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For centuries, people have been rationalizing how they came to be. For anthropologists, the question is more specific: how did societies form and why? While people have come up with many responses, there is no one answer, and we are discovering that there must have been multiple causes, not just one. They do, however, agree that society has evolved over time to become the institution it has. Edward Tylor, a 19th century anthropologist, helped establish a unilinear view of cultural evolution. His writings differ from those that follow him because he relies heavily on historical proof rather than scientific proof. Leslie White, a 20th century neoevolutionist, supports a theory of sociocultural evolution as guided by technological developments. Douglas Massey, on the other hand, offers a very different, modern view with the stance that it is the social nature of human beings that acted as stimulus for both cultural and biological evolution. All three theories presented are nonetheless evolutionary in nature because they show how people and civilizations have developed gradually over time in response to changes in their needs. 


Edward B. Tylor, often recognized as the father of anthropology, introduced a unilinear theory of cultural evolution while invalidating the theory of degradation. As a contemporary of Darwin, Spencer, and Morgan, his writings and thoughts are influenced, but not dominated by evolution. He shows that after examination, there are many parallels between the current civilizations as well as between what he considers current civilizations of varying levels of development. This showed that there must be universal stages of cultural evolution for all civilzations.  
Tylor theorizes that all civilizations progressed through similar stages of cultural evolution regardless of spatial or temporal differences. He arrives at this conclusion after cross-examining different observable aspects of cultures from all over the world which he dissects into details such as weapons, textile arts, myths, and customs (Tylor 1958). When inventions or other ideas develop independently but simultaneously around the world, it is proof that cultures progress similarly. He maintains that evolution occurs within these aspects, moving directionally from the simple to the complex, because ideas naturally build upon each other. For example, the fire-arm has not only developed to become more complex, but also more powerful and easier to use over time (Tylor 1958). To go further, the fire-arm is a modern class of weaponry. Technically, it is basedon the spear and the arrow, earlier examples of weaponry. This evolution of culture is not just seen in history, but currently all over the world, as different civilizations are evolving at different rates and are at different stages. Tylor considers savages, representatives of an early stage of cultural development, and barbarians, representatives of a middle stage. Civilizations, such as those of Europe, represent the third stage. He justifies this ranking with the proposition that savages would be undoubtedly “improved by judicious civilization,” both for the happier and the wiser (Tylor 1958). To summarize, the benefits of improved society can be viewed thus: superior powers of reasoning, law and policy, and superior arts. These improvements are twofold: the individual comes to possess higher rational abilities, and learns to interact within their communities to improve the standard of living. This continues to build on itself, and within each society, a general pattern of improvement can be observed. 
In addition to invalidating degradation, Tylor gives other evidence as to when primitive culture survives in modern culture. Some practices are revived because a rapidly changing society may prompt its people to cling to tradition. Sometimes, they are effortlessly integrated with progress (Tylor 1958). But degradation does not occur. It would be illogical for a people to allow an advanced skill to decay. In a sense, cultural evolution also selects for what is best for a people and their environment, which allows for some primitive culture to survive. 

Leslie White, a 20th century neoevolutionist, believes that the evolution of culture is directly related to energy expenditure and technology. As a modern theorist, he is influenced both by his predecessors as well as the material nature of modern culture. He sees culture as an economic relationship among men and between their environment. Because of this, technology is the driving force for cultural evolution. As technology evolves, so does culture. 
The structure and function of culture is cast for man to take advantage of available resources with growing efficiency, mainly by way of technology. These resources, loosely defined as both spiritual and physical things that fulfill human needs, are obtained through energy. Over time, humans have learned to manipulate tools for more efficient energy usage. Some lower animals, while they do use tools, are primitive and inefficient. Culture, then is a universally human phenomena. While culture occurs all over the world, it is limited to human populations and shaped by uniquely human properties. Therefore it cannot be studied simply as culture itself, but as how it relates to man (White 1959). White analyzes this relationship in four components: ideological, sociological, sentimental, and the technological. Cultural progress is correlated to technological progress because technological improvements allow more efficient expenditure of energy by a society, and subsequently more energy investment in social relationships, and ideological inquiries. For example, the agricultural revolution resulted in “a substantial increase in amount of food produced per unit of human labor” which in turn increased the population (White 1959). Technology also affects other aspects of society. For example, the invention of a tool like an axe would also have social and economic implications in a foraging society as a symbol of rank and occupation (White 1949). White notes that “mankind would have remained in a condition of savagery indefinitely had not an increase of his available energy resources been made possible” (White 1959). 

White’s model of evolution traces culture through three stages of general characteristics. The primitive cultures could be identified by cooperation, mutual aid, and sharing. These cultures, however, had limited access to energy resources. They eventually learned to take advantage of environmental resources such as agriculture and animal domestication, which led to the development of a new cultural system (White 1959). These more developed cultures, such as those found in the Roman era, grew to be empires. But since they came to be primarily based on exploitation and conquest, they were not suited for peace in the long run, and collapsed. According to White, today’s manufacturing-centered cultures, the third stage, will be left for the next civilizations to summarize and classify. Through each stage, technology has allowed man to harness more and more energy, building more and more complex societies. 
Massey’s arguments vary significantly from his predecessors’ arguments. As a pioneer in the field of anthropology, Tylor helped establish the idea of universal social evolution. His goal was to show that all cultures went through similar stages of evolution to become increasingly complex, laying a foundation for the field; he did not necessarily present a cause for cultural evolution. This may be credited to the fact that he introduced his theory immediately after Darwin, well before Darwinism was accepted. His stages of social evolution that identify three main stages of culture, primitive culture, barbarism, and civilization, are resonated by White in his analysis. Massey, however does not follow Tylor’s traditional. Massey’s stages roughly trace civilization from the hunting and foraging societies, to the agricultural societies, and finally to the cities and urban centers. Furthermore, Massey’s ideas are inherently different than those before him. He makes the assumption that emotionality and sociability are an innate part of human nature. It is this nature then, which serves as the main cause for human social, cultural, and biological evolution. 

Massey maintains that the social nature of human beings has guided the development of societies, whereas White holds that the increasingly efficient energy expenditure of humans has played the key role. While these are both evolutionary theories, there is a fundamental difference: Massey’s argument is grounded in sociology whereas White’s argument is grounded in physics. Massy incorporates the accepted notion of human motivation for social evolution to be biological, but adds that the fundamental motivation is in the ‘core values’ of belonging, understanding, trusting, etc. These are all social values because they can only result from a relationship between persons (Massey 2005). This accounts for why people feel compelled to come together into groups. But since a communal sharing group has limited available resources, the nature of the group evolves, and continues to evolve to fit the needs of the group. Massey then, provides a humanistic argument for social evolution. White, on the other hand, provides a scientific argument. Either way, sociable people survived because group life was advantageous to survival (Kaplan et al). Massey does, however, attempt to provide some biological evidence for his claim. The neurological wiring of the brain allows the emotional response to precede the rational, thus showing that humans are inherently emotional or social beings (Massey 2005). This is in direct disagreement with White’s theory which would assume humans to be rational beings that are learning and adapting to expend energy more and more economically. 

Massey and White both recognize the rapidity of technological invention in the 20th century. In this era or ‘stage’ in which there is so much change, culture is unable to keep up. Improvements, while they are urbanizing the world, are creating an unequal playing field for the people. Although White leaves the interpretation of this third stage of evolution open, some generalizations can be made based on his analysis of earlier cultures. The Roman Empires collapsed because there was chronic warfare and constant subjugation of already available resources. This exhausted both the nations and the lands, leading to collapse of that cultural system (White 1959). This was caused by inequality between nations. At this next stage, however, the strife is internal. Massey predicts the strife will be between the classes. Even Tylor admits that progress only means general improvement – everything has their drawbacks. This rapid technological progress has urbanized the world, but is increasing the gap between the classes. 

Each of the presented theories is a valid evolutionary theory. While they differ from each other, they are plausible causes of sociocultural evolution, providing models that account for stages based on an accumulation of gradual changes. It seems that even the theories themselves are evolving. Together, Tylor, White, and Massey, represent this evolution. At the origins of evolutionary thought in the mid-19th century, it was groundbreaking to establish a universal theory of cultural change. When this field was recognized as valid, it was necessary to ground it in science. Today the theories are becoming more human, and evolution has not stopped. Yet now that we are beginning to understand the past, we should look to understanding the present and also the future.  
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