
units within certain centres of authority which we call states. Of course,
centralized states were not just formed through the coming together of
various units. The process of political consolidation was undertaken by
some persons who were already recognized as rulers with authority of
some sort. To this were added the socio-economic and cultural condi-
tions. The process of the consolidation of states in Western Europe may
be examined from four points of view.

First, the application north of the Alps of the techniques of govern-
ment which had first been worked out in Italian city-states. For instance,
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the merging of noble and burgher classes into a single body politic, and
the use of standing professional armies. These techniques were first
adapted by the French and English kings.34

Second, the Renaissance and Reformation not only led to the disinte-
gration of medieval universalism but also contributed to political con-
solidation as a national consciousness of some sort and the state
embodying it, and providing some degree of stability and unity became
more and more desirable in the following turmoil. Moreover, in
Protestant countries, governments took over most of the properties that
were formerly owned by the churchmen and acquired the right to
appoint, or at least to approve the appointment of, the leading clergy-
men. Watson argues that the Reformation, especially the movement
associated with Calvin, endorsed the emerging separate states rather
than the universal Christendom based on the Roman Empire. Through
a return to the Bible, men saw the independent Jewish states of the
prophets.35

Third, the rise in military technology and the sophistication of
weapons made it prohibitively expensive for local rulers and impossibly
complicated for universal authorities to exercise organized violence.
New military technology, together with standing professional armies,
made it easy for kings or national rulers to defeat and conquer local
rulers. The same technology was not, however, convenient for universal
conquest. For instance, heavy artillery and the supply of powder and
other raw materials made it difficult for rulers to transfer them in long-
distance expeditions, thus making it difficult to achieve a universal
dominance.

Finally, we should add the role of the development of market econ-
omy and the expansion of Europe or the Discoveries in the consolida-
tion of state structures. Market economy made the producers and
merchants of different localities interdependent. The traders aligned
with the central rulers (kings) against the exclusive practices of the local
rulers. With this alliance, the states gained the capacity to finance 
long and expensive expeditions. The European expansion and the
Discoveries were mainly financed by, and made on behalf of, the kingly
powers. The flow of wealth from colonies in turn strengthened kingly or
state power.

Europe as a system

By the mid-seventeenth century, the movements of consolidation and
disintegration were practically completed. Sovereignty and independ-
ence of the states were recognized, and differences were acknowledged.
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The developments in Europe from 1500 onwards such as the
Discoveries, Reformation, Renaissance and the growth of science,
according to McNeill, resulted not in discovering and enforcing a uni-
versal truth, but in cultural and intellectual pluralism. In other words,
‘Europeans discovered that they could agree to disagree’.36

With the new era, moving away from medieval notions of right and
goodness, rulers came to behave, and agreed in acting, according to the
idea of the interest or the reason of state, and the exigencies of the par-
ticular case. Although the political identity of Europe came to be defined
as a multiplicity of states by the end of the seventeenth century and
every state asserted its sovereignty and independence, a sense of unity
and some kind of common identity of Europe prevailed. The notion of
Europe as a system constituted by its elements came to be established.

Up until the eighteenth century, the notion of Europe had been
understood either in purely geographical terms or as being interchange-
able with the Christendom. It gained its political and cultural meaning
in the mid-eighteenth century. Though Voltaire considered ‘Christian
Europe’ as a ‘great republic’, he stressed its diversity and ‘the same prin-
ciples of public and political law’. From the mid-eighteenth century,
writers, for example, Burke, began to call the international system that
emerged in Europe ‘European’ rather than ‘Christian’. Similarly, from
the end of the eighteenth century onwards, writers of international law
began to use ‘European’ law of nations, not just a general reference to a
‘law of nations’. This can rightly be taken as an indication of the rise of
some sort of self-consciousness among the Europeans.37

All this shows that by the eighteenth century the emerging states in
Europe came to constitute a system, not just a system of interdepend-
ence based upon exigencies or structural positioning, but also a system
that grew upon a common identity of Europeanness and some degree of
self-consciousness.

European expansion

The second aspect of the emergence and the rise of the modern
European system was, as I have already said, the process of European
expansion. I have also stressed that the expansion of Europe had 
been an important stimulus in its self-transformation. The European
expansion then had various effects. Besides being a catalyst in the self-
transformation of Europe, it has been the major process by which 
a worldwide international system has come into existence, that is to say,
societal relations become globalized.
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The European expansion does not only refer to subjugation of other
societies or systems by the Europeans. It involves the tremendous
impact upon the internal structures or characteristics of those societies.
The expansion of Europe started with the Age of Discoveries from the
mid-fifteenth century onwards. The Europeans discovered new lands
and peoples they hitherto had had no knowledge of. However, before an
examination of how Europe expanded and of its effects, we first need to
answer the question of why Europe expanded. Why did the Europeans
go into the oceans and not just remain within the boundaries of the 
Old World?

Why?

It is hardly possible for us to tell the exact causes that made the
European explorers of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries and their
sponsors embark on oceanic voyages. We do not know what the partic-
ular motives were of Columbus in 1492 or Vasco da Gama in 1498. Yet,
we could say that the state of the societies and economies, the rivalries
and conflicts between the rulers, a policy dedicated to political and eco-
nomical aggrandizement, the search for honour and glory, and an
instinct for adventure could all have had their role.

Viewed within a perspective of world history, we can, however, pro-
pose another, and perhaps more pertinent, reason. The European expan-
sion could be taken as the result of a previous expansion, namely the
Islamic expansion. Ever since the emergence of Islam as a world religion
and a system of society, Islam and Christianity had been in a fierce com-
petition with each other. Furthermore, the rivalry between Islam and
Christendom went on at the expense of the latter. Islam emerged in
Arabia and quickly expanded all over the Middle East, most of Asia and
North Africa. By the fifteenth century, Europe or Christendom was
encircled by Muslims from Spain to the Eurasian steppes. The Islamic
expansion culminated in the Ottoman conquest of Constantinople in
the mid-fifteenth century. We could say that the Europeans were
blocked on the East by the Muslims represented by the formidable
power of the Ottomans. The Mameluks of Egypt had already established
control over oriental trade with the fall of the last European colonies in
Asia Minor at the end of the thirteenth century. The Ottoman strangle-
hold on the Levant ruined the Venetian trade. Moreover, the Ottoman
navy was dominant in the Mediterranean until the second half of the
sixteenth century. The principal gateway to the east and its riches was
closed. Therefore, Europeans had to try the ocean.38 That was what they
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did. The result was the rise of Europe to a central place in the world and
consequently the establishment of a worldwide international system.

The European expansion, which was first directed towards the
Americas with the discovery of the New World, included the Old World
as well. It was so far-reaching that, by the end of the nineteenth century,
the old, established civilizations of Asia and Africa were subjugated and
incorporated within the European system. As Watson pointed out, the
subjugation took place in the form of either direct or indirect imposition
of European rule over the territories, for instance in India, Indonesia,
Central Asia and Africa, or in terms of ‘unequal treaties’ as happened
with China and Japan.39

European subjugation of the world was realized in the second half of
the nineteenth century. It can, however, be said that the operations of
the European international system were globally directed from its early
beginnings in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The fact that
European rivalries came to be reflected in the colonial areas, and policies
pursued in colonies and wealth transferred from colonies to Europe
played a role in struggles between European states could be taken as an
indication of the globalization of the European international system. It
is widely agreed that, by 1850, European civilization clearly outstripped
other civilizations and rose to world dominance.40 Perhaps this can be
taken as the distinguishing landmark between the strictly European
international system and the worldwide international system in the 
history of the modern international system.

How?

How could such an expansion on the world scale become possible? In
the expansion of Europe, the technical and military superiority of the
Europeans is said to be the decisive factor. It was the Europeans who
invented and made use of the sailing ship, not the Ottomans or the
Indians. It was again the Europeans who developed an extensive and
disciplined standing army of professional soldiers. Toynbee considers
the modern Western sailing ship as ‘the instrument and the symbol of
the West’s ascendancy in the world … the vehicle that had created the
possibility of world-unity in the literal sense of uniting the whole
Human Race, throughout the habitable area of the planet’s surface, into
a single society’.41

In the process of European expansion, for Wright, gunpowder was
essential. The expansion was made possible by imperialistic war. It is
true, he argues, that missionaries and traders had their share, ‘but always
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with the support, immediate or in the background, of armies and
navies’. The European trade with American Indians in the seventeenth
century, with East Indians in the eighteenth century and with China
and Japan in the nineteenth century were initiated by armed forces.42

Howard outlines the role of the military factor in European expansion as
follows. The first era of expansion from 1500 to 1700 had been made
possible by the sailing ship and with its guns. In the second era from
1700 until circa 1850, it ‘was based on the organization and firepower of
the disciplined professional troops developed by European states in the
internecine conflicts they fought between 1660 and 1720’. According to
Howard, while the steam engine and high explosives were determinant
in the third phase after 1850, it was air bombardments that counted in
the final stage from the 1920s.43

Gong argues that the expansion of the European international system
should not be attributed simply to European superiority. At least in the
beginning, it was not just a clash of military forces, but also a con-
frontation of the social and cultural systems. Yet, ‘European military
superiority,’ he acknowledges, ‘left non-European societies no choice,
but to come to grips with the European standard of civilization’.44 There
is thus considerable agreement that European expansion was made 
possible by the technical and military superiority of the Europeans.

It would, I think, be a simplified view if we consider ‘European supe-
riority’ only in military terms. Of course, it would be equally simplistic
if it is understood in only moral terms. The Europeans were superior
over others not just in a technical and military sense, but also as a result
of the process of Europe’s self-transformation examined above, in socio-
political organization and economic capacity. The role of industrial pro-
duction in European expansion may best be exemplified by the fact that
‘by 1789, … English mills using cotton grown in India and imported to
England around the Cape of Good Hope were able to undersell the
Indian handweavers in India itself’.45

Here, it should perhaps be added that one of the facilitating factors of
European expansion, especially in the Americas, was the diseases which
were transferred from the Old World to the New World and to which
native populations had no inherited or acquired immunities.46 This is
by no means to underestimate ‘the role of the military factor’ as
European states had the capacity to send armed forces to distant parts of
the world in order to support their merchants. In the nineteenth cen-
tury, the techniques and art of war available to the European forces were
overwhelmingly superior to the ones held by others. That is why the
British easily defeated the Chinese defenders of Canton.
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Nevertheless, there was the other side of expansion. It has been said
that in the same years there was an imperial decay in the Asian empires.
Europe succeeded easily for the others were weak. For example, the
Europeans came to India only after the disintegration of the Mauryan
Empire. The Ottomans were defeated by the Europeans partly because it
had been weakened by the Mongols and Safavis in the East from the 
fifteenth century onwards. McNeill concludes: ‘Thus the extraordinary
European world hegemony of the years 1850 to 1914 was … a result 
of an accidental coincidence of Europe’s new wealth and power with 
a period of exceptional weakness among Asian governments and ruling
elite.’47

European self-transformation and expansion

I have noted that the expansion process and the self-transformation of
Europe were interdependent. It could fairly be claimed that there was a
mutual enhancement between the two phenomena. The expansion of
Europe helped its transformation from the medieval system to the mod-
ern system. The self-transformation in turn facilitated the expansion
process. For example, the consequences of the Discoveries made an
enormous impact upon Europe and, in fact, upon the other civilizations.
The price revolution, resulting from the flow of massive quantities of
gold and silver from the Americas, caused high inflation. Price rises were
dramatic in most of Europe, the Ottoman Empire and China. The spread
of American food crops such as corn, potato and maize increased local
food supply and led to population growth in Europe, Africa and
Southern China.48 That the capital accumulation, inflation and popula-
tion growth had been the factors behind the crisis and turmoil of the
sixteenth century out of which came the market economy, urbanization
and industrialization is understood. The capital accumulation, which
resulted from European expansion, made the industrial revolution pos-
sible which in turn made the expansion of Europe worldwide.

It could be said that the contact the Europeans established with the
New World did not only bring capital accumulation which made the
Industrial Revolution possible, but also contributed to the disintegration
of the traditional institutions handed down from the Middle Ages. For
instance, Chadwick argues that secularization in Europe was related to,
among other events, ‘the discovery of the true nature of other great reli-
gions and cultures of the world’.49 In turn, one can rightly claim that
secularization enhanced European expansion for it would be easier to
establish relations with the other societies (especially those which had
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their own great religions) on a secular and rational basis rather than in
religious (Christian) terms. Gong makes the point that as a parallel to
the expansion of European international society into a global society, its
identity changed from ‘Christian’ via ‘European’ to ‘civilized’ society.50

The most significant consequence of the expansion of Europe has
been, of course, the formation of the modern international system, as
we know it today. It has earlier been said that the principal characteris-
tics of the modern international system originated in Europe. Hence, 
it means that those characteristics have either been exported by 
the Europeans to the world at large or adopted by non-Europeans.
Historically, both of them could be observed, and they happened largely
as a result of European expansion.

The traditional institutions which developed as a result of the rela-
tions among European states such as diplomacy, international law and
the balance of power were transferred into the other zones of the world
by the close of the nineteenth century. At first, the non-Europeans were
not so sympathetic to, for example, resident diplomatic legations. 
Gong makes the point that China’s sense of cultural superiority and self-
sufficiency gave it little reason to send diplomatic delegations abroad,
either temporarily or permanently. The Ottomans had more or less the
same attitude.51 Yet, non-European states admitted resident embassies of
European states and later sent European capitals their own ambassadors,
as they came to terms with the ascendancy of Europe.

A similar attitude can be observed with regard to international law.
Accordingly, Barraclough noted that as the ‘great movement of
European expansion and encroachment in Asia and Africa reached its
peak, the result, it was generally believed, would simply be [to] transpose
the European balance of power, as it had developed during the past four
centuries, from a European to a global plane’.52 I have earlier said that
many would-be challengers of the nation-state have eventually come to
accept it. Similarly, at present, non-European states have come to accept
the practices and institutions of the modern international system,
although it is always possible to hear contrary voices such as the embar-
rassment felt by some with respect to Article 38 (1) of the statute of the
International Court of Justice which directs the Court to apply the ‘gen-
eral principles of law recognized by civilized nations’ in such disputes as
are submitted to it.

In fact, the expansion of Europe did not only result in the transfer of
some institutions to the states of America, Africa, Asia and Australasia.
In most places, it actually created nations and states through direct or
indirect rule. The traditional socio-political units of non-European
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zones of the Earth were either united or divided to fit in a nation-state.
Those states which had long-established orders of their own were 
transformed into an order of nation-state. It was said that India had not
been a nation before it was unified by the British. Bozeman argues that
it was the English or European elite that reconstructed India’s history,
art and architecture; discovered its languages, religions and sacred texts;
and identified the region’s legal, social and political traditions in their
full complexity. The West, she goes on, called forth Indian nationalism
by giving this fragmented land a new sense of its own old cultural values
and achievements.53 The nation-state and international institutions
have, as stated, become global. Yet, the transfer from Europe to non-
Europe was not limited to nation-state and its institutions.

Europeanization

Equally important and impressive has been the exportation to, or adop-
tion by, non-European societies of European or Western values. Values
such as secularism, rationality, democracy, technology and science and,
of course, nationalism became common among non-European peoples
as well; not that they have been adopted by all societies or all segments
of societies, but they have attained a high saliency and their impact has
been pervasive. The creation of a Europeanized or Westernized elite
throughout Asia, Africa and Oceania in the nineteenth century was 
perhaps the main factor by which Western values found ground in the
non-European societies.

The expansion of Europe pervaded the traditional values of non-
European societies. The process of Westernization or Europeanization,
whether it is promoted by the Europeans or self-consciously adopted by
the non-Europeans, caused an identity crisis within non-European soci-
eties, all of them having been divided between those sections of society,
especially the elite, heartily adopting and arguing for a secular,
Westernized order, and those who see the preservation of the traditional
values of society as the best course. The following remarks by Nehru, the
man who was one of the leading figures of the Third World or the non-
aligned countries, show how effective European values were among the
elite: ‘All predilections (apart from the political plane) are in favor of
England and the English people, and if I have become what is called an
uncompromising opponent of British rule in India, it is almost in spite
of myself.’54

According to Gong, the response of non-European societies to 
the European expansion has been, initially, to preserve ‘the traditional
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character of society while providing the technological means necessary
for its defense’, and later, to isolate ‘the requirements of the standard of
“civilization” which contributed to universal values and industrial
growth from those which would lead to wholesale Westernization’.
Gong observes that the second effort continues today.55

This brings us to the issue of the response of non-European societies
to the expansion of Europe, or of the relation between the Europeans
and non-Europeans. Gong’s observation provides us with some clues.
We see that the globalization of the characteristics of the modern inter-
national system from its European basis has not been through simple
imposition by the Europeans. This is in no way to deny the European
missionary zeal in the course of the expansion. However, after the initial
period of indifference and sense of superiority, non-European societies
tried to make a distinction between the ‘technical aspects’ which were
seen as the causes of European ascendancy, and social and cultural val-
ues which were proper European. Then, as Gong observed, an effort goes
on to distinguish ‘universal values’ from those which have been under-
stood as exclusively European. In other words, the non-Europeans did
not object to the ‘technical’, ‘universal’ tools and values. They did not
reject industrialization, though this was, too, largely of Western origin.
Here, it is assumed that it is possible to make a distinction between those
two categories and it is also assumed that the adoption of the first is not
detrimental to the societal values of a traditional character.

Those assumptions and efforts have some truth in them. As I 
have stated in this book, social identifications are not static, closed,
unchanging and ongoing as they are. Furthermore, it could be said that
every collective entity has some exclusive and some non-exclusive iden-
tificational characteristics. That is how societies could use the values and
techniques of the other societies and still preserve their individual iden-
tities. I have earlier made the point that interactions between civiliza-
tions, and hence societies, have not always been even. When one
civilization becomes the attraction centre of the world, it is natural to
expect the others to adopt some characteristics of the former. It is the
dynamic, historical, changing character of the societal identifications
and the fact that they are not absolutely exclusive which make such 
distinctions and, paradoxically, the transcendence of these distinctions,
possible. This is what accounts for the emergence of the modern 
international system, which is global, inter-civilizational and trans-
civilizational.

It is global, as it comprises the entire globe. It is inter-civilizational 
for there is a sufficient degree of interactions among civilizations. It is
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inter-civilizational since the values and characteristics that define civi-
lizational identities have not yet faded away. Perhaps one reason for the
multi-civilizational character of the modern international system can be
found in its European origins. The modern European international 
system was, from the beginning, based upon the agreement and coexis-
tence of differences. The existence of separate and different types of
states was the basis of the system. Once the existence of different states
is accepted, it is one step further to accept the existence of different 
civilizational entities.

The modern international system is, however, Western-centred, 
simply because it emerged as a result of the expansion of Europe and
with the ascendancy of Western civilization. From the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries on, Western civilization rose to a central position
among the existing civilizations. It is trans-civilizational, as inter-
national or inter-societal interactions do not take place along only 
civilizational lines, but are articulated through multiple channels. The
state, though a prominent unit, does not have a monopoly on the chan-
nelling of inter-societal relations. With the degree of speed and improve-
ment of the techniques of communication and transportation, there
emerges a higher degree of plurality in terms of inter-societal relations
than the one associated with national or state lines.

Having examined the emergence and development of the modern
international system as such, there are still some further points to be
dealt with. The next, and final, chapter takes issue with them.
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7
Modern International System II 
or the White Man’s Burden

For a more adequate understanding of the modern international system,
one needs to clarify when the system began to emerge in Europe and
when it became worldwide. From a perspective of universal history or
world history, the search for the exact origins of the system in Europe
may be considered as a futile endeavour, as there could be, and indeed
there were, worldwide events and processes which determined the emer-
gence of the modern international system. Yet the search for the origins
of the system enables us to see it not only in historical terms, but also in
comparative terms.

It has already been noted that the emergence of the modern interna-
tional system in Europe occurred in interaction with the non-European
world. When the issue is considered in relation to the non-European
world, one may argue for an international system, which was broader
than the European international system and other uni-civilizational sys-
tems, and which preceded the modern international system, namely
(following Hodgson and McNeill) what I call the ‘Afro-Eurasian interna-
tional system’.

In this regard, we must examine the role of civilization in and its sig-
nificance for the modern international system. The modern system has
the nation-state as its principal unit and the nationality or national
identity as the primary focus of collective social identification. I have
already shown the prevalence of the national identity in the modern
world. Nevertheless, one cannot argue that civilization as another form
of collective social identification has disappeared. Civilization as a form
of social identification operated in the modern international system
throughout its history. To deal with these issues, I start with the 
question of when the modern international system began.



When?

So far, I have freely averred that the modern international system came
into being in the sixteenth century. I have, yet, avoided giving a precise
date. If the history of the system could be divided into two periods, one
being the period of the European international system and the other
referring to when that system became worldwide, then, it seems that
one needs to identify two starting points. However, discussions in the
literature are concentrated on when the modern European system
began. This question has been closely associated with the question of
when the ‘modern history’ commenced. The beginning of the system is
associated with the beginning of the modern period, because it is
through those events and developments seen as forming modernity that
Europe, it is argued, assumed its principal characteristics, some of which
also laid the basis for the modern international system as shown in the
previous chapter.

Not surprisingly, there is a controversy around the beginning date of
the system. Most scholars think that the modern history or the modern
international system in its European era originated at the end of the fif-
teenth century and in the beginning of the sixteenth century. While
some identify exact starting points, some avoid giving a specific date.

The conventional verdict

For Bolingbroke, the modern period started at the close of the fifteenth
century. The Göttingen School agreed with Bolingbroke, in taking the
great discoveries as the dividing line between medieval and modern
times. In their view, for instance, for Heeren, the discovery of America,
the invention of gunpowder and printing and the discovery of the new
route to the East Indies make the close of the fifteenth century a con-
venient dividing line. French historian Michelet was more specific: the
year 1494, when Charles VIII of France invaded Italy, could best be taken
as the beginning of the modern period.1 Ranke joins him in considering
the invasion of Italy by the French and Spanish kingdoms to be the
beginning of the modern European system.2 Lord Acton also shares the
view that the close of the fifteenth century serves as the marking line
between the modern and the medieval period. In his view, the discovery
of the New World and the recovery of the Old World with the
Renaissance were the distinguishing landmarks. By AD 1500, peculiar
characteristics of the modern state had emerged and European nations
had a full measure of differentiation. He argues that the Italian wars
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determined the main conditions of modern politics such as balance 
of power.3 Dehio forcibly makes the point that the modern European
states system ‘came into existence at a quite definite moment: the begin-
ning of the struggle among the great powers over Italy in 1494’.
Modelski, following Dehio, starts his ‘Long Cycles of World Politics’ 
in 1494.4

Not all scholars are, of course, keen on precise dating. Guizot saw the
signs of preparation in the fifteenth century and he held that ‘it was
with the sixteenth century … that modern society really commenced’.5

In the introduction to The Cambridge Modern History, the editor took the
Renaissance to mark the beginning of modern history. The emergence of
the competing nations instead of a European commonwealth during the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries was considered the starting point for
modern history.6 Bowle, too, agrees with the view that emphasizes the
role of the Renaissance, the Discoveries and the Reformation and
believes that ‘the making of the framework of the modern world’ 
happened in the sixteenth century and extended into the seventeenth
century.7 McNeill, stressing the significance of the Discoveries and the
following developments, especially the Reformation, takes the year 
AD 1500 as the dividing point between modern and pre-modern times.8

Finally, Bull and Northedge give importance to the fifteenth century
and the sixteenth century as the beginning of the system. While the for-
mer thinks that ‘the European dominated international system’
emerged in the sixteenth century, the latter places the origins of the sys-
tem some four hundred years ago, if raison détat is thought to be the
most distinctive mark of the modern government.9

As seen, though they may pay attention to specific dates or particular
events, the scholars seem to agree upon the end of the fifteenth century
and the beginning of the sixteenth century as the period when the mod-
ern European international system emerged. Behind this dating has
been the view that the Renaissance, the Discoveries and the
Reformation were the developments which set in motion the principal
characteristics of the modern European international system. Strangely
enough, there is no precise dating of the Renaissance in spite of the sig-
nificance attached to it. In his seminal work, Burckhardt traces the signs
of the Renaissance back to the poems of the unknown ‘Clericus’ of the
twelfth century.10 Though the twelfth century is a long way back from
the conventional date, it seems that it has been a conventional view to
start the modern international system at the turn of the fifteenth 
century. There are, however, those who dissent from this conventional
view and take the origins of the system further back or ahead.



The dissenting voice

From the conventional date of 1494, Wight seeks ‘the rudiments and
premonitions of the states-system’ further back. He finds it in the
Congress of Mantua (1457–60), which was the first pan-European gath-
ering, and in the Peace of Lodi and the Most Holy League of Venice
(1454), which founded the Italian Concert and the first system of col-
lective security. Wight finds the dividing line between the medieval
international papal monarchy and the modern secular sovereign states-
system in the Council of Constance (1414–18), ‘which is as far back as
one need go in the search for the origins of the states-system’. Though
he sees the breakdown of the Respublica Christiana in the beginning of
the fifteenth century, he states that the newly emerging system matured
only in the mid-seventeenth century with the Peace of Westphalia. He
makes it clear: ‘At Westphalia the states-system does not come into exis-
tence: it comes of age.’ Wallerstein, somewhat evoking Wight in his
analysis of the creation of the ‘European world-economy’, considers the
years 1450–1640, what he calls ‘the long sixteenth century’, to be the
‘meaningful time unit’.11

What we see in Wight’s argument is that, in terms of the origins of the
modern international system, the important point is the breakdown of
medieval universalism which happened with the emergence of separate
units. Those who argue for the conventional view, on the other hand,
seem to give significance to the character of the new system besides the
breakdown of medieval universalism. For Wight, I suspect, it does not
have importance in the first degree if the emerging units have a particu-
lar character, say, secular or non-secular.

Unlike Wight, others who dissent from the conventional view argue
that the system emerged much later, sometime at the end of the seven-
teenth century and in the beginning of the eighteenth century. The
most prominent advocate of this view is Hinsley, according to whom the
modern ‘European states’ system emerged in the eighteenth century,
and not at an earlier date’. Hinsley argues that the present-day structure
of international relations is a structure of great powers, not just one
great power, and happened in the early eighteenth century when the
France of Louis XIV was stopped by a coalition of powers. The new era,
for him, represented a change of kind, not merely of degree.12 Hinsley
seems to have taken the treaties of Utrecht (1713), the last treaties refer-
ring to Respublica Christiana and also the first treaties declaring that 
they were made in order to preserve the European balance of power, as
showing the early eighteenth century to be the beginning of the system.
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Hinsley’s account, which was described as a variant of the
Westphalian interpretation by Wight, appears to rely on the idea that
the emergence of separate units is not sufficient for the system to come
into being, but it is required that none of the units should attempt, or be
in a position, to establish a hegemony within the system. Needless to
say, post-eighteenth century history of the modern international system
involves sufficient attempts for hegemony, from Napoleonic France to
Hitlerian Germany and all the talk about American hegemony in the
aftermath of the Second World War.

Among the others arguing for the late seventeenth century and the
early eighteenth century are Butterfield and Barraclough. Butterfield
regards the scientific revolutions of the seventeenth century as forming
the foundations of the modern period.13 Barraclough expresses a similar
view in declaring that ‘the great break in outlook, the change in intel-
lectual climate … came, not with Renaissance or Reformation, but with
Enlightenment which set the course for the developments of the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries’. More specifically, he sets the start of
‘modern’ history around the years 1660–80.14 Northedge, too, suggests
a similar view. If the system is thought to be dominated by the national
interest, he inclines to regard the beginning of the nineteenth century
as the inauguration of the age of the modern international system.15

Behind this third interpretation, we see the view that puts emphasis
on the Westphalian settlement, the scientific revolution, the emergence
of the great powers, the development of international law, the profes-
sionalization of diplomacy and so on. The view that the modern inter-
national system should be taken to have started with the Westphalian
settlement of the mid-seventeenth century has been a credo for most
students of mainstream International Relations.16

Origins of the global system

So much for the origins of the modern European international system.
How about the origins of the global international system? Stated in
another way, when did the modern international system, which origi-
nated in Europe, become worldwide? I have already stated McNeill’s
observation that by the second half of the nineteenth century European
civilization outstripped all the other civilizations. It has also been noted
that the emergence of the modern European international system and
its expansion went hand in hand. It is widely agreed that the expansion
of Europe embraced the whole world by the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury. In other words, by the twentieth century, the whole world was
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brought into a single system. The striking landmarks are given as the
emergence of non-European states and their participation in the
European network of conferences or diplomatic relations such as the Paris
Peace Conference of 1856, and the Hague Conferences of 1899 and
1907. In the twentieth century, it is said that, with the end of European
dominance, a truly global and worldwide international system has come
to be established. The significant landmarks are here given as the rise of
non-European great powers, the two world wars and de-colonization.17

Having thus surveyed the literature on the question of when the mod-
ern international system came into being, I would like to note some
points. First, we see that when the system is considered to have emerged
depends heavily upon how it is perceived and identified, and upon what
characteristics of the system are considered as primary and central.
Second, in the literature we cannot find a commonly agreed and definite
starting date. This follows from, on the one hand, the first point and, on
the other hand, the futility of the search for origins. It is not easy to find
a definite date for the beginning of the system because there can hardly
be one. Even if one is suggested, as some did, it is bound to be arbitrary.
The reason can be found in the arguments advanced in the earlier chap-
ters of this book, namely the arguments on the unity and continuity of
history and social process. One can always find the influence of what
has been on what is happening or will happen. To recall Graham
Greene, ‘a story has no definite beginning and end’. Whenever we want
to trace the earliest sign of a phenomenon, history takes us further and
further back.

It is possible to find the traces of the defining characteristics of the
modern (European) international system in the periods earlier than the
sixteenth century or the end of the fifteenth century. In fact, it has
already been pointed out by Wight that one could go from the end of
the fifteenth century to the beginning of the fifteenth century. He even
takes it further back. Though the real break between medieval universal-
ism and modern particularism became apparent in the fifteenth century,
it was developing through the fourteenth century.18 It is already
recorded that rival powers to the would-be-universal authority gained
recognition in the beginning of the thirteenth century.

McNeill has already told us that the origins of the bureaucratic form
of government and standing professional armies could be followed 
further back to the ancient Near Eastern systems. It is a commonplace
view to see a strong similarity or affiliation between the modern
(European) international system and the classical Greek city-states sys-
tem. Bozeman thinks that many of the institutions associated with
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Athenian democracy may have been adaptations of the earlier institu-
tions that were in operation in the Middle Eastern civilizations. The
secret ballot, for instance, was probably used by the Sumerians and
Indians long ago. Above all, the very institution of the city-state had
been known in the Near East.19 Hume showed us that the idea of the bal-
ance of power had existed in classical antiquity. Thucydides expressed
this in explaining the outbreak of the war: ‘the real cause I consider to
be the one which was formally most kept out of sight. The growth of the
power of Athens, and the alarm which this inspired in Lacedaemon,
made war inevitable.’20 All this shows the futility of seeking a definite
beginning point. Perhaps, that is why most scholars avoid giving a cer-
tain date and prefer to speak of a time-span such as ‘the fifteenth cen-
tury’, ‘the beginning of the sixteenth century’, ‘by the seventeenth
century’ and so forth.

Afro-Eurasian international system

The difference between the modern (European) international system and
the medieval European system has been well scrutinized. However, it is
argued that there is an affiliation between the two systems. According to
Bozeman, the millennium between AD 500 and AD 1500 constitutes the
first great chapter of a narrative analysis of the modern international sys-
tem. It would be said that the present international relations have their
anchorage in the European region and in the millennium from AD 500
to AD 1500. For example, the Crusades, by establishing contacts and
exchanges between hitherto rather isolated civilizations, made it possible
to formulate the concept of a world community.21 Bozeman’s observa-
tion is crucial. It does not just show the existence of the rudiments of the
modern (European) international system, but it brings us to another 
subject. By the formulation of a concept of world community via the
contacts and exchanges between hitherto isolated civilizations, it shows
us the existence of an international system preceding the modern
European system; an international system which is wider than the
medieval European system, and which is as inter-civilizational as the
modern international system. Earlier, in Chapter 5, I quoted from Wight,
three examples of inter-civilizationally international systems other than
the modern international system. Was there another one?

It could be argued that there was an international system, albeit with
a lower degree of systemness in comparison to the modern international
system, extending beyond Europe and possibly covering the whole of
Eurasia. It might be called the ‘Afro-Eurasian international system’.
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Bull and Watson in the introduction to their edited work, identified
four regional international systems other than the one in Europe when
the latter began to expand: the Arab-Islamic system stretching from
Spain to Persia, the international system of the Indian subcontinent and
its extensions eastward, the Mongol-Tartar dominion of the Eurasian
steppes, and the Chinese system.22 The first thing that should be noted
about this list is that all the regional, not global, international systems
take place in Eurasia and at least three civilizations correspond to them.
At this point, we may naturally ask: Was it the case that these four sys-
tems sharing the then known world remained as closed systems without
any interaction among them, or that they had interactions with each
other? Based upon the historical record, we are, I think, justified to
assert that these so-called regional systems were in interaction so as to be
part of a single system, that is, the Afro-Eurasian system.

An inter-civilizational system

The Afro-Eurasian international system was an inter-civilizational system
in the sense that the civilizational identity as a form of collective social
identification was salient and the inter-societal exchanges were largely
channelled through civilizational lines. It was also a multi-civilizational
system in the sense that it comprised multiple civilizations. The system
included the major Eurasian civilizations, namely Europe (Christians),
the Middle East (Muslims), India and China.

We have been told by Hodgson and McNeill that there were interac-
tions among different societal, or regional, or civilizational entities long
before the modern period. We know that there were exchanges between
distinct civilizations by 500 BC when the Middle Eastern civilization,
according to McNeill, had preponderance in the then world. From 
500 BC to AD 1500, we do not see any single civilized centre enjoying 
a definite preponderance. After AD 1500, the European centre assumed
predominance. However, the fact that there were inter-civilizational
exchanges does not mean that we can necessarily place them in one 
system.

McNeill’s description of the interactions and interdependencies
among the civilizations of the Old World allows us to speak of a then
worldwide system that he calls the ‘Eurasian-African ecumenical 
system’. His remarks explaining its existence are worth quoting at length:

The reason was that mercantile practice had, in fact, slowly created a
workable code of conduct that went a long way towards standardizing
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encounters across cultural boundaries. Even the arcanum of religion
made room for outsiders and unbelievers, since the principal reli-
gions of the Eurasian world – Christianity, Confucianism, Buddhism
and Islam – all agreed in exhorting the devout to treat strangers as
they would wish to be treated themselves. Thus, despite the fact that
no single set of rulers had ever exercised political sovereignty across
the whole Eurasian-African ecumene, a bare-bones moral code did
arise that went a long way towards reducing the risks of cross-
civilizational contact to bearable proportions. Little by little across
the centuries, local rulers of every stripe learned that they could 
benefit mightily by taxing instead of plundering strangers … As these
attitudes became general, so that an enforceable (and remarkably 
uniform) merchant law arose in the ports and other great urban centers
of Eurasia, and was supplemented by an informal body of customs for
dealing [with] strangers that extend into the rural hinterland, the
structure of the ecumenical world system approximated very closely
to that of the separate civilizations embraced within it.23

What is so striking in this quotation is that it informs us about the
nature and extent of the relations among societies of the Old World
which allow us to confidently argue for, what I have called, the Afro-
Eurasian international system. We see that the interactions among those
societies involve a workable code of conduct, standardization of
encounters, a moral code, an enforceable and uniform merchant law,
and an informal body of customs, all of which are the elements we asso-
ciate with international systems. It is thus such a system of interactions
that means those societies may be said to amount to an international
system. There emerged a degree of interdependence that international
systems are generally observed to have.

I have earlier noted that, by AD 1000 local civilized societies of 
the Old World began to have interactions and exchanges, and from 
AD 1500 the peoples of the Americas and Australasia were incorporated
into this network of interactions. We have been told by Southern that
there was already an international trade between Latin Christendom,
Constantinople and the Islamic World by the eleventh century. He even
goes further and makes the point that the restoration of the
Mediterranean in European politics in the late twelfth century is one of
the main determinants in later Medieval Europe.24 The international
trade between those three civilizations, in fact, extended into India and
China as well. All this suggests that it is possible to speak of an Afro-
Eurasian international system, comprising Europe, the Islamic world,

134 International Relations and the Philosophy of History



India and China, before the modern international system which
embraced the Americas and Oceania as well.

The Afro-Eurasian international system, as it is named here, was a sys-
tem in the sense that the behaviour of one part of it has been a factor in
the calculations of the others. Or, some degree of interdependence
among them existed. This could best be seen in the relations of the
Islamic world and the Christian world. From the eight or ninth century
onwards, the two realms were a constant determinant taken into
account by each other. The Crusades were one of the best indicators of
this relationship.

That there was a degree of interdependence between the Eurasian 
societies could also be seen in the worldwide impact of the Discoveries.
As noted, the Discoveries affected, besides Europe, the Ottoman 
Empire and China. With the increase in the supply of gold and silver 
in Europe via transfer from the Americas, price rises occurred not only in
Europe but also in the Balkans, the Middle East, India and China.
Similarly, the introduction of the new crops such as potato and corn led
to population increases in Europe and non-European societies from the
Middle East to China. We could not expect a devastating impact on the
other societies of the European discovery of the New World unless, of
course, there had already been some relations between them involving
mutual dependency.

Similarly, the existence of an Afro-Eurasian international system
before the modern international system would, I think, be one of the
factors that count for the negligible Europeanization in Asia and Africa,
compared to the one achieved in the New World, in the age of European
expansion. The degree of Europeanization in the societies of the Old
World has been rather slim, as they had long been in interaction with
the Europeans and had already been taking part within the same system
with the Europeans. In many respects, those so-called regional systems
of the Old World were dependent upon each other. More specifically, we
observe this interdependence in the relations between the Ottoman
Empire and the emerging European states system.

Ottoman Empire and the European states-system

From its emergence as a power in the fourteenth century, the Ottoman
Empire expanded at the expense of Europe. We can conveniently con-
sider it as an imperial system from the first half of the fifteenth century.
It occupied, controlled and administered one-quarter to one-third of the
European continent from the fourteenth century to the nineteenth 
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century. As already shown, the modern European states system is 
conventionally said to have emerged from the late fifteenth century
onwards and consequently the Ottoman Empire was in Europe when
the European system began to come into being. From its emergence as a
formidable power, the Ottoman Empire had been a continuous consid-
eration for the Europeans. So, the modern European states-system was
never isolated from the other systems. The Ottomans played a major
part in the formation and working of the European international system
and this shows that a process of mutual dependence operated between
the two systems.

As early as the first stage of the Italian Wars from 1494 onwards, the
Ottoman Empire was an important actor in the Italian system that tra-
ditionally was seen as the forerunner of the modern European system.
The Italian courts maintained diplomatic relations with the Ottoman
Sultan. When the so-called Second Holy League was signed in 1495 with
almost Europe-wide participation, not just by the Italian states,
Mattingly tells us, the Turkish Ambassador was present, as an observer in
the signing ceremony. The New League is said to have transformed the
Italian system into a European one.25 The Ottomans took place as an
active party in the second stage of the Italian Wars. Just as Ottoman
engagement in the rivalries between the Italian states and the interven-
ing states in the Italian Wars led to a pan-European gathering with the
Second Holy League, it can rightly be said that the struggle between the
Ottomans and the Habsburgs throughout the sixteenth century linked
the two European systems, the Southern system centred in Italy and the
Northern system comprising Sweden, Poland-Lithuania and Muscovy.26

The historical record shows that the Ottoman Empire became an
active participant in the emerging European balance system. The
Sultans pursued a conscious policy of balance vis-à-vis the European
powers so that the rise of the nation states was to a certain degree facili-
tated. Similarly, the European sovereigns took into account the Sublime
Porte in their calculations of the balance in Europe and did not hesitate,
from time to time, to align with the Sultan against each other. According
to Dehio, the Ottoman Empire became a counterweight to the unifying
tendency represented by Charles V. The introduction of the Empire into
the European balance-of-power system and European diplomacy played
a most significant part in preserving the freedom of the system of
states.27 In 1532, Francis I admitted to the Venetian Ambassador that he
saw in the Ottoman Empire the only force guaranteeing the continued
existence of the states of Europe against Charles V. Indeed, in 1536 we
see that this guarantee was in some sense given with the attempt at 
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a Franco-Turkish Treaty, which is said to have provided the Europeans
with a model in their relations with the Asian empires later in terms of
unequal treaties.

The role of the Ottoman Empire in preserving the European balance
and thus nation-states can be seen to continue later in the support and
encouragement given to the English and Dutch in the period after 1580
when these nations proved to be the champions of European resistance
to the Habsburgs’ attempts at hegemony. In the sixteenth and seven-
teenth centuries, support for the Protestants and Calvinists was one of
the fundamental principles of Ottoman policy in Europe. The Ottoman
pressure on the Habsburgs was an important factor in the spread of
Protestantism in Europe. The Westphalian settlement, allowing for the
coexistence of multiple sovereign states, became possible through this
pressure on the Habsburgs as observed by Watson: ‘The Habsburg bid to
establish a hegemonial system in Christian Europe was defeated, deci-
sive Westphalian formulation of the anti-hegemonial nature of the
European international society was made possible by the Ottoman pres-
sure on the Habsburgs.’28

In terms of trade relations, we can observe that both the Europeans
and the Ottomans took the other into account. The Ottoman Empire
pursued the balance policy in its trade relations with the Europeans,
notably in terms of the Capitulations. In order to prevent the domi-
nance of one state in the Levant trade they always favoured the rival
nations. Against Venetian dominance, they supported first the Genoese,
then the Ragusans and then the Florentines in the fifteenth century. In
the sixteenth century the French took the lead, and in the seventeenth
century came the English and the Dutch.29 In short, the Ottoman
Empire was a significant force in the European balance-of-power system
from the fifteenth century to nearly the end of the seventeenth century,
the formative centuries of the system.

Both contemporaries and scholars indeed recognized that the
Ottoman Empire was in, and essential to, the European balance system
and there was a mutual dependence between them. As already noted, in
the early sixteenth century Francis I admitted that the Ottoman Empire
was the only force to prevent the emerging states of Europe from being
transformed into a Europe-wide empire by Charles V. In the late six-
teenth century, Queen Elizabeth I opened relations with the Ottoman
Empire. One of the motives of the Queen was certainly the expansion of
trade and the second motive was the idea that the Sultan could balance
the Habsburgs in the East and consequently relieve Spanish pressure on
her. Elizabeth I even stressed that Protestantism and Islam were equally
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hostile to ‘idolatry’ (Catholicism). In granting Capitulations to the
English and the Dutch, the Sultan, too, considered that these nations
were the champions of the struggle against the idolaters.30 In the late
eighteenth century, the place of the Ottomans in the European balance
system was acknowledged in the British Parliament. Similarly it has
been reported that Catherine the Great of Russia explicitly recognized
it.31 The scholars too considered the Ottoman Empire within the
European balance system from the Renaissance onwards.32

What one can draw from the foregoing analysis of the mutual posi-
tions of the emerging European international system and the Ottoman
imperial system is that the systems were closely interwoven and they
were in constant interaction. I have already shown their interdepend-
ence in terms of European expansion. This analysis of the mutual
dependence between the Ottoman Empire and the European interna-
tional system in its formative (and, of course, later) centuries unequivo-
cally leads us to conclude that, pace Bull and Watson, the so-called
regional systems of the Middle East and Europe were not isolated from
each other. They had frequent relations with each other and the nature
of these relations was not always warlike. The Europeans and the
Ottomans did not always aim at plundering each other, they were not in
a permanent state of war as the orthodox understanding of the
Christendom versus non-Christendom or Dar-al-Harb versus Dar-al-Islam
dichotomy would have us believe. They do not seem to constitute two
antagonistic systems, but to be parts of a greater system, that is, the Afro-
Eurasian system, together with the other societies and civilizations of,
what Hodgson calls, the Afro-Eurasian zone.

Inter-civilizational and trans-civilizational system

Viewed this way, the formation and development of the modern inter-
national system wears a different aspect. It is not just an outcome of 
the expansion of Europe, but rather the result of the transformation 
of the then existing Afro-Eurasian system together with the inclusion of
the Americas and Australasia. Buzan and Little are right in arguing that in
order to understand the contemporary global international system one
must examine the wider history of the Afro-Eurasian system rather than
tracing the origins of Europe.33 One may even argue that Europe’s self-
transformation was not a European event; it was not just Europe’s own
doing. As Hodgson put it, ‘without the cumulative history of the whole
Afro-Eurasian Oikoumene, of which the Occident had been an integral
part, the Western Transmutation would be almost unthinkable’.34
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Nonetheless, we cannot deny that the European expansion and
Europe’s self-transformation have been the major piston in the transfor-
mation of the Afro-Eurasian system and in the incorporation of the 
New World, leading to the formation of the modern global international
system. In the transformation of the Afro-Eurasian system, it was
through the self-transformation of Europe that the principal focus of the
social identification of the modern international system, that is, nation-
state, emerged, whereas the Afro-Eurasian international system had its
principal social identification in the civilizational unit. Moreover, it has
been with the expansion of Europe that the characteristics of the mod-
ern system have become world-wide. In the incorporation of the New
World, this was simply because the incorporation of the societies in the
Americas and Australasia into the Afro-Eurasian international system
was realized through the expansion of Europe.

Unlike the Afro-Eurasian system, in the modern system, as stated, the
national identity has become the major social identification. We see a
decline in the effect of civilizational identity as a result of the loosening
of civilizational ties. Yet, it does not mean that civilizational identity has
been fully replaced by national identity. In fact, civilizational identity
has been a persistent factor in the development of the modern
(European) international system. If the development of the modern
international system is a result of the emergence and struggle of nation-
states on the one hand, it is accordingly a result of the struggle and
interactions of civilizations, on the other. This leads us to the question
of to what extent the civilizational identity or civilizational conscious-
ness played a role in the development of the modern international 
system.

The role played by civilizational identity can best be discerned in the
process of European expansion. Europe, albeit in different names and
different extensions, has been a major centre of civilization. There is a
European civilization.35 The question is whether the Europeans had (or
have) a civilizational consciousness in their relations with the non-
Europeans. The existence and influence of a civilizational identity and
consciousness can be observed both through the policies of each
European state and through the collective actions of European states or
those states that would be associated with the European civilization.

White man’s burden

It has been said that nearly every civilization considered itself as the
civilization and others as uncivilized societies. Europe has been no
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exception to this, perhaps inherent, tendency. As a reflection of this,
one finds some kind of missionary zeal in the name of civilization in the
European expansion, expressed in Kipling’s famous poem, ‘White Man’s
Burden’.36 In fact, the expansion of Europe into the outer world was jus-
tified in terms of the idea that civilization should be spread all over the
world. In the end, all peoples were to be civilized. In 1798, as Napoleon
set off for Egypt, he shouted to his troops: ‘Soldiers, you are undertaking
a conquest [with] incalculable consequences for civilization.’37

Similarly, Vincent tells us that ‘prominent in the British justification of
empire was the idea of trusteeship over backward races, who could and
should be civilized and educated’.38 In this missionary zeal for civiliza-
tion in the modern European states, one could find an echo of
Christendom and the spirit of the Crusades.39 This missionary zeal, the
idea that they are working for the spread of civilization, appears in the
policies of nearly all European states, especially, when they are dealing
with non-European societies. Of course, the civilization to be spread was
the European or Western civilization. However, it was presented, not
just as a civilization, but as the civilization.

The missionary zeal for civilization and civilizational consciousness
has also been effective in the collective actions of the Europeans. In fact,
it would not be wrong to say that it was through the existence of a
common civilizational identity and its consciousness by the states that
Europe was able to act collectively. From the start, as already stated, the
states of Europe considered themselves as members of a civilization, 
distinct from the others. As Northedge and Grieve stated, the Europeans
or European powers had a European self-consciousness, based on the
understanding that ‘they were European, Christian, civilized and white,
and thus enjoyed a common stock of traits and values which separated
them from the rest of the world’. In response to this, it is argued: a 
sense of ‘Asianness’ emerged. Panikkar spoke of a ‘common feeling of
Asianness’ among the Afro-Asian Third World countries and attributed
it to the earlier emphasis the European states placed on their
Europeanness in dealing with the Asian countries.40

That a ‘standard of civilization’, through which non-European states
were to be tested, was formed by European states is a plain expression of
the civilizational self-consciousness. Gong’s work is undoubtedly one of
the most comprehensive and penetrating on the standard of civiliza-
tion. He outlines the requirements of the standard of civilization as
understood by the nineteenth century European elite and statesmen as
follows. The standard required that a civilized state: (a) guarantees 
basic rights (life, dignity, property, and freedom of travel, commerce and

140 International Relations and the Philosophy of History



religion); (b) exists as an organized political bureaucracy with some 
efficiency and capacity to run the state machinery and capacity for self-
defence; (c) adheres to generally accepted international law and main-
tains a domestic system of courts, codes and published laws to guarantee
legal justice for all within its jurisdiction; (d) fulfils the obligations of the
international system by maintaining adequate and permanent avenues
for diplomatic interchange and communication; and (e) conforms to
the accepted norms and practices of the ‘civilized’ international society.
However, the standard was more than a mere list of requirements. It had
an implicit subjective part of ‘unspoken assumptions’ such as the
‘instinctive reactions, traditions, and modes of behavior’.41 According to
Gong, ‘the standard of civilization’ defined the internal identity and
external boundaries of nineteenth century international society.42

The collective identity of the Europeans, based upon a common civi-
lizational consciousness, showed itself in the European attitude towards
the non-Europeans. The European powers are said to have at all times
adopted a different and much lower standard of conduct towards the
extra-European world than that which they followed in their relations
inter se. They continued to operate against the colonial peoples in the
Americas and Asia in ways that were not permissible in Europe between
states not formally at war. ‘The unequal treaties’, which were justified on
the basis of the claim that they were for the provision of protection
which every civilized state offered, were another indication of the effect
of the civilizational identity and consciousness. The common attitude
of Europeans against non-Europeans even went further and ended up in
a collective action. The intervention against the Boxer rebellion was
undertaken by a concert of ‘civilized’ powers, including the United
States and Japan, in the name of civilized society. When the question of
the continued existence of extraterritorial jurisdiction came up, the
Europeans stood together against Japan.43

Civilization and the Terrible Turk

That the Europeans had a common civilizational consciousness and it
affected their dealing with the non-Europeans may best be followed
through the relations between the European states system and the
Ottoman Empire, or ‘civilized Europe’ and the ‘Terrible Turk’. As I have
already emphasized, the Ottoman Empire was in Europe when the mod-
ern European states system began to take shape. From the very begin-
ning the two systems had been in close contact and experienced
interactions involving not just conflicts and war but agreements,
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alliances and commercial exchanges. For half a millennium, The Empire
controlled and administered one-quarter to one-third of the European
continent. ‘The logical conclusion ought to be,’ Naff points out, ‘that
the Ottoman Empire was, empirically, a European state. The paradox is
that it was not. Even though a significant portion of the Empire was
based in Europe, it cannot be said to have been of Europe.’44 Despite the
establishment of formal relations between the Great Queen, Elizabeth I,
of England and the Sultan in the late sixteenth century, when the British
Parliament raised the question of whether Turkey was within the
European balance, it was deemed to be within the balance-system in
some respect. It was only with the Paris Peace Treaty of 1856 that the
Sublime Porte was formally admitted into the Concert of Europe.
Nevertheless both the provisions of this Treaty and the legitimacy of the
Ottoman entry into the Concert of Europe have been subject to frequent
discussion.45

Despite the existence of extensive relations so as to form ‘a pattern of
alliance’ between Europe and the Turk, the fact that the Sublime Porte
was not formally accepted into the European system, and even this went
on being questioned, clearly proves that not the explicit provisions but
the unspoken assumptions, or not just the ‘logic of raison détat’ but the
‘logic of culture’ were effective46 because the Turk did not share the com-
mon European identity. The general public perception had it that the
‘Terrible Turk’ was unspeakable. The Ottoman Empire was used as a uni-
fying element and it was the significant ‘other’ of the Europeans.

The Turk has not been considered as being of Europe for he has been
the major threat to Europe, or at least has been perceived as such. The
Turk was then, to use the present-day expression, ‘otherized’, being
described in negative terms and thus affirming European identity. Apart
from the physical existence of the Empire in Europe, the religious divide
has been the basic factor behind the negative perception of the
Ottomans. For the Europeans Islam was just a heresy and Muslims were
not trustworthy. While Martin Luther regarded Islam as a ‘movement of
violence in the service of the anti-Christ’ which is ‘closed to reason’,
Voltaire portrayed Mohammed as a ‘theocratic tyrant’. Ernest Renan dis-
missed Islam as incompatible with science and a Muslim as ‘incapable of
learning anything or of opening himself to a new idea’.47 Such charac-
terizations were extended into the representations of the Turk.

The Turk was predominantly portrayed in pejorative terms: seen as
the terror of the world by the Elizabethan historian Richard Knolles, and
as incapable of feeling friendship to a Christian by Paul Rycaut.48

According to Rousseau, Turks were the barbarians who conquered the
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civilized Arabs.49 Burke told the House of Commons that the Turks were
‘worse than savages’ and that ‘any Christian Power was to be preferred to
these destructive savages’.50 When classifying humanity in three cate-
gories of the civilized, the barbarian and the savage, James Lorimer
defined two groups of the progressive and non-progressive under sav-
agery. Of the Turks, he said that they did not even belong to the progres-
sive races of humanity.51 In the view of Sir Charles Elliot, the Turks have
been a destructive force; they destroyed a great deal but constructed noth-
ing.52 There is no need to extend the examples.53 With all these charac-
terizations and representations, the Turks have been used to serve for the
affirmation of the Europeans. The Turk was then the ‘perfect barbarian’
for the Europeans in order for them to readily affirm civilized Europe.

Nevertheless, as I have already said, there were permanent and exten-
sive interactions between the European states and the Ottoman Empire.
The Sublime Porte exchanged envoys and ambassadors with the
European courts as it was the only non-European court accepting or
having European resident ambassadors by the nineteenth century and it
sent temporary envoys to the European courts frequently for long peri-
ods until the end of the eighteenth century when it began to reciprocate
resident ambassadors. The Porte and the European states furthermore
shared and worked with some common rules and institutions such as
diplomacy, conferences, treaties and most notably Capitulations. Yet,
the Porte, having intensive exchanges with Europe, was not seen within
the system. The settled states in the Americas and Australasia, having
less developed relations with Europe compared to the Porte, was consid-
ered within the European system. The only explanation is the cultural
divide or civilizational difference.54 Civilizational identity then influ-
enced the development of the modern international system, especially
during its European period.

One can therefore confidently conclude that some degree of civiliza-
tional identity and its consciousness in respect of the Europeans has
been in operation when they dealt with non-European societies. As I
have shown, the European states pursued policies towards the non-
European societies not just out of their national interests or the require-
ments of expediency, but also out of their common identity or what was
supposed to be culturally/civilizationally shared by the Europeans and
not shared by the non-Europeans. Furthermore, it allows us to speak of
a civilizational action or mobilization, though not to the same extent as
state action or national mobilization.

The modern international system is, I have noted, both inter-
civilizational and trans-civilizational. It is inter-civilizational in the
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sense that within the system multiple civilizational identities exist.
Earlier, in Chapter 5, I have shown that there are at least five or so 
civilizations that still exist in the contemporary world. Because the mod-
ern international system is inter-civilizational, we do not see that the
basic values, operations and rules of the system were not entirely shaped
by the matrices of one single civilization, though those of Western 
civilization have some degree of dominance. Because it is trans-
civilizational, we see a decline in the influence of civilizations and a
trend towards cosmopolitanism.

On the one hand there is, it is argued, the decline of what is called
‘cultural unity’ of the system55 compared to the systems that were uni-
civilizational. On the other hand, because it is trans-civilizational and
cosmopolitan, so it is said, there is a trend towards a common ‘world-
culture’ or ‘culture of modernity’ or cosmopolitan civilization. In the
words of one student, ‘The “world-culture” which is emerging as the
common element of middle-class life-styles in Washington and
Moscow, Havana and Caracas, Dakar and Tokyo, may indeed be a rather
superficial matter of parallel tastes and snob values’ in a variety of things
such as cars, films, music, Coca-Cola and McDonald’s. ‘But that does not
necessarily reduce its importance for the diffusion of fellow-feeling.’56

I have earlier argued that a unity or wholeness of the world in empirical/
historical terms could be shown and possible (Chapter 3). In line with
Hodgson and McNeill’s analyses, it has already been recorded that 
commonalities and similarities have been more and more frequent since
at least AD 1000. Then, the modern international system can be seen,
perhaps, as the culmination of these similarities and commonalities.
Today, we see exclusive standards of ‘civilization’ no more. Gong makes
the point that the old standard withered away because all countries are
recognized as civilized, at least, according to the old standard. There is
no need to say that it does not mean the end of the idea of a standard.
Gong records the would-be standards as the standards of human rights
and of modernity.57 What is striking in these new candidates, we note,
is that they appear to have a more universal appeal than the old ones.

Before concluding, it should, however, be recorded that the growth of
unity is limited within the system due to its very nature. First, the
nation-state, though transcending the civilizational boundaries, created
its own limits. In the words of Suganami, ‘the growth in the sense of
community among mankind is itself to some extent hindered by the
division of mankind into sovereign states which tend to reinforce
national parochialism’.58 Second, despite the cosmopolitan and 
trans-civilizational trends, civilizational identities and values have not
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disappeared. For ill or good, all the talk about ‘the clash of civilizations’
in the post-cold war era is a clear testimony to the impact of civiliza-
tional identity. Even if we accept the emerging signs of a world-culture,
the multi-culturalism of the system persists. Civilizational values still
have their influences.
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Conclusion

The starting point of this book was the obvious uncertainty and imme-
diate certainty of human life that takes place within a social process.
Based upon this apparent feature of the social life of men, the book has
examined the theoretical activity of human beings and their experience
in space and time, that is to say, history. It has begun with such a dis-
cussion not only for the reason that man’s history and knowledge are
closely interdependent processes, but also because any theoretical or
intellectual activity, such as the one undertaken in the present study, if
it is to be conducted and understood clearly, requires some idea about
the nature of the theoretical activity itself, as one’s understanding of the
theoretical activity and historical process in general shapes and directs
one’s analysis of the particular subject in hand.

Accordingly, I have made the point that all human knowledge, like
anything human, is social and historical for it is where we, human
beings, begin and end. In the human world, there is no Archimedean
point on which we can rely and by which we may know once and for all.
Man’s sociality makes his knowledge social as well. It has been argued
that objectivism and subjectivism cannot be maintained in theory, sci-
ence and history. Historicalness or historicity defies objectivism as it
shows that nothing is universal in the sense of being independent of
time and space, and socialness or sociality defies subjectivism as it shows
that no human being is self-sufficient and thus not everything goes.
Knowledge is social and historical.

Being historical, there is a limit to man and his knowledge. Being
social, the limits of man and his knowledge are not confined to only one
category or environment. In other words, man and his knowledge are
multi-faceted. The multi-faceted nature of man, his knowledge of soci-
ety, his ability to abstract and his historical accumulation enable us to



define various levels and units. This framework, far from constraining
man’s possible groupings, shows the multiplicity of his identifications
and thus units. Yet, it does indicate that it is not endless. Upon this
framework, I have argued, a historical conception of universal or world
history is possible.

Throughout this study the historicity and continuity of human phe-
nomena, perhaps coming from the obvious uncertainty and the imme-
diate certainty of human life, has been taken together with its sociality.
Since Aristotle, we know that, no matter on what level it is expressed
and with whatever unit it is associated, the human being is a social
being. Man thus leads to men. Men have various collective identifica-
tions and all collective identifications are social and historical. The his-
toricalness of a collective identity refers, on the one hand, to the fact
that it takes place within the limits of time and space and, on the other
hand, to the fact that the extent and degree of its collectivity, cohesion
and impact upon individual human persons may vary in time. For
instance, as already stated, religion as a form of group identity was 
effective in medieval Europe, whereas nationality has been the domi-
nant form in the modern period. The sociality and historicality of 
what are called innate identifications allow individuals to transcend, to
a certain degree, those very identifications. Innate identifications are
not absolute. Yet, the sociality makes their transcendence difficult, as it
brings about continuity.

Of the historical, and one could say logically possible, collective iden-
tifications or units, the present study has examined the two, namely civ-
ilizations and international systems. Civilizations, as units are, as 
I defined, large-scale social identifications or large-scale collectivities in
terms of spatial and temporal extensions. They are relatively long-lived
and self-sufficient intelligible collectivities in comparison to other col-
lectivities. Being large-scale, civilizations have a multiplicity of other
social identities. Historically, most civilizations have never been
embraced within one organized social entity. This is why civilizations
present a low degree of cohesion and potency and are less likely to be
grounds for collective mobilization. It is observed that the impact of civ-
ilizational identity upon identities and actions of individuals is not
institutionalized to the degree of being exclusive in contrast to the case
of political or organized social identifications.

International systems are units that form a framework in which at
least two distinct human groupings, say nations, coexist. In other words,
an international system is a response to the question of the peaceful
coexistence of multiple units. It could be an anarchical framework in
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which we see loosely associated units with each having some degree of
self-government, or a hierarchical framework where one unit imposes its
rule over the others. In both cases, however, the problem of the coexis-
tence of multiple units remains. Historically, just as we have no proof of
one man living alone, as expressed in Aristotle’s dictum ‘man is a polit-
ical animal’, we are not in a position to prove that human beings have
ever been grouped under one entity or socio-political grouping, or one
society has ever lived in isolation from all the others. Expressed in
another way, it is better to talk not of a single man but of men, and not
of a single society but of societies. In this sense, the problem of the inter-
national system goes far back to the beginning of human society just
like the problem of politics goes far back to the beginning of man.

Civilizations and international systems, both generally consisting of
multiple units, are closely related to each other and historically have
gone hand in hand. Most of the civilizations of which we have histori-
cal record have comprised some kind of international system. Yet, inter-
national systems could be multi-civilizational due to the looseness of
the boundaries of civilizations on the one hand, and to civilizational
exchanges and encounters on the other. In contrast to the idea that civ-
ilizations are self-sufficient isolated entities, incapable of understanding
and interacting with each other as, for instance, Spengler assumed, civi-
lizational encounters and exchanges may lead to international systems
which are multi-civilizational as, for example, Toynbee, Wight and Bull
argued. I have noted that the interactions between Western, Islamic,
Hindu, Chinese and Japanese civilizations have been the central axis of
world history in the last millennium. The culmination of this process
has been what I have called the modern international system.

The principal and defining characteristics of the modern international
system have been described in terms of an anarchical structure: central-
ized, territorial and sovereign nation-states being the principal form of
political organization, and nationality as the main focus of social iden-
tity; humanism, secularism and rationalism as opposed to divine regula-
tion; individualism and democracy, and industrialism. Although most
of these characteristics originated from the values of Western civiliza-
tion, they have universal messages. This, what Gong termed the distinc-
tion between ‘universal’ or ‘technical’ aspects of Western civilization
and those aspects of strictly European or Western character, is one rea-
son why the modern international system has become globalized. Yet,
the global character of the modern international system is not just an
expression of the culmination or manifestation of an idea as some, for
instance Fukuyama, assumed. It is rather an expression of the unity of



world achieved in the historical process in which we see some ideas and
values acquiring worldwide acceptance as a result of civilizational
encounters. To understand it, a historical conception of universal history
is required. Such a conception, though leading to a universal or world-
wide unit, is the obvious indication of the existence of different civiliza-
tional elements in the modern international system. Furthermore, if one
concurs with McNeill that the Europeans had an agreement to disagree
from the eighteenth century onwards, then the modern international
system, though Western-dominant, can be said to embody civilizational
coexistence.

The modern international system, as I have argued, has been, and is,
both inter-civilizational and trans-civilizational. Because it is inter-
civilizational, different civilizational elements and values have not been
eliminated and they might be still effective. On the other hand, because
it is trans-civilizational, the effects of civilizational elements have been
lessened. Furthermore, since it has been basically Western-centred, ele-
ments and values of one civilization have prevailed. However, the
nation-state as the principal focus of social identity in the modern
period can hardly be said to have eliminated the civilizational identity,
as the multi-faceted nature of social phenomena does not allow one unit
to monopolize human social identification. As the nation-state does not
encapsulate all social identifications and the predominance of Western
civilization did not eliminate all other civilizations, civilizational ele-
ments and different civilizational values have existed in the modern
international system.

A conception of cultural unity, such as the one assumed by Wight,1

seems hardly possible in a multi-civilizational system. Yet, for an inter-
national system, a high degree of cultural unity is not required. Gong,
though he admits Bull’s view that a universal international society has
come into existence in the twentieth century, notes that Japan has
always had (and still has) difficulties in conforming to a standard of ‘civ-
ilization’.2 Yet, no one thinks that Japan is outside the modern interna-
tional system. Of course, one can argue for the cultural unity of the
contemporary international system. However, it seems to me that a high
degree of cultural unity for a global international system can be argued
only on the basis of what I have defined as an objectivist conception of
universal history as, for example, argued by Fukuyama.

The prevalence of the nation-state and the dominance of Western civ-
ilization have, as already stated, suppressed the civilizational differences
in the modern international system. Accordingly, the cold war in the
second half of the twentieth century disguised the particular regional
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conflicts and divisions behind the ubiquitous preeminence of the
East–West confrontation. It also disguised the civilizational conflicts or
reduced them to a conflict between, say, civilization and barbarism in
the view of both sides. One may argue that ‘civilization is for most peo-
ple pretty far down on the scale of self-conscious identities’.3 One may
equally argue that the end of the cold war has led to a greater awareness
of civilizational elements as significant factors within the modern inter-
national system as the existing and emerging countries within and
around the European hinterland are struggling to form new identities or
to fortify old ones. Today we see a considerable number of peoples and
movements that put emphasis on civilizational identity such as Islamic
fundamentalism and European integration. We also witness a greater
number of individuals in many societies stressing the importance of
once-forgotten civilizational identities.

The civilizational element in world politics and the modern interna-
tional system was prompted, rather provocatively, by Huntington in the
last decade.4 Arguing that after the cold war the fundamental source of
conflict in the New World will be primarily cultural rather than ideolog-
ical and economic and that the conflict will occur along the lines of civ-
ilizations, Huntington describes the basic reasons for and factors in ‘the
clash of civilizations’ as follows: first, civilizational differences are far
more fundamental than differences among political ideologies and
political regimes; second, as the world becomes smaller the interactions
between peoples of different civilizations are increasing and thus
enhancing civilization-consciousness and awareness of differences
between civilizations and commonalities within civilizations; third, as a
result of economic modernization and social change, local identities are
getting weaker and religious identity is strengthening, providing a basis
for civilizational identity; fourth, the confrontation between the power-
ful West and non-Westerners leads the latter to return to their roots;
fifth, cultural characteristics are less mutable and less easily compro-
mised and resolved than political and economic ones; finally, economic
regionalism is increasing, hence reinforcing civilization-consciousness.5

These observations no doubt contain some truth, though perhaps not
entirely in the way Huntington envisages. Nor is he the first scholar
emphasizing the role of civilizational differences. Toynbee, Wight and
writers of the English School have always been conscious of the fact that
the modern international system, originally emerging within a civiliza-
tion, comprised civilizational differences. Gong predicted that the realm
of cultural sovereignty might become the next major arena in the strug-
gle for sphere of influence.6 Nor could the impact of religion, especially
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Islam, a major component of civilizational identity, be said to have
come before the eyes of the students of international relations after the
cold war. From the late 1970s onwards we see talk about the ‘revival of
Islam’.7

Those studies, however, largely considered religion as a matter of
influence on policies, issues and respective governments. When we
come to the 1990s, before Huntington, some began to talk of a civiliza-
tional conflict, representing a tendency to shift from international rela-
tions to inter-civilizational relations. According to Bernard Lewis,
Muslim rage over the West in general and Islamic fundamentalism in
particular reflect nothing less than ‘a clash of civilizations’.8 Gilpin sees
the signs of civilizational conflict not only between the West and Islam,
but among others as well. ‘Today the revival of Islamic, Chinese and
Hindu civilizations, as well as the emergence of potentially powerful
new or previously isolated civilizations, in particular Japan, Brazil, 
and Mexico, suggest that a new era is opening.’9 While Huntington
notes trends in ‘Asianization’ in Japan, ‘Hinduization’ in India, 
‘re-Islamization’ in the Middle East and ‘Russianization’ in Russia, Gong
observes a resurgent culturalism in Indonesia.10 It seems fair to speak of
a return to cultural or civilizational roots in many countries.

Of all the ‘revivals’ that have been said to be taking place in the con-
temporary world, the revival of Islam has been the most widely dis-
cussed. And this is not without understandable reason. It could be said
that Islam, as a religion, is the most politically oriented one, for its
founder, Mohammed, was also the ruler of a political community. There
is no supposed distinction in Islam between the things of God and the
things of Caesar, no separation of the church from the state. Moreover,
the idea of a single Islamic polity transcending particular states and
nations has always been very strong in Islamic history, though, except
perhaps during the first centuries of Islamic history, it has never been
realized. On the other hand, historically, Islam and Christianity, and
thus Western civilization and Islamic civilization, have always been
strong rivals and in fierce opposition. These characteristic differences
and historical competition do not only account for much of the talk
about Islamic revival or Islamic fundamentalism that we witness nowa-
days, but also for the recent events which are described as the examples
of Islamic revival, from the Iranian revolution, through the victory of
Islamic parties in the Algerian popular elections, to the rise of pro-
Islamic parties in Turkey. According to Lewis, the fact that radical 
and popular movements, inaccurately called ‘fundamentalist’, have
won mass support in Muslim countries demonstrates that the ideal of 
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a single Islamic polity still has considerable appeal for Muslims. 
Islam provides the most effective form of consensus in and among
Muslim countries and constitutes the basic group identity among the
masses. ‘Islam is’, argues Lewis, ‘a powerful but still undirected force in
politics.’11

That there is an increasing identification of the masses and some elites
in Muslim countries with a wider entity which is basically defined by
Islam and Islamic civilization, and that a degree of collective rallying on
the basis of religious (civilizational) identity in Muslim countries is pos-
sible, have been starkly demonstrated by the Gulf War of 1991 and the
Bosnian War after the disintegration of Yugoslavia. According to Misha
Glenny, the conflict in Bosnia ‘assimilated the characteristics of a reli-
gious struggle, defined by three great European faiths – Roman
Catholicism, Eastern Orthodoxy and Islam, the confessional detritus of
the empires whose frontiers collided in Bosnia’.12 As is well-known, even
Iran, the fiercest enemy of the secularist regime of Iraq, gave indirect
support to Iraq in the name of Islam and against the United States. In
Turkey, the majority of public opinion including a considerable number
of the traditional Westernized elite opposed the governmental policy of
providing the allied forces with facilities that were to be used against
Iraq. Similarly, the American operation against the Taliban government
in Afghanistan, after the horrendous attacks on the Twin Towers of the
World Trade Center in New York City on 11 September 2001, has over-
whelmingly been opposed by public opinion in Muslim countries,
including Turkey. There is no need to extend this list, as I have already
made the point that an external threat (the American-led operation in
this case) affirms the identity in concern.

The process of the formation of a wider identity based upon Islamic
civilization is not something limited to the historical Middle East. It has
been pointed out that the process is beginning to be effective in the 
ex-Soviet republics of Central Asia and Transcaucasia.13 Upon this basis,
we are justified in saying that the established national identities in coun-
tries with predominantly, Muslim populations are increasingly being
questioned as the sole group identification, and Islam, as a religion and a
civilization, is beginning to come to the surface as a proper identity. This
process can be demonstrated in Turkey, a country with a predominantly
Muslim population and a strong, even Jacobin, policy of secularization
and long-standing Western orientation.

The Republic of Turkey, established in 1923, was officially declared to
be a secular state from early on. The new administrative and intellectual
elites of Turkey defined the new state as a ‘modern’ state committed to
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the values of Western civilization. The role of Islam in the government
has been totally denied and it has been relegated to a body of beliefs and
rituals observed by the majority of population. Some sort of Turkish
national identity, based upon the acceptance of the ‘Turkishness’ of
everyone within the established boundaries, was envisaged. The new
state renounced any interest in the Ottoman legacy and made a strong
commitment to the West. In other words, a civilizational identity based
on Islam, or any wider identity of the sort, has been denied. The values
of Western civilization have been perceived as not just the values of 
a civilization but as those of the civilization of a universal character.14

In line with these orientations, Turkey has taken part in, or applied for
membership to, organizations of Western origin such as NATO, the
European Council, the OSCE, the European Community/Union and 
so on.

The strong Western orientation has by no means been adopted by the
majority of the population still conforming to the values and elements
of Islamic civilization. From the 1970s onwards, groups questioning the
Republican national identity and Western orientation and arguing for a
more Islamic-oriented identity and policies began to emerge. Moreover,
the Western orientation has increasingly been questioned by some
elites, and the Ottoman legacy is no longer being overtly renounced. It
has been noted that when we came to the 1990s, after the downfall of
the Soviet Union, there was an effort among the Turkish elites to try to
revise their group identity and enlarge the definition of Turkey’s region,
leading to a search for a wider identity. On the one hand, the identity is
considered as Islamic and on the other hand as Turkic, so as to include
Turkic republics of Central Asia.15 It should be noted that Turkey’s new
orientation towards Central Asian states cannot solely be attributed 
to common linguistic and ethnic characteristics, but the shared 
religion, Islam, as well. For example, Tajikistan, which is not Turkic but
Persian-speaking, was invited to the Turkic summit held in Ankara, in
October 1992.

The search for new identities or orientations in Turkey has made its
impact upon the policies pursued by Turkish statesmen. Turkish policy
toward the Bosnian War was a striking example. Not only did Turkish
public opinion almost unanimously support the Bosnians, but Turkish
governmental policies were very often at odds with its Western allies.
Such a policy was not seen in the 1950s and 1960s. The Turkish govern-
ment, for example, sided with France in the issue of Algerian independ-
ence. Both Bosnians and Algerians are Muslims and both countries are
ex-Ottoman territories, but neither of them are Turks nor contain
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Turkish-speaking peoples. I think this is due to the increasing influence
of Turkey’s historically held identity of Islam and Islamic civilization or
due to the decreasing role of Western orientation, which was the basis of
the Republican national identity.

These brief accounts of Islam in general and Turkey in particular could
be taken as the concrete examples of, on the one hand, the existence of
civilizational differences and, on the other hand, the effect of civiliza-
tional elements. However, upon these observations, it can hardly be
argued that a full civilizational clash is on the way to replace political,
ideological and economic conflicts as Huntington predicts. First of all,
civilizational differences have always been there in the modern interna-
tional system for it is, as stated, a multi-civilizational system. Yet, the dif-
ferences in civilizations are not as acute as some doom theorists argue.
Even the two historical rivals, Islam and Christendom have much in
common compared to their differences. Perhaps that is why they are in
dispute very often. Second, civilizations, and not least those movements
arguing for an Islamic unity, are not organized entities as nations or
other social identities so as to make an inter-civilizational conflict per-
manent and worldwide. There is neither a unified Islamic bloc nor a
Western bloc. I have already made the point that civilizations being
large-scale entities are not tightly organized like small identity groups.
Third, the process of globalization, the shrinking of the world and
worldwide communication networks, make the world a smaller place.
Huntington assumes that it reinforces civilizational differences between
distinct civilizations and commonalities within each civilization. It
could do. Yet, it could do just the opposite as well. Many argue that a
cosmopolitan international society comprising different elements and
features from different cultures is possible and in the process of being
created.16 Finally, as I have already argued, civilizations, just like nation-
states could coexist. One should not underestimate the adaptability of
cultures and civilizations. The modern international system is a clear
indication of this.

In the closing decades of the twentieth century and in the beginning
of the twenty-first century, we may note two paradoxical tendencies
among and within societies – localism and unionism. On the one hand,
we see human beings increasingly identifying themselves with small
units, whether it is an established unit like the nation-state or small local
communities. Despite all the talk about the demise of the nation-state
and world interdependence, people do not seem to give up the state.
Even those who struggle against an existing nation-state do so in order to
create another nation-state. The disintegration of the Soviet Union and
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former Yugoslavia increased the number of nation-states. The state and
national identity built upon it, though striven for by many, has been
under attack because of its restrictiveness and exclusiveness. We are only
too familiar with the demands for a greater say in their own affairs by
regions, cities, even neighbourhoods. In short, it would not be wrong to
assert that there is a general trend of localism. That the most ambitious
and perhaps the most accomplished integration movement of the cen-
tury has adopted a form of ‘union’ (that is, the European Union) instead
of its previous form of ‘community’ (that is, the European Community)
could be taken as an indication of the appeal of ‘localism’. Today the
nation-state, though being a particularistic identity compared to its
predecessor, does not seem to have the hold it used to have on more 
particularistic units of identity.

On the other hand, although we note a trend of localism and efforts
to form small identity units, paradoxically we observe an orientation
towards wider and larger unions with which people equally wish to
identify themselves. It is true that some large states have collapsed and
some others are being questioned. It is, however, equally true that the
existing international and wider units still survive and there is an
increasing demand upon them. The authority of ‘Brussels’ has been
decreasing as stated, but there is a long queue at the door of ‘Brussels’.
Those who want to have a smaller identity want to have it together with
a greater one. The Scottish nationalists aim at establishing an independ-
ent state of Scotland, a smaller identity than the United Kingdom, yet
they think of not just an independent Scotland, but an independent
Scotland within Europe, a greater identity than the United Kingdom. An
independent Scotland is envisaged within the European Union, not
within the African Union or within the Commonwealth of Independent
States. Absurd as this may seem, alas it shows the effects of what may
conveniently be called civilizational identity. Of course, the trend
towards greater and general unions and associations can also be
accounted for by the process of globalization, the shrinking of the
world, worldwide networks of communication, increasing world inter-
dependence in economy and global problems of poverty, environment,
population and so on.

In spite of all this talk about globalization, why do I speak of civiliza-
tions? Surely there is no a priori and enduring case for any social unit of
identification. However, any identification is socio-historical. I have
already made the point that the socio-historicality of men is multi-
faceted. In other words, people are capable of holding several different
identities. They could at the same time be Scottish, British, European
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and Western. In this study I have shown that one of these layers of iden-
tity is civilization which has been in association with the international
system and it still has relevance not just as a group feeling but as a unit
for international relations. The basic conclusion of this study may be
expressed as the need for the modern international system, or a would-be
post-modern international system, to constitute a framework in 
which interactions between multiple units of states, nations, societies,
communities, unions and civilizations could be mediated and different
values of national, social, ethnical, cosmopolitan and civilizational
character can be articulated.
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