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ITIRIM SOROKIN is a strange figure in the American
Pacademic world. Now chairman of the Department of
Sociology at Harvard University, he was once sccretary to
Kerensky, and was born the son of an itinerant Russian arti-
san. In “The Crisis of Our Age,” a non-technical restate-
ment of his four-volume “Social and Cultural Dynamics,”
he speaks in the tradition of the Hebrew prophets, calling
on his generation to return to God, to put away relativism
and skepticism, to admit that the values of this day and age
are not worth fighting for. It is an impassioned document
such as one rarely finds in sociological literature. And Soro-
kin states many things that are often little recognized in
academic circles. He understands that any civilization cre-
ates its own value system and that it is great and vigorous
in proportion to the degree to which this value system organ-
izes the various aspects of its life. Its ethics, its law, its arty
its government and its economics are unintelligible except
as they are related to this system of meanings. When these
meanings change, a new kind of living and of feeling super-
sede the old order of life. A view of life which was meaning-
ful under the old order is meaningless under the new.

All this he argues passionately and convincingly. We aré
he says, in the twilight of a sensate dispensation which began
to dominate the Western world in the sixteenth century>
Sensate values are this-worldly, secular and utilitarian. They
are relativistic and skeptical. For five centuries they achieve
great triumphs, but they contained in themsclves a poison~
ous virus which is working itself out today. They were par
tial. They denied the value of the supersensory, of the
intuitional, the values of religion. “In our zeal to serve
Mammon we have forgotten to serve God.” In our mate”
rialism we deny man as the child of God, the bearer ©
absolute values. Man has become a tool, a victim. The
agony of our world is the fruit of these sensate striving
but as a result of these agonies we will turn again to the
eternal verities, We will have faith again in the absolute.

To read Sorokin when he is writing for the public i _hke.
nothing so much as reading the lamentations of Jeremuat:
“Jerusalem hath grievously sinned; therefore she i ¥¢
moved.” As with the prophets, the subject is not individual
sin; it is the sins of a nation, of an age. And Sorokin hat_es
the ways of this generation, Its art is “physio-dirty”i 1
philosophy and ethics are relativistic. In fifth-century Greec®
and in the Middle Ages, art was “the human soul conversiié
with its God” and it painted gods or saints or angels:
was rooted in spiritual values. Now we have Dadaists 27
jazz. “Jerusalem hath grievously sinned.”

Nevertheless, this call to repentance is presented 5 &
compendium of sociological knowledge and document¢
four heavy volumes replete with statistics computed 0 &
decimal point. It is a cultural fact of our age which §°f°kln
does not discuss: this generation makes an empiricist © _
man born with the temper and convictions of an Old T est-’;
ment prophet. And sociologically his argument beg®
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Question. It relies throughout on a Spenglerian analogy
with the maturing and aging of individuals: sensate cul-
ture, Sorokin says, had its glories in music, in painting, in
literature, in architecture, in invention, which “require
o apologia.” Sensate values, therefore, even by his own
analysis do not correlate with disintegration and cultural
abasement; the latter arises only with the senility of sensate
Cu'lture. Unless one is convinced, therefore, by the analogy
With the individual organism, the question of sociological
Causes is still unanswered. The question is still: What does
Correlate with disintegration? Sorokin himself has an excel-
lent discussion of the decay of contract in modern economy,
Which he ascribes to the fact that one party to the contract
B no longer free to enter into it or to abstain, but this dis-
Cussion stands quite apart from his main argument. He
Scusses present-day nationalism, too, but when he comes
to diagnosis he passes over such things in favor of the ex-
teedingly doubtful analogy between society and the in-
dividual ife cycle. He is content to say merely that the
0‘_1)’ politic' and any system of values bear in themselves
om the beginning, like the human body, the seeds of their
°%n decay. The proposition makes good poetry but it is
$ultifying in sociological analysis.
is other major proposition equally begs the question.
¢ would throw out all relativism and enthrone again
ah§°1Ute values. But the problem in all science is to deter-
Mine what is relative, and what cannot be tampered with.
Ecourse there are in human societies absolutes with which
One Cannot tamper without courting violence and insecurity,
and it js important to isolate these. But this cannot be done
unIFSS one is willing to admit as relative many institutions
:zh}Ch are currently bel-it!:vcd to have an absolute value. A
Ciology which is & priori committed to absolute values
:EE?PS' at the very beginning one major prol;)l?m of human
by :-tll:s-. So far from dcnym'g cultural relativism, we need
“Ociaal e lf into full'acccfunt if we are to understand those
problems which lie beyond it. RUTH BENEDICT
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