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Abstract

The process of evolution can be seen at work in all domains of nature. It has seemed instructive to point out a number of parallels between the development of stars and the development of human societies. For example, the use of the comparative method has been prominent in the study of evolution in both fields. Also, there are parallels between the two, such as the use of stages to distinguish significant phases of the evolutionary process, the manifestation of both multilinear and unilinear evolution in both, and differential rates of evolution among stars and societies. Pointing out these parallels, which anthropology shares with the more advanced and sophisticated science of astronomy, may help bolster anthropologists in their belief that the evolutionary approach in their own field is a valid one, capable of producing substantial results.

In his book First Principles (1862), published a scant three year after Darwin's The Origin of Species, Herbert Spencer portrayed evolution as something far beyond ‘descent with modification’. He saw it as a much broader process, a process which had manifested itself throughout the Universe, from the tiniest microorganisms to the largest galaxies. The evolution of the stars, then, was clearly within his purview.

And, as a field of astronomical research, stellar evolution has been pursued with increasing vigor and impressive results since Spencer's time. In fact, it is not too much to say that what astronomers and astrophysicists have been able to accomplish in reconstructing the process of cosmic evolution stands as one of the greatest intellectual triumphs of all time.

Spencer (1896: 373) defined evolution as, essentially, a change from simplicity to complexity. And this is still the way astronomers regard it as it manifests itself in the unfolding of the cosmos. Thus the great astrophysicist George Gamow wrote:

...the basic features which characterize the universe as we know it today are the direct result of some evolutionary developments which must have begun a few billion years ago... With such an assumption, the problem of scientific cosmogony can be formulated as an attempt to reconstruct the evolutionary process which led from 
the simplicity of the early days of creation to the present immense complexity of 
the universe... (Gamow 1952: 20)

For some years it has seemed to me that certain striking parallels exist between the evolution of stars and the evolution of human societies, parallels which anthropologists are barely aware of. And while a recognition of these parallels may mean very little to the powerful and sophisticated science of astronomy, it just may be of some interest and value to the fragile and beleaguered field of cultural evolution. Therefore it seems worthwhile to try to point out some of these parallels.

* This article first appeared in the Journal of the Steward Anthropological Society, vol. 28, Nos 1–2, �pp. 1–23, 2000, although not actually published until August 2004.
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