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Critique of Toynbee’s A Study of History (Part II):
Regarding The Origin of Civilization

Yinxing Jiang

Abstract

In Toynbee’s A Study of History, he explains the origins of civilization as responses to stimuli from
both natural and human-made environments, based on the theory of “challenge and response.” However,
Toynbee’s theories and ideas faced significant criticism from the academic world in Europe and
America. In China, prior to 1949, his theories and ideas were highly regarded. However, due to a shift in
political ideology, they were deemed anti-communist after the 1950s and became targets of criticism.
Cao Weifeng, who first translated A Study of History in mainland China, wrote critical essays in 1958
and 1959, pointing out that Toynbee’s theories relied on mythical intuition, were highly subjective in
interpreting historical facts, and were fatalistic. He also criticized Toynbee’s thought for being heavily
influenced by Spengler, Jung, and Bergson, characterizing his methodology as a mixture of theology,

psychology, and mythology.
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