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REVIEW ARTICLE 

MR. SOROKIN'S SYSTEMS 

RUSHTON COULBORN AND W. E. B. DU BOIS 

T rIME was when "mind over matter" was the formula which explained 
the functioning of society and the making of history. For somewhat 
over a century, ending some seventy-five years ago, mind reigned over 

matter in the minds of men. But then a reaction set in, and it continues to 
this day: men's minds became unsettled, and they began to fear that the reign 
of their minds had been a fantasy of their minds. Losing confidence, some 
men railed violently against their minds, which is to say, against themselves. 
Pareto arrived, drawing attention to what he called the "non-logico-experi- 
mental" in behavior. Others drew distinctions between the few wise and the 
many foolish, each such seer overtly or covertly placing himself among the 
few wise. This influential company was led by Bergson and gained its strength 
from what had once been thought the aberrations of some of the great German 
philosophers. And there were some who pinned their hopes not so much on 
dominance over matter by the rare charismatic mind as on a mystic union of 
mind with matter, thought with life; these, too, could claim Bergson as their 
leader. 

Now comes Mr. Sorokin offering a full statement, as plain as his terminology 
permits, of his method of thinking about the functioning of society and the 
making of history.' He is not un-Bergsonian, but we think he gravitates back 
toward the dominance of mind, in general, to an extent which is rare today. 
For this we like him. 

He sees the functioning of society and the making of history as man's 
struggle to know himself and to know the cosmos, passing eternally through 
a threefold rhythm of epistemological phases. The process may be described 
briefly as "intuition over sensation, reason, and matter; reason over intuition, 
sensation, and matter; sensation over reason, intuition, and matter." In so far 
as the process has been successful, both society and culture are brigaded into 
"systems" of persons and things, "agents" and "vehicles," the systems having 
"meaning," and thus carrying in themselves the causes of social and cultural 

1 Social and cultural dynamics, by PITIRIM A. SOROKIN. Vol. I: Fluctuation offorms of 
art, p. 745; Vol. II: Fluctuation of systems of truth, ethics and law, p. 727; Vol. III: 
Fluctuation of social relationships, war and revolution, p. 636; Vol. IV: Basic problems, 
principles and methods, p. 804 ("American sociology series," edited by Kimball Young) 
(New York, 1937-41). 
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life. It is important that Sorokin's systems are not directly causal by reason 
of intrinsic traits of their components (agents and vehicles), as is the case 
with physical and biological systems; they are causal by reason of meanings 
assigned to them as systems by social convention, their components' intrinsic 
qualities being without necessary connection with the meanings. Otherwise 
Sorokin's systems are like all systems: they are distinguished by interdepend- 
ence of the parts upon one another and upon the whole, of the whole upon the 
parts. Sorokin's systems, social and cultural, exist first in the "pure" state; 
that is, they exist in mind-whether in the individual mind alone is not per- 
fectly clear. They then acquire their agents and vehicles and thus enter the 
"empirical" world. But the social-historical process has not been wholly suc- 
cessful, and therefore there exist cultural and social "congeries," which are 
nonsystem, mere juxtaposition in time and space of persons and things, having 
no meaningful connection-absolutely none. Congeries, then, are not causal; 
they cannot grow or decline. The growth and decline of systems, on the other 
hand, are the functioning of society and the making of history. 

This is a philosophy of history. It is the more important for its obvious 
activistic significance. If history is the product of man's struggle to know 
himself and his world, then Sorokin's exposition of man and his world is a 
direct contribution in the broadest way to human social vitality. If Sorokin's 
exposition is wholly correct (which he would be the last to claim), then future 
history and the successful growth of society will be assured when men behave 
in the way he has defined as successful and eschew the behavior which he re- 
gards as unsuccessful. It is to be noted that Sorokin establishes a dichotomy 
as between men's social and cultural behavior. It is to be noted, too, that his 
treatment of the place of the individual in society and culture is unusual as 
a consequence of the distinction between system and congeries. Sorokin al- 
lows that the degree of integration of systems varies greatly-he urges this 
strongly-but, to further the purposes (meanings) of society and history, the 
individual acts "in system"; if he acts "in congeries," he is antisocial, anti- 
historical. The chief lesson to be learned, then, from Sorokin's philosophy of 
history-i.e., its value as a principle of action and guide to successful social- 
historical behavior is located in the distinction between system and congeries 
and in the nature, and especially in the manner and degree of integration, of 
systems. 

System and congeries at first sight appear to resemble somewhat the Greek 
polis and idia, and on the positive side system and polis-there is certainly 
a real similarity. On the negative, however, although a citizen who concerned 
himself only with his idia was an idiot, the idia were unquestionably in a sys- 
tematic relationship with politics, even if the interdependence of the two was 
loose. What, then, are the absolute congeries, whose components are abso- 
lutely and utterly unrelated to one another? When does an individual act 
wholly alone and isolated, except, indeed, when living solitary on an island 
where there is no society? 
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Take the limiting case, the case of eremiticism. A hermit is a person who 
cuts himself off from society and seeks to live alone. He has, of course, his 
culture, which differs fundamentally from the culture of the society from 
which he is seeking to secede, and this difference is his reason for seeking to 
secede. As between the culture of the hermit and the culture of the surround- 
ing society there should, by Sorokin's argument, be a congeries-relationship, 
which is to say, no relationship. And with the next to limiting case, the case 
of monasticism, there is a group of persons seceding. In the sphere of culture 
the situation is identical with that of eremiticism. But with monasticism con- 
geries exists, if Sorokin is right, in the social sphere also, for the monks consti- 
tute a little society, a social system, as the single hermit does not. Yet is there, 
in reality, absolute scission as between the hermit or monks, on the one hand, 
and the surrounding society, on the other? WYe think not. Both hermit and 
monks become examples to other persons: they exhibit-many of them with 
positive purpose a new system of life, which those adhering to the old system 
may substitute for the old system. This is not true of every aspect of monastic 
or eremitic life; but, as against such aspects as are not offered as models, 
monks at least are prepared to perform for the benefit of the surrounding 
society certain special functions the pursuit of scholarship, for example. 
We think that monks by their special functions and by their example, hermits 
by their example alone, are "in system" with the rest of society and not "in 
congeries." The relation of the monks' special functions to the functions of 
the rest of society is, indeed, similar to the relation of idia to politics. The 
limiting case of the hermit, isolating himself from society, becomes the 
exception which is no exception and so proves the rule of system. Therefore, 
we believe, Sorokin's congeries is a figment of his brilliant imagination. In 
real society and culture there is no such thing as congeries. It is an interesting 
concept, valuable in the cognitive process, but true only at a nonexistent, 
mathematical infinity. 

Now hermits and monks originate in significant numbers in those periods 
of history in which a society of one sort of civilization is disintegrating and in 
some cases giving place to a new society having another sort of civilization. 
At such a time the systems, cultural and social, of the old society are breaking 
down, while those of the new society have not yet attained large growth. It is 
certainly the case during those periods that society and culture are weak and 
have loosely integrated systems. Thus, the true significance of eremitic and 
monastic life is the looseness of their integration with the surrounding life in a 
period characterized by loose integration, and, by contrast, the closeness of 
their internal integration as an example to promote the regrowth of the 
society into the forms of the new civilization. Hence monastic emphasis upon 
discipline, in part self-discipline, and eremitic emphasis exclusively upon self- 
discipline. Although, then, Sorokin is here shown to be wrong in his notion of 
congeries as something which is the direct opposite of system, he is strongly 
supported in the importance he attaches to system as such. 
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Yet this criticism of Sorokin's system and congeries may be thought inade- 
quate because it relates only to periods of history when society is in transitionl, 
and systems, therefore, are ex hypothesi in an abnormal state. It is necessary, 
then, to illustrate the same arguments from a period which is not one of 
transition. Some further development of the criticism will appear in this 
process. 

In more normal periods of history the chaotic collapse of systems is not the 
salient aspect of society and culture. The growth and decline of systems and 
the substitution for declining systems of new systems, at a more or less regular 
tempo of evolutionary character, confront the student instead. In the passage 
of systems from pure to empirical existence they are, according to Sorokin, 
warped through their infestation with congeries, and presumably the decline 
and dissolution of systems in the last stages of their evolution is also done 
through their infestation-amounting perhaps to swamping-with congeries. 
And the congeries are introduced indifferently by vehicles and agents. In the 
interval between the early and late stages of evolution of a system that is, 
after its passage into empirical existence and before it enters upon its decline- 
there is a period, presumably, of positive growth when congeries are not in- 
troduced, when, perhaps, some of the earlier congeries are eliminated. 

Is not this picture of the social process too simple? Is it not also essentially 
mechanistic by reason of the congeries concept itself, that concept standing, 
as it does, between the human agent and the system? According to Sorokin, 
there is one way and one only in which the agent changes the system at the 
two crucial stages of the system's existence: he breaks, or annuls absolutely, 
various elements or parts of the system; the only alternative action of the 
agent must be positive operation of the system. It is obviously true enough 
that the agent may operate the system positively and this is the defense of 
Sorokin's concept of system as such. But even this is inadequate, leaving the 
concept of system incomplete and therefore vague. Neither would it be 
enough to enlarge the concept by saying that the agent may add to the 
system or subtract fromn the system and Sorokin, by his congeries, allows 
only subtraction. The changing of systems is indeed the essence of the normal, 
evolutionary, social, and cultural process, and for that Sorokin's congeries is 
really a ridiculous explanation. 

The truth seems to be that Sorokin's theory, since his system and cougeries 
pervade it throughout, is not a theory of social and cultural dynamics; 
rather, it is a theory of social and cultural statics. His concept of system 
tells much, perhaps all, about an imaginary society which never changes a 
society in which the agents merely operate the systems. When the theory ap- 
proaches the vital problem of change, it collapses. The place of vehicles in the 
theory appears to be more satisfactory; at least the inorganic function of 
vehicles can be understood in arithmetical terms. Organic change, however, 
comes from the agents, and the function of agents deserves examination in an 
example which will also clarify further the function of vehicles. 
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Consider the mercantile system of economics. In the minds of its great 
protagonists, such as J. B. Colbert, a pure system, within Sorokin's meaning 
of the term, undoubtedly existed. But, when the empirical system developed, 
it approximated only roughly to the pure system. The vehicles, that is, the 
commodities of trade, the ships in the trade, the presence or absence of the 
precious metals in various places, the suitability of various climates for agri- 
culture or for manufacture-these did not fit at all easily into the scheme of 
the pure system. Hence the agents, the myriad human beings operating the 
system, modified it, and the empirical system differed from the pure system. 
The part played here by the vehicles was entirely passive: they offered 
inertia to the process theoretically conceived in the pure system. But the 
agents played an active part; indeed, they created something new-new 
links or details to take the place of those of the pure system which were in- 
capable of empiricization. 

Even the inertia exerted by refractory vehicles is not accurately expressed 
by the concept of congeries, for congeries, being nonsystem pure and simple, 
does not allow for the great quantitative variation of inertia in the cases of 
various refractory vehicles. As for the creative acts of the agents, they bear 
no possible relation to the congeries concept, unless it be argued that before 
the creation of a new link in the system the old link must be broken; and, if 
this be so, it merely shows once again the utter inadequacy of congeries as a 
guide to the part played by agents in changing a system. 

To pass over for a moment the period of growth of the empirical system, 
where does disintegration of the system begin? And another question: where 
does disintegration of the old empirical system cease and empiricization of a 
new pure system begin? Consider again the same example. 

The new pure system which succeeded the mercantile system was the 
laissez-faire system of Adam Smith. No great difficulty arises, then, in answer- 
ing the second question in theoretical terms: as soon as the mercantilist 
"rules of trade" began to be abolished, the new system was becoming empiri- 
cal. And yet this theoretical statement does not correspond with any clear 
chronology. In the German Zollverein, it is true, there was, in the twenties of 
the nineteenth century, a fairly sharp transition from mercantilism to laissez 
faire. But in England the transition was much slower, and for many decades 
features of both systems existed side by side, while in Germany there was a 
sudden reversion in the forties to tariffs which were not unlike some of the 
mercantilistic rules of trade. In France true mercantilism gave place directly, 
if spasmodically, to protective tariffs without the other rules of trade. Later, 
in the time of Napoleon III, France tried a partial laissez faire-and the in- 
stances of combination, confusion, reversal of process could be multiplied. 
Only England tried for a substantial period true laissez faire, and that during 
the later nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

To give a single, clear, useful answer in this context to the first of the 
questions above, using Sorokin's analysis, is almost completely impossible. 
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In the eighteenth century the rules of trade departed so far from their original 
seventeenth-century form as to be scarcely recognizable; and it would be just 
as sensible to argue that eighteenth-century recognition (where it occurred) 
of the right of colonies to manufacture was: (1) disintegration of mercantil- 
ism, which is to say, the appearance of congeries in the old empirical system; 
or (2) adaptation of the old system to circumstances, which is to say, warping 
of the old system by passage from the pure to the empirical. It can even be 
argued (3) that it was the first step toward laissez faire-an approach to a 
practical, as distinct from a theoretical, answer to the second question above. 

All this confusion can be avoided by rejecting congeries, by distinguishing 
clearly between agents and vehicles, and by viewing the systematic process 
strictly humanistically. There is, in reality, no discernible dividing-line be- 
tween the warping and the disintegration, or between disintegration and re- 
integration, by the introduction of the new system into empirical existence. 
Thus the growth period of the first empirical system is likewise comprehended 
in a humanistic view of the systematic process. It is a single, continuous 
process: the agents are confronted with certain vehicles, which may, indeed, 
themselves change in a minor measure with the passage of time or at the 
choice of the agents; the agents construct a pure system and change it step by 
step in an evolutionary manner; and, since fitting vehicles to system is a 
dynamic, not a static, process, the pure system, the theory, is also changed- 
perhaps not so often as the empirical system, but the two do in practice more 
or less keep abreast of one another. After all, the one is hypothesis and the 
other the testing of hypothesis. 

We say that the agents construct a pure system and change it step by step. 
In Sorokin's thought the creation of a new pure system looks, at first sight, 
like the act of a single individual; it looks like a Lamarekian "sport" in the 
social or culttural sphere. And the individuals in question look rather like 
Bergson's mystics, Nietzsche's supermen, or Schopenhauer's geniuses and 
saints.2 The social assignment of meaning to systems, as postulated by 
Sorokin, is not at all inconsistent with prior creation of the new pure system 
by charisma. Indeed, it would seem probable that, in Sorokin's thought, the 
assignment of meaning to systems is an activity of the "dominant culture" 
in its character as a sort of god, which we shall investigate below; and from 
this deterministic tyranny charisma would perhaps be the only escape for 
man. Thus, the absence of assignment to the agents of systems of a creative 
function in them tends the more to suggest that creation is reserved in 
Sorokin's mind for the few. In fact, Sorokin does specifically, if not explicitly, 

2 For a critique of Bergson's mystics and of Toynbee's application of Bergson's idea 
see R. Coulborn, "The individual and the growth of civilizations," Phylon, I (1940), 
69 S. For a broader treatment of the idea, as used by other contemporaries as well as 
Toynbee and Bergson, see R. Coulborn, "Historian's consolation in philosophy," South- 
ern review, VII (1941), 40 
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subscribe to charisma as an explanation of the transition from one civilization 
to another. We do not think there is more than difference of degree between 
transition from one total civilization to another and transition from one eco- 
nomic system to another; nor do we accept charisma in either. We think, on 
the contrary, that in all transitions and in all growth of systems the process 
of creating the elements of the new pure system is a continuous process per- 
formed co-operatively by all the agents, just as is true of experimentation 
with the empirical system. To Colbert and Adam Smith could be added a 
score of well-known intermediary persons, and to that score could be added 
hundreds of thousands of persons whose names were not recorded in history 
but whose thoughts and acts accumulated to make the thoughts and acts of 
Colbert and Adam Smith possible; and all together they were the creators of 
systems, pure and empirical. 

In considering Sorokin's concept of system we have been led to say that his 
social theory is a theory of statics rather than, as he claims in his title and 
throughout the work, a theory of dynamics. The distinction is of the greatest 
importance, for it leads Sorokin into an equivocal position in regard to social 
and historical causation. Many critics have quarreled with his meaningful- 
causal system on different grounds. We think that the meaningful-causal con1- 
cept is perfectly sound if it be kept always in mind that the causation of all 
systems is supplied by their human agents; but Sorokin has not kept this 
clearly in mind himself and so has fallen into mechanistic thinking. This has 
already been demonstrated, but in the present discussion we shall show that 
his thought has been so much embarrassed by this lack of clarity that in large 
portions of his work he alternates between two gross errors: one is the error of 
regarding cause as reaching systems from above, that is, from the higher sys- 
tems into which the lower are integrated, and so ultimately from the "domi- 
nant culture"; the other is the absurd error of excluding-or trying to exclude 
-cause entirely from his analysis, this being completely impossible because 
incompatible with the very nature of the meaningful-causal system, which sys- 
tem pervades every application of his theory. Thus, the whole process of social- 
historical change as described in the larger part of Sorokin's first three volumes 
is vitiated by this dreadful confusion. 

"If I were involved in a systematic analysis of 'war causation' (which 
analysis is outside of this work)," says Sorokin at one point, "I would start 
my search with an investigation of the conditions that follow from the very 
definition of war as a breakcdown of the organized relationship between the 
states."3 But, absurdly, he does-or rather tries to do-precisely what he dis- 
claiins; and how, indeed, may a scholar construct a social and cultural 
dynamics if causation, of war or equally of any other social phenomenon, is 
to be outside of the analysis? The word "dynamics" is in its very essence con- 
cerned with the causes of change-with the causes, not merely with change in 

III, 371 (Sorokin's italics). 
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itself. As to the terminological question whether, in the last analysis, Soro- 
kin's work ought to be called dynamics or statics: it is statics to the extent 
that cause and movement are obliterated; it is false dynamics where false 
cause is attributed to movement and true dynamics in the short but extremely 
important parts of the work, chiefly in Volume IV, where the real, human 
cause cannot be concealed. It is not contended here that a theory of dynamics 
should contain no statics; obviously, the movement of things cannot be 
understood without a prior understanding of the things in themselves. But we 
do say that a theory of dynamics must fully describe movement and not, as 
Sorokin's theory does, describe movement in part only and, for the rest, de- 
scribe only the things moving under the mistaken impression that they con- 
stitute the movement itself. 

It may well be asked how a scholar of Sorokin's great attainments can fall 
into such confusion in the matter of causation. We suspect that the explana- 
tion has to do with the technical methods of sociology. Sociology branched 
off from the greater study, history, at a time when that study was afflicted by 
a search for objectivity, the heritage of Ranke, which became so far exag- 
gerated as to tend to dehumanize it. History is recovering from this, but 
sociology carries it to the logical limit and so has become a mere statistical 
guide seeking to calculate facts lifelessly, like mathematics. It is perhaps un- 
necessary to illustrate the effect of this deadening technique upon real schol- 
ars, such as Sorokin, for it is glaringly obvious. The very word "fluctuation" 
which he uses in the titles of his first three volumes to denote change or move- 
ment suggests change with whose cause, if any, the scholar is not concerned- 
or not concerned to describe in connection with the change. 

Thus he offers an interesting passage of a broad, general character contrast- 
ing closely knit and loosely knit societies, characterizing the former as the 
totalitarian and the latter as the laissez-faire societies.4 In So far as the pas- 
sage- describes the two types of society, it is one of the best pieces of historical 
synthesis in Sorokin's work. It sums up and correlates a foregoing analysis of 
society, in the manner of the sociologists, into familistic, contractual, and com- 
pulsory systems of relationship, and a further passage on political systems 
passes to some extent out of the usual sphere of sociological thought.5 The 
analytical material avoids use of unsound statistics and so stands as a very 
useful, comprehensive statement of fact. But, when Sorokin then proceeds 
to explain how and why one form of society changes into the other form, he 
gets no further than Chinese philosophers got with their theory of the yint and 
the yang states; indeed, Sorokin's theory here and elsewhere is an exact repeti- 
tion in modern terminology of the yin and yang theory of fluctuation. He 
finds "waves" and "swings," "factors" and "reasons," and the latter pair 
could as well have been described as causes-thus exhibiting Sorokin in the 

4 Ibid., pp. 181-216. 
5 Ibid., pp. 3-180. 
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act of passing from the error of ignoring cause to the other error of giving false 
cause. For his factors and reasons are not causes; they are results, since the 
only factors and reasons for the waves and swings here described, which are 
real, are the dominant "ideational" and "sensate" cultures, or else aspects of 
those cultures. 

The "ideational," "sensate," and "idealistic" cultures postulated by Soro- 
kin are treated below and are an important contribution to knowledge. At 
this point we must say only that they are related to the process of historical 
change in the inverse manner to that in which Sorokin says they are. The 
ideational culture (which may briefly be defined as the culture in which faith 
predominates, the product of a relatively static society, called by Chinese 
Taoists the yin society) does not cause a loosely knit society to become a 
closely knit society. The process is not mechanistic; it is humanistic. Men 
weary of the loosely knit society, which leaves the individual a maximum 
amount of freedom for his own reason and reasoned action, for these societies 
have constantly broken down through the dynamic and humanistic process of 
loosening. Therefore, men choose certain fixed ideas, and they labor to create 
and succeed in creating a new stable society in which, in the end, those fixed 
ideas come to form a closely knit intellectual system (culture) corresponding 
with the closely knit society. The waves and swings are realities; and Sorokin 
is right, just as the Chinese were right, in describing them. But they go only 
so far into process as statics can go; they completely ignore cause. The 
Chinese were not satisfied with this. They asked further: "What causes the 
waves and swings?" And they answered, "The Tao, the spirit of the universe" 
-which is no answer, but merely a conventionalized way of saying, "Some- 
thing we do not understand." Sorokin gets no farther than the Taoists in the 
passages here considered. For the Tao he substitutes the ideational-sensate 
culture fluctuation; it is only in other passages, some of the great passages of 
his work, that he shows that his concept of culture fluctuation surpasses 
Taoism; but in the present and many other passages he uses it in a manner 
which is actually incompatible with his own concept. 

In Volume I Sorokin traces the fluctuations of art forms and in Volume II 
of systems of philosophy. The general results of these massive surveys are 
similar to results in the specific example taken above. Even so, the value of 
the above example is its accurate and well-balanced descriptive synthesis, and 
the synthesis is considerably less satisfactory in these earlier volumes. The 
critic is led to feel that specialists in the history of art and of thought have 
done the classification work better than Sorokin has done it. In their works all 
that is missing is the correlation of the waves and swings with the movement- 
we eschew "fluctuation"-of the general culture; and, as Sorokin makes the 
correlation backward, perhaps it would have been better if he had not made it 
at all. "Here we see again," says Sorokin, "that, regardless of other agencies, 
the nature of the dominant culture makes true and valid what is in accord 
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with its nature."6 Not so, say we in reply: the "dominant culture" is not the 
inscrutable Tao-or any other transcendental deity7-which makes onto- 
logical and ethical truth for a given cultural period-the truth which Sorokin 
calls "universalism" and the medieval Schoolmen called "realism" and some 
of us today call "collectivism," the truth which regards society as real and 
the individual as incidental to society. No more does the "dominant culture" 
prescribe for certain periods of history "visual" art-which is to say, hu- 
manistic art-nor "ideational" art-which is to say, formalized art-for other 
periods. It is man in his historical evolution who makes, prescribes, and does 
these many things; and Sorokin has not grasped the realities of this evolution 
-the dynamics of society and culture-by the childish device of inverting 
his "dominant culture" and painting the mighty and serene countenance of a 
deity on its backside. 

But this merely repeats for art and philosophy the criticism we made of 
Sorokin's so-called dynamics for social forms; and Sorokin, we think, pro- 
fesses a deeper humility than we expect of him; that is to say, he does not pro- 
fess to grasp the realities of man's historical evolution but only to be a 
scientific classifier-a sociologist. (Perhaps even the postulated activities of 
the dominant culture are no more than a loose manner of speech; but, if they 
are, there is no shadow of excuse for loose speech by a scholar.) What, how- 
ever, of the classification as a classification? We think it is true enough in its 
broader, more general statements. In the synthesis of social forms, treated first 
above, the base material from which Sorokin began classifying was already in 
general terms; but in the history of art and thought he begins, as a rule, with 
individual artists and philosophers, sticking his rough classificatory labels 
upon each. Now this procedure, though not very informative, is not wrong so 
far as it goes. When, however, the process goes a step further and Sorokin 
finds, for example, that in Greece between 460 and 440 B.C. there was one 
"singularist"-that is to say, individualistic-philosopher and three "uni- 
versalist"-that is to say, collectivistic-philosophers, he has committed an 
error because he does not know, and nobody knows, how many philosophers 
there were in Greece in that generation. We know of only a few of those 
philosophers, and we presume, without certainty, that those of whom we 

6 II, 979. The phrase "makes true and valid," we suggest, fails to conceal the im- 
plication of cause-fails, therefore, to dissolve the contradiction between cause resident 
in the meaningful-causal system and cause operating upon that system from above it. 

7For transcendental deities in the social sciences, for an opinion about sociological 
method, and, above all, for the truth of the humanistic view of history and society 
we would refer to Benedetto Croce, History as the story of liberty (New York, 1941), 
but we do not agree altogether with Croce oni the matter of historical causation. 

I Sorokin, II, 274. In the immense series of statistical tables from which the figures 
here quoted are taken, Sorokin has had the assistance of N. O. Lossky, 1. 1. Lapshin, 
N. S. Timasheff, P. Struve, and others. 
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know were the greater philosophers. Sorokin, of course, is aware of this (al- 
though he does not emphasize it), and therefore he has "weighted" the 
philosophers in question to arrive at an idea of their importance and influence 
expressed in figures. The weighting is expressed in quantities from one to 
twelve, and any fair-minded person must admit that the process by which it 
is done is careful and judicious.9 It introduces, nevertheless, a further prob- 
ability of error, and Sorokin admits this freely; but we find it difficult to see 
how the weighting serves to reduce the initial error. After this, Sorokin 
expresses the weighted figures as percentages of the total thought of the 
twenty years in question and thus, in our opinion, clinches the error made in 
the assumption that the philosophers whose names are recorded in history are 
the only ones who matter. So, for the period 460-440 B.C. the one individual- 
istic philosopher is Anaxagoras, who is accorded the weight 5, and the col- 
lectivistic philosophers are Herodotus, weighted 6, and Melissos, weighted 3.10 
Total weight of individualistic (singularist) thought, 5; total weight of col- 
lectivistic (universalist) thought, 8. Thought of the period 460-440 B.C. iS 

thus 26 per cent individualistic, 74 per cent collectivistic. And Sorokin gives 
a similar calculation for the thought of the Greco-Roman and Western 
societies in twenty-year periods from 580 B.C. to A.D. 1920. But not only this: 
there are many other tables expressing the movement of thought in terms 
other than individualistic-collectivistic. All scholars must certainly, in fair- 
ness and decency, confess that this is a colossal labor in the service of truth. 

Similar labors, not of quite such magnitude, are performed by Sorokin and 
his collaborators to measure the incidence of war in the period. Here they 
work in quarter-centuries with the duration of war, army strength, and 
casualties as their quantitative matter, bringing in population when it is pos- 
sible to do so. In art their measurements are of a rather larger number of 
categories, such as nudity, animal subjects, and portrayal of social classes; 
and they also measure discoveries in the natural sciences and in mechanical 
and technical inventions. 

Almost every little critic who has been allowed to publish his opinion of 
Sorokin has attacked the accuracy of this stupendous apparatus of statistics; 
it is utterly easy to do so. But such attacks are of no real consequence because 
Sorokin does not at all pretend that the statistics are accurate statements of 
fact. What is to be attacked is not the accuracy of this and that calculation 
but the value of making such calculations at all. We think that, on the whole, 
they probably introduce no error into Sorokin's broader generalizations; their 
errors are errors of minor detail which are canceled out in the broader gen- 
eralizations. In more modern periods, where the historical record is fuller, 
there is probably little error in the detail, if Sorokin's weighting is to be 

9 See the explanation of this process, ibid., pp.16-19. 
10 For the names and the actual weights accorded to each see ibid., pp. 687, 688, 6992 

(appendix to chap. vii). 
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trusted. In earlier periods, such as that in fifth-century Greece cited above, 
the error may be large; but it can probably be controlled by comparison with 
later periods where the movements of thought and of art and the incidence 
of war are similar to those in the earlier periods in question. We ask, however, 
what value-what real knowledge resides in factitious statistics known and 
admitted to contain erroneous and hypothetical factors. Sorokin cannot 
argue that it was necessary to arrive at these detailed figures in order to sub- 
stantiate the generalizations which purport to be based upon them. He can- 
not argue thus because his process of thought was not, in fact, deductive at 
all; it was inductive. Without any shadow of doubt, he evolved his generaliza- 
tions first and then actually used them as part of the basis upon which to 
calculate the detailed figures. Therefore, the figures add precisely nothing to 
the validity of the generalizations. All they do is to make highly doubtful 
statements of detail-detail which no sound scholar can regard as history. 
Far better simply to omit such factitious detail and to be content with ap- 
proximate statements in words alone for those details, not in figures which 
may mislead incautious thinkers. Historians have always done this where the 
record is insufficient and rightly so. What a tragedy, then, that a large part 
of Sorokin's colossal statistical labor in the service of truth is labor lost! 

And, faced with this tragedy, we may return, to explain it, to the technical 
habits of sociologists. Sociologists exist because they think that economists 
and political scientists are too one-sided, historians too conventional, philoso- 
phers too vague. But we think that Sorokin's procedure in this work ad- 
vertises the limitations of sociology. If sociology describes and classifies more 
fully, realistically, and accurately than the other social sciences, let it de- 
scribe only that which is susceptible of full and accurate description and 
classify only that which is susceptible of full and realistic classification. How 
far, then, can sociology comprehend society and history? In the last analysis 
the answer depends upon belief rather than fact: a sociologist who has been 
trained in the natural sciences and regards sociology as one of them firmly be- 
lieves-or at least dares not deny the conviction-that eventually all the facts 
of human action can be so measured and classified as to conform to natural 
law. On the other hand, the historian believes that creative human iinitiative, 
working outside mechanical sequence, directs and changes the course of 
human action and so of history. 

If now the area of human initiative is as broad and decisive as history has 
assumed, then the realm of sociology is the comparatively narrow one of the 
measurable in human action. On the other hand, if physical, chemical, and 
biological law and but partially known determinants in the fields of psycimol- 
ogy so condition human action that little or nothing is left for human initia- 
tive-which is, from the point of view of orthodox science, chance then the 
sociologist becomles everything and the historian simply his recorder. Sorokin 
cannot escape his belief in human causation-does not want to do so; yet he 
does desire, at the same time, to be a mechanistic man of science as far as he 
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can. The latter desire presumably led him into his terrible statistics. Yet 
Sorokin knows that the statistics (even if correct and true knowledge) are not 
enough, for man as a living being invariably makes nonsense of statistics. 
Change and movement have to be further explained; but the sociologist, even 
the sociologist who has conceived a meaningful-causal system, dare not be too 
clear that it is man who causes movement and change; that would so terribly 
constrict the validity of sociology. The sociologist should keep quiet about 
this, but Sorokin is not merely a sociologist; he must, therefore, explain move- 
ment; and he does it, as we have seen, by transcendentalizing his main culture 
movement itself. 

We are enabled to see a little more clearly the thought-process by which 
Sorokin did this in the following passage. Certain empirical systems, he says, 
"lose their identity with their pure system and degenerate into something 
quite different under the influence of the natural properties and relationship 
of their vehicles .... including imperfect human beings."" In injecting 
movement into his statistics Sorokin resorted directly to the movement of 
the dominant culture, which, as we shall see below, he considers as itself a 
system, the supersystem. In the passage quoted he resorts not to the super- 
system but to the immediate system and, in so doing, at last confesses that 
man-the imperfect human being-has something to do with the movement. 
Sorokin is really in a logical impasse at this point. According to his earlier 
procedure, the movement of all empirical systems ought, surely, to be con- 
trolled, directed, caused by the movement of the supersystem, the dominant 
culture. But here is man pushing in and causing empirical systems to de- 
generate. According to Sorokin, then, man becomes imperfect when he does 
not obey the dominant culture (which really means, obey Sorokin!). Not that 
-according to Sorokin in this mood-man should, on this account, be 
thought the real prime cause, or, indeed, cause of any kind, for "a mere 
paper (appointing A to be commander in chief) and an insignificant insigne 
confer upon an individual a tremendous power; .... harmless energies-for 
instance, sound and noise (diplomatic exchange of words and disagreements) 
-produce the devastations of war; a little term, the famous Christian 
'filioque,' split the whole Christian world into the Eastern and WVestern 
Christianity."'12 Thus, you see, man the imperfect can in reality be controlled 
by inanimate matter, and trivial matter at that! 

The mighty Sorokin is, indeed, fallen in these passages. In the second one 
he is guilty of what he correctly identifies a little further on as fetishism,'3 mis- 
taking the symbol for the thing. That appears to have resulted from un- 
pardonable confusion between agents and vehicles, between men and the in- 
struments they use, as shown in the first passage. Human beings are certainly 
never to be considered as the vehicles of systems, any more than the "domi- 

'1 Sorokin, IV, 42. 
12 Ibid., p. 40. 13 Ibid., p. 43, n. 39. 
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nant culture" is to be considered the god actuating all the lesser systems and 
the men enmeshed in those systems. Neither, again, is it feasible to regard the 
main movement of society as something directed causally by the dominant 
culture but subject to deviations and obstructions effected by men and things 
through the introduction of congeries-for some such composite process as 
this would result from consolidating all the various parts of Sorokin's theory 
of change. These are mechanistic errors deriving from the attempt to adapt 
sociological method to tasks it cannot perform. As has already been decided, 
it is men who create systems, operate them, and change them-change them 
sometimes even by degeneration. It is an important thing to recognize that 
men do act "in system," for that is the very essence of the social, as distinct 
from the solitary, way of life. And, acting in system, men eventually create 
the dominant culture and cause the movement of the culture (which is not a 
mere fluctuation). Whether the dominant culture ought to be considered a 
system and what its real relation to the other systems is are things which 
will appear below.'4 

To arrive at the character of the dominant culture and thence proceed to 
the character of the total society, inquiry must first be directed to the dichot- 
omy of the social and the cultural which Sorokin seeks to set up. A social 
system is to him any real system, such as the family or the state. A cultural 
system is, on the other hand, discrete: language, science, religion, fine arts, 
and ethics are his five main cultural systems, and all other cultural systems 
and subsystems are mixtures of these or derivatives from them. Thus the 
system of politics is a derivative of the system of ethics. It will occur, no 
doubt, to many readers that the cultural system "politics" and the social 
system "the state" have an obvious connection-and this is quite clear to 
Sorokin himself. The state, for Sorokin, is a social system which "bears" the 
cultural system politics; thus, the state is a "specialized" social system, while 
there are other social systems-such as the family, the university, and what- 
not-which are "encyclopaedic," bearing many cultural systems. 

A priori there appears to be nothing wrong with the theoretical concept 
of cultural systems existing of themselves or with the idea of social systems 
bearing certain aspects of the culture, either in a specialized or an encyclopedic 
manner. We think, however, that always where there is a social system there 

14 It is of some significance that a certain insight into the nature of Sorokin's mecha- 
nistic error in his first three volumes was afforded by material in his fourth volume. As 
a matter of fact, the entire theoretical (philosophical) structure of his thought remains 
most unclear in the first three volumes, and it would seem that Sorokin was not at all 
wise to delay publication of the fourth volume until his critics had had time to attack 
lengthily the unfinished work. Apart from the critics (most of whom, as Sorokin shows 
rather savagely in his fourth volume, convict themselves rather than him), Sorokin's 
doctrine is in reality inductive; and therefore, as a matter of proper form, the state- 
ment of the doctrine ought to come first and at length. Much annoyance would thus 
have been saved Sorokin; much foolishness and some genuine perplexity, his critics. 
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tends to be a cultural system, and vice versa. Even such a small social system 
as the family does tend to create its specific culture, different in a few small, 
perhaps minuscule, ways from any expressions of the culture to be found 
elsewhere in the society. Surely, too, there is, for example, a HIarvard attitude 
of mind which may properly be called a cultural system-if it be admitted that 
we have disposed of the absolute congeries postulated by Sorokin. No doubt 
the Harvard cultural system is poorly integrated; yet we believe that it exists. 
As between Professors Sorokin and Crane Brinton there may not be much 
culturally in common, and yet we think there is a little: both of them have, for 
example, confessed to some respect for the ideas of Pareto. And who shall 
say that, if the one altered his opinion of Pareto, that would have no effect 
upon the culture of the other? Conversely, it is clear that the existence of a 
religion tends to produce a church or similar institution. And learned socie- 
ties, which are social systems, do develop in association with language, sci- 
ence, fine arts, and ethics,'5 which are cultural systems. 

When, however, the relation of total culture to total society arises, Soro- 
kin's views appear to us fantastic. He finds it possible to discover an integrat- 
ing supersystem for the five main systems of culture, but no integrating super- 
system for social systems; although in some way, which he never makes clear, 
the cultural supersystem is a supersystem for the social systems also. It 
would be easy to think that this is merely the result of Sorokin's refusal to 
recognize that where there exists a cultural system there tends also to exist a 
social system. But this is only part of his error. His cultural supersystem it- 
self is, in our opinion, an absurd aberration-no less forceful term is adequate 
to describe it. He says that the five main cultural systems are integrated into 
what is, in effect, an attitude of mind; that the prevailing attitude of mind is 
not stable but passes continuously through a threefold rhythm, each phase of 
the rhythm corresponding with one of the three basic methods of knowing. 
The phases are the ideational, corresponding with intuition; the idealistic, cor- 
responding with reason; and the sensate, corresponding with sense-perception 

These are the three epistemological phases described in the opening of this 
article as the phases of man's struggle to know himself and to know the cos- 
mos. Two of them in particular, the ideational and the sensate, were strangely 
used by Sorokin in his attempt to describe the movement of society and its 
history, as was shown in a foregoing portion of this article. 

We will grant at once that the culture of any civilized society does, in fact, 
pass through a series of phases in which the three methods of knowing are suc- 
cessively paramount-Sorokin himself does not say that they are more than 
paramount."6 We may grant, too, that a certain unity-a systematic unity- 

15 It is not to be assumed that we accept as correct the particular five main systems 
of culture which Sorokin postulates. 

16 He admits, that is to say, that in any one phase of the "fluctuation" the other 
two methods of knowing exist; but, according to him, they exist as congeries to the pre- 
dominating method! Of this, below. 
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is imparted to the whole culture by the general pervasiveness of a single episte- 
mology, or attitude of mind, however complex the attitude may be. But this 
does not mean, as Sorokin takes it to mean, that unity is created in some 
ethereal sphere of existence or thought which is the sphere of the supersystem, 
ideational, idealistic, or sensate. Such unity, such supersystem, as there is, is 
created by men, as we have now labored ad nauseam. These three attitudes of 
mind do not themselves constitute systems; they are qualities of the culture- 
of its supersystem, its main systems, its subsystems, all its systems. It cannot 
be said that the subordinate cultural systems are integrated into the quality of 
system, in the same way as, for example, the cultural subsystem "politics" is 
integrated into the main cultural system "ethics." This is no more possible 
than it is possible to say that the social system "the state" is integrated into 
the cultural system "politics," although, as stated above, where the total soci- 
ety and total culture are concerned, in a vague and obscure way Sorokin at- 
tempts this legerdemain also. 

The three attitudes of mind bear, perhaps, a relationship to the culture sim- 
ilar to the relationship that the culture bears to the society. If the culture is 
an attribute of the society, then the prevailing attitude of mind is an attribute 
of the culture: it is the direction-the aim-man gives from time to time to 
his culture in using it to know himself and to know the cosmos. Without 
doubt, the existence of this threefold epistemological processus is something 
very important to an understanding of the growth and decline of the culture 
and of the society that bears it. In this part of his theory Sorokin is indeed 
contributing to an understanding of the dynamics, as distinct from the statics, 
of society and culture. When he analyzes the movement of a culture from one 
epistemological phase to another-as distinct from merely referring to the 
phases of the culture as pseudo-causes of change-he cannot avoid dealing, in- 
timately and penetratingly, with the human spirit itself. He then ceases to be 
a mere sociologist, and he does show-with some error it is true-how culture 
and society change, how history is made. But he is here no longer merely clas- 
sifying and describing the culture, still less the society, in their static aspect- 
and at this point of the argument it is, ironically, the completion of the static 
aspect of society and culture which is required. This large error may be cor- 
rected and the omission filled by returning first to the relation of culture to 
society. 

The various detailed cultural systems, main and subsidiary, are, if you like, 
"borne" by the various detailed social systems in an illogical, unsystematic 
sort of way, in spite of what we have called (modestly, we think) the "tend- 
ency for social and cultural systems to correspond." But where the total cul- 
ture and the total society are concerned, the correspondence must be complete 
and exact. Regard the irregularities of correspondence in detail as errors, dis- 
tortions; these errors are certainly obliterated in the total view. Where the 
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society ceases, its culture ceases; where the culture ceases, the society ceases."7 
From this it follows that Sorokin is right in his search for unity, as between so- 
ciety and culture in his supersystem, but wrong in the sort of unity he expects 
to find. There is no reason why the conceptual distinction between culture 
and society, if a correct distinction, should not continue to exist in the super- 
system. The unity is simply unity in time and space of two things, of which 
one is an attribute of the other. 

We feel convinced that Sorokin's difficulty here is again really, if indirectly, 
his congeries. Having postulated the existence of congeries, he cannot possibly 
admit that any total society is a system; indeed, he had difficulty with the 
total culture. The total society, particularly our Western society at the pres- 
ent day, is politically divided into separate sovereignties; its economic system 
is obviously at sixes and sevens; the once united Christian church has been 
rent into scores of sects by schism. Here, if anywhere, then, Sorokin must find 
congeries dominant over system. It might well be argued against Sorokin that 
the culture is little better integrated than the society; but the culture, con- 
sisting of discrete systems, may also be thought to be less immediately dam- 
aged by material and physical disintegration-and this latter was the view 
Sorokin evidently decided to take. Whereas, for example, liberal political 
parties, as social systems, are numerous and separate and distinct from one 
another, the cultural system "liberalism" may nevertheless be regarded as one 
system pervading the entire society. This, we think, is the direction of Soro- 
kin's argument. Even in the total culture, however, he has discovered some 
congeries, which he has ascribed to persistence in the age of, say, sensate ide- 
ology of fragments of the ideational and the idealistic ideologies. He has final- 
ly decided that the congeries in the culture are not numerous and extensive 
enough to prevent systematization of the major part of the culture; whereas 
the congeries in the society are such that the society as a whole must be re- 
garded as without system, except that reflected upon it by its bearing the 
culture. 

If this be a correct diagnosis of Sorokin's thought on this matter, it becomes 
clear at once that his difficulty arises once again out of the erroneous concept 
of absolute congeries. Strike out congeries, and it is immediately evident that 
there is no more impediment to system in the society than in the culture, nor 
to system in the total society and the total culture than in minor social insti- 
tutions and minor cultural fields. Granted, then, that there is system in the 
total culture and in the total society, before the process of change of these sys- 
tems is analyzed, the systems themselves ought logically to be identified and 
described. Yet, since Sorokin has discerned the process of change of the total 
culture, it may be possible to identify the total culture by searching for the 

17 For the cessation of the society through the thinning-out of its culture see the 
penetrating, if not wholly correct, argument of A. J. Toynbee concerning the limen 
and limes (A study of history [London, 1939], V, 208-10). 



MR. SOROKIN'S SYSTEMS 517 

cultural entity which undergoes that process. Our present culture, says Soro- 
kin, is in the sensate phase; before that it was-in the Age of Reason and the 
Renaissance-in the idealistic phase; before that it was-in the middle ages, 
dominated by Christian belief-in the ideational phase. What cultural entity, 
then, began with the Christian ideation, proceeded through the idealism of the 
Renaissance and the Age of Reason and has now reached the sensatism of 
great wealth, great buildings and engines, great states and great wars? An- 
swer: the Western culture. And what total society bears the Western culture? 
Answer: the Western society, which succeeded the Greco-Roman, or Hellenic, 
society and still exists today. There is, indeed, no difficulty in identifying the 
"supersystems," cultural and social. They are well known to history, namely, 
the civilizations-Western, Greco-Roman, Syriac, Minoan, Egyptiac, Hindu, 
Sinic, and so on. 

In the last analysis what value shall be set upon Mr. Sorokin's social theory 
and philosophy of history? Sorokin comes in an age which has rejected the 
simple theory of mind over matter; that theory reigned in the idealistic phase 
of our civilization. Decadence, though not fully admitted by many scholars to 
be the fundamental characteristic of our age, oppresses the minds of almost 
all social scientists-at least of all those who are awake. Sorokin affirms the 
decadence of the age; but his concept of congeries, which he uses most directly 
and most generally to explain decadence, has been shown to be unreal and 
futile. And his concept of system itself is in one direction sufficiently exagger- 
ated to become mechanistic. The lapse into mechanism, the product perhaps 
of the technical limitations of sociology, is associated with a senseless refusal 
to study the obvious human cause of social change. This refusal pushes 
Sorokin into a logical impasse where, in spite of his intentions, he sets up the 
dominant culture as a transcendental deity and finally accepts charisma as the 
only hope for men at the mercy of this deity; and, in our opinion, charisma is 
the most viciouis error, both intellectually and morally, both theoretically and 
activistically, which infests contemporary philosophy. 

But these strictures must not obscure Sorokin's great virtue in studying 
system within which cause operates to produce effect in social and cultural 
matters. There are many social scientists, especially historians, who lazily and 
impertinently say that cause and effect are not their business; there are others 
who feebly protest that they are incapable of unraveling anything so difficult 
as cause and effect; there are vast numbers who have but the most naive no- 
tions of what is meant by cause and effect. This asinine frivolity-to pass the 
mildest kind of judgment upon it-must cease if the decadence of the age is 
not to become definitive and irreversible. We think that Sorokin's meaning- 
ful-causal system is in essence correct, if its exaggeration be avoided and if it 
be conceived of in truly humanistic, dynamic terms. Hence Sorokin makes a 
real contribution to the needs of the age and puts to shame the triflers. 

And this is not all. The processus ideational, idealistic, sensate, in the life 
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of civilizations is a great discovery,'8 even if Sorokin did seek to make of it some- 
thing which it is not. It will be a fitting end to this article and a proper tribute 
to Sorokin as a scholar to inquire a little further into it with a view to showing 
its true place in the interpretation of history, since Sorokin himself has so 
astonishingly misapplied it."9 

18 The word "discovery" may by some be thought undeserved. It is, of course, true 
that in general Sorokin's theory resembles the original Western philosophy of history 
enunciated by Vico two centuries ago, while in multiplicity and interrelationship of sys- 
tems it resembles Hegel's doctrine of one century ago. To say on this ground that Soro- 
kin is "not original" is, however, to misunderstand the whole nature of creative think- 
ing-a misunderstanding which is perhaps natural to those not themselves capable of 
creative thinking. No "re-creation" is other than a creation, and no creation is identi- 
cal with a previous, similar creation (not that it would be any the less a creation if it 
were). Vico himself acknowledges his debt to the Egyptian theory of the ages of the 
gods, heroes and men; Sorokin acknowledges his debt to Vico and to Hegel and to 
countless others (see, e.g., IV, 436-39). 

19 In Social and cutltural dynamics the processus has been fully tested only for the 
Greco-Roman and Western civilizations, but Sorokin supposes that it could also be 
tested successfully for all other civilizations (see II, 122; III, 131; and IV, 424-25, 
770-73). Since Sorokin steadfastly refuses to recognize a civilization as a system, he is 
precluded from discussing the question whether in a single civilization the processus is 
passed through once or more than once; he even avoids treatment of the three phases 
of the processus considered together. But he is unable to avoid the statement, repeated 
several times, that the Greco-Roman and Western cultures have passed through the 
processus (rhythm) "at least" twice. It is a temptation to the critic to think that he 
brigaded the two civilizations together and added the phrase "at least" deliberately 
in order to keep vague the relation of the processus to the civilization whose existence 
he desires to deny. But this may not be just to Sorokin. There is a case for considering 
the Greco-Roman and Western civilizations as one-also, a case for considering them as 
three; a little light is shed on these questions in the text below adfin. But it is improb- 
able that Sorokin's "at least" is explained by doubt about the unity or duality of the 
Greco-Roman and Western cultures. It is possibly explained by lurking doubts con- 
nected with the obvious fact that in any one phase of the processus the modes of thought 
of the other phases do find expression, sometimes rather insistently, for a limited period 
in limited places. Sorokin has, in fact, attempted to explain this difficulty in Volume IV, 
pages 145-55, and the attempt is worthy of serious consideration. Perhaps more light 
is shed on the difficulty, however, by Toynbee's doctrine of "withdrawal and return" 
(see A study of history, III, 248-376). According to Toynbee, a single region or nation 
of a civilized society sometimes cuts itself adrift to a large extent from the rest of the 
society (withdrawal) in order to evolve a solution to a particular historic problem; after 
which it is again merged in the general society, bringing the solution with it (return). In 
withdrawal, we suggest, such a region or nation may well pass, in so far as the problem 
with which it is grappling is concerned, into the next, or even the third, phase of the 
processus; on return it will be drawn back into the dominant phase of the moment. We 
are disposed to think that withdrawal and return is both a much more frequent and 
at the same time a much more partial and particular phenomenon than it is described 
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It is really a pity that Sorokin so railed at Toynbee, Spengler, Mauss, 
Florus, and other scholars whose theories are based upon recognition of civili- 
zations as the intelligible units for historical study; for, if he could but have 
reconciled himself to their views, he must himself have seen that he was, in 
reality, making a great expansion and confirmation of their theories. It is our 
duty to reconcile Sorokin with these, his natural intellectual brothers. We 
must therefore point out-and this for the last time-that his congeries con- 
ceals the systematic, dynamic, connection between the three phases of his 
processus, and the like connection between the mode of thought character- 
istic of the dominant phase and the two "recessive" modes of thought. 

It is true that at a given moment of time there may be a total culture, a su- 
persystem which is predominantly ideational, idealistic, or sensate. It is not 
true that, for example, at a moment when the culture is predominantly idea- 
tional minor systems of an idealistic and of a sensate character exist in con- 
geries to-that is, in total scission from-the predominant ideational super- 
system. Surely no human mind can think in terms of ideation, which is to 
say, intuition or belief, alone; to attain, develop, and defend the belief there 
must be some sense-perception and some reasoning. In other words, the mind 
must employ-in systematic relation with one another-all three methods of 
cognition. It is perfectly true that one of the three methods may predominate 
over the other two: a man may start with his belief, supporting it with certain 
things he perceives sensually and knitting his sense-perceptions to his beliefs 
with a structure of reason; or he may start with ratiocination, but that ratioc- 
ination must make use of some things ascertained by the senses, and it will 
inevitably lead to certain conclusions which are beliefs (and one of them in 
this case is surely a faith in reason); or a man may start with sense-perception 
and attune his mind to an all-embracing sensitivity to the world about him, 
but he cannot thereafter avoid reflection and reasoning about the multifarious 
sense-impressions he absorbs, and that reasoning will lead him to some con- 
clusions-at least to a general attitude toward life-which is his belief. Here, 
then, are three different approaches toward life, all of which make use of the 
three methods of knowing but with different emphases. 

We think Sorokin is right in supposing that the culture of any civilized peo- 
ple is dominated successively by each one of these three different approaches 
to life. But because to Sorokin the three phases are in congeries with one an- 
other, he cannot say that the processus from one to another is systematic- 

by Toynbee. That is to say, that it is really concerned, not with the major aspects of 
the society's life, but with minor and partial aspects; and that in this sense it occurs 
constantly and so explains the constant local and temporary appearance of idealism in 
the ideational phase of a civilization, sensation in the idealistic phase, and so on. We 
do not think this alters the fact that each civilization in its total career passes once 
through each phase of Sorokin's processus. 
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which, to our way of thinking, is axiomatic. Yet we think that he does sub- 
scribe to every essential point in the argument which would establish system 
in relationship of the phases avoiding only the word "systematic."20 We 
would be prepared to say, further, that the processus is universal for all civili- 
zations, which Sorokin, pressed by his critics, does not venture to say. As to 
whether it is eternal, which Sorokin also forbears to say, it is rather coeval with 
those societies and cultures which are properly to be described as "civilized." 

The intrinsically systematic relationship of the successive phases may be 
illustrated by a short enquiry into the transition from ideational to idealistic 
Men of faith who predominate in the ideational phase cannot, as has been 
shown, avoid reason and sense-perception in development of their faith. In 
the course of time, supposing the factual content of the faith to be unvarying, 
men will, nevertheless, differ with one another in the way in which they apply 
their reason to support their faith; and the very fact that the faith itself can- 
not be modified will cause men's minds to become more and more absorbed in 
their controversies about its support in terms of reason. Inevitably there 
comes a day when controversy has become so important to them that some 
of them break the uniformity of the faith itself in order the better to defend a 
certain structure of reasoning. From that day, the faith ceases to be inviolable 
and is progressively penetrated more and more by ideals derived from the 
reasoning process itself. Thus the idealistic phase is reached, and analogously 
the sensate phase is reached after the idealistic phase. 

So, in the history of Sinic civilization, from early Chou times all Chinese 
accepted one faith in a certain optimum form of society; but they soon began 
to differ as to how best to prove by reason that this was, in fact, the optimum 
form of society. Their controversies eventually became so important that his- 
tory records for us the names of the more famous doctors and some of their 
doctrines: Confucius and Mencius; Chuang Tzu and other Taoists; the dev- 
otees of Fa Chia, in all the so-called "hundred schools." But in the age of the 
hundred schools each school had its own ideals which had penetrated and 
modified the original faith, so that it was no longer unquestioned. The transi- 
tion from ideationalism to idealism had occurred. 

In our own Western civilization the contrast between the proofs of the 
Christian faith offered in terms of reason by Thomas Aquinas and by such of 
his successors as Duns Scotus provoked men like Marsiglio and, still more, 
Wyclif and Hus, to attempt modifications of the faith itself. The transition 
from ideationalism to idealism was beginning. It lasted through the Reforma- 
tion and was perhaps complete only with the full-blooded idealism of Rous- 
seau. 

We think, then, that we have shown the relation of Sorokin's threefold 
processus to the vitalistic or humanistic theories of civilization held by Toyn- 
bee, Spengler, and others. But there is one special problem in these theories 

20 See, in particular, IV, 423-32. 
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upon which the processus has an important bearing: it is the problem of what 
happens when one civilization perishes and another succeeds it. It has been 
shown that in the idealistic phase of a civilization the beliefs which were un- 
questioned in the ideational phase are penetrated and transformed by idealism 
arising out of the dominant process of reasoning. Whether reason thus tends 
to destroy or to purify the beliefs there is not space here to consider, but we do 
suggest that a modified version of the beliefs survives the idealistic phase. 

In the sensate phase the same beliefs have been attenuated, whether by 
damage or by purifying, sufficiently to make possible their substantial trans- 
formation into different beliefs or, indeed, their entire destruction and replace- 
ment by new beliefs. Once again, it is not possible here to go into the question 
whether the process of the sensate phase ought to be considered a merely nega- 
tive process by comparison with the positive processes of the ideational and 
idealistic phases. The upshot of this argument is that, when there appears a 
substantial and systematic body of new beliefs, there is a new civilization and 
the old civilization is ended. A caution should be entered here: history sug- 
gests that when one civilization ends and another succeeds it there is not only 
connmon ground-common beliefs-between the two21 but also that the 
amount of common ground varies greatly in different cases of transition. The 
triumph of Christianity between the first and fifth centuries after Christ, for 
example, constitutes a vastly greater contrast as between Hellenic and West- 
ern civilization than the contrast between the first and second Chinese civili- 
zations which was generated by the changes which occurred between A.D. 221 

anid 589. 
It is remarkable, and not to be forgotten in assessing Sorokin as a scholar, 

that every point in the above critical examination of his threefold processus 
and its correct use in the interpretation of history is to be found in his own 
argument, either stated or implied, even though some points are distorted by 
his errors. This is true even of the suggestion that the sensate phase is nega- 
tive. We are entitled to conclude, therefore, that his congeries and other 
errors are no more than aberrations, such as any strenuous thinker may com- 
mit out of the very strain of his creative thinking. The aberrations have not 
vitiated Sorokin's creative thinking. The value of that thinking is there for 
those with the ability to find it. They are perhaps few, as Sorokin rather plain- 
ly hints. But Sorokin himself ranks with Toynbee, Bergson, Croce, and the 
few other great contemporary social scientists. Mr. Sorokin, too, is among the 
prophets. 

ATLANTA UNIVERSITY 

21 Toynbee in A study of history, 1, 130 ff., draws attention to this fact with his theory 
of" apparentation" and "affiliation." Important as Toynbee's contribution to the sub- 
ject is, it inust be noted that it gives no way of measuring the closeness of relationship 
between two civilizations. 
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