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Foreword

The amount of matter produced by humans is soon to exceed
that of all living things, and this increase in the amount of arti-
ficial material, including buildings, roads, vehicles, and tools,
shows no signs of slowing down. Today, the total amount of
living matter, or biomass, is about 1.1 teratons; while human
beings account for only around 0.01% of this, we are never-
theless significantly impacting the global environment. About
90% of the biomass consists of plants—however, its content
has changed dramatically over the last few thousand years.
More than 10,000 years ago, most of the vegetation was wild,
but since the beginning of agriculture, the amount of crops
grown by man has been increasing, while forests have been cut
down and burned, and the amount of wild vegetation has been
decreasing. The impact of man on the earth is multifaceted,
leading some to propose the geological age of the Anthropo-

cene.

Against this backdrop, creating a sustainable society is an ur-
gent task for humans. The Research Institute for the Dynamics
of Civilizations at Okayama University was established in April
2021 to examine the various problems facing modern society
from a long-term perspective. We aim to create the dynamics
of civilizations as a new discipline that will contribute to con-
structing a sustainable society. By examining these problems
within the large framework of the dynamics of civilizations,
focusing on both the past and the present and local communi-
ties and global relations, we hope to gain new knowledge and

insights.

“Civilization” is now considered a controversial term by many
academics, as it has often been used in an ethnocentric frame-
work that situates the modern western society as the most ad-
vanced state. Nevertheless, we use the word “civilization” be-
cause we believe it is a crucial word to explore the factors that
have given rise to many of the challenges we face today, such
as environmental destruction, population explosion, poverty,

discrimination, and warfare.

Farming and pastoralism emerged as humans began to use an-
imals and plants by changing their characteristics. Monuments
and cities were built through large-scale engineering works.
Population growth, social stratification, and inter-group warfare
have all developed across the globe. These fundamental chang-
es occurred in many parts of the world over the last 10,000
years, albeit in different forms. In the long evolutionary history

spanning seven million years since hominins and chimpanzees
diverged from their last common ancestor and about 200,000
years since the birth of Homo sapiens, the changes that have
taken place in just the last 10,000 years are enormous. Humans,
who had lived in small groups, moving from place to place and
making use of the bounty of nature, began to more actively
modify and alter the environment and create a new worldview,
a new set of values, and a new materially artificial world. These

are the essential aspects of civilization we aim to explore.

The challenges we face have arisen from a long history of
closely interrelated human, social, cultural, technological, and
environmental factors. If we are looking only at the current
situation or individual factors, it will not be easy to find a long-
term perspective that will lead to real solutions. The ultimate
aim of the Institute is to provide a new perspective on the
dynamics of civilizations, which are the result of a complex
interplay of factors linking different periods, regions, and disci-
plines, and to consider where we should go from here.

We have chosen to publish this journal as a medium for con-
structing a new research framework that transcends disciplines
in order to achieve the above objectives. It is an open-access
electronic journal so that researchers from a wide range of
fields can participate and engage in lively discussion. We do
not have a clear definition of the dynamics of civilizations as
a discipline—however, we hope that by collecting research on
human history, culture, and society rooted in the aforemen-
tioned issues, its core will eventually emerge. We are partic-
ularly interested in adventurous proposals, the development
of new methodologies, and research that does not fit into the

existing framework.

There are many different ways to write a paper depending on
the field of research. In order to reduce such hurdles and en-
courage participation from a wide range of fields, we have kept
the submission rules simple and are open to submissions in
both Japanese and English. We hope to develop this journal as
a place where research results can be widely published, where
academic exchange can take place across disciplines, and

where new knowledge can be generated.
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