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22 
Philosophy as an Agent of Civilization 

The relations between philosophy and civilization are relations among facts and 
among conceptions, not in the sense of facts conceived as objects of thoughts or of 
conceptions presented as comprehensions of facts, but in the sense of thoughts 
perceived and treated factually and of facts constituted and ordered conceptually. 
Civilizations are recognized and described by discovering and relating the facts which 
characterize them. Among these facts are the philosophies which organize and qualify 
communities as ways of living together, or cultures, or civilizations. Civilizations are 
produced by men conditioned by particular circumstances occasioning common needs 
and wants, and by particular actions taken to relate individuals to each other in 
societies for common actions to satisfy needs and to achieve ends. Civilizations come 
into contact with other civilizations, by which they are influenced and which in turn 
they influence. Facts are recognized to be characteristics of civilizations, and 
civilizations are recognized by facts which define them, and they are related to one 
another, and to the individuals who form them and are formed by them, in inquiry and 
knowledge, by use of a conception of civilization applied to relate facts and to define 
civilizations. Philosophies and civilizations characterize and condition each other 
reflexively. 

There are as many philosophies and kinds of philosophy as men think there are and 
construct in organizing the facts of experience, the arts of expression and 
communication, the activities and policies of association and community, and the 
schemata and symbols of systems of thought. Philosophies are related to one another 
and to their subjects and circumstances by a conception of philosophy which 
differentiates issues and relates presuppositions, consequences, and conclusions. A 
plurality of civilizations, simple and complex, primitive and advanced, old and new, 
provides the materials and forms the structures from which a single conception of 
civilization is formed and used in a plurality of applications. A plurality of 
philosophies, thought or lived, provides the in-

Read at the Afro-Asian Philosophy Conference on Philosophy and Civilization in Cairo, Egypt, 15 
March 1978. Expanded and revised in response to suggestions and criticisms ofjude P. Dougherty. 
Reprinted from Philosophy and Phenomenologi,cal Research 41 (1981): 419-36. 

Philosophy as an Agent of Civilization • 469 

stances and distinctions from which a single philosophy emerges used in the 
oppositions and the reconciliations of philosophies, but assimilated to one of the 
opposed philosophies in any statement of the multiplicity of modes of philosophical 
statement. 
The operational interrelations between philosophy and civilization have two 
dimensions. There are perpendicular relations between civilizations and the individual 
members of civilizations who are at once operative parts and cognizant agents. There 
are horizontal relations among civilizations which have contacts with one another in 
various guises and on various levels, reported and recorded in accounts of travellers, 
adventurers, and explorers, of commercial transactions, military conflicts, political and 
diplomatic negotiations, cultural influences by arts and sciences, and structures of 
philosophical speculation and argumentation. Philosophy is the connecting link in the 
operation and characterization of the various levels of civilization and of kinds of 
civilizations. 
Philosophy is usually thought of primarily as a doctrinal or intellectual or verbal 
construct-an inclusive or architectonic structure of thought and expression, formulated 
and defended by schools and successions of schools in controversial opposition. That 
structure of rigor and precision in thought and expression usually has little connection 
with philosophy conceived as an order and quality of individual or communal life, and 
the human and civil arts seldom have direct connections with the heuristic and 
demonstrative discursive arts. They may nonetheless share the names of the liberal 
arts, any one of which may, in any one of their forms, theoretic, practical, or 
productive, assume priority over the others, and wisdom may take the form of 
prudence, art, or science. Philosophy may also be expressed in culture by the fine 
rather than the liberal or applied arts-by poetry, literature, history, the visual arts, and 
music. \Ve characterize civilizations by their cultures, and culture in turn, like 
philosophy, ranges through all human activities and human ends-agriculture and the 
culture of domesticated animals, the culture of souls and minds, and the cult of the 
divine. Philosophy is a characteristic of civilizations because philosophy is an 
operative agent in the formation of civilizations and has therefore left its imprint not 
only in the plurality of philosophies which characterize and distinguish civilizations 
but also in pluralities of humanisms and civilities and cultures. Philosophy is an agent 
of civilization in each civilization and in the contacts of civilizations. 

I 

In ancient civilizations, philosophies, in explicit statement, were pronouncements of 
wisdom, but ancient sages or wise men were also statesmen, prophets, poets, saints, 
and physicians. Philosophical civilities, humanisms, and cultures took many forms, 
but in each tradition of philosophical operation contacts of civilizations were recorded 
as dialogues between different cultures. The tradition of Western philosophy is a long 
sequence of such dialogues in which a representative of Western civilization and 
philosophy discusses and disputes 
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with a succession of representatives of other cultures. Ancient Greeks differed 
concerning the origin of philosophy, some tracing it back to contacts with the older 
barbarian cultures of the Egyptians, the Persians, the Babylonians, the Indians, the 
Gauls, the Phoenicians, Thracians, or Lybians, and some arguing that the origin of 
philosophy, and the invention of the word, was Greek. Sometimes the beginning of 
philosophy was made to coincide with the beginning of the human race: Hephaestus 
was the son of the Nile, and philosophy began with him and was expounded by priests 
and prophets; Linus was the son of Hermes and the Muse Urania, and he wrote a 
poem on the creation and evolution of the world, the first line of which, "Time was 
when all things grew up at once," is said to have influenced Anaxagoras.1 For 
centuries the Romans adapted Greek philosophy and rhetoric to Roman education and 
culture, and from time to time banished teachers of philosophy and rhetoric in order to 
preserve the purity of Roman culture. Christians used Greek philosophy in the 
formulation of Christian doctrines and beliefs, or opposed and condemned Greek 
philosophical doctrines as sources of error. Justin Martyr and the pseudo-Clement 
examined other philosophies and religions before choosing and preaching Christianity; 
Hippolytus found the origin of all heresies in Greek philosophies; and some sects and 
heresies, like the Manichaeans and the Nestorians, moved from East to West and from 
West to East. In the tradition of the monotheistic religions, dialogues between a Jew, a 
Christian, and a Muslim became a frequently used literary genre, in which the victory 
might be won by any one of the three disputants depending on the convictions of the 
author of the account. All three religious traditions borrowed from Greek philosophy, 

yet Latin Christian philosophers learned about Greek science and about the writings of 
Aristotle from translations of Arabic works of medicine and philosophy in the eleventh 
and twelfth centuries. Within cultures, branches of knowledge developed at the same 
time and in contact with each other, as philosophy, medicine, and astronomy flourished 
in Ionia in the fifth century B.c.; in the Roman Empire in the second century A.D. in 
the works of Ptolemy and Galen; in the Middle Ages in the Arabic and Hebrew 
traditions in which a philosopher was often also a physician and jurist, and in the 
eleventh and twelfth centuries in the Latin tradition in the schools of Salerno, where 
medical works translated by Constantine the African were studied, and of Chartres, 
whose students traveled to Spain and to the Orient to translate works of cosmology and 
philosophy. Philosophy entered into like relations with the new sciences of mathematics 
and mechanics in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, building a new philosophy 
on science and setting religious doctrines in opposition to new scientific discoveries. 
In the same period the Jesuits contributed to the formation of scholarly techniques for 
the study of ancient Chinese and Indian philosophy and brought back to Europe 
Eastern philosophical ideas which profoundly influenced Western educational 
procedures and examination techniques and democratic political philosophy. 

1. Diogenes Laertius, Lives and Opinions ef Eminent Philosophers i. 1-11. 
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At the end of the eighteenth century Kant was part of what one of his disciples called a 
Copernican turn or revolution in philosophy from dogmatic metaphysics to a critical 
philosophy which ushered in a variety of idealisms and of common sense, utilitarian, 
and positivistic philosophies in the nineteenth century; and the study of cultures took 
new turns which gave the study of civilization new scopes of meaning. 
SamuelJohnson's Dictionary, in 1772, restricts "culture" and "civilization" to limited 
senses: "culture" is the act of cultivation or tilling the ground, and the art of 
improvement and melioration; "civilization" is a law, or act of justice, or judgment, 
which renders a criminal process civil. But "civility" has three definitions: freedom 
from barbarity, politeness, and rule of decency. The new history in the nineteenth 
century turned to accounting for civilizations. Burckhart's Die Kultur der Renaissance 
in Italien, published in 1860, was translated into English under the title The 
Civilization ef the Renaissance in Italy. In 1888 Mathew Arnold wrote a book on 
Civilization in the United States. James Harvey Robinson stressed the importance of 
studying the sociology of peoples and their achievements in the arts and sciences in 
The New History in 1911 and presented the trends of that development in The Ordeal 
ef Civilization in 1926. The new anthropology did not seek culture among the 
achievements of civilization: all peoples are characterized by their particular cultures 
in as much as they use language and symbols, have a learned social heritage, and 
operate in societies whose forms of organization are peculiarly and particularly 
human, and civilization is that kind of culture which includes the use of writing, the 
presence of cities and wide political organization, and the development of 
occupational specialization. 

Western philosophy began the twentieth century with a series of revolts from 
idealisms and psychologisms to varieties of realisms, naturalisms, pragmatisms, 
neo-Thomisms, phenomenologies, existentialisms, logical positivisms, analytical, 
linguistic, structuralistic, marxistic, and anarchistic philosophies. These revolts began 
the century in the classrooms of philosophy departments of universities or in the 
learned journals published by professors of philosophy. By the middle of the century 
the revolts were taken to the streets by students and were transformed into revolts 
against the philosophies of the classrooms. In earlier periods universities were not the 
prime and proper sites for the teaching of philosophy or for revolutions in philosophy. 
When Socrates revolted against the naturalistic and mathematical tendencies of Ionian 
and Italian philosophers and brought philosophy down from the skies to dwell in the 
homes and lives of men, Athenian youths learned philosophy from their elders in the 
streets and baths of Athens and from visiting paid professors of philosophy, the 
Sophists. In the Hellenistic kingdoms the teaching of philosophy moved from its 
central position in Athens to the cities of Asia Minor, Africa, and Europe and 
underwent a revolution in which it became learned and bookish, deriving its materials 
for study and teaching from the libraries of Alexandria and Pergamon. Roman youths 
learned philosophy in schools of rhetoric designed on the teachings of Cicero and 
Quintilian to reunite eloquence and wisdom, rhetoric and philosophy. 
















