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WH TIS PERMANENT IN CIVILIZATION? 

2nd of series of four lectures on general theme : 
"Things Per, anent . " 

By 
Dr . Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
Sunday morning , November 14 , 1957 



Last week, Friends, I spoke on the subject: " at is 

Permanent in h racter?". I called attention to a number of 

reverences which I regarded as indispensable t o character -

reverence for the human body, reverence for the human intellect, 

reverence for the human spirit, reverence for human handiwork 

and reverence for society. 

Things which are • ermanent to civilization are the factors 

which express and symbolize these reverences to society, which 

nurture them. A society which is organized to expand the 

foundations of these values of character is a civilized society 

and the degree of the success in coordinating the life around these 

central motifs is the degree of civilizati n. Progress or 

retrogression in this direction, in these f i elds, is the index 

of the growth or decay of civilization. 

Somew ere Emerson said that "the true test of civilization 

is not the census, nor the size of cities nor the crops, but the kind 

of man the country turns out." The individual is not the criteri n 

of civilizati n. There have been decadent civilizations, uncivilized 

communities which produced extraordinary individuals of amazing 

perfection - but isolated individuals. It is r ather the nature 

and quality of the society as a whole - its law, its institutions, 

its cultural interest and achievements, the general level of 

physical and moral well-being of the community as a ~hole hich 

is the real measure of civilization. 
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The~e are many delusions tied up ith theconcept of 

civilization. One of them is indic~ted in this auot~tion by Emerson -

the size delusion, the Tower of Babel Complex, the effort of 

communities or societies to climb hPavenward, as it were, on olateaus 

of brick and stone r ather than climb up ard on t he rungs of truth, 

beauty and goodness ..• delusion of size as the index of great 

civilization. I remember going through the City of Rome and seeing 

on man~ public buildings and inside of the lobbies of hotels an 

insc iption which Mussolini evidently ordered to be laced in all 

con~picuous places in the country. "O nourishing sun, thou art 

unable to see anywhere on the globe anything greater than the 

City of Rome." 

The larger the popul tion, the greater the cities, the 

more cluttered up the streets are ith automobiles, the f~ster eople 

move, communicate· ith one another, the greater the civilization of that 

particular country. That, of course, is a ' elllsion, for size is no 

index of the condition or health of civilization nor, for that matter, 

does it indic te which civilization will survive. Great centers of 

civilization in the past w re r ~ther like microscopic countries -

~reece, Judea. any countries and empires became so gr eat like the 

dinosaurs of old who perished because of their very unwield bulk -

so these communities buckled under because of size ... 

That is the first delusion concerning this thing called ci vilization. 

It has ver little to do with size. 
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Another delusion is that e ar e civilized and th½t the 

ancients were not. This is oart of the smug insolence of our 

scientific age. It is not true. It is also not true that the past 

far exceeded the present. There are many eo le .·ho are inclined 

to ay that everything which exists already existed in the p~st, 

that there is nothing ne in the present, that the past is a se~ies 

of pluperfects. There are historians w1 o look on life as a cycle 

of degenerations, the Gold, ilver, Bronze and Iron ages. The 

are inclined to look through the p· st as through a magnifying 

glass. Ever achievement in the past is magnified. Everything 

in the present is depreciated. This, too, is 8J[ delusion. It 

is quite impossible to compare present civilization with past 

civilizations because our kno ledge is inade uate . It is true that 

in certain fields some of the older civilizations far exceeded, and 

in certain ·other fields ours exceeds theirs. There were mountain 

peaks attained by the ancients - the things oft e mind, the things 

of the s irit, in art, in philosophy, in religion - there were 

peaks which we have not outdistanced or even reached and some of the 

magnificent achievements of ancient peoples still s tand today. 

e ought not, therefore, to be cult ral pstarts in 

the sense of allocating to our age and our civilization excellence 

to all things. 

There is yet a third delusion - th- t civilizati 'Il is 

a continuous unbroken uninterrupted evolution. That is also a delusion. 

There have been terrible and tragic recessions ·n civilizations. There 



-4-

have been whole civilizations which have collapsed or been overthrown 

through central forces. i-hen a civilization was destroyed, it sometimes 

took centuries or millennia before t ha t civilization began to stir 

again. If all t he gains of the past civilizations had been conserved 

and if every age could begin where the past left off, men would be 

advanced fifty thousand years towards real civilization. 

Eagean civilization - flourished. It had magnif icent 

culture - art, architecture, science, earning, elf-building. Then 

came invasion - a vhole civilization col lapsed and was completely 

destrJ ed. For a thousand ye rs, that part of the universe remained 

as if that civilization had never been. Then, the Greeks, themselves, 

settled the ,--e and started a new civilization in the very ol ace where 

they had destroyed it. 

That is what happened to Rome. - Old ci vilization destroyed. -

Later ne ci vilization built on ruins of old. 

o one can guarantee the unbroken progress of civilization. 

Civili zations have a way of completing a cycle and then going into 

decay and sinking into what seems to be coma. The most that can be 

said if one surve s t he whole history of man, recorded or unrecorded, 

from the past to the present, the most t han can be said when one studies 

more closely the historJ of man, from the stone age to television, 

is that his progress, as someone has said, seems to be along a rising 

trail, undula ting, shi ting, at times n sinking preci itously, but 

.it is 
somehow, if you take a long viev of history,/a long stead · rising trail. 
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And lastly, th .re is a delusion that somehow a single 

gifted race is responsible for all this which e call civilization. 

The truth of the matter is that no race has a monopoly over civilization. 

Civilization was always shifting from the Nile Valley where it ha its 

beginning, to the Eagean civilization, to 1~esopotamia, to Judea, to Rome 

and the Oriental orld back through the so th-western world and finally 

right back to north-western civilization. All these r aces and cultures 

constantly interf sed and a great amalgamation of cultures arose. 

It is gross arrogance for a race to credit itself with eternal 

excellence in the field of the h an spirit . That is what the 

ordics are doing. They would credit themselves ith all the glory 

of civilization. The Nordics act ally were rod ced by one of the 

most recent civilizations, and b the way, the are on th ay 

to destroying that which they did build. 

This should be said about civiliz tion . The ord c·vilization 

is derived from thew rd 11 Civis" wh·ch means citizen. It is tied up 

ith the city, with development in cities - not on the farm . It is to the 

cities th t the traders, merchants , the artists, ?riests, musicians 

and the men who have any particular aptitude or gift go. It is the 

city hich nroduces wealth; the city, therefore, is the creator of 

civilization. The term rustic comes from the Latin ord meaning 

count - boor, peasant . The Hebrew word "Am Ha-Aretz" means man 

of the earth - peasant, indicating that civilizations do no sprin from 

the farm but from the city. 

A city is a turb ent florld of careers and ambitions, 
rivalries bet een groups, individuals. It is not sim~le. It cannot 
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be simplified. Therefore a simplified civilization is a contradiction 

in terms. Civilization is a continuous problem which requires a 

continuous solution. Ther e is never a time when you c n say - we 

have reached civilization. We are going to stay there, a final 

resting pl ace, a Utopia. 

Haveloc ~ Ellis says: "There is nothing so f r agile as 
with 

civilization and no high civilization has long/stood the manifold 

to which it is exposed ." 

But in civilization, my Friends, just as in oersonal 

character, amidst change, there is nevertheless discernable certain 

Universals, certain classic things, golden threads which run through 

all civilizati n. These are, in my judgment some of the things 

which are permanent forces. 

First, the re is the outreaching after political freedom -

th tis, a condition of political life" here the ordinary man is 

neither the slave of an absolute monarch nor of a demagogue - ruled 

state , but an informed , inspired and consulted part of his community" -

according to Wells. Every form of self-imposed authority in government 

has been tried by the hwnan race. Some oeople think that the modern 

despotism which we call Fascism, Nazism or Bolshevism is a new phenomenon 

in history . Of course it isn't. There isn't any x conceivable form of 

despotism which mankind has not experienced before . ankind has had 

its kings, its despots, its emperors, its feudal lords and has lived 
not by people who live in that society but from above . 

under every conceivable form of governmentj But mankind was never 

satisfied with it. Always there was the ideal of "olitical freedom. 

And the free condition is not a recent advent in civilization. You 

will find it among the Nomadic people. You will find it among the 

early City-States where there was absolute democracy. You will find 
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it among the Jes throughout the ages. In ever civilizat·on there 

has been this desperate struggle for political emancipation. ,e 

tho ~ht we had it in the ~ineteenth Century. But as I said a moment 

ago, civilization is ·1 continuous problem requiring continuous 

solution. In the Nin teenth Century, with state absolutism on the one 

hand and democratic freedom on the other, the permanent chcracter 

of civili7-ation may be said to be the struggle for oolitic 1 freedom 

of civilization, the right of man to say - This I want and tis 

I do not want. And everything which contributes to political freedom 

is a permanent contribution to civilization. 

Secondly is the ideal of intellectual and spiritual freedom 

for the man who wants to Know more, for the an who wants to be free 

to .mow more. ind does not permanentl r-econ·cile it self to the 

role of handmaiden of any other activity of society. It wants to 

be mistress in its own right. And so with the spi it of man. 

Man's spirit does not reconci:e itself to a permanent enslavement 

to orthodox, to tradition, to convention. It wants to be free to 

seek, to be on its own to ork out own problems. Mankind ha ~ermitted 

itself to be a martyr for the sa e of intellect al and spiritual 

freedom. Perhaps one of the most magnificent achievements of our 

civilization is the evidence of the privilege of education to the 

masses, the right of all men to share in this s· cred boon of 

thinking. Schools and colleges and universities, c·entific laboratories, 

churches and synagogs are the enduring symbols of civilization. 

Thirdly, th re is the ideal of economic freedom, man's 

reaching for a decent a of living, for a just share in the ~ocial 

goods, man's desire not to be exploited by his fello men. The history 

of mankind is the bloody road of struggle, of the have nots a ainst 
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and the haves, the poor against the rich, the exploited against the 

unexploited. Always men have sought a juster form of life. Always 

that vision has been denied b;y great groups of people and always there 

has been that desperate struggle. 

Traced civilization from Roman to present -

Always ther e was a struggle for political freedom and economic freedom. 

Always thee was a struggle for social justice. 

Yet, what has beal permanent in civilization has been the 

effort to findthe Golden Mean whereby the masses would have economic 

security while at the same time man would be left free for hwnan 

enter~rise, Whatever contributes to the lessening of the brutality of 

the struggle for existence, whatever softens the hardships of human 

life, wha.tever arose to lift the burdens from the shoulders of those 

least able to bear them, is permanent to civilization. No civilization 

can last long upon foundations which are rotten and corrupt. 

Another thing which is permanent in civilization, 

my Friends, is the ideal towards organization, the ideal of an 

organized society, the smaller unit, the home. The greatest 

menace to civilization in our day is the breaking up of homes, 

the appalling increase of divorces. That is a danger sign for 

the existence of American civilization. The ideal towards which we 

should work is an organized soc·ety in terms of organized communities 

which will administer properly for the benefit of the people, in 

terms of organized hwnanity. It is very difficult in these days 

of ours to understand this movement toward civilization because our 
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life is so fragmentized. 

The ideal of man was to be not onl a good man but a good 

fellow-man. That, of course, is the prereauisite to the ideal of 

pP.ace which has always also been an endurinb ide 1 of mankind . 

Lastly, my Friends , there is th t oermanent ideal which is 

II 
the ideal of beauty. Beauty is a joy forever 11 • Look with what love we 

treasure an antique, a broken article, a fragment of a ooem . Anything 

that is beautiful, mankind takes to its heart because mankind 

needs much mora than bread, an needs grer t m sic, gre•-it art, 

great architecture . These are indispensable to a real civilization. 

Life must have lovline s, charm, grace beauty. It is the s·nthesis 

of all of these hich <es up civilization. 

Some years ago , _ h~d an opportunity to address the 

convention of the Social orkers of America. It as during the ~ays 

of the depress and took occasion to saj this: 

"..,pires, domes, and minarets are not religion· neith 

are radios, aeroplanes, ands ·arming , teaming c·ties civilization. The 

essence of civilization is a free, secure, and creative social lie . 

The criteria of civilization are neithe wealth , nor size, nor speed, 

nor invention, but the values which it places upon h an personality , 

the rewards which it grants to labor and merit, the o ality of its 

intellectual, spirit al, and aesthetic interests d the stimulus 

·,:hich it gives to those social factors, which ma e human life sweeter, 

more con ident, and more oyous . easured b~ these criteria , our presant-

day civilization is but an ultra-modern expression of ·rbarism; and 
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the sharp contrast which exists bet~een its social backwardness and 

its scientific progress only makes the fact more bewildering and, at 

the same time, more menacing." 

This, my friends, I regard as permant in civilization, 

and b) the way, our age is doing its utmost to datroy it. There has 

never been an age when such a concerted attac~ upon these enduring 

values was made, an attack upon ?olitical freedom, upon intellectual 

freedom, upon economic freedom. Tha t you see all around you. 

The attack upon beauty - that and art and literature will come later 

on for whenever these freedoms are denied to the human people, 

a ~t, literature begin to decline. 

Civilization is again passing through one of its great 

periods of tribulation. It may well be th~t the civilization of 

the Y,estern world will decline as a result of this major attack which 

is being made upon it today, if the · orces which are interested in 

their preservation do not rally vigorously to their defense. 

Civilization is created by human beings and must be defended by 

human beings. When human beings no longer are interested in 

defending civilization, it becomes backward and declines . So far , 

up to the present the trail is still a rising trail . Let us hope 

that it will continue to rise. 
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Spires, domes, and minarets are not religion; neither are 

radios, aeroplanes, and swarming, teeming cities civilization. The 

essence of civilization is a free, secure, and creative social 

life. The criteria of civilization are neither wealth, nor size, 

nor speed, nor invention, but the values which it places upon 

human personality, the rewards which it grants to labor and merit, 

the quality of its intellectual, spiritual, and aesthetic interests 

and the stimulus which it gives to those social factors, which 

make human life sweeter, more confident, and more joyous. Measured 

by these criteria, our present-day civilization i s but an ultra

modern expression of ba~barism; and the sharp contrast which exists 

between its social backwardness and its scientific progress only 

makes the fact more bewildering and, at the same time, more 

menacing. 




