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Meta-Dynamic Energy in Civilization 

By Robert Porter Lynch( bio) 

 

Background 

I read Kenneth Clark's brilliant book "Civilisation1" in 1972, after returning from combat 

duty in Vietnam. My next US Navy duty assignment was to the Chief of Naval 

Operations Command Development program, where we were given the mission to better 

integrate humanity and the qualities of great leaders into a new vision for the Navy. 

Admiral Zumwalt, now a legend in naval history, was the initiator of this program. 

Clark’s book touched me deeply then as it does to this day more than fifty years later. 

His great wisdom and insightfulness about the grand sweep of western births and 

deaths of civilization led him to some profound conclusions, which I will attempt to 

summarize here. Then go beyond.  

Clark’s integration of complex forces in history have contributed to my own exploration 

of Meta-Dynamic Force Fields in leaders and cultures. 

Civilisation digs into the dynamic forces that drive great civilizations. Continually, he 

placed significant emphasis on what he terms their “essential energy."  

Kenneth Clark's framework of energy in civilization is profound in its embrace of the 

leadership and institutional structures required to empower societies to achieve 

greatness. This idea of energy created a much larger inquiry that resulted in the 

formulation of Meta-Dynamic Energy Force Fields (which will be explained later). 

 

 

1 Clark, Kenneth, Civilization, Harper & Row, 1970 
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The Four Fundamental Requisites of Civilization 

Clark identified "the first requisites" that differentiated truly great societies from merely 

organized amalgamations of communities and tribes: 

1. Intellectual Energy 

2. Freedom of Mind 

3. A Sense of Beauty 

4. A Craving for Immortality 

Personally, I think of these four as crucial components of the “Dignity of the Human 

Spirit.” Also, I would reframe “a craving for immortality “in very different terms: “The 

Power of Progression,” which means an intense drive to discover, to create, to seek,2  to 

build, and to make the world a better place than one found it. 

Clark’s framework focuses not strictly about order nor material prosperity, but about the 

dynamic, ever-changing intellectual and creative force fields that propel vital societies 

forward. 

Energy as Vital Force 

When Clark emphasizes the idea of energy, he speaks to the  

"Vigour, energy, vitality: all the civilizations—or civilizing epochs—have had a 

weight of energy behind them" 

The idea of energy as having "weight" is a powerful representation of driving force that 

transcend and transforms human spirit into great achievements, empowering societies to 

create much more than lasting monuments, artworks, and institutions, but to propel 

people to work together synergistically, thus defining their unique excellence that define 

their character. 

I was struck by the distinction Clark makes between superficial cultural amenities (which 

so many of my Ivy League compatriots adhered to) and genuine civilizational energy:  

"People sometimes think that civilization consists in fine 

sensibilities and good conversations and all that. These can 

be among the agreeable results of civilization, but they are 

not what make a civilization, and a society can have these 

amenities and yet be dead and rigid."  

 

 

2 See Daniel Boorstin’s Triology: The Discoverers, The Creators, & The Seekers 
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It reminded me of the passage in James 2:26: “As the body without the spirit is dead, so faith 

without deeds is dead.” True civilizational energy is creative, dynamic, transcendent, and 

paradigm shifting rather than being merely filled with superficial refinements. 

Kenneth Clark's concept of energy in civilization encompasses far more than mere 

human activity or material productivity. It represents the essential life force that drives 

societies to create, build, and achieve greatness—a force rooted in confidence and trust, 

expressed through creative achievement, and sustained by belief in transcendent values 

-- its very presence, or absence, determines whether a culture will flourish or decay. 

This understanding of civilizational energy as a dynamic combination of intellectual 

vitality, creative confidence, and spiritual aspiration provides a framework for 

evaluating not just ancient societies but contemporary ones as well, offering insights 

into what makes human communities truly civilized rather than merely functional. 

Confidence & Trust as the Foundation of Human and Civilizational Energy 

Central to Clark's conception is the idea that civilizational energy springs from 

Confidence3—both individual and collective. He observed that while  

"civilization requires a modicum of material prosperity—

enough to provide a little leisure…  far more, it requires 

confidence—confidence in the society in which one lives, 

belief in its philosophy, belief in its laws, and confidence in 

one's own mental powers"  

When my intellectual mentor and friend, Paul R. Lawrence (Harvard Business School) 

stated to me in a personal conversation: 

“Trust determines the course of history, the destiny of nations, and the fate of people”  

I immediately connected the two ideas. These two statements affected my thinking for 

years to come. Leaders, great leaders, must embrace these ideas. Those who forsake the 

“energies of trust” are relegated to the realms of mediocrity at best, and into the tombs 

of destruction, at worst. 

Certainly, this confidence manifests in tangible achievements. But at a much larger 

level, trust impacts civilizations in a multitude of highly profound patterns. The 

 

 

3 from Latin confidentia, from confidentem (nominative confidens) "firmly trusting, bold," present participle of 
confidere "to have full trust or reliance" 
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physical manifestation of energy in great works truly reveals the tip of the iceberg of 

powerful underlying spiritual and intellectual trust in the social, scientific, educational, 

religious, governmental, and political order that created them. 

The Enemies of Civilizational Energy 

Meta-Dynamic Force Fields (a term I have created) could also be negative and terribly 

destructive. In the Roman era, the horrible reigns of Caligula and Nero were examples.  

Clark also identified other the forces that drained civilizational energy and ultimately 

destroy societies. Most fundamentally,  

"It is lack of confidence, more than anything else, that kills a civilization.  

We can destroy ourselves by cynicism and disillusion, 

 just as effectively as by bombs" 

He elaborates on the specific threats to the Meta-Dynamic Energies of civilization: 

Fear - particularly "fear of war, fear of invasion, fear of plague and famine, all the 

things that make it simply not worthwhile building for the future, or even 

planning next year's crops". Fear paralyzes the forward-looking energy that 

drives the power of progression. 

Superstition and Rigid Orthodoxy – Beware the danger of "fear of the 

supernatural, which means that you daren't question anything or change 

anything". When societies become trapped in "meaningless rituals" and "mystery 

religions," they lose the intellectual freedom necessary for creative energy. 

Boredom and Spiritual Exhaustion - Even material prosperity cannot sustain 

civilization without spiritual energy. He warned of "boredom, the feeling of 

hopelessness which can overtake people even with a high degree of material 

prosperity". 

Relevance to Our World 

Fear, superstition, and spiritual exhaustion are now destroying America, These are 

central to our daily debates about cultural vitality, diversity, inclusion, and social 

confidence. His warning about the destructive power of cynicism and disillusion "We 

can destroy ourselves by cynicism and disillusion, just as effectively as by bombs" is resonant 

with present day concerns about social decay and our youth’s view that their world will 

be worse than that of their parents and how we are notoriously undermining 

democracies without external military pressure. 
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The Personal Dimension of Meta-Dynamic Energy 

Even today, more than two millennia later, most of our educated youth will recognize 

the names of Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, Euclid, Pythagoras, Hippocrates, and Aesop. 

Stop a moment to think about something: What enabled such a profusion of 

superordinate intellectual thought at such an ancient time?  

Clark's conception of civilization gives us an insight into the answer to how exceptional 

individuals channeled and expressed a synergistic social energy, writing "the God-

given genius of certain individuals was made [by]… a society that made their existence 

possible."  There is clearly more to this formulation: great civilizations created the 

cultural soil where individual genius can flourish and contribute to the collective 

energy of the society. 

Energy in Greek Context 

Energy is not a one-dimensional phenomenon, but takes on different forms as the meta-

dynamic force fields of each culture produce their own kaleidoscopic perspectives. 

Clark's book traces how different civilizations have manifested this vital energy across 

centuries. The Gothic cathedrals, Renaissance art, and Baroque architecture all represent 

different expressions of Meta-Dynamic Energy—each reflecting the particular 

confidence, beliefs, and creative force of their respective eras.  

But of all the civilizations, Clark extolled the Greek civilization as one of the most 

vibrant in world history. It was an “ideal”  

“invented in Greece in the fifth century before Christ and was without doubt the 

most extraordinary creation in the whole of history, so complete, so convincing, so 

satisfying to the mind and the eye … embodying a higher state of civilization" 

representing "a world of light and confidence,” “teaching men reason and the 

laws of harmony." 

Clark explains that this Greek ideal represented something profound about human 

consciousness:  

"At certain epochs man has felt conscious of something about himself—body 

and spirit—which was outside the day-to-day struggle for existence and the 

night-to-night struggle with fear; and he has felt the need to develop these 

qualities of thought and feeling so that they might approach as nearly as 

possible to an ideal of perfection—reason, justice, physical beauty, all of them 

in equilibrium."  
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Significance of Clark's Assessment 

What makes Clark's statement so remarkable is his unequivocal declaration that Greek 

civilization was "without doubt the most extraordinary creation in the whole of history."  

Clark's view that the Greeks achieved something unprecedented in human history: a 

comprehensive vision of human potential that balanced reason, beauty, and spiritual 

aspiration; a completeness with its convincing power, and its aesthetic satisfaction in a 

way that proved both inspiring and enduring.  

The Greek culture represents the pinnacle of a complete cultural attainment and human 

achievement. A climb up the Acropolis today in Athens to view the durability of the 

Parthenon’s architecture enables one to see how human energy, focused, aligned, and 

inspired, is testimony to the elevation of human consciousness. This energy—not 

merely material success, but a complete cultural and intellectual attainment —lasting 

into our twenty-first century—speaks to its fundamental soundness as a compelling 

model for modern society. 

It was just this allure that drove me to look deeply into the Greek framework for the 

future of our own civilization. Clark’s insights into the Greeks compelled me to search 

for the “magic potion” that was embodied in the Greek culture and leadership.  

The Greek Innovation Architecture: 
Dynamic Differential Energy in Action 

My research revealed how the Greeks created an unprecedented burst of innovation 

through what I term "Dynamic Differential Energy"—the synergistic integration of 

harmonies and polarities that generated creative breakthroughs. The Greeks achieved 

this through six core values that created a cultural architecture enabling collaborative 

innovation: 

1. Aretê (Virtue): Personal excellence linked to the greater good, creating 

alignment between individual achievement and community benefit. 

2. Philotimo (Love of Honor): An untranslatable concept representing 

internalized inclination to do good with strong social responsibility. This created 

powerful social pressure for ethical behavior and made betrayal of community 

trust tantamount to exile. 

3. Sophia (Wisdom): The sacred pursuit of wisdom that combined knowledge 

with spiritual transcendence and compassionate action, creating a culture that 

honored deep inquiry and truth-seeking. 

https://iclinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/How-the-Greeks-Created-the-First-Age-of-Innovation-V1.47-updated-Aug-2022.pdf


The Energies of Civilization 

 

International Collaborative Leadership Institute   Robert Porter Lynch © 2025                Page 8 of 10 

 

4. Koinonia (Community): Multi-dimensional spiritual community 

encompassing partnership, fellowship, and shared purpose, enabling trust and 

collaborative innovation. 

5. Metanoia (Paradigm Shifting): The ability to shift thinking to higher orders of 

consciousness, enabling breakthrough innovation and conflict resolution. 

6. Historia (Deep Inquiry): Systematic, rigorous investigation of root causes and 

underlying patterns, creating a culture of evidence-based learning. 

America's Crisis Through the Greek Lens 

America faces precisely the crisis Clark identified as civilization's greatest threat. 

Current (2025) data reveals: 

• Only 22% of Americans trust the federal government to do what is right "just 

about always" or "most of the time" 

• Trust in institutions across the board—from education to media to the Supreme 

Court—has plummeted to historic lows 

• 66% of Americans feel the federal government is incompetent 

• Political polarization has created destructive rather than constructive differential 

energy 

My research identifies the destructive potential of differentials:  

"Differences are often charged with emotion, fear, conflict, and even warfare. 

Without trust, differentials, polarities, and opposites have a greater chance of 

exploding into conflict, not synergizing into innovation." 

The Greek Solution Applied to Modern America 

The Greeks solved the differential energy problem through cultural architecture that 

transformed potentially destructive polarities into constructive synergies. The lessons 

for America are profound: 

1. Rebuild Trust Architecture 

The Greeks created "synergistic trust" rather than mere "classical trust." This 

requires moving beyond simple reliability to creating environments where 

people can challenge each other constructively while maintaining mutual respect 

and shared purpose. 
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2. Align Energy Around Higher Purpose 

The Greek concept of Aretê linked personal excellence to the greater good, 

preventing the ego-driven fragmentation that characterizes much of American 

politics today. Leaders must articulate visions that transcend partisan interests. 

3. Restore Philotimo Culture 

America needs to rediscover something equivalent to Greek Philotimo—a shared 

sense of honor and social responsibility that makes betrayal of community trust 

unthinkable. This creates the social pressure necessary for ethical behavior 

without coercion. 

4. Practice Metanoic Leadership 

Greek leaders practiced Metanoia—the ability to shift thinking to higher orders 

when faced with paradox and conflict. American leaders must learn to transcend 

either/or thinking and create both/and solutions that honor legitimate concerns 

from multiple perspectives. 

5. Institutionalize Deep Inquiry 

The Greek tradition of Historia—rigorous, evidence-based investigation—must 

replace the superficial sound-bite culture that dominates American discourse. 

This requires creating institutions and processes that reward truth-seeking over 

point-scoring. 

The Path Forward: Synergy in Differentials 

The key is not eliminating differences but creating "synergy in differentials"—

harnessing the creative tension between competing perspectives to generate innovation 

and solutions.  

All innovation comes from differentials in thinking – from those who challenge conventional 

assumptions, ask uncomfortable questions, and see possibilities in the middle of difficulties. 

Conclusion: The Regenerative Potential 

America's current polarization represents untapped potential energy. The Greeks 

would have seen this as an opportunity for breakthrough innovation if properly 

channeled through trust architecture and shared values. The challenge is creating the 

cultural conditions where diverse perspectives can engage constructively rather than 

destructively. 

Clark observed that Western civilization's greatest strength was 

https://iclinstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/30.-Designing-the-Future-Creating-Breakthroughs-Shifting-Paradigms-V2.1.pdf
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"its ability to renew itself after periods of torpor and decay" 

America possesses the raw materials for such renewal—abundant diversity, democratic 

traditions, and innovative capacity.  

What's missing is the cultural architecture the Greeks discovered for transforming 

differential energy into synergistic breakthroughs. 

The path forward requires conscious application of Greek principles: rebuilding trust 

through honor-based relationships, aligning individual excellence with collective good, 

practicing paradigm-shifting leadership, and institutionalizing deep inquiry over 

superficial debate.  

Synergy is natural, latent within us, yearning to manifest. 

 It doesn't have to be created in the normal sense, 

 because it's already there, however suppressed. 

America's crisis of confidence can become the catalyst for regenaissance – to be born 

again anew at a higher level —but only if we rediscover and apply the timeless 

principles of Meta-Dynamic Differential Energy that enabled the Greeks to create 

humanity's greatest burst of collaborative innovation. 


