On The Cyclical
Nature of Excellence

Quantitative evidence which supports
the cyclical nature of the rise and de-
cline of culturesis presented. The data,
together with a knowledge of history,
permits the construction of past cycles
involving the ancient world. The same
data and the current developments|ead
to predictions about the next cycles.
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I nanumber of culturesthereisanInimplicit belief

inthe cyclical nature of phenomena. Thisbelief is
based partly on observation, for example, seasonal
cyclesandall thatistriggered by them, and partly on
philosophy. A number of historians and philoso-
phershavedevel opedtheoriestoexplaintheriseand
decline of cultures [1]. Ibn Khaldun, a world re-
nowned Arab philosopher and historian of thefour-
teenth century, expounded a theory based on a
concept called asabiyah or social cohesion, leading
totheriseand declineof societies. Oswald Spengler
(1880-1936), a German philosopher, believed that
the west had passed through the mature creative
stage of culture into the stage of reflection and
material comfort and that the future would bring a
period of decline. Arnold Toynbee (1889-1975), an
English historian, believed that the decline was a
processof exhaustionandtherisewasnot aresult of
superior racial qualities or geographical consider-
ationsbut rather aresult of challengeinasituation of
specia difficulty that rouses people to make an
unprecedented effort. Finally, Ravi Batra, presently
an economist at Southern Methodist University,
used P.R. Sarkar’s [2] theory of socia cycles to
predict the economic performance of western and
eastern nations[ 3] into the next century.
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Being technically inclined, we set out to
investigate whether quantitative evidence exists
showing the rise and decline of cultures. We have
discovered such evidencewhich hasled ustowrite
thispaper. Thediscoveriesleadto someinteresting
predictions about the future aswewill see.

|deally wewould havelikedtoseeincluded,
several cultures from the ancient world (China,
India, Egypt) as well as several from the pre- and
post-Christian world (Greece, Great Britain, Ger-
many, United States). Duetothedifficultiesassoci-
atedwithfinding quantitativedatapertainingtothe
ancient cultures, welimit our scopeheretothelatter
four, forwhichreliabledataareavailable. Investiga-
tionspertai ningtotheancient culturesareunderway
and the results will be communicated in a future

paper.

THE DATA

Our principal source of information isthe
Encyclopedia Britannica [1]. The encyclopedia
contains in-depth information on the western cul-
tures. Persons with outstanding achievement are
selected for inclusion in the encyclopedia after a
careful scrutiny by a board consisting of interna-
tional scholars. Thusweassumethat anindication of
how well a particular culture has performed or is
performing may beobtai ned by examiningthenum-
ber of personsfromthat culturelistedintheencyclo-
pediaasafunction of time.

With this background, the data on Greece,
England, Germany, and the United States were
compiled. Wefoundthat 434 personsfrom Greece,
3850 from Great Britain, 1592 from Germany, and
4411 U.S. citizens are listed in the encyclopedia.
Thesedatawereplotted and areshownin Figure 1-
4.Figurelisindicativeof theriseand declineof the
Greek culture with an unmistakable peak at the
fifthcentury B.C. Thereislittleactivity after about
500 A.D. Figures 2-4 show clear peaks at 1860,
1880, and 1900 A.D. for Great Britain, Germany,
and the United States, respectively. The last three
peaksareintermsof thedecadeof birth of thelisted
individualsand sointermsof thecalender year, the
peaks probably occurred fifty or so years later.

CONSTRUCTING THE PAST CYCLES
The pioneering contributions of ancient
civilizationsto humanity are well known. One ex-
amplefromthelndiansubcontinentisillustrativeof
the awesome heights that the vedic Indians had
reached. They wrote the vedas (in Sanskrit, veda
meansstorehouseof knowledge), theearliestamong
which isthe Rigvedathat is estimated to be 4000
years old. The Rigveda contains 1,017 hymns.
Assume for a moment that the vedic Indians be-
lieved in the cycles of excellence. Having devel-
oped deep knowledge, they must have wondered
how they could preserve the knowledge for per-
sons who would live in the next ascending part of
the cycle of excellence, presuming that during a
thousand years or more of decline between the
cycles, their successors would not have the capac-
ity to absorb it. They appear to have devised an
ingenious plan. They wrote the knowledge in the
form of hymnsto be passed on from generationsto
generations in a oral tradition. They must have
reckoned that attemptsto preserve knowledge, say
in astronomy, asdry factswould not have much of
achanceof success; codingitintheformof prayers
had abetter chance. That they succeeded isevident
by thefact that evenintoday’ sIndiatherearepeople
who know the four vedas by heart. However, they
only know the surface meaning of the hymns. A
number of examplescanbecitedthat areindicative
of how far down a society can slide but we will be
content with just one. During arecent visitto India
the first author presented a telephone hill at the
telephoneofficeinamajor city along with fundsto
cover a year's charges in advance. No, said the
cashier; advancepayment required awrittenrequest
justifyingtheneedfor advancepayment andinsuch
acase, payment must bemadeby bank draft (cashier’s
check)! A second example involves Greece. The
culture that produced the likes of Aristotle, Plato,
Socrates, Archimedes, and Homer istoday consid-
ered by many to be the weakest link within the
European community. Many of the other ancient
culturesaretoday referredtoasthethirdworld. This
background permitsusto concludethat theancient
cultures have experienced rise and decline. The
vision provided by theevidencein Figures1-4, and
thisbackground permitsusto construct theprevious
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cycles pertaining to severa ancient cultures. For
someadditional insightsintothecontributionsof the
ancient cultures the reader is referred to Michael
Wood's Legacy [4]. Figure 5 shows a qualitative
plot showing theriseand decline of several ancient
cultures aong with the same for pre- and post-
Christiancultures. Thereisgreat deal of uncertainty
about when the peaks associated with the ancient
cultures occurred but thereislittle doubt about the
existence of thecycles.

WHAT THE DATA ALSO TELL US
Figures 1-4 lead to a number of observa-
tions.

1 Within the span of some 6000 years of
known history, the cycle appearsto have begunin
the east and moved westward through Greece and
onto the United States. Of coursg, if the rise and
decline are indeed cyclical, then thereisrealy no
beginning and no end.

2. No one culture can claim timeless and
perpetual claim to superiority. Thereisreason for
pride based on the performance at agiven pointin
time, but arrogancehasnobasisinfact sincedecline

isinevitable. Thus, when a Japanese cabinet level
official makesderogatory commentsabout thechar-
acteristicsof theU.S. |abor force, heshowsacertain
lack of understanding about the cyclical nature of
excellence. Thereisalesson in these datatoo that
thereappearstobenovalidbasisfor discrimination
onthebasisof intellectual superiority.

3. A study is said to be in progress in the
United Stateswhoseaimistoidentify geneticlinks
to criminal behavior. This type of study is tanta-
mount to taking a time slice from one of these
figures presented and arriving at a certain conclu-
sion. For example, a 5th century B.C slice would
perhaps have shown that Greeks are uniquely
blessed with alarge number of geniuses, aconclu-
sionthat would beincorrect if appliedin1900A.D.
In the same 5th century B.C., one could have
arrived at theerroneousconclusionthat the English
or theGermanscould producenosignificant works.
We submit that such studies provide no informa-
tionthat isfundamental in natureand at worsethey
create unnecessary friction among races at atime
when racial/communal harmony and understand-
ing in the today’ s world of increasing diversity is
the call of theday.
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4, It should be mentioned that the achieve-
ments of the ancient cultures were due mainly to
indigenousefforts. Therapid advancesincommuni-
cation technologies in recent years will have an
interacting effect on the future cycles.

5. Now themilliondollar question. IstheU.S.
in decline? Figure 4 appears to indicate that the
U.S. is in decline (see aso [5] and companion
articlesinthesameissue); thenation’ sillsprompted
the former secretary of education, William J.
Bennett, to compile an “Index of Leading cultural
Indicators’ [6]. However, several reviewersof this
paper have pointed out that in posterity many
persons could be added to the declining portions of
the curve thus wiping out the negative trend. Our
feeling isthat the numbersrequired to wipe out the
declinearesolarge (twiceasmany or morein many
years) that trend reversal is not likely, but if that
occurs, so much the better.

A second piece of evidence involves the
share of U.S. patents awarded to the U.S. and to

Japan during 1963 - 1992. Thesedataareshownin
Figure6. Duringthisperiod, theU.S. sharedropped
from 83% to 56% while the Japanese share in-
creasedfromessentially zeroto 22%. Inconnection
with the datain Figure 6 we point out that annual
datapriorto1963arenot available; all thatisknown
isthat during 1963-1972 the U.S. share was 77%
andtheJapanesewas2%. ThedatashowninFigure
6 for thisperiod are based on interpolations.

Some additional observationsarein order.
At the outset we recognize that unlike many other
nations, the United States of Americaisanation of
immigrants. To shedlight onthesituation concern-
ing the United States we borrow a concept from
control theory. We visualize that creativity, pro-
ductivity, and performance is a 2-input, 1-output
problem. The inputs are genetics and the environ-
ment andtheoutput isperformance. Inother words,
creativity and performanceareafunction of both of
these inputs. By environment we refer to all those
factors which nurture and encourage productivity
and performance. In some cases, genetics has the
predominant effect; theprevailingenvironment does
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not affect the performance. Threeexamplesamong
many inthiscategory are 1) Amadeus Mozart who
had mastery over western classical musicat theage
of five, 2) Dyaneshwar, livinginrura Indiain 1290
A.D. interpreted the Bhagvadgeeta from Sanskrit
into Marathi at the age of eighteen, and 3) Sir Isaac
Newtonwasbuilding mechanical toysasaboy. For
avast mgority of individual s, however, theenviron-
ment has a tremendous effect. Thisis the success
story of United States; itisquitepossiblethat provid-
ing asuitableenvironment to personsfrom cultures
which are on the ascending part of the curves of
cyclical excellence may have led to substantial
accomplishmentsby theseindividuals. For example,
the performance of individualsfrom eastern coun-
tries(China/ Taiwan, Korea, Indiaand thelike) in
the United States over past thirty years has been
outstanding. Thus, whenaU.S. politiciansays*” Our
Asians are better than their Asians’ what it really
means is that the environment has enhanced the
performance of individuals from the ascending
cultures. Thusalthough thedatain Figures4 and 6
appear to show that the United States may be in
decline, it is possible that immigration has favor-
ably affected the rate of decline.

A number of reviewersof aninitial draft of
this paper have cautioned against relying on lim-
ited sources, no matter how reputable, to draw
conclusions about an entire society. We certainly
respect thisview and haveinserted it hereto bring
ittotheattention of thereader. If indeed thedecline
isreal, then, one might ask, how can it be stopped
or reversed? During the recent Presidential cam-
paign, the Perot camp and the Clinton camp articu-
lated the problemsfacing the country and outlined
approaches to tackle them. We believe the prob-
lems they identified are symptomatic of deeper
causes, merely tackling themmay not besufficient.
In our estimation thefundamental problemsfacing
the U.S. society are

i. Gender form of the almighty. The society needs
to recognizethat there are multiple pathsin search
of thetruth; no one path issuperior to others. There
is no difficulty with the proclamation about the
existence of the son of God or a prophet but the

implication that the almighty is a he leads to a
number of significant problems, the most signifi-
cant among themisdiscrimination agai nst women.
Such views are also not helpful in asociety that is
growing more and morediverse.

ii. The society needs to properly differentiate be-
tween what are dharmic (see, e.g, [1] under Em-
peror Ashok or refer to an English trandlation of
Bhagvadgeeta) issuesand which onesbelongtothe
domain of civil laws. Failure to do this resultsin
tension and turmoil. One may seek the appoint-
ment of individuals with a certain bent of mind to
the highest court in the land and may well derive
certain decisions, but the controversies will not
end.

iii. Control desire, attachment, andtheegoandfind
peace and contentment. The problems with the
health care system are a good example of how
greed can get the best of us. Those responsible for
the mess not only include the providers of health
care but also thereceivers of that care, namely the
membersof thesociety. Theeastern adviseto shun
desire and attachment is not practical for most
people and the western approach is not working.
The Greek proverb PAN METRON ARISTON ,
meaning moderation or balance, appears to be

appropriate.

iv. In matters of relationships among Spouses,
move away from looking for perfect compatibility
to compromiseand sacrifice. Zero defect isalaud-
ablegoal for inanimate objectsbut isinappropriate
for dealing with relationships among spouses.
Former President George Bush correctly identified
the breakdown of the family as a fundamental
problem facing America.

V. Recognize that Gaussian-type distribution ap-
pliestoall cultures. Thus, whilenonwhites(minori-
ties) deserve special assistance in many cases, the
members of the majority community at the lower
end of thespectrumal sodeservehelp. Failuretodeal
with thisissue islikely to lead to increased racial
tensionincoming years.
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Qualitative Performance

vi. The stresslevel in the society appearsto betoo
high. Y oga, meditation and biofeedback may help
relieve some of the anxieties.

vii. Thevaluesystem. Thefreemarket economy has
anumber of virtuesthat we areall aware of. How-
ever, onedrawback isthat it appearsto warp one's
sense of values. How else can one explain the
disparity of incomelevel sbetweenarock star ($50
million per year or more) and say an English
teacher.

viii. Literacy and education. All of the above will
fall on deaf ears without proper and enlightened
education.

We hasten to add that putting these ideals
into practiceisnot at al an easy task. Wecertainly
do not claim mastery over them. A related thought
hereisthat if the society hasnot cometo gripswith
the foregoing issues, then, perhaps it has not yet
reached the peak, implying that the decline can be
reversed. If or when the society reaches that ulti-
mate level of enlightenment, then, we are afraid,
there will be no where else to go but down.
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Figure 7. Cycles of Excellence; Present and
Future

PREDICTING THE NEXT CYCLES

The plots showing the next cycles may be
prepared based on thefoll owing observations. One
isthat theachievementsof Japan and theneighbor-
ingsmall-sizecountriesintheEast over thepast fifty
yearshave been phenomenal. It wasnot much over
thirty years ago that the Japanese products were
known for shoddy quality. Today, some of the best
products in the world are made in Japan. Also
relevant is the observation about the impressive
accomplishments of the personsof Asianoriginin
the United States and the performance of the Asian
children in international mathematics and science
competitions. Dr. Subhash Kak, an Indian-Ameri-
can Professor of Electrica and Computer Engi-
neering at L ouisiana State University, hasrecently
unravel ed the code in the hymnsfrom the Rigveda
[7, 8]. Finally, there is consensus among business
circlesthat thefinancial center of gravity isshifting
towardtheEast[9]. Itisunderstandabl ethat smaller
countriesin the East such as Japan and Taiwan are
showing the effect of the cycle first because of
much faster dynamics associated with small scale
systems. But therise in the large systems, namely
China and India, appears to have begun. Thereis
ampleevidenceof significant achievementsinboth
of these cultures over the past fifty years. The
foregoing discussion permitstheconstructionof the
next cyclesas shownin Figure7.

A comparison of the material progressin
Japan in contrast to the samein Chinaand Indiain
therecent decades|eadsusto believethat the riseof
Japan on the cycle of excellence has quickened in
part duetothesmall sizeof thesystemwherequick
changes are possible, but is aso duein part to the
success of the Japanese in adopting, adapting, and
improving western technologies. Thisobservation
leadsusto statethat if therate of risecan bespeeded
up as shown by the Japanese example, then it may
also befeasible for the United Statesto reduce the
rate of declineasalludedto earlier.

Some reviewers asked for an explanation
for the gapsthat appear to exist betweenthecycles.
Wenotethat only afew representativecultureshave
been studied to make the point about the cyclical
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nature of excellence. Other cultures may fill the
gaps. On the other hand, we do not know of any
fundamental reason why there can or cannot be
gaps. Itisan open question.

We have presented evidenceof theriseand
declineof several culturesfromthepast and present.
Thereisevidencetoothat someof theearly cultures
areontheriseagain, whichleadsusto ponder if the
phenomenon is cyclical in nature. Unfortunately,
reliable historical informationisavailableonly for
severa thousand years and therefore a categorical
answer cannot be given.
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