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ABSTRACT

The present article is devoted to social evolution both as a part of
macroevolution and as a specific process that have led humanity to
outstanding successes and heights (while creating in the meantime
serious crises and major problems). The article examines important
theoretical aspects of social evolution within the framework of a more
general approach, which we call evolutionary studies. The authors
give a definition of social evolution, examine its most important
mechanisms, compare it with biological evolution, introduce the con-
cept of social aromorphosis, and analyse the concept of unilinear and
multilinear evolution. We show that only by considering the evolution
as multilinear one can identify the major trends and patterns of social
evolution and evolution in general. The authors view social evolution
both as changes in a relatively local and not so long-term perspective
and as a larger process that we call social macroevolution. In our
understanding, social macroevolution is a special dimension of social
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evolution that encompasses a series of the most important and mile-
stone transformations that have led to the emergence and development
of the World System (and, accordingly, a theory that focuses on their
analysis). The genesis of the World System and a number of its further
changes are the key elements of the social macro-evolutionary pro-
cess. Moreover, the emergence of the World System was not only the
most important result of the entire previous course of social evolution,
but also became, in a certain sense, the threshold beyond which it is
absolutely necessary to distinguish social macroevolution as a special
supra-social part of social evolution (i.e., the part that no longer re-
lates to the level of only individual society). The main trends of mac-
roevolution, such as the irreversibility of evolution, its particular di-
rection, variability, are expressed both in the systemic features and in
the transformations of the World System. The article was prepared as
a part of the research work of the state task of the RANEPA.

Keywords: evolution, macroevolution, social evolution, cultural evolu-
tion, biological evolution, reorganization, aromorphoses, social aro-
morphoses, society, natural environment, social environment.

1. SOCIAL EVOLUTION AND AROMORPHOSES
1.1. On the Definition of Social Evolution

Social evolution is a category whose definition provokes endless dis-
putes. The matter is that ‘evolution’ (as well as ‘progress’, ‘develop-
ment’, ‘change’, efc.) is among the terms with a too broad meaning.
Nevertheless, let us try to define social evolution on the basis of the
general definition of evolution (see this definition Grinin L. and Grin-
in A. 2020: 23-24). Let us recall that we mean evolution as opposed
to devolution, that is, to a process of regression and degradation that
generally worsens the capabilities of systems, their adaptive qualities,
their diversity, etc. In addition, we are primarily interested in progres-
sive evolution, and not in transformations, which are lateral.

One can define social evolution as the process of changes in time
of forms, structures, functions, properties, social objects, systems,
subsystems, natural groups and complexes of different size of systems,
subsystems and objects, up to the formation of the most complex sys-
tems (the World System, humanity), as well as of the forms of relations
between social systems and groups. Due to this process there emerge
qualitative changes in comparison with the previous state (and also
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the ability to accumulate such changes, including their purposeful
usage and training in activities that lead to such changes). At the
same time, the overall balance of such changes should be generally
positive appearing directly or in a more distant period. The positive
balance can be manifested in relation to individual systems (objects)
and/or to their narrow or wide set up to the marginal systems.

Thus, here we see the possibility of a deeper understanding of
evolution and the conscious use of the mechanisms of such changes.
This radically distinguishes social evolution from other types of evo-
lution. It is a reminder that in the course of evolution both positive and
negative changes are realized and social evolution is less additive than
biological and cosmic evolution (see below). But the overall balance
of changes is important — if it is positive, then we are talking about
evolution; if it is negative — about devolution or involution.'

1.2. Social and Suprasocial Social Evolution and Some of Its
Mechanisms (Challenges, Aromorphoses, efc.)

1.2.1. Social Aromorphoses

There is a very productive concept in evolutionary biology namely the
aromorphosis theory. The basis of aromorphosis is usually formed by
‘a particular acquisition, which... leads to great advantages for the or-
ganism, provides it with favourable conditions for reproduction, in-
creases its number and its variability... and thus, accelerates the pace
of its further evolution. Under these favourable conditions, a complete
restructuring of the entire organization then takes place’ (Schmalhau-
sen 1969: 410; see also Severtsov A. S. 1987: 64—76). And then, in the
course of adaptive radiation, these changes in organization spread
more or less widely, sometimes with considerable variations. We de-
velop these ideas with respect to social evolution, introducing the term
social aromorphosis.

Social aromorphosis can be roughly defined as a universal (wide-
spread) change (innovation) in the development of social organisms
and their systems, which increases the complexity, adaptability, inte-
gration and mutual influence of societies (see Grinin, Korotayev
2007b, 2008, 2009a; Grinin, Markov, Korotayev 2008, 2013, 2020;
Grinin 2017).

As a result of social aromorphoses:

a) the level of complexity of societies increases as well as the op-
portunities for them to expand (change) the natural and social envi-



114 Social Evolution & History / September 2023

ronment in which they exist and function (which is manifested, e.g., in
the population and/or production growth); the degree of stability of
societies in relation to environmental influences also increases;

b) the speed of developmental changes that do not destroy the so-
cial system, including the speed of borrowing, increases;

c¢) the degree of integration of societies increases, special stable
super-systems (e.g., civilizations, economic and military alliances) and
supra-social zones, centers and special supra-social spheres, which do
not belong to any single society, emerge;

d) the pace of evolution increases towards the creation of super-
complex ultimate super-systems (world-systems, humanity), within
which each social system, while remaining autonomous, becomes part
of such a super-large system and develops within its framework through
specialization and a special intra-systemic division of functions.

Biological and social aromorphoses are realized through a com-
mon evolutionary algorithm and the criteria for both types of aromor-
phosis also have important similarities. As we said above, the basis of
aromorphosis is usually formed by ‘a particular acquisition, which...
leads to great advantages for the organism’ (Schmalhausen 1969: 410;
see also Severtsov A. S. 1987: 64—76) or social organism. As a result,
the organization of organism or social organism change radically and
then those innovations diffuse more or less widely, sometimes with
considerable variations.

Take, for example, the invention of iron. As is known, iron smelt-
ing was carried out occasionally as early as the 3™ millennium BC, but
the production of low-grade steel actually began somewhere in the
middle of the 2™ millennium BC, probably in Asia Minor (see, e.g.,
Chubarov 1991: 109; Wells 2011). Iron metallurgy became particu-
larly widespread in the Hittite state which protected its monopoly.
With the destruction of the Hittite Empire, this monopoly was lost and
the iron metallurgy began spreading throughout the Afroeurasian
world-system. The diffusion of the iron industry led to revolutionary
changes in various spheres of life: the ploughing improved, and with it
the entire agricultural system (see Grinin, Korotayev 2006); craft in-
dustries developed intensively; civilizations replaced barbarian socie-
ties; armies of a new type were formed, that is, massive troops, armed
with relatively cheap but effective iron weapons; in order to maintain
these armies, fundamentally more developed tax systems arose, and
therefore, systems for collecting and processing information, efc.
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As for the differences between social and biological aromorpho-
ses, they stem from the general difference between biological and so-
cial macroevolution.” The development of a biological aromorphosis
leads to an increase in biological diversity, the development of a social
aromorphosis leads to the replacement of simple forms by more com-
plex ones.

Using the concepts of social and biological aromorphoses, we
managed to derive a number of rules common to biological and social
macroevolution, namely: ‘payment for arogenic progress,” ‘special
conditions for the emergence of aromorphoses’ and others that can be
considered similar (in general terms) and work well in both biological
and social phases of macroevolution (for details see Grinin, Markov,
Korotayev 2008, 2009, 2013, 2014, 2020; Grinin 2017).

1.2.2. On Some Misconceptions of Social Evolution. Unprecedented
Challenges as a Starting Point for Innovation

We believe it is necessary to reconsider a number of views about the
very course of social evolution in general. And it is particularly im-
portant to abandon the idea that the transition to a new quality is a
process of transformations that are mainly predetermined by previous
development and that lie ‘within’ societies, similar to the successive
stages of ontogenesis (i.e., under normal conditions leading to the
transformation of an embryo into an adult on the basis of the unfold-
ing genetic code). After all, any genetic code (unless it has undergone
a significant mutation) ensures development only according to already
known patterns that have been tested thousands of times. Moreover, it
prevents any changes, especially those that are qualitatively new; after
all, its purpose is to prevent deviations from the programme. It is well
known that genetic mutations usually occur when external conditions
deviate from the norm, and the vast majority of them are neutral or
harmful. Therefore, we called the development of social systems along
the trajectories set by their ‘cultural-genetic code’ as non-evolutionary
development (see below).

In its most retrospectively important part, the evolutionary devel-
opment is the advancement of social organisms towards the acquisi-
tion of a new, previously unknown aromorphic quality, always associ-
ated with the emergence of ‘novelty’. The latter is often associated
with the emergence of new problems which, to one degree or another,
are exceptional challenges (for a given society, the World System or
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humanity in general), such as a sharp increase in population to an un-
precedented levels, an acute shortage of land, the emergence of dan-
gerous enemies, split and civil wars in previously peaceful societies,
sharp social stratification, unprecedented environmental degradation,
etc. And here it is worth paying attention to the huge role of external
factors in these problems or challenges. Unfortunately, this aspect of
the problem is still underestimated in both Russian and foreign sci-
ence. For example, there is a common tendency to downplay the role
of wars and conquests in the process of statehood development. Thus,
according to Henri J. M. Claessen, wars and conquests played a less
important role in the process of state formation than ideology or social
stratification (Claessen 1989, 2000, 2002).

In general, in the attempts to discover the unchangeable laws of
history, Marxism and a number of other schools significantly down-
play the role of external factors in the development of society (for de-
tails see Grinin 2018b; Grinin and Grinin 2023). In particular, histori-
cal materialism predominantly tends to present society as a largely
endogenous system which is not much affected by external challenges
and exogenous influences. From here came ideas about the driving
forces of social development as a kind of built-in force that unfolds
independently of everything, almost like the absolute spirit in Hegel
(Grinin 2018b; Grinin and Grinin 2023). It is not surprising that Soviet
science was characterized by the principle of the priority of internal
processes over external ones. Thus, Leonid Kubbel believed that it
was necessary to defend ‘the idea of the decisive influence of internal
factors in the process of formation of a class state’ (Kubbel 1988: 214,
230).° Even consistent critics of the Soviet legacy in Russian social
science believe that only ‘internal metamorphoses of primitive socie-
ties’ are naturally determined processes, while inter-tribal conflicts
and wars, though they were widespread in practice, should be regard-
ed as sporadic (Khotzey 2000: 42).4

However, new challenges alone are clearly not enough to bring
about serious changes. The fact is that most societies ‘respond’ to new
problems with old, familiar, tried and tested means, since they choose
not from hypothetical, but from available alternatives (Van Parijs
1981: 51), that is, they use not potentially possible, but actually known
measures (Claessen 1989). Of course, such ‘answers’ are not always
effective. As a result, many societies perish, disappear, and lose their
independence.
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For example, after the Roman troops left Britain in 410 AD, the
Britons (Romanized British Celts), in search of defenders against the
raids of the Irish and Scottish barbarians, invited the Saxons and gave
them land, thus implementing a certain social innovation, but one that
had already been tried repeatedly in the Roman world with its practice
of ‘using one barbarian tribe to help fight another.” But the Saxons,
seeing the weakness of the British, soon ceased to obey the local au-
thorities and, in the end, became masters of the land along with the
Angles and Jutes. And the Britons, despite long and stubborn re-
sistance, were partly expelled, and partly killed or enslaved. Thus,
instead of a ‘British’ state, barbarian Anglo-Saxon kingdoms emerged
in Britain (Blair 1966: 149-168; Chadwick 1987: 71; Filippov 1990:
77; Melnikova 1987: 8—11).

However, sometimes social organisms are forced to respond in
genuinely new ways; sometimes this happens against their will. Of
course, such new responses are not always rational, effective and suc-
cessful. After all, the path to an effective new one is an unknown, un-
familiar, and at random. This means that mistakes, including irrepara-
ble ones, are inevitable. This is why societies so often perish or decline
throughout history. Therefore, the emergence of a new, evolutionarily
promising model always requires a combination of peculiar, some-
what exceptional conditions, a unique coincidence of external and
internal factors, that is, new challenges and new successful responses
to them (for more details see Grinin 1997a, 1997b, 1997¢, 2003a: 52—
53; 2003b: 48-52; 2007a, 1: 7-10, 56-60). ‘The evolutionary theory
emphasizes this rather incredible tendency — to take up random oppor-
tunities — towards structural changes, which, from the point of view of
the whole, transform these incredible impulses into probabilities by
embedding them in systems, in order to preserve and ordering of these
opportunities’ (Luhmann 2000: 92-93).

On the whole, in general historical terms, only a small minority of
responses to challenges were able to become a source of systemic
aromorphoses. This means that most societies were unable to move to
a new qualitative level: either they lacked the necessary potential, or
there were some ‘errors’ in their organization, or the system was too
rigid to be easily transformed, or conditions were required that did not
exist, or it could also happen for other reasons. Meanwhile, it is no
coincidence that social development is often considered as central to
social evolution (White 1949; Steward 1972 [1955]).
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1.2.3. Levels of Evolution and Its Features at Different Levels
Unfortunately, evolutionists and even neo-evolutionists consider evo-
lution mainly at the level of individual societies, social organisms, and
‘such an understanding completely removes the distinction between ...
the natural-historical process and its concrete-historical manifestation,
between the general direction of development and the form of its man-
ifestations’ (Girenko 1991: 23). As a result, they face seemingly inso-
luble problems. They face a constant problem: how to fit the idioadap-
tation, degeneration, stagnation, decay, and other processes into evolu-
tion; how to explain the cyclical dynamics? After all, the development
of almost every society passes through alternating periods of prosperi-
ty and decline.

Undoubtedly, we will get a more realistic picture of social evolu-
tion if we try to consider ‘decline’/degeneration, stagnation and even
decay as characteristic aspects of evolution (Yoffee 1979), as has long
been done with respect to biological evolution (Severtsov 1939,
1967). But this is still not enough to adequately understand social de-
velopment which is the most important component of social macroev-
olution. Such an adequate understanding is possible if we consider
evolution not only at the level of individual societies, but also at a
higher (suprasocietal) level, and identify the more and the less promis-
ing variants of its development (including the arogenic one, i.e., a se-
quence of innovative breakthroughs). Hence, it is inevitable to recog-
nize that societies develop in different ways, that the transition to a
new society is realized within a spectrum of different options, at one
end of which there is the emergence of a promising aromorphic model
of development in the future, and at the other — the emergence of a
totally unpromising, unviable model, which ultimately leads society
into an evolutionary dead end in the future, from which independent
and successful movement is impossible or extremely difficult. Moreo-
ver, for most of human history, it was precisely this lack of prospects
for some societies that contributed significantly to the prospects of the
ultimately ‘successful’ model. This is the rule of payment for aromor-
phic progress (Grinin and Korotayev 2008, 2009; Grinin, Korotayev,
and Markov 2011, 2020; Grinin 2017; for details see below).

But if societies actually develop in different directions and mod-
els, how can be these qualitative changes described if one works at the
level of the development of individual societies, rather than their total-
ity (or the whole historical process or its main stage)? In this case,



Grinin and Korotayev / Social Evolution: Theoretical Aspects 119

evolutionary theorists naturally face serious methodological difficul-
ties, in particular, how to fit completely different directions of devel-
opment into one or two evolutionary models, when qualitative reor-
ganization should be observed everywhere.

Then comes the difficulty of choosing the scale of the study. The
level at which evolution is considered (episode, individual society,
region or World System) depends, of course, on the research task. If
we take, say, the level of the world historical process, then we must
clearly understand that we will consider far from all the changes.
Moreover, we are determined not to analyze all qualitative changes (or
qualitative reorganizations). The point is that here it is necessary to
consider, first of all, qualitative changes of a peculiar kind and par-
ticular importance (which we have designated as social aromorphoses
of higher levels).

There can be distinguished different types of social aromorphoses;
some of them lead to less important (or less widespread) qualitative
changes; others — to more significant qualitative changes (e.g., to the
emergence of a new level of integration/governance in society). But in
addition, there are also aromorphoses of particular importance, whose
appearance creates the opportunity for the emergence of evolutionary
‘breakthrough” qualitative changes that gradually become universal.

Examples of social aromorphoses of the highest type include:

e ideological understanding of the kinship and property systems,
which created a universally convenient system of social structuring;

e the transition foraging to food production, which gave a power-
ful artificial increase in the volume of biomass useful to humans, as
well as the targeted use of animal power;

e the emergence of writing, which became the basis for the in-
formation revolution, the emergence of developed administrative sys-
tems, written literature, and science;

e the transition to iron metallurgy;

e the emergence of developed market systems, which laid the
foundations for the industrial revolution;

¢ the emergence of computer technology, efc.

Each of these social aromorphoses had a number of different and
usually very important consequences, generally contributing to in-
creasing capacity of societies to be sustainable or expanding the ca-
pacity of the environment they use.
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These three types of development are interrelated, but they are
types of development of different importance; however, there is often
a lack of understanding of the fundamental difference between them.
In order to emphasize this difference, we propose to use the term so-
cial macroevolution to designate the level of social evolution which is
characterized by social aromorphoses of the highest type (i.e., those
important for the actual levels no smaller than civilizational and re-
gional ones). As a result of such aromorphoses, there is a transition to
a new stage of development in many societies, in the World System or,
in relation to the most recent times (when the World System involves
all of humanity), in humanity as a whole.

Thus, qualitative breakthroughs (macroevolutionary aromor-
phoses) of the third type, which determine the further develop-
ment of a large number of societies, are a special type of qualita-
tive changes. And therefore, they should not be confused with any
kind of qualitative reorganization, especially since such changes are
extremely rare. Diversification almost always occurs at all levels,
while upward movement is extremely rare, notes Tim Ingold (1986).
Aromorphoses (both biological and social) are observed even less fre-
quently. Moreover, as shown above, while such aromorphoses may
initially appear in one or a few societies, they are in fact the result of
the development of many societies. And this dialectic of the combina-
tion of the universal and the particular in them is very important to
take into account.’®

As we understand it, the scheme of the evolutionary mechanism
of such aromorphosis is as follows. These rare and important innova-
tions emerge in individual societies and are to a large extent, the result
of internal factors. But they are the result of a peculiar combination of
circumstances, because such societies, which are particularly impor-
tant in evolutionary terms, must first collect, implement, accumulate
the achievements of many societies (as a result of many processes and
coincidences), and only then these societies can creatively rework
them under a favorable combination of circumstances, including a
successful external environment. All this means that the role of the
external environment in the emergence of social aromorphosis is al-
ways great and sometimes extraordinarily great. But the very emer-
gence of arogenic innovation is actually only the beginning of the pro-
cess of formation of aromorphosis. The point is that this new quality
appears in a place ‘chosen’ by evolution, but it cannot become estab-
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lished without spreading to other societies, which sometimes takes
a very long time (we called the phenomenon of a long delay in the
spread of aromorphoses the rule of delayed aromorphosis [Grinin,
Markov, Korotayev 2008, 2020]). The main reason for this phenome-
non is that the diffusion of aromorphosis requires a certain impact of
pioneer societies on others (in the form of conquest or other coercion;
or, on the contrary, the advanced society itself is conquered and the
conquerors assimilate these achievements; or in the form of exchange,
distribution by migrating people, evidence of competitive advantages,
etc.). Here one should pay attention to the following important feature.
Since the diffusion of the given aromorphic achievement occurs
through the influence of the society that created this innovation, so this
transient innovation no longer appears to other societies as an inter-
nal factor, but as an external one. And as a result, the degree of internal
readiness of the borrowing societies, as well as the degree of favorable
conditions for borrowing, determines the degree of independence of
such a transition, and accordingly, the model of transformation, which
can be, for example: a) catching-up; b) modernization; ¢) direct impo-
sition (military, colonization, etc.); d) direct copying; e) borrowing
under conditions of specialization of the society. As a result, different
models of development emerge, which already differ significantly
from the primary one. We can also conclude that the more widespread
a new model becomes, the easier it becomes, on the one hand, to
adopt it, and on the other hand, the less exclusive the combination of
conditions it requires. In the end, the corresponding aromorphic insti-
tutions are simply borrowed in a ready-made form.’

In relation to the state, many researchers emphasize the differ-
ences by introducing the concepts of so-called primary and secondary
states (i.e., states that emerge without the influence of other states, and
states that emerge under the influence of ready-made patterns and un-
der the influence of existing states). However, at the level of evolu-
tionary theory as a whole, such approaches cannot make their way for
some reason. Hence the ideas prevail that in every society there can,
or even should, be evolutionary changes not just of one order, but evo-
lutionary changes of a single set of characteristics, and that even de-
tails, that are not particularly important in evolutionary terms, should
be consistent. In fact, evolutionary changes of the aromorphic scale
cannot generally be the same in all societies.
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2. SOCIAL EVOLUTION AS A DEVELOPMENT
AT THE SUPRESOCIETAL AND WORLD-SYSTEM
LEVELS

2.1. The Relationship between Social and Suprasocial
(World-System, Universal) Evolution

A major methodological error, characteristic of classical evolutionism,
according to which all societies develop in the same way, passing
through the same stages of development, is also characteristic of some
modern views. But this is wrong for a number of reasons. In particu-
lar, since societies exist in a supersystem of the external environment
(and the later the era, the larger this supersystem is), then it develops
its own laws of development. According to them, there appears: a) a di-
vision of labor or functions within the international system; b) exploi-
tation of some societies by others; ¢) own superstructure, in which cen-
tral and peripheral elements can be distinguished. Respectively, due to
the division of functions, external exploitation and different positions
in the supersystem, they specialize and develop along different trajec-
tories, while the general development is characteristic only of the su-
persystem as a whole, but at the same time its central societies turn out
to be closer to the general development pattern than the peripheral
ones (Grinin 2018b; 2019a).

The mechanisms of social evolution are often presented as being
of the same type both in the change of an individual society over a
short period of time, and in the global transformations of world sys-
tems and the whole humanity over vast periods of time. This is a gen-
eral drawback of views on complex processes in the social sciences,
and, it is from such positions that they often try to analyze social laws,
the driving forces of the historical process, progress, efc. Many social
scientists implicitly mean by such an analysis that if we recognize the
action of a factor as leading, then it must be everywhere, always, in
every episode, in every cell of society. The result is absurdity.

This approach is a disguised idea that evolutionary laws must ap-
ply to all social organisms and that the main change takes place pre-
cisely at the level of organisms.® But this is not so. And with regard to
the most important, critical changes, this is completely wrong. There-
fore, ‘the ambitious assertion that every nation must pass through a
stage represented in our history before reaching this or that point can
no longer be maintained’ (Lowie 1920: 441). Many years ago, The-
odor Schieder noted with bitterness that the evolutionary scheme, ac-
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cording to which all peoples and cultures pass through the same stages
of development, originated in the eighteenth century, but, although it
has been disproved by the results of research, it still has an enormous
impact in some disciplines, such as ethnography, and it is extremely
difficult to eliminate it (Schieder 1965). The fact that such ideas were
expressed many decades ago, while the issue is still relevant, shows
how slowly some problems in social science can be solved (because of
the neglect of important theoretical issues).

Some researchers have tried to avoid these shortcomings. For ex-
ample, one of the most perceptive minds of the time, Henri Claessen
suggested a definition of evolution as a process of structural reorgani-
zation over time. To understand evolution, Claessen considers it im-
portant to emphasize that the process of transformation from simple to
complex is not the essence of cultural evolution, as Spencer believed
(Claessen 1989: 234; 2000: 1, 7), since it is observed far from always
and everywhere. There is much truth in this approach, and that is why,
as emphasized above, we generally accept the Voget-Claessen defini-
tion (Voget 1975: 862). But it is precisely for this reason that it is
worth dwelling in more detail (now at the level of social evolution
itself) at what are the important, unresolved and, it would seem, even
unconscious shortcomings of common evolutionary views, which,
unfortunately, even such outstanding researchers as Claessen could
not avoid.

To this end, let us point to the undeniable fact that every major
qualitative social transformation at the highest systemic level — i.e. at
the universal human level, the World System, or at least at the level of
its major part — has very often taken place through the degeneration or
destruction of a number of social systems, through their integration, as
well as through the development of different societies in different di-
rections, of which only some then became the leading ones. At the
same time, a significant part of the achievements of societies that did
not develop along the conventionally identified leading line of evolu-
tion are nevertheless used. This entire complex process of accumula-
tion, selection and synthesis ultimately creates the conditions for a
qualitative breakthrough (aromorphosis). In other words, the devel-
opment of humanity, on the one hand, and of certain specific societies,
on the other, is not a correlation of the same processes merely occur-
ring at different scales. Therefore, it is more productive to consider
them as the relationship between parts and the whole. And as we
know, the whole is not equal to the sum of its parts. This is evident,



124 Social Evolution & History / September 2023

since the constituent parts perform multiple functional roles, including
center and periphery, predator and prey, winner and loser, borrower
(recipient) and giver (donor), colony and metropolis, supplier and
consumer of resources, producer and intermediary, manager and per-
former; as well as organs that specialize in individual functions and
simple participants in the division of labor, efc.

2.2. Evolution and Payment for Arogenic Progress

So, in our opinion, macroevolution should be primarily considered at
the suprasocietal level, that is, as a result of competition, selection,
destruction, and decline of certain social systems alongside the rise of
others; it also entails the emergence (as a result of integration, unifica-
tion, and subordination) of a new generation of societies possessing
novel and unique characteristics. In other words, for most of human
history, the aromorphic evolution of some societies could not have
occurred without destruction, absorption, degradation, stagnation, lag,
and dead-end development of other societies; and, in general, social
evolution would not have followed its actually observed pattern. This
is the essence of the rule of payment for aromorphic progress.

Therefore, evolution at the level of the world-historical process,
that is, macroevolution, is always the result of the interaction between
different developmental lines, as well as idioadaptation, specialization,
decline and degeneration, parasitism, destruction, and other processes,
and cannot be extended to individual societies without special tech-
niques.

So, it is evident that the still common view that all societies and
peoples follow the same developmental stages, is fundamentally in-
correct. Figuratively speaking, evolution is not a wide staircase which
sooner or later everyone can climb in one direction and independently,
but it may be compared with a very complex labyrinth, where few can
navigate without borrowing (and even then only at a certain stage; and
anyway, no society has been able to find its 'way out of this labyrinth'
without borrowing). In other words, far from all individual societies
reproduce the general evolutionary development on a small scale, but
only some of them, and only during certain periods of macroevolution
(and then with major reservations). The matter is that until very
recently, an evolutionary breakthrough to a qualitatively new lev-
el (aromorphosis) in one place (society) could only occur at the
expense of death, stagnation, lateral movement, etc. of numerous
other societies.
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This can be proved by the example of the formation of a state. It
took millennia for the evolutionary advantages of this new form to be-
come apparent and for it to become dominant. However, during this
process, tens of thousands of political organisms disappeared as inde-
pendent entities, forever losing the opportunity to become independent.

For example, why did not the Gauls have a state organization, de-
spite their noticeable superiority in terms of culture, population, de-
velopment of cities and trade over many others, for example, the Sax-
ons and Angles, who conquered Britain? (about the very high level of
development of pre-Roman Gaul, see, e.g., Clark, Piggott 1970: 310-
328; Chadwick 1987; Bessmertny 1972; Braudel 2009; Shkunaev
1989; Shtaerman 1951; Filip 1962: 116—-129; Mongait 1974: 248-253;
Le Roux 1961; Thévenot 1960).

Let us consider a closer analogy. Was the unification of small,
ethnically similar polities (such as principalities, duchies, city repub-
lics, etc.) into large centralized states inevitable during the late Middle
Ages and the Early Modern Period (15th — 18" centuries) within the
framework of the World System? Undoubtedly, it was. However, such
states did not emerge in Italy and the western part of Germany in that
period. And they would rise much later under a strong external influ-
ence. And in Poland, for example, a strong royal power was never
established. Many countries have diverged from the seemingly inevi-
table (in the context of the general evolution of the World System in
the 19" — 20™ centuries) development towards democracy and rein-
forcement of private property. Even today, the process of globaliza-
tion sharply divides countries and peoples into those who will play a
significant role in the new globalized world, and those being primarily
subject to change (at least in the next decades).

Thus, although it is quite correct to consider the state as an inevi-
table outcome of evolution, this assertion may be applied only in the
most general sense, when talking about the state as a product of a
long-term competition among various forms, their disappearance,
transformations, and social selection, etc. In other words, this general-
ly applies to humanity. Meanwhile, the emergence of the state was not
inevitable for every individual society.

After all, the state was not only a completely new solution to the
problems that increasingly complex societies faced, but also a path
that meant a break with many earlier relationships and traditions (Hen-
ri Claessen dedicated many works to the analysis of this process; see,
e.g., only his last works Claessen 2002, 2010, 2018; about Claessen's
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studies in early state see also articles of Gary M. Feinman and Michat
Tymowski in this volume). But implementing it can be quite difficult
and simply not always feasible. Therefore, many societies pursued
their own path, but this often resulted in different outcomes, in partic-
ular to the overdevelopment of previous trends (see, e.g. Grinin
2003c; 2004; 2007a, book 2; 2007d; 2020b; Grinin, Korotayev 2007c¢)
or to the creation of fundamentally new forms of complex political
organization, qualitatively differing from state systems (see, e.g. Ko-
rotayev 1997, 2000a, 2000b, 2020a, 2021; Korotayev, Kradin et al.
2000). Such a development could lead, for example, to over-sacra-
lization of the ruler, the over-complexity of family ties and emergence
of an aristocratic class of privileged families and family lines, to the
complication of network horizontal (rather than vertical hierarchical)
connections, to the rigid consolidation of professional and social dif-
ferences (caste system); to the establishment of confederations of
tribes, civil communities or cities without a strong central authority
(but with effective alternative mechanisms for intersocietal integra-
tion), or other models (Korotayev, Kradin et al. 2000). At the same
time, the direction of development is always influenced by various
specific historical reasons (for details see Grinin 2003c, 2007a,
2020b).

The destiny of an individual society is often determined by
chance, especially in times of instability and bifurcations. In particu-
lar, the emergence of states and other complex political systems often
created such a bifurcation zone for many evolving societies, wherein
seemingly unimportant events could play a decisive or even pivotal
role. For instance, prior to being proclaimed as Supreme Khan, Gen-
ghis Khan miraculously escaped death three times; and once he was
even pursued by three hundred horsemen who were searching for him
(Khara-Davan 1996: 105). Had he perished, the gigantic empire would
not have arisen. After all, the history of nomads demonstrates that
sometimes centuries may pass until a figure appeared who could unite
them to such an extent. And the Mongol Empire should be considered
as an exceptional case (Barfield 1991: 48). During the early modern
period, bifurcation states especially frequently emerged during revolu-
tions, when the role of individuals and associated circumstances dras-
tically increased (for details see Borodkin 2007; Grinin 1997b: 37-59;
2003b: 75-85; 2007b: 185-200; Korotayev 2004; about the role of
individual in history and social evolution see Semyonov, Gobozov,
and Grinin 2007; Grinin 2008, 2009, 2010, 2012).



Grinin and Korotayev / Social Evolution: Theoretical Aspects 127

Thus, on the one hand, every evolutionary leap is prepared by
previous development and experience of failed attempts at finding
anew path, as well as by a growing need to find ‘a solution to the
problem,’ this continues until the line of evolution reaches the optimal
conditions for a breakthrough. But on the other hand, where and how
this will happen is a matter of a particular historical case and the coin-
cidence of certain circumstances. Thus, although a particular innova-
tion or even a macro-innovation (which later becomes evolutionarily
significant for many societies) frequently emerges within a particular
society at a certain moment and due to unique conditions, it is evident
that the reasons and conditions for this evolutionary shift cannot be
sought only in the characteristics of the society that produced it.
Whatever particularly favorable conditions may arise within a given
society for the emergence of social aromorphosis, they were always
prepared by the development of many other preceding and contempo-
raneous societies, even if their efforts failed and/or were unintentional.
Thus, certain evolutionary success can be provided by others' failures,
which we have formulated as a rule of payment for aromorphic pro-
gress (Grinin, Markov, and Korotayev 2008: 80-81).

2.3. Evolutionary Scale and Aromorphoses

For the emergence of significant social aromorphoses, a certain social
scale (much broader than that of a single society, often the scale of the
World-System) and a considerable ‘species’ variety of social forms
are required (see, e.g., Grinin 1997a; 1997b, 2017, 2020a). Thus, the
emergence of the primary machine-production system in the English
cotton industry in the 1730-1760s, and later the emergence of the
steam engine system were influenced by the general level of develop-
ment, integration and needs of Europe and around the world, on the
one hand, and on the other, by unique features of Britain's previous
history (about this see in Grinin 2003a: 139-140; Grinin, Korotayev
2015) and by events which seem quite sporadic for the emergence of
machine industry. Among the latter, in particular, there was a ban on
importing cotton printed fabrics from India, China, and Persia to Brit-
ain. This was a typical protectionist measure taken under pressure
from woolen textile manufacturers (Mantoux 1929: 160). During the
mercantilism era in European countries, including Britain, many such
prohibitions were introduced, but, as a rule, they did not have revolu-
tionary consequences. Since such a law was approved after a rigorous
struggle (and, therefore, may have not been approved at all, so its
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adoption is a happenstance), one may question how the machine pro-
duction method would have been developed then? In our opinion, the
transition could be delayed and even take place in different place, that
is, outside England. However, it is highly probable that such aromor-
phosis would have emerged sooner or later (see interesting discussions
on this topic by William McNeill [1990]). Therefore, the ban on im-
porting fabric proved to be a fortunate chance (alongside other fortu-
nate events; see also Grinin, Korotayev 2015, 2016).

It is also important to take into account that major aromorphosis
can emerge only when all potential niches are filled. Only then, in
attempting to conquer new niches or to compensate for the loss of
these new niches, certain innovations that arose out of better adapta-
tion or self-preservation may unexpectedly open up increased qualita-
tive opportunities that enable progress towards more complex forms.

Therefore, the process of occupying new niches is extremely im-
portant at all levels. The emergence of nomadic societies made it pos-
sible to develop vast areas, dramatically complicate the World Sys-
tem, increase the production and trade, efc. (Korotayev, Grinin, L. and
Grinin A. 2021, 2022). And this was despite the fact that nomadic so-
cieties were generally inferior in their level of complexity to sedentary
ones. Thus, in comparison with sedentary societies and civilizations,
we cannot talk about qualitative development (in general, when com-
paring systems), but in the world-system terms, it was certainly an
evolution that sharply expanded and complicated the World System.
In addition, the nomads had advantages in certain aspects, such as the
use of pack animals, and in military affairs, and this also contributed
to the selection. Thus, the expansion of niches in social evolution, as
well as other aspects of evolution, will be examined in our study. But
we must keep in mind that we can only dwell on some evolutionary
processes.

Thus, one may argue that in a sense, the emergence of a new aro-
morphic quality is always a synthesis of the supra-societal (civiliza-
tional, regional, world-systemic, and universal) scale of development
and the characteristics of the society that carries out the innovation.
Moreover, a significant innovation becomes a macrosocial aromor-
phosis only when it spreads dramatically beyond the society that pro-
duced it. Only then is it evolutionarily consolidated and capable of
triggering further transformations. [However, social evolution quite
often produces innovations that do not belong to any single society,
but are, so to speak, a common property. For example, Islam made the
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Kaaba, which used to be a sacred place for many Arab tribes, a com-
mon property of all Muslims. And the creation of such a pan-Islamic
shrine contributed to the formation of an extremely important institu-
tion of pan-Islamic pilgrimage, which played a huge role in the history
of Islamic (and world) civilization (see, e.g., Korotayev, Klimenko,
and Proussakov 1999). These institutions include universal organiza-
tions (e.g., League of Nations, UN).

In this context, it is important to note the following. In some cas-
es the main driving forces may be external influences, and in others —
the internal contradictions (e.g., social or party struggles). But we can
argue that for each type of society (with account of its ‘cultural code’)
there is a certain limit, a ceiling of development, beyond which it can-
not go without changing its cultural code. Beyond this limit (taking
into account the characteristics of the epoch), a given society can de-
velop either as a result of falling out of the general trend and becom-
ing a new lateral line of evolution, or under the influence of more de-
veloped neighbors and with the necessary structural transformation.
Otherwise, the society enters into a crisis (e.g., a socio-demographic
crisis), but is unable to resolve it satisfactorily, that is, radically. This
is one of the explanations for the cycles of rise and decline that char-
acterized many ancient and medieval societies (about the demographic
trends in social evolution see Grinin and Grinin 2023 in this volume;
Grinin et al. 2023 in this volume).

In these cases, the state starts the next cycle from a new point, but
in its evolution it often misses the most favorable moment for such
a qualitative mutation and transformation that would lead it to a new,
more promising evolutionary trajectory. Development along the old
evolutionary trajectory can only remove it from the point from which it
was still possible to make an evolutionary leap. In other words, evolu-
tion can be significant, but its vector turns out to be different from the
direction of those societies that have made such a breakthrough.
The development of China is a prime example of this kind of devel-
opment. There, the state and its ability to support population growth
evolved from crisis to crisis until it reached astonishing levels (for
details see, e.g., Korotayev, Malkov, and Khaltourina 2007: 68—112;
Grinin 2003a: 123-124; 2007a, 1: 261-265; 2020b). But in doing so,
China would move further and further away from the direction of
technological and industrial capitalist development, ‘chosen’ by Eu-
rope, and later by all the other zones of the World System albeit most-
ly by force (Grinin, Korotayev 2015).
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With the development of more and more new social factors (espe-
cially industrial production, science, class and party struggle, modern
ideologies, etc.), as well as the weakening of the isolation of societies,
the role of idioadaptive evolutionary components is relatively weak-
ened, while the role of arogenic components (components of evolu-
tionary development) increases. At the same time, the role of social
reforms in macroevolution is becoming even more important. As hu-
manity integrates and common problems and a kind of international
‘ethics’ emerge, the transformations begin to develop into what can be
called social selection (when the local society ‘merges’ with an ad-
vanced model) and engineering (i.e., the construction of a model of
society and the planning of its functioning and development according
to that model). Of course, these paths of development are still at their
early stage and have not yet fully manifested themselves. And the role
of spontaneous and uncontrolled social macroevolution, although
weakened, still remains highly relevant.

3. SOCIAL EVOLUTION, EVOLUTIONARY
AND NON-EVOLUTIONARY DEVELOPMENT

Let us recall Spencer's definition of evolution as ‘a change from an
incoherent homogeneity to a coherent heterogeneity’ (Spencer 1972
[1862]: 71). Although it has retained its conceptual and even aesthetic
appeal to the present day, it now looks narrow. On the one hand, it
deserves special attention just because one of the most important types
of evolutionary processes falls under its definition, and on the other
hand, it narrows the process of evolution too much. Moreover, not
every movement ‘from incoherent homogeneity to coherent heteroge-
neity’ is identical with evolution, since such a movement does not
always involve qualitative evolutionary changes. Evolution, both in
our understanding and in Voget—Claessen's definition, is a process of
qualitative changes.

And if we consider the process described by Spencer only in
terms of qualitative transformations, then it is nothing more than de-
velopment. Here it is worth emphasizing that, although among those
who study social evolution, development is mainly associated with
evolutionary development or social progress, there are, nevertheless,
different types of development in the life of society (in particular, not
only upward movement [~ evolutionary development, most clearly
expressed in aromorphoses], but also development during certain re-
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current phases of certain cyclical processes, without any obvious qual-
itative transformation from cycle to cycle).

To denote developmental processes in social dynamics, we, there-
fore, propose to use two terms which describe two fundamentally dif-
ferent types of social development: evolutionary and non-evolutionary
development. Accordingly, the ‘Spencerian’ type of evolution is re-
ferred to below as evolutionary development, which, in relation to so-
cial systems, is to some extent as an analogue of phylogenetic devel-
opment in biology. And the type of non-evolutionary social ‘develop-
ment’ represents some (albeit in any case incomplete) analogue of
biological ontogenetic development within the dichotomy between
ontogenesis and phylogeny.

In particular, certain phases of the cycles of functioning/reprodu-
ction of social systems (including components of development) in so-
cieties at certain time periods can be considered as largely program-
med by the systems of their existing cultural codes, values and power
structures. Such ‘development’ should be considered non-evolutionary
precisely because the evolutionary shifts in this case would imply
changes in the ‘programming’ systems and structures that influence
the course and direction of the functional, non-evolutionary develop-
ment of the societies concerned.

The difference between non-evolutionary social development and
evolutionary shifts becomes quite clear when we consider the social
dynamics of certain societies during successive socio-demographic
cycles. For example, in China at the very beginning of our era, during
the period of recovery growth that followed the political and demo-
graphic collapse of the Western Han socio-political system that oc-
curred in between 10 and 20 AD (after the usurpation of power by
Wang Mang), there was a very intense restoration development as the
new Han system was recreated out of the chaos of the 10-20s (Lee
Mabel Ping-hua 1921: 178-179; Bokshchanin, and Lin Kyunyi. 1980:
30; Kryukov et al. 1983: 32; Malyavin 1983: 30; Bielenstein 1986;
Loewe 1986: 292-297; Nefedov 2002: 140).” During this process,
subsystems emerged (in particular, tax collection, the creation of re-
serves, population registration, etc.) with increasingly strong and more
effective links between them. Thus, there was a dual process of differ-
entiation and integration, a movement from the chaos of collapse to
a highly organized empire, that is, development.

However, can this restoration process be considered as an evolu-
tionary development? In our opinion, it cannot. In fact, something
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very similar to the previous Western Han Empire emerged as a result
of this restoration process. In this case, we deal with a process that in
some ways resembles the process of biological ontogenetic develop-
ment (remember, not related to biological evolution). After all, in the
case of Eastern Han China, development was guided precisely by a
kind of cultural genotype, that is, the system developed in accordance
with the ideas of the Chinese elite (partly recorded in written texts)
about how a centralized empire should be properly structured, and the
elite aspired to restore that empire (as far as can be judged, with the
support of the majority of the ordinary population [Bielenstein 1986]).
As a result, the outcome (at the end of the restoration development
period) was surprisingly similar to (but, of course, not identical with)
the Western Han (the late 31 century BC — early 1% century AD) socio-
political system that preceded the Eastern Han.

Of course, this does not mean that the traditional socio-political
system of China (and other highly complex agrarian societies with
their characteristic ‘secular’ socio-demographic cycles [e.g., Korota-
yev, Zinkina et al. 2016; Korotayev 2017]) did not experience any
evolutionary development at all. On the contrary, a number of im-
portant (though in most cases quite specific) evolutionary shifts can be
traced here. This organic combination of non-evolutionary and evolu-
tionary development makes it possible to tentatively identify some
important differences between social and biological evolution with
regard to the processes of biological and social reproduction.

When a new biological organism appears, a significant change in
the genotype (as a result of mutation) occurs only in a small minority
of cases, although insignificant changes almost always occur, since
replication of the entire genome without errors is also impossible.
However, as a rule, their role in evolutionary development is insignifi-
cant, except in rare cases (but they are extremely important in evolu-
tionary terms, since mutations are a necessary condition for biological
evolution). During the transition from one socio-demographic cycle to
another, there are always certain significant (but not necessarily aro-
morphic) changes in the ‘socio-cultural genotype’. They occur be-
cause the intergenerational transmission of any significant amount of
socio-cultural information is, in principle, impossible without changes.
Unconscious distortion of the culturally significant information passed
on is also inevitable (which can almost be interpreted as a complete
analogue of biological mutations).'” And this alone can lead to certain
socio-evolutionary shifts (Korotayev 1997, 2003b). However, much
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more important for us here is the conscious modification of this in-
formation by its bearers. Although many still believe that ‘history
never teaches anyone anything,’ the elites of complex agrarian socie-
ties quite often tried to take into account the mistakes of their prede-
cessors and modify the ‘socio-cultural’ genotype in order to avoid
them. Let us recall, for example, how the founders of the Song dynas-
ty in China (960-1279) quite deliberately changed the position of the
military elite in order to eliminate the possibility of ‘military coups’
that had undermined the stability of the political system of their pre-
decessors (Wright 2001).

Another, perhaps even more important difference, is that in bio-
logical evolution, the acquired characteristics are not inherited, where-
as in social evolution they are inherited very often."!

If you teach your dog a wide variety of commands, none of these
skills will be passed on to its offspring to any extent. If, during a given
socio-demographic cycle, an agrarian society develops new effective
technologies or creates political, social and similar institutions that
prove to be highly effective, then there is high probability that these
technologies/institutions will be reproduced by new generations in
subsequent socio-demographic cycles. Therefore, socio-evolutionary
transformations accumulate much faster than biologically useful
changes caused by the mutation process. For this reason, each given
socio-demographic cycle is significantly different from its predeces-
sor, and therefore, after the period of restorative growth, further social
development (during which forms and structures emerge that are dif-
ferent from all previous forms and structures) should already be con-
sidered precisely as evolutionary development.

It may seem that the dichotomy of social evolution and non-
evolutionary (functional) development is losing its importance for
modern (industrial and post-industrial) societies based on the Industri-
al and Scientific-Cybernetic Production Principles (see Grinin, Koro-
tayev 2009: Ch. 2; 2015; see also Grinin 2003a, 2007b; Grinin, Grin-
in, Korotayev 2017; 2020), since in them the processes of social de-
velopment turn out to be a component (and at the same time the most
important component) of the general process of social evolution. The
fact is that they have a ‘built-in’ need for constant change and innova-
tion, the absence of which is perceived as a violation of the normal
reproductive cycle of social systems. Therefore, development be-
comes increasingly conscious and part of macro-evolutionary changes.
At the same time, ‘secular’ socio-demographic cycles disappear as the
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population escapes from the ‘Malthusian trap’ (see Grinin, Korotayev
2009: Essay 2; also Artzrouni, Komlos 1985; Grinin, Malkov, Korota-
yev 2008; Korotayev 2017; see also Grinin and Grinin 2023 in this
volume; Grinin ef al. 2023 in this volume). However, we should take
into account the shorter multi-year cycles characteristic of modern
societies, the initial phases of which have development components
that in some essential features repeat the development components of
the initial phases of previous cycles.

4. MULTILINEARITY, ALTERNATIVITY
AND COMPETITIVENESS OF SOCIAL EVOLUTION

4.1. Unilinear, Bilinear, Multilinear and Nonlinear Theories
of Social Evolution

4.1.1. Unilinear approach and its errors

Viewing evolution as a unilinear process, which is still the case (at
least with respect to sociocultural evolution), greatly simplifies and
ultimately considerably distorts the evolutionary process. The result of
competition, selection, and of the search for the most ‘successful’ evo-
lutionary forms and models, that is, the result of very long and com-
plex processes, are presented as if they were originally predetermined.
It is explicitly or implicitly assumed that old forms are always and
everywhere replaced by strictly defined (i.e., described by theory)
forms. For example, acephalous communities should be replaced by
chiefdoms, and the chiefdoms, in turn, by the early state. But in reali-
ty, it could very often happen differently (see, e.g., Korotayev, Kradin
et al. 2000; Kradin et al. 2000; Bondarenko et al. 2002; Korotayev
2003a, 2003b; Grinin 2007¢; Grinin, Korotayev 2011; Carneiro, Grin-
in, Korotayev 2017; Korotayev 2021).

There are two fundamental methodological errors in such ap-
proaches. The first is that evolutionarily transitional models, which
were assumed to be compulsory for all societies, were theoretically
constructed on the basis of the study of societies that froze at some
stage. It seemed to the researchers who studied them that, since all
societies go through the same stages of development, this meant that
such a ‘backward’ society was at the stage that in the past was com-
pulsory for all modern societies. Moreover, they did not take into ac-
count the fact that the societies under study, having been frozen at a
certain stage for a long time, had rather over-developed some of their
characteristics and institutions. Thus, such random examples have
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often been mispresented and are presented as compulsory patterns for
the development of certain institutions at a certain stage of macroso-
cial development, and their actually overripe states are given a greatly
exaggerated importance in theoretical schemes.'> Meanwhile, for aro-
morphosis, that is, for an evolutionary transition to a qualitatively new
level of complexity, as we will see later, any overdevelopment of the
characteristics of the corresponding level (or excessive specialization
within a given level) is usually an almost insurmountable obstacle.
Other conditions being equal, it is much easier for more flexible and
less specialized forms to evolve. With regard to biological evolution, a
similar idea was put forward and formulated at the end of the nine-
teenth century by Edward Cope as the Law of the Unspecialized stating
that new large groups usually originate not from the most specialized
representatives of ancestral groups, but from relatively unspeciali-
zed ones (see about it Markov, Neimark 1998; Rautian 1988; Grinin,
Markov, Korotayev 2008, 2020).

The second error is caused by the underestimation of the fact that
in the initial phases of the process of aromorphosis formation, not one,
but many variants of new evolutionary forms appear. However, they
are not all the same as those that ‘theory’ says should be compulsory.
The fact is that the models that subsequently win evolutionary selec-
tion are most often not the very first, but much later, in fact, second-
ary, or even tertiary variations. In other words, they emerge as a result
of the long-term evolution and competition of primary forms. These
primary forms themselves then disappear, often without leaving obvi-
ous traces." These primary fragile variants give rise to a whole range
of new forms, among which there are both evolutionarily promising
and evolutionarily ‘lateral’ forms, which have no obvious prospects,
but are able to persist in certain niches for a very long time (and often
have a significant impact on social systems, whose developmental
trajectory later becomes dominant). Such ‘lateral’ variants include, for
example, highly developed tribal confederations (such as the Iroquois),
super-complex caste-clan systems, as well as various developed tribal
forms of some nomadic and agricultural mountain peoples (especially in
the Near and Middle East and North Africa). Such polities were often
‘lateral’ (alternative or analogous) forms of relatively complex chief-
doms and early states and existed in their niches for quite a long time,
completely replacing the state structures which eventually substituted
them (for more details, see Korotayev 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996, 2000a,
2000b, 2003a, 2003b, 2006, 2020a, 2021; Korotayev, Kradin et al.
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2000; Grinin 2003c, 2004, 2007a; 2012; Grinin, Korotayev 2009b,
2011; Carneiro, Grinin, Korotayev 2017).

Of course, some institutions in such societies are already super-
developed (in particular, this could be manifested in a highly devel-
oped system of tribal relations, in unique democratic procedures, in a
specific structural hierarchy within tribes, efc.). The study of such in-
dividual societies, without taking into account the above-mentioned
characteristics, has led some researchers to erroneously classify these
overdeveloped institutions as universal ones, which should have oc-
curred in the earlier development of the others. From here came the
ideas of military or developed tribal democracy as a compulsory stage
in the development of all pre-class societies, while the ‘main’ path
(i.e., the one that ultimately practically crowded out most of the rest)
turned out to be the path of narrowing democracy and the develop-
ment of monarchical institutions (in the form of a leader, including the
sacred leader). Similar (and contradicting real history) were the schemes
for the evolution of communities, when they tried to transfer the char-
acteristics of already very mature peasant communities of the late
Middle Ages and the Modern Period to communities of early agricul-
turalists and ones of the early Middle Ages (the list of such examples
is collected, in particular, in books by Leonid Alaev [1981, 2000]; see
also the comparison between the late medieval German mark commu-
nity and the forms of ancient German clan and rural collectives in one
of the works of Aron Gurevich [1999: 37-42]).

Thus, the real precursors of the later classical models disappear,
while the later evolutionary lateral variants would survive and for some
time they represented alternatives to the primary aromorphoses. And
theorists often interpret these lateral forms as evolutionary antecedents
of classical aromorphic models. Of course, this makes the theory har-
monious, but it does not correspond to reality at all. This is especially
the case when forms analogous to the early state were (and still are)
declared to be pre-state (see Grinin 2003, 2004; Grinin et al. 2004)."*

Consequently, the unilinear approach completely distorts the course
of evolution. Sometimes its adherents attribute features of later forms
to earlier forms. And sometimes, on the contrary, they try to present
an evolutionarily equivalent but ‘lateral’ alternative form as the linear
ancestor of the form under study.'® This makes it extremely difficult to
compare societies and determine their real level of development. And
therefore, one cannot fail to recognize the importance and productivity
of the criticism of the outdated unilinear schemes of the 19th — first
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half of the 20th century (see, e.g., Steward 1972 [1955]; Popper 1964;
2002). As a result, an approach known as neo-evolutionism emerged
in the 1940s and 1950s, which was based on the latest findings in cul-
tural anthropology, archeology, sociology and history (and later biolo-
gy); most its adherents regarded evolution as multi-linear.

However, the problem with most modern, especially American,
multilinear evolutionists is that as a result of quite fair criticism of the
primitive evolutionary schemes of the past, they came to the erroneous
conclusion that it is wiser to abandon the search for generalizing con-
cepts, declaring them of little value and unproductive. As a result, the
focus of their academic interests shifts from the evolution of human
society as a whole to the processes occurring in individual civilizations,
cultures, and communities (Sztompka 1996: 152—-153). They believe
that ‘what is lost in universality will be gained in concreteness and
specificity’ (Steward 1972 [1955]: 19). However, the rejection of gen-
eral constructs, in fact, the fear of them, leads to eclecticism, methodo-
logical weakness, and sometimes even to ‘reinventing the wheel.’

Nevertheless, in our opinion, a crude, unilinear, and schematic
view of evolution and the historical process is more harmful than the
indicated eclecticism and insufficient breadth of theorizing.

4.1.2. Between unilinear and multilinear approach
There are also concepts of bilinear development. This approach was
especially actively developed in relation to the development problems
of European and Asian countries. In Soviet scholarship, it was based
on Marx's idea of the so-called Asiatic mode of production, to which
an enormous amount of literature is devoted (the most comprehensive
[though not always unbiased] review for the period up to the mid-
1970s can be found in Vladimir Nikiforov's monograph The East and
World History [1977, see also Kachanovsky 1971; Sawer 1977; Ale-
ksandrov 1988; Sedov 1987; Gellner 1988: Ch. 3]). Some authors, for
example, Leonid Vasiliev (1993, 1997, efc.) and to a lesser extent
Yuri Pavlenko (1989, 2002), so strictly separated the conventional
lines of development of the West and the East that practically the
whole world-historical process has been viewed from the angle of the
contradictions between these lines. This approach is little better than
the unilinear approach and, in fact, this is its variation.

Robert Carneiro, when attempting to resolve the contradiction be-
tween the concepts of unilinear and multilinear evolutionism, noted
the importance of taking into account the parameters and aspects of
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the study. If the similarity of evolving institutions or structures is em-
phasized, then social evolution can be viewed as unilinear. If different
paths are distinguished, then it can be seen as multilinear (Carneiro
1973; see also Carneiro 2003: 229-238). In some respects, of course,
he is right: much depends on the aspect and methods of research and
on the research task. And yet, for most scientific problems, it is abso-
lutely necessary to take into account the multilinearity and alternativi-
ty of evolution. After all, variability is its most important and funda-
mental quality. It can be said that evolution always has more than one
answer to emerging problems. To ignore this fact is a mistake that is
confirmed, in fact, by the example of Carneiro himself, whose views
on the emergence of the state can be defined as unilinear.'®

The situation is much the same with the division of evolution pro-
posed by Marshall Sahlins into ‘general,’ that is, the progress of types
of forms representing movement through the stages of universal pro-
gress, and ‘specific,” that is, the historical development of specific
cultural forms (Sahlins 1960: 43). This is indeed a highly productive
approach. However, it becomes so only with the development of an
adequate methodology, since it requires extensive and carefully de-
veloped methods of application, a system of new abstract terms and
categories, and ‘rules of transition’ from one level of research to an-
other. But these problems are often ignored, since the laws of evolu-
tion are assumed to be of the same type at both the highest level of
generalization and at the most specific level (and as we have pointed
above, this is not at all the case). As a result, Sahlins's idea of diversity
turns out to be declarative, and he actually tends to justify a unilinear
scheme of universal forms and stages of development. This scheme
has been subject to various criticisms (for more details see Korotayev,
Kradin et al. 2000: 49-50). Sahlins's approach is somewhat similar to
the attempt in Russian philosophy to separate sociological and historical
laws, which was undertaken by Mikhail Barg, Efim Chernyak, Evgeny
Zhukov and a number of other scholars (see, e.g., Zhukov et al. 1979),
when the historical diversity of development was explained within the
framework of general laws, but the analysis reduced everything to an
outdated scheme (for more details, see Grinin 1997a: 83—84).

One of the authors of the present article has developed more ade-
quate non-linear models of evolutionary development, in which it is
presented not as a group of lines, but as a kind of a field. ‘In reality,
we speak about not a line or even a Euclidean plane or a three-dimen-
sional space, but only about a multidimensional space-field of social
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evolution’ (Korotayev, Kradin et al. 2000: 31ff). But, of course, given
the immense complexity of evolution, which cannot be contained in
any theory, we are well aware that lines, the three-dimensional space,
field, efc. are nothing more than elements of models that, by defini-
tion, simplify reality and cannot be given self-sufficient significance.
Ultimately, evolution is a collective scientific category that brings
together in our minds a lot of different changes and processes, and we
can use different techniques to explain it, but the most important thing
is not to start considering them as ontological and existing in them-
selves.

On the other hand, as we noted earlier (Korotayev, Kradin et al.
2000; Korotayev 2003b), it seems quite possible to talk about the evo-
lutionary line/trajectory (or developmental line) of a certain society or
certain social system, which is particularly important for us in the con-
text of our research: after all, this point implies the possibility of tal-
king about the direction/trajectory (or line) of the development of the
World System.

4.2. Alternativity and Competitiveness of Social Evolution

Recognizing the multilinearity of social evolution, we proceed from
the assumption that for each level of complexity of social evolution it
is possible to identify certain developmental alternatives. Different
social and political forms coexisted and competed with each other for
a long time, and in retrospect, the non-mainstream lines, models and
options could prove to be more competitive and appropriate for a
number of specific environmental and social niches, than those that
later became dominant (e.g., about the evolution the statehood see
Grinin 2004, 2012, 2020b; about the technological evolution see Grin-
in 2007¢, 2012; see also Grinin L. and Grinin A. 2023). Therefore, the
statement about an inevitable outcome of evolution is usually true on-
ly in the most general sense (and only if certain conditions are met),
when it is presented as the result of long-term competition between
different forms, their decline, transformations, social selection, adap-
tation to different environmental conditions, efc. But for each individ-
ual society, such a result may not have been inevitable.

Besides, the emergence of an aromorphically promising solution
(a new and universally distributed valuable quality or promising model)
is not always realized and not everywhere, but only in special situations
and places of the most successful combination of the necessary condi-
tions, that is, at first it occurs quite rarely. Only when these characteris-
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tics and patterns repeatedly prove their evolutionary advantage do they
become more common. Thus, methodological difficulties arise from the
underestimation of the fact that the main path of aromorphic macroevo-
lution is not immediately perceived, but that a) it is, in fact, born in
long-term competition with non-main paths; b) it adapts for a long time
to different conditions in order to become the mainstream and achieve
universal distribution (or at least spread in the main zones of the World
System). Otherwise, for example, why was it so difficult for states to
emerge in different regions over more than four thousand years, if the
main path of evolution had been immediately felt and paved?

5. DRIVING FORCES AND CHANGES
IN THE ‘ALGORITHM’ OF SOCIAL MACROEVOLUTION

It is obvious that a change in the balance of driving forces leads to a
change in the manifestation of certain historical laws — for example,
historical/social selection, which in modern conditions no longer leads
to the physical elimination of ‘backward’ societies and, especially, their
population, but on the contrary, such societies can become the object
of special attention of the world community. And the system of popu-
lation regulation in the framework of industrial and post-industrial
production ensures that demographic development no longer leads to
the Malthusian outcome, that is, socio-demographic catastrophes (Ko-
rotayev, Zinkina et al. 2011)."” In addition, the whole system of rele-
vant historical laws and driving forces of historical development is
significantly modified: some laws and forces cease to be relevant, be-
cause conditions of their relevance disappear, while other laws, which
describe socio-historical dynamics in new conditions, come to the fore
(one of the most striking examples is the processes of globalization).

To some extent, albeit rather conditionally, we can speak about a
system of changing types of macroevolution. In particular, we can
identify two major changes in the nature of macroevolution. The first
is the transition during the period of anthropogenesis from biological
to social macroevolution; the second is a transition within the frame-
work of social macroevolution from socio-natural to socio-historical
macroevolution during the Agrarian Revolution.

During anthropogenesis, biological macroevolution was first
transformed into biological-social evolution; then into socio-biological
evolution; and only then into social evolution proper (see, in particu-
lar: Grinin 2006a, 2006b; Grinin, Korotayev 2007b, 2009a; Grinin,
Grinin, Korotayev 2020). However, during the period of the Hunter-
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Gather Production Principle, there were still few major aromorphoses,
so the pace of the socio-evolutionary process was relatively slow, and
the direction of social macroevolution was very unclear. This type of
social macroevolution can be called social-natural while we define the
respective level of productive forces as a natural type (Grinin 2003a,
2003b). As a result of a system of interdependent major social aro-
morphoses associated with the Agrarian Revolution, a transition to a
socio-historical type of macroevolution gradually took place. Hence,
social macroevolution significantly changes its ‘algorithm’, which sig-
nificantly influenced the modification of laws and their relevance for
different major eras. As an example of how the significance of laws
and the operation of the “algorithm” of social macroevolution change,
we can consider similar transformations during the Agrarian Revolu-
tion (for more details about the Agrarian Revolution see (Shnirelman
1989; Grinin 2003a; Grinin, Korotayev 2006, 2009a; Grinin, Grinin,
Korotayev 2020; Malkov et al. 2023).

The main factor of change in the societies with the foraging econ-
omy was the need to adapt to the environment (also as a result of peo-
pling of more and more new territories with unusual natural condi-
tions — from the deserts of Australia to the icefields of the Arctic,
which was only possible with a significant modification of the corre-
sponding socio-cultural systems). This eventually allowed humans to
colonise most of the Earth's landmass and create a huge variety of
tools, objects, social and other institutions. A successful adaptation
allowed people not only to survive, but often to live quite ‘comforta-
bly’ in the original affluent society, as Marshall Sahlins (1972) put it.
The nature of the relationship between humans and the environment
varied considerably, but it was generally adaptive to the natural envi-
ronment (see, e.g., Leonova, Nesmeyanov 1993; see also Grinin 2003b,
2003a: 82—83; Grinin, Korotayev 2009a).

During the agrarian epoch, the nature of these relationships
changes due to the transition to a fairly meaningful and active trans-
formation of the environment on a large scale (irrigation, cutting down
and burning forests, plowing virgin soil, applying fertilizers, etc., not
to mention the creation of cities, roads and other infrastructure facili-
ties). The use of natural forces is also expanding significantly, includ-
ing the power of animals, wind and water (previously only fire was
actively used). Natural raw materials are transformed into completely
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new materials and things (metals, glass, fabrics, and pottery) (see, e.g.,
Grinin, Grinin, Korotayev 2020; Malkov et al. 2023).

Thus, in the process of social evolution, social factors themselves
began to play an increasingly important role, which, unlike natural
ones, are associated with goal setting, that is, the setting and imple-
mentation of certain goals. Gradually, with economic and technologi-
cal progress, an increase in the ability to accumulate a relatively sur-
plus product, as well as an increase in the overall cultural complexity
of social systems, evolution becomes almost purely social. As a result,
the “vector” of evolutionary selection turned out to be directed not so
much at the ability of societies to adapt to the natural environment, but
at their ability to survive and thrive in a social environment, which
implies the ability to withstand competition with neighbors in military,
trade, cultural or other spheres. Among the important changes in the
‘algorithm’ of social evolution, the following should be noted:

e Enabling the Resource Accumulation Mechanism

For tens of thousands of years of foraging economy, there was
practically no long-term accumulation in the material field. Only
knowledge, traditions and technologies were accumulated (and then to
a limited extent), but there was no continuous line here either. In fact,
accumulation occurred not so much within the framework of each so-
ciety, but as a whole due to the growth in the number of societies and
population, due to the appearance of various things and tools (see
about it in Grinin and Grinin in this volume). In other words, it is al-
most impossible to talk about any economic sector of accumulation
before the Agrarian Revolution (with the apparent exception of some
highly specialized societies of hunters, gatherers, and fishermen).

In many cases, people were able to produce much more than they
actually needed, and societies of primitive ‘affluence’ and even rela-
tive idleness often emerged, like the societies of wild sago gatherers
who worked for a small part of the year, engaging in various kinds of
unproductive activities, including military and ritual activities, for the
rest of the year (Shnirelman 1983, 1989). The inability and/or reluc-
tance to accumulate slowed down development, and for this reason
alone, the slow pace of social evolution was virtually inevitable (see
about this contradiction in Grinin 2003a, 2007b). The emergence in
the societies of early farmers and pastoralists of the opportunity, and
then the desire to accumulate material objects, led to fundamental
changes in the field of functional differentiation, distribution, social
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stratification, exchange and trade, in terms of the development of
property relations, preparing societies for statehood and its analogues
as well as to the acceleration of population growth (see Grinin and
Grinin in this volume).

e The increasing capacity of societies to transform them-

selves

Agrarian societies have proved to be generally more capable of
major social transformation than hunter-gatherer societies. At the same
time, complex/super-complex agrarian (state/quasi-state, civilized)
societies proved to be much more capable of such transformation than
simple farmers and pastoralists.

The increasing ability of societies to change very clearly demon-
strates the main difference between social evolution and biological
evolution: as we noted earlier, social organisms can be consciously and
purposefully transformed by the activity of their members.

o The rise of contacts between societies to a leading place

among the evolutionary factors

The importance of various contacts has increased sharply, and this
has contributed to a more active adaptation of societies to the surround-
ing social environment. The increasing role of contacts has radically
increased the importance of external social driving forces (see also
Grinin 1997b: 23; Grinin and Korotayev 2009, 2010: 177). And this has
been of great importance for the development of the World System and
humanity as a whole. Military and other interactions forced us to think
about increasing the efficiency of management, defence, cultural sys-
tems, technology, etc. All this together made it possible to include many
societies and peoples in a single historical (world-system) process.

It is worth noting that the process of increasing the size of socie-
ties began not only due to natural population growth, but also because
of their integration and unification, that is, these external contact fac-
tors proved to be the most important in the evolutionary process.

NOTES

! About the correlation between megaevolution and social evolution as well
as about the common features all types of evolution including social one see
(Grinin L. and Grinin A. 2019, 2020; Grinin A., Grinin L. 2020; Grinin 2013,
2014a, 2017, 2018a, 2019b, 2019c, 2020a; Korotayev 2020b).

? Biological evolution is predominantly additive, that is, it has a cumulative

nature, whereas social evolution has a predominantly substitutive nature (see
above), which is especially noticeable in the last two centuries.



144  Social Evolution & History / September 2023

3 Sometimes, rather surprising statements were made: ‘The political devel-
opment of African societies occurred at all stages with the decisive role of the
internal algorithm determined by the interaction between the community and the
supra-communal power structure. The evolution of the latter mainly depended on
external factors’ (Bocharov 1991: 74; emphasis added. — LG, AK). It turns out that
although the main factor was the internal interaction between the community and
the authorities, for some reason the evolution of the power structure depended
mainly on external factors. What a strange logic! Would it not be more appropri-
ate to say that political development depends to a large extent on both internal and
external factors?

* For a thorough criticism of such approaches, as well as the question of the
role of wars and other external factors in the process of state formation, see in Grinin
2003c, 2004, 2007a; 2014b, 2014c; Grinin, Korotayev 2009b, 2012). But let us em-
phasize once again that the division between external and internal factors is some-
what arbitrary, since external forces in one system of coordinates become internal
forces in another system (for more details, see Grinin 1997b, 2007a, 2007b, 2020b;
Korotayev 1997, 2003b; Akaev et al. 2023; Sadovnichy et al. 2023).

3 By ‘transient’ we mean those evolutionary changes which can be further
used over very long epochs and on a very large scale, in fact turning into ‘win-
ners’ in evolutionary selection. By universal we mean those that sooner or later
diffuse throughout the entire World System.

8 But these are often societies whose evolution itself belongs to the macroev-
olutionary level. For example, this was the case with the Roman Empire, where
Christianity originated.

7 For example, the world religions were quite easily borrowed (Korotayev
2004), while the pagan religions were much more difficult to borrow. It is also
easy to remember how long it took the institution of the state to spread in the peri-
od before the beginning of the 1** millennium BC. And then the invention of iron,
the diffusion of agriculture to new territories, the development of trade, the emer-
gence of money and other technological innovations began to draw people in-
creasingly into statehood. And when empires began to impose them directly, the
process went even faster (Grinin, Korotayev 2009b).

8 And not at the level of large groups of societies, within which special ‘tran-
sient” societies can be distinguished that become pioneers, hegemons or models to
be followed.

® The Western Han Empire existed from the late 3 century BCE to the early
Ist century CE. It is also known as the Early Han (sometimes Elder Han) as op-
posed to the Late Han or Eastern Han empire (or Younger Han), which existed in
25-220 CE.

10 Richard Dawkins comes to similar results in his concept of ‘meme evolu-
tion” (Dawkins 2006)

1 Since, as evolutionists note, one of the differences between social and bio-
logical evolution is the absence in the former of a clear equivalent of genotype—
phenotype differences (for an analysis of this situation, see: Mesoudi et al. 2006:
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344-345), it is obvious that we use the terms ‘sociocultural genotype’ and ‘soci-
ocultural phenotype’ largely as a metaphor or analogy, which is quite useful, but
does not claim to be a theory. And of course, these terms should not be taken too
literally.

'2 Thus, ethnologists often try to find in all late primitive societies the institu-
tionalized, clearly expressed and ritualized authoritarian power of the leader, or a
high degree of sacralization, which in fact is only characteristic of more complex
societies and later models of development. This is similar to attempts to transfer
the characteristics of developed monarchies and the class structure of the eight-
eenth-century European states to the early Middle Ages (however, some theorists
do just that). Similarly, unsuccessful extrapolations can be traced in the attempts
to draw a single line in the development of forms of kinship, marriage, gender or
religious customs, and much else. Moreover, very often in more developed socie-
ties, phenomena resembling primitiveness (e.g., communal systems) were simply
new formations, unrelated in any way to earlier forms (about this see below; see
also Alaev 1981, 2000; Korotayev, Obolonkov 1989, 1990; Korotayev 2003c).
These errors were also linked to the fact that evolutionists and determinists, sup-
porting unilinear approach, attributed to certain characteristics the exclusive role
of the main indicators of the level of development of a society, whereas in reality
societies with a similar level of socio-cultural complexity could have significantly
different variants of the corresponding characteristics (this applies, e.g., to forms
of clan groups, in particular matrilineal and patrilineal; different forms of proper-
ty: private and collective; forms of economy; political states: centralized and de-
centralized, etc.).

'3 This was pointed out, in particular, by Pierre Teilhard de Chardin (2008).
Norbert Wiener also drew attention to this, while emphasizing that we know very
little about what happens during critical periods of instability (Wiener 1953). In
biology, this feature of evolution is sometimes formulated as the rule of ‘archaic
diversity’ (the term was introduced by Yuri V. Mamkaev [1968]; see also: Ras-
nitsyn [2002]).

' For example, the advanced Gallic polities (each with a population of hun-
dreds of thousands of people) or even the empire of Genghis Khan are considered
pre-state, thereby putting them on the same level as some tiny chiefdoms or small
independent village communities.

' To illustrate how such approaches change the understanding of the evolu-
tionary process, we can recall that Neanderthals were presented as an evolutionary
stage on the path to Homo sapiens. And now scientists tend to believe that Nean-
derthals (Homo sapiens neanderthalensis) and Homo sapiens sapiens were for
some time parallel species (or parallel subspecies of the same species). This gives
our understanding of anthropogenesis a completely different character. About
Neanderthals see Claessen 2020.

'S For example, Carneiro writes that when we deal with political evolution,
we undoubtedly encounter unilinearity. All human societies were once migratory
groups, then, after the transition to agriculture, they became mostly autonomous
villages. Then the villages developed into chiefdoms which included many villag-
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es, and then a number of chiefdoms developed into a state. Thus, there was a sin-
gle general line of evolution leading to the emergence of all states: local groups —
autonomous villages — chiefdoms — states (Carneiro 2003: 234; almost the same
position he holds in Carneiro, Grinin, Korotayev 2017).

7 However, COVID-19 has shown that the pandemic threats far from vanish,
moreover, manmade mortal infections can sweep out hundreds of million lives
(about COVID-19 see, e.g., Rodrigue 2021; Widdowson 2021; Grinin, Grinin,
Korotayev 2021).
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