DOI: 10.31312/978-5-6053157-5-9-5-40

THE SYMBOL AND THE SYSTEM:
LESLIE WHITE’S SCIENCE OF CULTUROLOGY

Michael Kuznetsov
V. N. Karazin Kharkiv National University
Kharkov, Ukraine
pwanz87@gmail.com

ABSTRACT

Leslie Alvin White (1900-1975) stands as a pivotal figure in American anthropology,
renowned for revitalizing evolutionary theory in the study of culture during the mid-
20"century. His seminal work, The Science of Culture (1949), introduced “culturology”
as an autonomous science dedicated to analyzing culture as a superorganic phenomenon,
independent of individual psychology or biology. Drawing from 19th-century evolu-
tionists like Edward Burnett Tylor and Lewis Henry Morgan, White posited that culture
evolves through technological advancements and energy harnessing, progressing from
primitive to advanced stages. Central to his theory is the role of symbols as the foun-
dation of human behavior, distinguishing Homo sapiens from other species. Symbols,
he argued, enable the creation and perpetuation of culture, manifesting in artifacts, social
structures, and ideologies. White’s materialist approach, influenced by Marxist dialectics
and continental philosophy, challenged Boasian particularism by emphasizing universal
laws of cultural development. Despite criticisms for determinism, his ideas influenced
neo-evolutionism and remain relevant in contemporary debates on cultural materialism.
This essay explores White’s theoretical contributions, his inspirations from Kantian and
continental traditions, and his alignment with American philosophical schools, particu-
larly pragmatism. It highlights how White’s culturology bridges anthropology and phi-
losophy, offering a deterministic framework for understanding human progress.
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L eslie White developed a comprehensive theory of cultural evolution that was heavily
influenced by continental philosophical traditions. In the spirit of Kantian critique
of reason” particularly the distinction between the noumenal and phenomenal—White
saw culture as an autonomous system that stands above the individual. He argued that
culture cannot be reduced to biological or psychological factors but exists as “superor-
ganic,” similar to Kant’s idea of reason as a regulative principle. White drew inspiration
from continental philosophy, such as Hegel’s dialectic and Marx’s materialism, to de-
scribe the evolution of culture as a progressive process driven by technology and energy.
For this reason, he emphasized that symbols represent the “origin and basis of human be-
havior;” as laid out in his text Symbol: The Origin and Basis of Human Behavior (1940) [3,
p. 22-39].

White was also connected to the American philosophical school of pragmatism, in-
fluenced particularly by the figures of Charles Sanders Peirce (1839-1914), William James
(1842-1910) and John Dewey (1859-1952). Pragmatism’s emphasis on practical conse-
quences and empirical verification resonated with White’s scientific approach to culture,
where evolutionary stages are tested against historical data. He saw culture as a system
that evolves through actions and adaptations, similar to Dewey’s concept of experience as
a continuous process. Nevertheless, he distanced himself from the subjective aspects of
pragmatism by advocating for an objective, materialistic science of culture.

Leslie White’s materialism rejects Transcendentalism’s idealism; he viewed culture as
driven by technology, not divine intuition [4, p. 18-20; 2, p. 93-94]. White’s symbolic
theory treats meaning as culturally derived, not analytically decomposed. He argued that
symbols did not arise from logical analysis but emerged evolutionarily [3, p. 173-188].

White’s culturology as a narrative of progress, where cultural evolution is a pragmatic
story [4, p. 368-370; 2, p. 99-100]. Only Homo sapiens can freely and arbitrarily bestow
meaning upon a thing or event. All other animals react via signs (stimulus-response);
humans act via symbols. Articulate speech is the most important form of symboling.
Without the symbol there is no culture and no humanity. The symbol is the origin and
basis of human behavior [3, p. 71-73].

Leslie White was strongly influenced by American interpretations of continental phi-
losophy and critical theory, particularly through Karl Marx’s (1818-1883.) impact on
his energy-based theory of culture. White's core principles of dialectical materialism,
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viewing culture as a superstructure that evolves directly from its technological and eco-
nomic base. This aligns with the materialist analyses of the Frankfurt School theorists
(such as Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno), though White’s approach distinctly
lacked their central focus on humanism and ideological critique, favoring instead a more
deterministic and scientific model of cultural evolution [4, p. 245-247; 1, p. 59-60].

White developed the most systematic and uncompromising neo-evolutionary theory
of culture in 20th-century American anthropology. His framework can be summarized
in the following logical scheme:

Biology > Ability to symbol > SYMBOL
(the origin and basis of all specifically human behavior)

!

Culture as an autonomous, extra-somatic (superorganic) level of reality

l

Culture evolves according to its own internal laws, independent of biology
and individual psychology

!
White’s Law of Cultural Evolution:
C=ExT

(Culture = Energy captured per capita per year x Technological efficiency of
energy harnessing)

l

1. Technological subsystem (tools, means of production) — primary and determining
2. Social subsystem (kinship, politics, economy) — secondary, adapts to technology
3. Ideological subsystem (beliefs, art, philosophy, science) — tertiary, justifies

and rationalizes the first two

|

Progress = increasing control over energy - higher cultural complexity > civilization

Leslie White’s contributions to anthropology and philosophy endure as a bridge be-
tween evolutionary science and cultural theory. By conceptualizing culture as superor-
ganic and symbol-driven, he challenged reductionist views, inspiring neo-evolutionism
and materialist analyses. His work bears a significant resemblance to that of the earlier
British philosopher Herbert Spencer (1820-1903), particularly in its grand, systematic
approach to social evolution. White developed Spencer’s core ideas of socio-cultural evo-
lution as a universal, progressive process and the analysis of society as a system adapting
to its environment. However, while Spencer focused on a broad analogy between societ-
ies and biological organisms, White provided a more specific, materialist engine for this
process, replacing Spencer’s vague principle of increasing complexity with a quantifiable
driver: the capture and control of energy. His culturology, though deterministic, thus of-
fers a robust framework for understanding human progress amid ongoing technological
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change, standing on the shoulders of 19th-century evolutionary thinkers while forging

its own distinct path.

In conclusion, for Leslie White, man is the only animal that became human through

the invention of the symbol; culture is an autonomous thermodynamic system whose de-

velopment is governed by the amount and efficiency of harnessed energy and culturology

is the true science of human history.
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