Jan Kieniewicz

(Institute of Interdisciplinary Studies, Warsaw University)

MAN AND FATE: AN ATTEMPT OF A HUMANISTIC THEORY OF CIVILIZATION

Do civilizations exist? This is obvious if we consider the number of existing studies about them. Can the proposed definitions of civilizations be satisfying? This raises doubts because all of them serve establishing a domination.


Starting from the XVIII-th century, many attempts to formulate the theory of civilization have been made.  In general they are used for classifying past and present human communities. This need may seem to be an expression of universal way of thinking of the European cultural circle. Classifying endeavours also appear in the global world where civilizations are presented as arbitrarily defined sets of cultures. The world is divided into „big units” according to a certain principle or feature, e.g. economical or religious. After that, human societies are ascribed to them. In this way civilizations are divided into cultures. All those attempts express the conviction about the existence of a hierarchy, they are based on an obvious or postulated domination and present an Eurocentric point of view.
The presented here attempt is based on different assumptions. First of all it concentrates on man and his relations – with His
, Others and Strangers. Next it assumes that the accumulating since the 18th Century  attempts to define the essence of civilization indicate the existence of a reality that cannot be expressed by, for example, the notion of culture. In this approach civilization is neither an ordering, nor hierarchizing or Eurocentric concept. It is deduced from a holistic thinking, systematic approach and a personalistic vision of the man.  

Concentrating on the man is a consequence of more and more frequent relations among people of different cultures that can be observed in foreign for them areas. There is no corresponding pattern in available discourses about intercultural relations.  

In addition, the man and his surroundings, similar to the man in an environment, demands a non-deterministic approach in the conditions of the global world. That is why I take as a subject the man in a society: either ethnic, or cultural, political or religious. At the same time I underline that it is the man himself who chooses his fate. Fate is everything that happens to people independent from their will, including consequences of their behaviour. Fate is affected by decisions about the way of living, both material and spiritual, both in the real and the imaginary world. Such thinking about the man is takes from some earlier conceptions of  civilization. I mean the conception of cultural circles by Fernand Braudel and the vision of civilization as a mode of community life by Feliks Koneczny. 
The statement that civilizations do not form systems is the consequence of such thinking. In this convention civilizations do not have identities. They are only states of our consciousness. Civilizational relations always exist among people. As a consequence, confrontations between civilizations can be considered at most relations between different social systems
.

Citing Fernand Braudel: „…one would have to resign from certain habits of the language: to avoid telling about civilization as a being or an organism, or an individual, or body, even if it is a historical one. To avoid saying that it is born, develops and dies, since this means ascribing a linear, simple human fate to it”
.  

Feliks Koneczny wrote: „If one succeeds in explaining the issue of difference of civilizations, a whole new vision of the general history that has to define mutual relations of various civilizations will appear from it. The general history has to be treated as the history of civilizational fights and attempts of civilization synthesis, the history of their expansions and decays, the history of appearance of cultures and their mutual interaction within the same civilization, or submitting to a foreign civilization, that is, the history of mutual civilizational interactions, both positive and negative. The general history will become the history of methods of the community life system …”
.

I will add Samuel Huntington who wrote: „The history of humanity is the history of civilization. […] From the dawn of history it is civilizations that were the widest frame for defining identity of people”
. However, his understanding of the civilization is very distant from mine. All the three authors offered a subordinating classification.
I do not question any of the earlier made attempts of systemizing the reality. Instead, I suggest a different optics. Thus, under “civilizations” I mean sets of consciousness of social systems (consciousnesses of people from those systems) that were formed as a consequence of the appearance and existence of a conviction — and the will of people of those systems — about their belonging to the community that is wider than ones based on a more basic liaison: group, social, state (tribe, people, nation). I mean the consciousness of a community understood wider than the one enabled by their own culture. Civilization is the choice of belonging made by people who are aware of their freedom.

That is why I stress upon the connection between the national bond and the civilizational belonging. They differ in scope, of course, but are connected by an individual choice. Nation differs from other communities by its reference to imagination, feeling of participation in the same project of future, everyday confirmation of the will of existence in exactly this role. Similarly, civilization is an effect of reaching by the man to the commonly available means that are not subject to anyone’s control. 
Thus, I consider civilization a form of defining one’s belonging that takes place above the dividing (and identifying) cultures. This feeling of belonging is the result of people of different communities and nations referring to the same, available to them, system of values. This means that people not only accept their fate but also build their identity with the help of principles and patterns that can be shared with people of a different identity, different culture or hostile statehood. Moreover, this definition of belonging is autonomous in itself, i.e. it is not subject to any exterior acceptance of approval.  

The observation that the circle of His is defined by identity of the cultural basis is an important principle in the proposed approach. Cultural distinctions are the basis of differentiating the Other. Thus, identities of Ours and Others find their roots and expression in differences of social systems, i.e. in the distinction of organization and structures of those systems. In this way I underline the connection of identification of the man with the ability for existence of his community. As well as the possibility of an independent definition of principles of transformation of this community as a reaction to external stimuli. The disclosure of the Stranger leads to the assumption about his qualitatively distinct otherness, and a difficult for understanding, i.e. non-communicable identity. Not only the powerful Stranger who dominates, but also the subordinate Stranger who submits. 

In the past and nowadays, the disclosure of the Stranger allows Others to see their own mutual closeness. This ability to define otherness as a distinct closeness demands the existence of a common for many cultures communicative code. It appears in consequence to referring to values.
At this moment the question about the origin of values appears. Values have been defined for a long time and come from the spiritual sphere. The values of the European civilization come from Christianity. But Christianity gives its values to many civilizations. No matter how we interpret this, people demonstrate their values by their living, it is their choice that confirms the existence of a value. This active role of the man in building his fate opens for him the possibility of widening the scope of values with his own conceptions, ideas and solutions. One should underline that in this suggestion civilizational commitment is an autonomous choice and it is a rejection of the same kind. The feeling of rejection by the circle of Others is an unusually painful experience for people who choose their values consciously. One should notice, however, that the posture of expectation of approval brings to dependence, and even colonialism
. This can be clearly seen in discussions about the borders of civilization. The matter is similar when people face civilizational oppression, when they are tempted to build their fate according to values that are imposed to them as a consequence of conquest or domination. When we are told that we are Other, this only means we have to admit that we are independent in our Otherness. We build then our fate irrelevant to external opinions. When we are imposed with “an only correct” model of life we choose our own option without considering the possibility of the threat of alienation. National identity is here most probably connected with the ability to rule one’s own fate, with the autonomous choice of civilizational belonging. 
I assume that people are equal in principle and that they are different because they are human, not because of the established law. That is why their choices of values, their ways of life cannot be systemized, they do not construct a hierarchy. In this sense one should consider civilizational belonging of those people who, during centuries of various expansions and dominations, became civilizationally subordinate and ascribed. Their civilizational self-identification demands only a decision to challenge their fate. Opposite to culture, science, economy, values do not find the way to be systemized as hierarchies. 
The choice of life style according to the system of values means the ability  to conduct a dialogue. This relation is open to Others, it allows for communication with people of different cultures. Dialogue is a possibility within a civilization. 
One can say that facing the fate the man defines his civilizational belonging. Thus, civilizations cannot be divided into big and small, higher and lower. Establishing Strangeness that can also take a form of doubt about the human nature of the Stranger is always a step towards establishing a kind of relation with him. I doubt that it is a relation of a dialogue. Finding a space for meeting Strangers finally depends on the strength of our convictions. That is why I call this attempt of explaining the concept of civilization humanistic.  
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