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Note 

This presentation is based on the theories of 

Gerhard Lenski as presented in his works. A more 

complete summary of his theories (as well as the 

theories of other macro-theorists) can be found in 

Macrosociology: The Study of Sociocultural 

Systems, by Frank W. Elwell. If you would like to 

receive a .pdf file of the chapter on Lenski please 

write me at felwell@rsu.edu and put Lenski.pdf in 

the subject line. 

 



Gerhard Lenski 

 



Evolutionary Perspectives 

 Largely fallen into disuse in sociology since 

Spencer and the social Darwinists. 

 Gerhard Lenski was one of the first to go 

against this trend. Since the mid-1960s 

Lenski has been developing an ecological-

evolutionary theory that is broad is scope. 



Induction/Deduction 

His method is both deductive and inductive. 

Taking elements of classical theory as his 

starting point, he then examines empirical 

findings (ethnographies, histories, and 

comparative sociology) and modifies his 

theory accordingly.  



Ecological-Evolutionary Theory 

The deductive part of the theory begins from 

the insights of T. Robert Malthus, an 

economist and demographer of the early 

nineteenth century. From Malthus Lenski 

borrows the observation that human 

societies are part of the world of nature. 



Ecological-Evolutionary Theory 

Like all life forms humans have a reproductive 

capacity that substantially exceeds the 

necessary subsistence resources in the 

environment. Thus, Lenski concludes, 

human populations tend to grow until they 

come up against the limits of food 

production, and then they are checked. 



Ecological-Evolutionary Theory 

Like Spencer before him, Lenski insists that 

sociocultural evolution is but a special case 

of the general evolutionary process. Human 

populations, Lenski points out, are subject to 

environmental and biological influences just 

as animal populations are.  



Ecological-Evolutionary Theory 

Rather than relying on genetic change to 

adapt to changes in the external 

environment, however, human populations 

have evolved culture. “The process of 

evolution itself—inorganic, organic, social—

is itself cumulative and evolving.”  



Ecological-Evolutionary Theory 

“Cumulative change is a distinctive kind of change 

associated with systems composed of multiple, 

interrelated parts. Within these systems, some 

parts change while others remain unchanged. 

Thus, cumulative change is a process that 

combines elements of continuity with elements of 

change; many parts of the system are preserved 

for extended periods while new parts are added 

and other parts are either replaced or 

transformed.” 

 



Ecological-Evolutionary Theory 

True to its subject matter and method of 

development, Lenski’s theory itself has 

evolved over the years as he examined 

more evidence and read more widely in the 

historical, anthropological, and sociological 

literature. 



Antagonistic Cooperation 

1) Humans are by 

nature, social 

animals who 

engage in 

“antagonistic 

cooperation” in 

order to maximize 

their need 

satisfaction. 

 

 

 



Antagonistic Cooperation 

Since we are by nature social beings, the 

society into which we are born has a strong 

effect on shaping many of these basic 

needs and desires as well as creating 

secondary needs and desires. 



Antagonistic Cooperation 

Of all human needs and desires, Lenski notes, 

survival is given the highest priority by the 

vast majority of human beings. This fact 

means that the threat of physical violence is 

a powerful deterrent in human affairs. 

 



Antagonistic Cooperation 

In addition to human needs and desires, 

Lenski adds, human beings have a highly 

developed consciousness and a sense of 

individual self; and we are often ruled by 

powerful emotions and appetites. 



The Struggle for Resources 

2) Like Malthus before him, 

Lenski notes that our 

reproductive capacity 

exceeds our productive 

capacity. This is a normal 

feature of nature, which 

scatters the seeds of life 

widely, but is comparatively 

miserly in providing food 

and resources for this life. 



The Struggle for Resources 

Lenski also asserts that 

humans appear to have 

an insatiable appetite 

for goods and services. 

“This is true chiefly 

because the goods and 

services have a status 

value as well as a 

utilitarian value.” 



The Struggle for Resources 

The struggle for resources within a society is 

not necessarily violent. The struggle is often 

carried out within a system of economic and 

political rules. But even in the absence of 

violence, the struggle is serious for the men 

and women involved. 



The Global Ecosystem 

3) Human societies are part of the global 

ecosystem and cannot be understood 

unless this factor is taken fully into account. 



The Global Ecosystem 

Sociocultural systems are the primary ways in 

which human beings adapt to their 

biological, physical, and social 

environments. 



The Imperfect System 

4) Like most sociologists Lenski asserts that 

society is a system; however, he continues, 

it is an imperfect system at best. 



The Imperfect System 

The fact that society is an imperfect system 

means that not all of the parts function to 

strengthen the whole system.  



The Imperfect System 

Lenski asserts that societies have two basic 

goals: 

1. The maintenance of the political status quo 

within the society. 

2. The maximization of production. 



The Imperfect System 

Highly stratified societies with powerful elites, 

Lenski posits, tend to emphasize political 

stability, those less stratified favor 

maximizing production. 



Inequality 

5) Economic goods and services are not 

distributed equally to all members of society 

—some always get more than others. 



Inequality 

Also consistent with Weber, Lenski asserts 

that stratification is a “multi-dimensional 

phenomenon,” that is, populations are 

ranked along various dimensions such as 

occupation, education, property, racial-

ethnic status, age, and gender. 

 



Inequality 

An individual’s position in each of the relevant 

class system (and these vary by society) 

determines their overall social class, and 

this will affect their access to goods and 

services as well as the prestige accorded to 

them by others. 



Inequality 

Lenski points out that the Civil Rights 

movement in the United States can be 

properly viewed as a struggle to reduce the 

importance of the racial-ethnic class system 

as a basis of distribution. 



Laws of Distribution 

6) Goods and services within societies are 

distributed on the basis of need (subsistence 

goods) and power (surplus goods). 



Laws of Distribution 

“Enlightened self-interest,” Lenski posits, will 

lead humans to “share the product of their 

labors to the extent required to ensure the 

survival and continued productivity of those 

others whose actions are necessary or 

beneficial to themselves.” 



Laws of Distribution 

The existence of self-interest leads Lenski to 

posit that any goods over and above the 

minimum needed to keep the majority of 

producers alive and productive will be 

distributed on the basis of power. 



Elite Rule 

7) Elites rule through a variety of means, but 

force undergirds all power and authority. 



Elite Rule 

Thus, those who seize power will soon move 

to “legitimize” their rule and transform force 

into authority. 



Elite Rule 

As force shifts into authority and manipulation 

there are some important changes that 

occur in the distribution of goods and 

services.  



Elite Rule 

With the rule of law at least some of their 

actions must be consistent with the 

prevailing conceptions of justice and 

morality. 



Elite Rule 

Secondly, there is a shift in the personality 

and character of the elite from those 

comfortable with the use of force to those 

more comfortable with “cunning,” 

manipulation, and diplomacy. 



Elite Rule 

Finally, with the shift of power from force to 

manipulation and authority there is the rise 

of bureaucracy, where power inheres in the 

office rather than in the individual. 



Elite Rule 

It is also in the period of transition from force 

to authority that the middle class arise. 

This middle stratum consists of public 

officials, priests, soldiers, craftsmen , 

merchants, and others who serve as 

overseers and technicians in the service of 

the elites. 



Elite Rule 

The chief function of this middle stratum is to 

separate the surplus from the producers. 



Elite Rule 

The movement from force to authority, the rise 

of manipulation and cunning, as well as the 

rise of the middle stratum all strengthen a 

move toward constitutional government. 



Elite Rule 

Constitutional government is a system in 

which the political elite makes some 

concessions in the distribution of resources 

in return for legitimation and consent of the 

governed. 



Societies are Stable Systems 

8) Societies are remarkably stable systems 

that tend to resist change. 



Societies are Stable Systems 

When confronted with innovation the 

individual performs a cost/benefit analysis to 

reveal if the costs of adapting the innovation 

are worth the anticipated benefits.  



Societies are Stable Systems 

Lenski places the individual members of the 

society as the prime actors in adaptation, 

cost-benefit is the calculus they use in 

making their decisions. 

 



Sociocultural Evolution 

9) Societies evolve in response to changes in 

their natural or social environments. 



Sociocultural Evolution 

Sociocultural change is of two types, 

innovation and extinction. The first involves 

adding new elements such as technologies, 

social practices, institutions, or beliefs to the 

system. The second type of change is, of 

course, the elimination of old elements in 

the system. 



Sociocultural Evolution 

It is also important to again note that 

sociocultural innovations is based on the 

alteration of existing structures and behavior 

patterns. 



Types of Societies 

 Type    Cultivate   Metal   Plow   Iron  Fossil Fuel 

H&G          -              -           -        -                 -  

S. Hort      +            -            -        -                  -  

A. Hort      +            +           -        -                  -  

S. Ag         +           +           +        -                  -  

A. Ag         +           +           +       +                  -  

Ind.            +           +           +       +                 +  

 



Sociocultural Evolution 

There are ultimately only three major factors 

determining the characteristics of the 

sociocultural system: 

1. Human’s genetic heritage; 

2. The biological, physical, and social 

environment; 

3. The influence of prior social and cultural 

characteristics of the society itself. 



Sociocultural Evolution 

The rate of innovation and change varies 

across different societies. There are several 

factors that influence this rate. Can you 

name them all? 

 



Sociocultural Evolution 

1. Store of existing cultural information; 

2. Population size 

3. Stability of the physical and biological 

environment itself; 

4. Contact with other societies; 

5. Character of the physical environment itself 

6. Attitudes and ideologies toward change 

7. Technological innovation itself 

 



Sociocultural Evolution 

Sociocultural change occurs as a 
consequence of individual members of 
society making adaptive changes to their 
natural and social environments. Of course, 
not all people have equal power in the 
decision making process; “who decides” 
often depends on the nature of the choice 
and one’s position in the stratification 
system. 



Sociocultural Evolution 

Structural elites acting in their own interests 

therefore provide positive and negative 

reinforcements for the adoption or extinction 

of technological and social change. 



Production and Population 

10) Changes in subsistence technology and 

population have far ranging consequences 

for human organization, cultural beliefs, and 

values. 



Production and Population 

Lenski considers population and subsistence 

production critical in understanding 

sociocultural systems because these two 

variables are the principle means by which 

society regulates the flow of energy from its 

environment. 



Surplus and Inequality 

11) The more intensive the subsistence 

technology, the greater the surplus, the 

greater the surplus, the greater the 

inequality. 



Surplus and Inequality 

Enlightened self-interests of humans leads 

them to equitably distribute goods and 

services to productive classes in order to 

ensure their survival and continued 

productivity.  



Surplus and Inequality 

Therefore, his first hypothesis predicts that in 

the simplest societies, or those which are 

technologically the most primitive, the goods 

and services available will be distributed on 

the basis of need. 



Surplus and Inequality 

As technology and productivity increases a 

portion of the new goods and services will 

go toward necessary population growth and 

feeding a larger population.  



Surplus and Inequality 

Lenski’s second hypothesis predicts that with 

technological advance, an increasing 

proportion of goods and services available 

to a society will be distributed on the basis 

of power. 



Surplus and Inequality 

In his studies Lenski indeed finds increasing 

degrees of inequality up to and including 

early industrial society. At this stage of 

development, however, he finds the degree 

of inequality peaking out and then beginning 

to lessen as industrial society matures. 



Surplus and Inequality 

In mature industrial societies the lower social 

classes appear to materially benefit more 

than in agrarian or early industrial societies 

both in absolute and relative terms. Elites 

appear to receive far less of a proportion of 

the nation’s income. 



Surplus and Inequality 

Lenski thus concludes that mature industrial 

societies represent a reversal of a long-

standing evolutionary trend in which 

inequality increased with technological 

development. 



Surplus and Inequality 

Lessening inequality linked to a variety of factors: 

1. Necessity of a large administrative and technical 

structure. 

2. Satiation and the buying of allegiance and 

commitment in promoting further growth. 

3. Changes in population and production dynamics. 

4. Rise of ideologies that advocate more economic 

equality. 

 



The Global System 

12) There is a process of selection in the 

world system that favors larger, more 

powerful societies at the expense of smaller, 

less powerful ones. 



The Global System 

Sociocultural change is largely a cumulative 

process which is the major factor in the 

growth of the complexity and size of 

societies over the course of human history. 



The Global System 

The vast majority of societies have experience 

very little change over the course of their 

history. But in the global system as a whole, 

societies have gotten larger, developed 

more sophisticated methods of exploiting 

their environments, and developed more 

complex divisions of labor. 



The Global System 

Social evolution exists on two different levels, 

and these two levels—individual societies 

and the global system of societies—follow 

divergent evolutionary paths. 



The Global System 

At the global system level, there has been a 

dramatic reduction in the number of 

societies in the last 10,000 years due to a 

process of “inter-societal selection.”  



The Global System 

Societies that have grown in size and 

technology have also grown in complexity 

and military power; and this has allowed 

them to prevail in conflict over territory and 

other resources with societies that have 

maintained more traditional sociocultural 

patterns. 



The Global System 

Successful adaptations are spread through 

social contact, military, and economic 

conquest. Societies that adopted innovations 

that led to increases in productive capacity, 

population growth, structural complexity, and 

military power are those that have survived 

to transmit their culture and institutional 

patterns. 



The Global System 

At the individual societal level, societies 

respond to changes in their natural and 

social environments, which, in combination 

with their distinctive histories, produces the 

innovative adaptations, some of which get 

passed on to other societies within the 

global system and become part of the 

intersocietal selection process. 



The Global System 

Sociocultural evolution therefore operates on 

two distinct levels, within individual societies 

and within the world system of societies. 



The Global System 

The two processes combined determine 

“which societies and which cultures survive 

and which become extinct, and the role that 

each of the survivors plays within the world 

system.” 



Note: 

For a more extensive discussion of Lenski’s 

theory, as well as a fuller discussion of its 

implications for understanding human 

behavior, refer to Macrosociology: the Study 

of Sociocultural Systems. For an even deeper 

understanding of Lenski’s thought, read from 

the bibliography that follows. 
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