


Social Darwinism 
American Thought

REVISED EDITION

Richard Hofstadter

BEACON PRESS BOSTON

1955  [1944]



Contents

AUTHORS NOTE viii

INTRODUCTION 3

1. THE COMING OF DARWINISM

2 . THE VOGUE OF SPENCER 31

3. WILLIAM GRAHAM SUMNER.' SOCIAL DARWINIST 5 1

4. LESTER WARD: CRITIC 67

5. EVOLUTION, ETHICS, AND SOCIETY 85

6. THE DISSENTERS IO5

7. THE CURRENT OF PRAGMATISM 123

8. TRENDS IN SOCIAL THEORY, 1 8 9 0 -1 9 1 5  143

9. RACISM AND IMPERIALISM 170

1 0 . CONCLUSION 201

BIBLIOGRAPHY 205

NOTES 2 17

* 4 3INDEX



Author’s Note

This book was written during the years 1940-42 and first 
published in 1944. Although it was meant to be a reflective 
study rather than a tract for the times, it was naturally in
fluenced by the political and moral controversy of the New 
Deal era. In some respects my views have changed since 
the first edition appeared. However, in revising the book 
I have not tried to bring the substance of the text into co
herence with my present views, except at a few points where 
I was jarred by the rhetoric of the original version. After 
a period of years a book acquires an independent life, and 
the author may be so fortunate as to achieve a certain healthy 
detachment from it, which reconciles him to letting it stand 
on its own.

Although I have not made major changes of content, I 
have added a new introduction and completely rewritten the 
text, entering innumerable stylistic changes, rewriting several 
passages to rectify old errors or ambiguities and a few which, 
for reasons of taste, seemed to demand a complete rework
ing. Beatrice Kevitt Hofstadter shared equally with me 
in the task of revision.

The volume was originally completed while I held the 
William Bayard Cutting Traveling Fellowship at Columbia 
University and was first published under the auspices of the 
Albert J. Beveridge Memorial Fund of the American His
torical Association.

R. H.



Introduction

In 1959, one hundred years after the publication of Dar
win’s The Origin of Species, mankind has lived so long under 
the brilliant light of evolutionary science that we tend to take 
its insights for granted. It is hard for us fully to realize the 
immense thrill of enlightenment experienced by Darwin’s 
own generation; it is harder still to appreciate the terrors 
experienced by the religiously orthodox among them. But 
John Fiske, the American evolutionist, put it well when he 
said that to have lived to see the old mists dissolve was “a 
rare privilege in the centuries.”

Many scientific discoveries affect ways of living more pro
foundly than evolution did; but none have had a greater 
impact on ways of thinking and believing. In this respect, 
the space age does not promise even remotely to match it. 
Indeed, in all modern history there have been only a few 
scientific theories whose intellectual consequences have gone 
far beyond the internal development of science as a system 
of knowledge to revolutionize the fundamental patterns of 
thought. Discoveries of this magnitude shatter old beliefs and 
philosophies; they suggest (indeed often impose) the necessity 
of building new ones. They raise the promise— to some men 
infinitely alluring— of new and more complete systematiza
tions of knowledge. They command so much interest and 
acquire so much prestige within the literate community that 
almost everyone feels obliged at the very least to bring his 
world-outlook into harmony with their findings, while some 
thinkers eagerly seize upon and enlist them in the formulation 
and propagation of their own views on subjects quite remote 
from science.

The first such episode in modern times, the formulation



of the Copemican system, required a major revision of cos
mologies and opened up to learned men the fascinating and 
terrifying prospect that many long-received ideas about the 
world might have to be drastically revised. Once again, in 
the Newtonian and post-Newtonian eras, mechanical models 
of explanation began to be widely applied to the theory of 
man and to political philosophy, and the ideal of a science 
of man and of society took on new significance. Darwinism 
established a new approach to nature and gave fresh impetus 
to the conception of development; it impelled men to try to 
exploit its findings and methods for the understanding of 
society through schemes of evolutionary development and 
organic analogies. In our own time the work of Freud, whose 
insights originated and have their surest value in the sphere 
of clinical psychology and in the treatment of neuroses, has 
begun to be exploited in sociology and art, politics and re
ligion.

Almost everywhere in western civilization, though in vary
ing degrees according to intellectual traditions and personal 
temperaments, thinkers of the Darwinian era seized upon the 
new theory and attempted to sound its meaning for the sev
eral social disciplines. Anthropologists, sociologists, historians, 
political theorists, economists were set to pondering what, if 
anything, Darwinian concepts meant for their own disci
plines. And if a great many intellectual gaucheries were 
committed in the course of this search for the consequences 
of Darwinism (as I believe there were), they were gaucheries 
to which we should be prepared to extend a certain measure 
of indulgence. The social-Darwinian generation, if we may 
call it that, was a generation that had to learn to live with 
and accommodate to startling revelations of possibly sweep
ing import; and neither the full meaning nor the limits of 
these revelations could be found until a great many thinkers 
had groped about, stumbled, and perhaps fallen in the dark.

The subject of this book is the effects of Darwin's work 
upon social thinking in America. In some respects the United 
States during the last three decades of the nineteenth and at 
the beginning of the twentieth century was the Darwinian
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Introduction 5
country. England gave Darwin to the world, but the United 
States gave to Darwinism an unusually quick and sympa
thetic reception. Darwin was made an honorary member of 
the American Philosophical Society in 1869, ten years be
fore his own university, Cambridge, awarded him an hon
orary degree. American scientists were prompt not only to 
accept the principle of natural selection but also to make 
important contributions to evolutionary science. The enlight
ened American reading public, which became fascinated with 
evolutionary speculation soon after the Civil War, gave a 
handsome reception to philosophies and political theories 
built in part upon Darwinism or associated with it. Herbert 
Spencer, who of all men made the most ambitious attempt to 
systematize the implications of evolution in fields other than 
biology itself, was far more popular in the United States 
than he was in his native country.

An age of rapid and striking economic change, the age 
during which Darwin’s and Spencer’s ideas were popularized 
in the United States was also one in which the prevailing 
political mood was conservative. Challenges to this dominant 
conservatism were never absent, but the characteristic feeling 
was that the country had seen enough agitation over political 
issues in the period before the Civil War, that the time 
had now come for acquiescence and acquisition, for the de
velopment and enjoyment of the great continent that was 
being settled and the immense new industries that were 
springing up.

Understandably Darwinism was seized upon as a welcome 
addition, perhaps the most powerful of all, to the store of 
ideas to which solid and conservative men appealed when 
they wished to reconcile their fellows to some of the hard
ships of life and to prevail upon them not to support hasty 
and ill-considered reforms. Darwinism was one of the great 
informing insights in this long phase in the history of the 
conservative mind in America. It was those who wished to 
defend the political status quo, above all the laissez-faire 
conservatives, who were first to pick up the instruments of



social argument that were forged out of the Darwinian con
cepts. Only later, only after a style of social thought that 
can be called “social Darwinism” had taken clear and rec
ognizable form, did the dissenters from this point of view 
move into the arena with formidable arguments. The most 
prominent dissenters, especially those like Lester Ward and 
the pragmatists who directed their criticism most immedi
ately to the philosophical problems raised by social Darwin
ism, were thinkers who did not quarrel with the fundamental 
assumption that the new ideas had profound import for the 
theory of man and of society. They simply attempted to wrest 
Darwinism from the social Darwinists by showing that its 
psychological and social consequences could be read in to
tally different terms from those assumed by the more con
servative thinkers who had preceded them in the field. Today 
their arguments seem, if not to everyone superior, at least 
to most of us an indispensable antidote to the plausible 
arguments of the men they criticized. But that they suc
ceeded in establishing much of their critique should not 
lead us to forget that for many long years they represented a 
minority point of view. And hardly had they begun to suc
ceed in showing that the individualist-competitive uses of 
Darwinism were open to question when a wholly new problem 
began to emerge, on which they were themselves unable to 
agree: a discussion arose over the question whether racist 
and imperialist invocations of Darwinism had any real justi
fication.

Darwinism was used to buttress the conservative outlook in 
two ways. The most popular catchwords of Darwinism, “strug
gle for existence” and “survival of the fittest,” when applied to 
the life of man in society, suggested that nature would pro
vide that the best competitors in a competitive situation 
would win, and that this process would lead to continuing 
improvement. In itself this was not a new idea, as economists 
could have pointed out, but it did give the force of a natural 
law to the idea of competitive struggle. Secondly, the idea of 
development over aeons brought new force to another fa
miliar idea in conservative political theory, the conception

6 Social Darwinism in American Thought



Introduction

that all sound development must be slow and unhurried. 
Society could be envisaged as an organism (or as an entity 
something like an organism), which could change only at 
the glacial pace at which new species are produced in nature. 
One might, like William Graham Sumner, take a pessi
mistic view of the import of Darwinism, and conclude that 
Darwinism could serve only to cause men to face up to the 
inherent hardship of the battle of life; or one might, like 
Herbert Spencer, promise that, whatever the immediate 
hardships for a large portion of mankind, evolution meant 
progress and thus assured that the whole process of life was 
tending toward some very remote but altogether glorious 
consummation. But in either case the conclusions to which 
Darwinism was at first put were conservative conclusions. 
They suggested that all attempts to reform social processes 
were efforts to remedy the irremediable, that they interfered 
with the wisdom of nature, that they could lead only to 
degeneration.

As a phase in the history of conservative thought, social 
Darwinism deserves remark. In so far as it defended the 
status quo and gave strength to attacks on reformers and on 
almost all efforts at the conscious and directed change of 
society, social Darwinism was certainly one of the leading 
strains in American conservative thought for more than a 
generation. But it lacked many of the signal characteristics of 
conservatism as it is usually found. A  conservatism that ap
pealed more to the secularist than the pious mentality, it 
was a conservatism almost without religion. A body of belief 
whose chief conclusion was that the positive functions of 
the state should be kept to the barest minimum, it was al
most anarchical, and it was devoid of that center of reverence 
and authority which the state provides in many conservative 
systems. Finally, and perhaps most important, it was a con
servatism that tried to dispense with sentimental or emotional 
ties. Listen, for instance, to Willian Graham Sumner, ex
plaining in his social-Darwinian classic, What Social Classes 
Owe to Each Other, what happened when men moved out of
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the medieval society based on status to the modern society 
based on contract:

In the Middle Ages men were united by custom and prescription into 
associations, ranks, guilds, and communities of various kinds. These 
ties endured as long as life lasted. Consequently society was dependent, 
throughout all its details, on status, and the tie, or bond, was senti
mental. In our modern state, and in the United States more than any
where else, the social structure is based on contract, and status is of 
the least importance. Contract, however, is rational— even rationalistic. 
It is also realistic, cold, and matter-of-fact. A contract relation is based 
on a sufficient reason, not on custom or prescription. It is not permanent. 
It endures only so long as the reason for it endures. In a state based on 
contract sentiment is out of place in any public or common affairs. 
It is relegated to the sphere of private and personal relations. . . . 
The sentimentalists among us always seize upon the survivals of the 
old order. They want to save them and restore them. . . .

Whether social philosophers think it desirable or not, it is out of 
the question to go back to status or to the sentimental relations which 
once united baron and retainer, master and servant, teacher and pupil, 
comrade and comrade. That we have lost some grace and elegance is 
undeniable. That life once held more poetry and romance is true 
enough. But it seems impossible that any one who has studied the 
matter should doubt that we have gained immeasurably, and that our 
further gains lie in going forward, not in going backward.

We may wonder whether, in the entire history of thought, 
there was ever a conservatism so utterly progressive as this. 
Some of the peculiarities of social Darwinism as a conservative 
rationale become apparent if one compares Sumner with 
Edmund Burke. As thinkers the two, of course, have some
thing in common: both show the same resistance to attempts 
to break the mold of society and accelerate change; neither 
has any use for ardent reformers or revolutionaries, for the 
conception of natural rights, or for equalitarianism. But 
here the resemblance ends. Where Burke is religious, and 
relies upon an intuitive approach to politics and upon in
stinctive wisdom, Sumner is secularist and proudly rationalist. 
Where Burke relies upon the collective, long-range intelli
gence, the wisdom of the community, Sumner expects that 
individual self-assertion will be the only satisfactory expres
sion of the wisdom of nature, and asks of the community

8 Social Darwinism in American Thought



Introduction 9
only that it give full play to this self-assertion. Where Burke 
reveres custom and exalts continuity with the past, Sumner is 
favorably impressed by the break made with the past when 
contract supplanted status; he shows in this phase of his 
work a disdain for the past that is distinctly the mark of a 
culture whose greatest gift is a genius for technology. T o 
him it is only “sentimentalists’* who want to save and restore 
the survivals of the old order. Burke’s conservatism seems 
relatively timeless and placeless, while Sumner’s seems to 
belong pre-eminently to the post-Darwinian era and to 
America.

Certainly in America the roles of the liberal and the con
servative have been so often intermingled, and in some ways 
reversed, that clear traditions have never taken form. This 
will go far to reveal not only why our non-conservatives have 
such a hard time explaining themselves today but also why 
social Darwinism has such a peculiar ring as a conservative 
social philosophy. In the American political tradition the 
side of the “right”— that is, the side devoted to property 
and less given to popular enthusiasms and democratic pro
fessions— has been throughout the greater part of our history 
identified with men who, while political conservatives, were 
in economic and social terms headlong innovators and daring 
promoters. From Alexander Hamilton through Nicholas Bid
dle to Carnegie, Rockefeller, Morgan, and their fellow ty
coons, the men who held aristocratic or even plutocratic 
views in matters political were also men who took the lead in 
introducing new economic forms, new types of organization, 
new techniques. If we look through the history of our prac
tical politics for men who spoke favorably of restoring or 
conserving old values we will find them— not exclusively, 
to be sure, but most characteristically— among those who 
leaned moderately to the “left.” We find them among Jeffer
sonians trying to save agrarianism and defend planter inter
ests, among some Jacksonians pleading for a restoration of 
republican simplicity, among Populists and Progressives try
ing to restore a popular democracy and a competitive economy 
that they felt had formerly existed. The matter is, of course,
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not entirely so simple as this, for the reformers espoused some 
techniques that were admittedly new in their efforts to achieve 
goals that were avowedly old. But it is not until the days of 
Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New Deal that the “liberal” or 
“ progressive” side in American politics was also the side 
that was wholeheartedly identified with social and economic 
innovation and experiment— not until after almost 150 years 
of national development under the Constitution that the old 
pattern was completely broken.

I have said that social Darwinism was a secularist philoso
phy, but in one important respect this needs qualification. 
For social Darwinism of the hard-bitten sort represented by 
men like Sumner embodied a vision of life and, if the phrase 
will be admitted, expressed a kind of secular piety that com
mands our attention. Sumner, and no doubt after him all 
those who at one time or another were impressed by his 
views, were much concerned to face up to the hardness of 
life, to the impossibility of finding easy solutions for human 
ills, to the necessity of labor and self-denial and the inevita
bility of suffering. Theirs is a kind of naturalistic Calvinism 
in which man’s relation to nature is as hard and demanding 
as man’s relation to God under the Cah inistic system. This 
secular piety found its practical expression in an economic 
ethic that seemed to be demanded with special urgency by a 
growing industrial society which was calling up all the labor 
and capital it could muster to put to work on its vast un
exploited resources. Hard work and hard saving seemed to be 
called for, while leisure and waste were doubly suspect. The 
economic ethic engendered by these circumstances put a 
premium on those qualities that seemed necessary for the 
disciplining of a labor force and a force of small investors. In 
articulating those needs, Sumner expressed an inherited con
ception of economic life, even today fairly widespread among 
conservatives in the United States, under which economic 
activity was considered to be above all a field for the de
velopment and encouragement of personal character. Eco
nomic life was construed as a set of arrangements that offered 
inducements to men of good character, while it punished
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those who were, in Sumner’s words, “negligent, shiftless, 
inefficient, silly, and imprudent.”

Today we have passed out of the economic framework in 
which that ethic was formed. We demand leisure; we de
mand that we be spared economic suffering; we build up 
an important business, advertising, whose function it is to 
encourage people to spend rather than save; we devise insti
tutional arrangements like installment buying that permit 
people to spend what they have not yet earned; and we take 
up an economic theory like that of Keynes which stresses in a 
new way the economic importance of spending. We think 
of the economic order in terms of welfare and abundance 
rather than scarcity; we concern ourselves more with organiza
tion and efficiency than with character and punishments 
and rewards. One of the keys to the controversy of our time 
over the merits or defects of the “welfare state” is the fact 
that the very idea affronts the traditions of a great many 
men and women who were raised, if not upon the specific 
tenets of social Darwinism, at least upon the moral impera
tives that it expressed. The growing divorcement of the 
economic process from considerations that can be used to 
discipline human character, and, still worse, our increasing 
philosophical and practical acceptance of that divorcement, 
is a source of real torment to the stern minority among us 
for whom the older economic ethic still has a great deal of 
meaning. And anyone who today imagines that he is alto
gether out of sympathy with that ethic should ask himself 
whether he has never, in contemplating the possibility of a 
nearly workless economic order, powered by atomic energy 
and managed by automation, had at least a moment of mis
giving about the fate of man in a society bereft of the moral 
discipline of work.

It must also be conceded that, if men of Sumner’s stamp 
seemed to contemplate human misery with callousness and 
with an excessively dogmatic certainty that nothing could 
be done about it, they tended to be stern masters of them
selves where devotion to high principles was required. In 
this sense they had the virtue of consistency. Three times



Sumner himself put his position at Yale in jeopardy, by his 
uncompromising stand on the unpopular side of a contro
versy— once over the use of Spencer’s work in teaching, 
once over his opposition to the protective tariff, and once 
over his denunciation of the Spanish-American War. And 
though the practical conclusions of their philosophy usually 
pleased the plutocrats, men of this stamp were not simple 
apologists of the plutocrats; nor can the values that meant 
most to them be described as plutocratic values. Sumner 
himself thought that the plutocrats were all too often greedy 
and irresponsible. The virtues that Spencer and Sumner 
preached— personal providence, family loyalty and family 
responsibility, hard work, careful management, and proud 
self-sufficiency— were middle-class virtues. There is a certain 
touching irony in the thought that, while writers like these 
preached slow change and urged men to adapt to the environ
ment, the very millionaires whom they took to be the “fittest” 
in the struggle for existence were transforming the en
vironment with incredible rapidity and rendering the values 
of the Spencers and Sumners of this world constantly less 
and less fit for survival.

12 Social Darwinism in American Thought
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Chapter One

The Coming of Darwinism
To have lived when this prodigious truth was advanced, debated, 
established, was a rare privilege in the centuries. The inspiration 
of seeing the old isolated mists dissolve and reveal the convergence 
of all branches of knowledge is something that can hardly be known 
to the men of a later generation, inheritors of what this age has won.

J o h n  F is k e

When Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species dawned 
upon the world it aroused no such immediate furor in the 
United States as it did in England. A public sensation com
parable to that stirred up in England by Huxley’s famous 
clash with Wilberforce in June i860 was impossible in Amer
ica, where a critical election was beginning whose results 
would disrupt the Union and bring about a terrible Civil 
War. Although the first American edition of The Origin 
of Species was widely reviewed in i860,1 the coming of the 
war obscured new developments in scientific thought for all 
but professional scientists and a few hardy intellectuals.

Here and there, however, in quiet studies remote from 
the glare of politics, the ideas that were in time to transform 
the intellectual life of the country began to be cultivated. 
Darwin’s friend Asa Gray, the Harvard botanist, after pains
taking study of an advance copy of The Origin of Species 
sent to him by the author, wrote a careful review for the 
American Journal of Sciences and Arts, and with admirable 
foresight prepared a series of articles to defend evolution 
from the forthcoming charges of atheism. A few men who 
were already acquainted with the pre-Darwinian evolution
ary speculation of Herbert Spencer were laying the founda
tions for a popular campaign in behalf of evolutionary sci
ence. A little-known resident of Salem named Edward

1 Supernumerals refer to the notes at the end of this book (pages 217-242).
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Silsbee, trying to arouse American interest in Spencer's am
bitious project for a systematic philosophy, had found an 
immediate response in two men who would in time take the 
lead in remolding American thought. The first, John Fiske, 
a Harvard undergraduate who had already delved deeper 
than some of his professors into scientific and philosophical 
literature, went into ecstasies at the sight of Spencer s grandi
ose prospectus. The second, Edward Livingston Youmans, 
a popular lecturer on scientific subjects and author of a 
widely used textbook in chemistry, secured through his con
nection with D. Appleton and Company a sympathetic Amer
ican publisher for Spencer’s works.2 When public attention 
turned to the problems raised by Darwinism, Fiske and Asa 
Gray led the movement to make evolution respectable, and 
Youmans became the self-appointed salesman of the scien
tific world-outlook.

Interest in the natural sciences grew rapidly. Articles in 
religious journals and popular magazines show that Ameri
can readers were fast becoming absorbed in the evolution 
controversy during the years after the Civil War. T o  men 
of culture the idea of evolution, so startling to the popular 
mind, was hardly new. A man like Whitman, for example, 
could write of “ this old theory, evolution, as broach’d anew, 
trebled, with indeed all devouring claims by Darwin.” Some, 
Americans were familiar with the historic tradition of spec
ulative evolution, which had reached the point of violent 
controversy in the days of Cuvier, Geoffroy St. Hilaire, and 
Goethe.8 Sir Charles Lyell’s Principles of Geology (1832), 
which paved the way for the development hypothesis, had 
been widely read in the United States; and Robert Chambers' 
anonymously published Vestiges of Creation (American edi
tion, 1845), a popular religious presentation of evolution, 
had received much attention.

The rise of biblical criticism and comparative religion, 
the general relaxation of fundamentalist faith encouraged 
by the liberal clergy, prepared many Americans for the ac
ceptance of Darwinism. James Freeman Clarke’s Ten Great 
Religions, a liberal study of world creeds, ran through



twenty-two editions in the fifteen years after its first ap
pearance in 1871. A  comparable popularization of the new 
biblical scholarship appeared in 1891, when Washington 
Gladden published Who Wrote the Bible? 4

Many of the influences that brought independent think
ers to accept evolution were manifest in the early work of 
John Fiske. Although Fiske came from a conventionally 
religious New England family, his orthodoxy had been un
dermined by European science. Before entering Harvard 
he had eagerly read Alexander von Humboldt’s multi-vol- 
umed Cosmos, an encyclopedic review of current attain
ments of science, written in the language of naturalism. For 
Fiske this book had been a revelation of almost religious in
tensity, an emotional experience strong enough to force the 
Civil War into the background. “ What’s a war,” he wrote 
in April 1861, “ when a fellow has ‘ Kosmos ’ on his shelf and 
4 Faust' on his table? ” 6 It was appropriate for Fiske to 
couple Humboldt with Goethe. More than any other Amer
ican of his time, Fiske felt the Faustian urge to devour the 
entire realm of knowledge. This it was which sent him plow
ing through the works of the English scientific writers, Mill, 
Lewes, Buckle, Herschel, Bain, Lyell, and Huxley, impelled 
him to undertake the most strenuous exercises in philology 
(he had mastered eight languages and started six others by 
the time he was twenty), and kept him abreast of recent ad
vances in biblical criticism. When Darwinism appeared, 
with its imposing answer to the riddle of species, when Spen
cer promised a profound and authoritative interpretation of 
the meaning of science, Fiske had long since changed gods.

Darwinism attracted many who lacked Fiske’s ebullient 
spirit and his freakish appetite for learning. T o  young 
Henry Adams, bewildered by his recent experiences in Civil 
War diplomacy, it at first suggested an intelligible rationale 
for recent history:

He felt, like nine men in ten, an instinctive belief in Evolution . . . 
Natural Selection led back to Natural Evolution, and at last to Natural 
Uniformity. This was a vast stride. Unbroken Evolution under uni
form conditions pleased everyone — except curates and bishops; it was

The Coming of Darwinism 15



the very best substitute for religion; a safe, conservative, practical, thor
oughly Common-Law deity. Such a working system for the universe 
suited a young man who had just helped to waste five or ten thousand 
million dollars and a million lives, more or less, to enforce unity and 
uniformity on people who objected to it; the idea was only too seduc
tive in its perfection; it had the charm of art.6

For others, more confident of the optimistic implications of 
evolution, The Origin of Species became an oracle, consulted 
with the reverence usually reserved for Scripture. Charles 
Loring Brace, a leading social worker and reformer, read 
it thirteen times and emerged with the assurance that evo
lution guaranteed the final fruition of human virtue and the 
perfectibility of man. “ For if the Darwinian theory be true, 
the law of natural selection applies to all the moral history 
of mankind, as well as the physical. Evil must die ultimately 
as the weaker element, in the struggle with good.” 7

Before it could secure a grip on the public mind and find 
a place in accepted patterns of thought, evolution had to 
prevail within the realm of science itself; and even scientists, 
especially those among the older generation who were com
mitted to traditional ways of thinking, found adjustment to 
evolution a painful process. “ It is like confessing murder,” 
Darwin had remarked in 1844, when first he broached to 
Joseph Dalton Hooker his belief in the mutability of species. 
And Sir Charles Lyell, whose geology led to the very brink 
of the development hypothesis, hesitated for almost a decade 
before making the plunge.8 Before Darwin, however, scien
tists had been puzzled by the inadequacy of the old notion of 
the fixity of species, which fitted so badly with the facts of 
paleontology and geology, with known fossil specimens, the 
wide variety of species, and the classification of living organ
isms. They had conventionally assumed that a series of acts 
of special creation had taken place. While this facile hypoth
esis may have accorded with their religious beliefs, the new 
generation of scientists, trained to see their function as a 
quest for natural causes, suspected that special creation was a 
poor intellectual makeshift. Among this generation the de
velopment hypothesis and the theory of natural selection

16 Social Darwinism in American Thought
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spread rapidly, and a host of distinguished Darwinian ad
vocates was soon in the field.

Alone among outstanding American naturalists, Louis 
Agassiz refused to the bitter end to accept Darwinism or 
evolution in any form.9 Agassiz’s master, Georges L. Cuvier, 
had been the leading opponent of evolution in the early 
nineteenth century, and the pupil fought Darwin as his 
teacher had fought Lamarck. T o Agassiz, Darwinism was 
a crude and insolent challenge to the eternal verities, objec
tionable as science and abominable for its religious blasphe
mies. In his last article, published posthumously, Agassiz 
argued that all the evolution known to man is ontogenetic, 
the embryological development of the individual. Beyond 
this it would be impossible to go; evidence of descent of later 
from earlier species, or of the animal ancestry of man, was 
totally lacking. The classification of animals, Agassiz said, 
belied the idea of progression from lower to higher; the his
tory of geological succession showed that the lowest in struc
ture is not necessarily the first in time. A great diversity of 
animal types probably existed from the very beginning; it 
is therefore more likely that what men call species arose 
through separate successive acts of creation of differing indi
vidual organisms rather than natural selection or any other 
mode of purely natural development.10

Convinced that Darwinism was a fad (like Oken’s Natur- 
philosophie in his younger days), Agassiz brashly asserted 
that he would “ outlive this mania 11 but when he died in 
1873 American science lost its last distinguished opponent 
of the new theory. Even if Agassiz had lived many years 
longer it is doubtful that his influence would have retarded 
the spread of evolution among scientists. Before his death 
his own students were falling away. Among them,.Joseph 
Le Conte felt that outlines of the development theory were 
latent in Agassiz’s own classification of animal forms, which 
need only be interpreted dynamically to yield a convincing 
picture of the evolutionary past.12 William James, who had 
been intimate with Agassiz, was his bitterest critic. “ The 
more I think of Darwin’s ideas,” he wrote to his brother



Henry in 1868, “ the more weighty do they appear to me, 
though of course my opinion is worth very little —  still, I 
believe that that scoundrel Agassiz is unworthy either intel
lectually or morally for him to wipe his shoes on, and I find 
a certain pleasure in yielding to the feeling." 18 Not long 
after Agassiz's death, a writer pointed out that eight of Agas
siz's most eminent pupils at Harvard, including the master’s 
own son, were evolutionists of relatively long standing.14 In 
1874, James Dwight Dana, dean of American geologists, pub
lished the final edition of his Manual of Geology, in which 
he too, after a prolonged attempt to resist natural selection, 
at last granted his endorsement.

Asa Gray soon found himself the acknowledged interpreter 
of American scientific opinion. Combining the conviction 
of a crusader with the caution of a scientist, Gray was pe
culiarly fitted to lead the Darwinian forces. His initial re
view of The Origin of Species, a brilliant essay upon the en
tire problem, had given American biologists a favorable but 
measured summary of Darwin's case. Conscientiously Gray 
had set forth what he conceived were the most cogent scien
tific objections to natural selection, but he praised the theory 
for its rigidly scientific contribution to biology. Darwin, 
he wrote guardedly, “ has rendered a theory of derivation 
[of species] much less improbable than before. . . . Such 
a theory chimes in with the established doctrines of physical 
science, and is not unlikely to be largely accepted before it 
can be proved." With more daring he attacked Agassiz's 
theory of species as “ theistic to excess " and praised Darwin’s 
as an antidote. Closing on a note of defiance to possible 
religious criticisms, he declared that Darwinism is perfectly 
compatible with theism; and, he conceded, while it is also 
compatible with atheism, “ that is true of physical theories 
generally." Natural selection, far from being an attack upon 
the argument from design in nature, may be considered one 
of the possible theories of the workings of God’s plan.16

By the early 1870's the transmutation of species and natu
ral selection dominated the outlook of American naturalists. 
At the twenty-fifth meeting of the American Association for
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the Advancement of Science, Vice-President Edward S. 
Morse gave a striking review of contributions of American 
biologists to evidences of evolution, which showed that their 
reception of Darwinism had been more than passive.16 Most 
impressive among these were studies by Professor Othniel C. 
Marsh of Yale. An acquaintance of Gray, Lyell, and Darwin, 
one of the most colorful scientific men of the period, Marsh 
had set out in the early years of the decade in search of fos
sil specimens to confirm the development hypothesis. By 
1874 he had collected a striking set of American fossil horses 
and published a paper, tracing the development of the horse 
through geologic ages, which Darwin later acclaimed as the 
best support of evolution appearing in the two decades fol
lowing The Origin of Species.11

11

The conversion of the scientists promised early success 
in the universities, where the atmosphere was charged with 
electricity. A  reform movement was under way to put greater 
stress upon science in the curricula, and science schools were 
being established to meet the country’s growing need for 
technicians.18 The appalling neglect of scientific specializa
tion (which had brought forth in the smaller colleges such 
monstrosities as “ Professor of Natural Philosophy, Chem
istry, Mineralogy, and Geology and Lecturer of Zoology and 
Botany ”) was now a patent anachronism in a nation that 
urgently needed science for its industry and agriculture and 
could well afford to patronize scientific development.

Harvard led the way in university reform with the ap
pointment in 1869 °f Charles William Eliot, a chemist, as 
its president. At Eliot’s inauguration John Fiske privately 
expressed the hope that this appointment would signify the 
end of “ old fogyism ” at Harvard. The realization of this 
wish came sooner than he expected, and in a more personal 
way, when Eliot immediately called upon him to offer a se
ries of special lectures at Harvard on the philosophy of sci
ence. Eight years before, as an undergraduate, Fiske had 
been threatened with dismissal from Harvard College if he
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were caught talking Comtism, which was generally consid
ered atheistic. Now he was asked to hold forth at length 
under the aegis of the university on the positivist philosophy. 
Fiske, who had long since dropped Comte in favor of Spen
cer, undertook the task of defending Spencer against the 
charge of plagiarizing from Comte, but this hardly dimin
ished the sweetness of his own vindication. The lectures, 
which were reported in the papers, aroused some criticism, 
but the audiences were large and enthusiastic.19 Some years 
later, when William James used Spencers Principles of Psy
chology as a textbook at Harvard, there was not a murmur 
of excitement. The new philosophy had made its way into 
the oldest of American universities quickly and almost with
out controversy.

At Yale it was again Spencer rather than Darwin who cre
ated the issue, which did not arise until 1879-80, when W il
liam Graham Sumner clashed with President Noah Porter. 
Porter, a Congregational clergyman, was not an uncompro
mising opponent of evolutionism in all its forms. Influenced 
by Professor Marsh’s discoveries and his prestige, and im
pressed by the fine collection of specimens at Yale’s own 
Peabody Museum, he had surrendered to evolution by 1877, 
when he gave an address in which he asserted that he found 
44 no inconsistency between the findings of this museum on 
the one corner and the teachings of the college chapel on 
the other.” 20 Nonetheless, he believed that American col
leges should be kept “ distinctively and earnestly Christian.” 
When Sumner, also converted to evolution by Marsh’s work, 
tried to use Spencer’s Study of Sociology as a text in one of 
his courses, Porter objected to the work’s antitheistic and 
anticlerical tone, and insisted that Sumner abandon it. A 
widely publicized controversy followed, which ended in a 
Pyrrhic victory for Porter.21 Sumner, after excoriating Por
ter, threatened to resign, and was induced with some diffi
culty to remain. He dropped Spencer’s book, on the ground 
that the controversy had undermined its value as a textbook, 
but otherwise continued in his independent ways. Porter 
himself conducted a course in “ First Principles ” to refute
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Spencer’s ideas, in which he used some of the evolutionist’s 
writings. T o his dismay, the appeal of Spencer’s works was 
irresistible to many students, and they became converts to 
the doctrines Porter was at such pains to overthrow.22

Less prominent scholars and clerical teachers in some 
other schools of higher learning were neither as safe nor as 
successful as Fiske and Sumner. The geologist Alexander 
Winchell was dismissed from Vanderbilt in 1878, and occa
sional infringements of academic liberties in other institu
tions, North and South, caught the attention of the public 
throughout the 1880’s and 1890’s.28 What is perhaps most 
noteworthy, however, is not the strength of the resistance 
but the rapidity with which the new ideas won their way in 
the better colleges and universities. Evolution penetrated 
the ranks of faculties and students alike. “ Ten or fifteen 
years ago,” declared Whitelaw Reid in an address at Dart
mouth College in 1873, “ the staple subject here for read
ing and talk, outside study hours, was English poetry and 
fiction. Now it is English science. Herbert Spencer, John 
Stuart Mill, Huxley, Darwin, Tyndall, have usurped the 
places of Tennyson and Browning, and Matthew Arnold 
and Dickens.” 24

The founding in 1876 of The Johns Hopkins University, 
an institution devoted to research and free of obligations to 
any religious denomination, marked a long forward step in 
higher education. Its first president, Daniel Coit Gilman, 
struck a symbolic note of defiance to obscurantism at its 
opening ceremonies by having Thomas Henry Huxley, who 
was in America on a lecture tour, give an address. Huxley’s 
address was well received, but his appearance called forth the 
expected odium theologicum. “ It was bad enough to invite 
Huxley ” wrote one divine. “ It were better to have asked 
God to be present. It would have been absurd to ask them 
both ” 26 Such outcries, however, did not impede the de
velopment of the new institution, which was soon among the 
few leading universities in the advancement of scientific 
learning. Nor did the cries of alarm obscure or diminish 
Huxley’s popularity; he found it necessary to refuse count-
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less requests for lectures, and his comings and goings were 
reported with lavish care by the press.

Popular magazines promptly opened their columns to the 
evolution controversy. Characteristic progress over a ten- 
year period from hostility to skepticism to gingerly approval, 
and finally to full-blown praise, can be seen in the volumes 
of the North American Review, traditional forum of New 
England intellectuals. In i860 an anonymous reviewer of 
The Origin of Species, arguing that natural selection would 
take an eternity of time to accomplish its task, rejected Dar
win’s theory as “ fanciful.” 29 Four years later a writer 
pointed out that the development hypothesis, as a general 
conception, “ has much to recommend it to the speculative 
mind. It is, as it were, an abstract statement of the order 
which the intellect expects to find in nature.” 27 In 1868, 
the freethinker Francis Ellingwood Abbot suggested that de
spite differences of opinion on minor points the develop
ment hypothesis would probably take a place among the ac
cepted truths of science.28 In 1870 natural selection was 
praised by Charles Loring Brace as “ one of the great intel
lectual events of the present century, influencing every 
department of investigation.” The following year the maga
zine published an essay by Chauncey Wright defending natu
ral selection; this so impressed Darwin that he had it re
printed in pamphlet form for English readers.29

At the instance of Youmans, who saw the need for a popu
lar magazine emphasizing scientific news, D. Appleton and 
Company founded Appleton's Journal in 1867. The journal 
was the first to run large numbers of articles on Spencer and 
Darwin and to provide regular publication for the popular
izations of Youmans and Fiske. Neither wholly literary nor 
wholly scientific, Appleton's Journal pleased few readers.30 
More successful was the Popular Science Monthly, founded 
by Youmans in 1872. The monthly was surprisingly well 
received, considering the difficulty of some of its subject mat
ter, and soon sold eleven thousand copies a month. There, 
next to more sensational sketches designed to satisfy com
mon curiosity— “ Great Fires and Rainstorms,” “ Hypno-
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tism in Animals,” “ The Genesis of Superstition,” “ Earth
quakes and Their Causes ” —  were learned articles on the 
philosophy of science, laudatory sketches of leading scien
tists, discussions of the reconciliation between science and 
religion, polemics against obscurantism, and reports on the 
latest progress of research. Edited on a high level and fol
lowed faithfully by a substantial body of readers, the monthly 
was the signal journalistic accomplishment of the scientific 
revival. T o Youmans also must be given credit for organ
izing on behalf of Appleton’s the famous International Sci
entific Series, a set of books by outstanding scientific figures 
of the time planned to cover almost the whole range of natu
ral and social knowledge, which numbered among its con
tributors Walter Bagehot, John W. Draper, Stanley Jevons, 
Spencer, and Edward Tylor in the social sciences; Alexander 
Bain, Joseph Le Conte, Darwin, and Henry Maudsley in 
psychology and biology; and John Tyndall and others in 
physical science. Through the International Scientific Se
ries, the Popular Science Monthly, and its control of Ameri
can editions of Spencer’s writings, Appleton dominated the 
new intellectual movement and rose to unchallenged leader
ship in the publishing world on the tidal wave of evolu
tionism.

The Atlantic Monthly also exploited the controversy by 
publishing Asa Gray’s early defenses of Darwinism.31 Seek
ing to maintain a noncommittal tone on Darwinism through
out the 1860’s, the editors balanced the scale by printing one 
of Agassiz’s counterblasts; but in 1872 an editorial on the 
rejection of Darwin by the French Academy of Science spoke 
of natural selection as having

. . . quite won the day in Germany and England, and very nearly won 
it in America. If the highest type of scientific mind be that which 
unites the power of originating grand generalizations with endless 
patience and caution in verifying them, then it is not too much to say 
that since the death of Newton this type has been in no one more per
fectly realized than in Mr. Darwin.32

E. L. Godkin’s Nation gave a favorable if none too con
spicuous place to notices of evolutionary writings. Its re
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viewers were among the first to praise Darwin, Wallace, and 
Spencer. Gray’s unsigned notices occasionally graced its 
columns, and some of his most vigorous onslaughts against 
recalcitrant naturalists and presumptuous clergymen ap
peared there. At a time when clerical magazines were in an 
uproar over Darwin’s The Descent of Man, the Nation de
scribed it as “ the most lucid and impartial exposition of 
the present state of scientific opinion respecting the origin 
of man and his relations to the lower animals.” 38

There could be no better testimony to an overwhelming 
interest in scientific developments and the new rationalism 
than the extensive daily newspaper coverage, in generous 
detail, of scientific or philosophical lectures. Fiske’s Har
vard lectures on “ The Cosmic Philosophy ” were reported in 
the New York World at the suggestion of the editor, Manton 
Marble. Huxley’s lectures in New York were reprinted and 
discussed in the Tribune, and his visit was treated as cere
moniously as that of royalty.34 It excited no surprise that 
George Ripley, one of the more vocal journalistic cham
pions of Darwinism,36 should take the dedication of the new 
Tribune building as an occasion for a muddy discussion 
of the metaphysical implications of nineteenth-century sci
ence.8® The “ universal drenching ” of belles-lettres and jour
nalism with natural selection amused an editor of the Galaxy. 
“ Journalism is dyed so deep with it,” he remarked, “ that the 
favorite logic of the leading articles is ‘ survival of the fittest’ 
and the favorite jest is 4 sexual selection.’ ” He noticed that 
a Washington reporter for the Herald had recently done a 
sketch of the Senate in which members were portrayed in 
Darwinian terms as bulls, lions, foxes, and rats. At the latest 
New Orleans Mardi Gras the Missing Link had been used as 
a costume motif.37

24 Social Darwinism in American Thought

i n

T he last citadels to be stormed were the churches, where 
evolution won its chief victories among the intellectually 
alert members of the more liberal Protestant denominations. 
Of course large numbers of devout persons, Protestant and 
Catholic, were untouched by Darwinism. Probably the most
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popular religious leader of the Gilded Age was the evan
gelist Dwight L. Moody, whose followers must have been 
blissfully ignorant about all of the troublesome questions 
raised by the new science. The persistence of fundamental
ism into the twentieth century is a token of the incomplete
ness of the Darwinian conquest. Among the reflective con
gregations of the late nineteenth-century churches, however, 
there were vague emotional stirrings and intellectual dissat
isfactions which helped to create a receptive frame of mind 
for a theology liberal enough to embrace the concept of 
evolution.38

Darwinism seemed to strike from more than one direc
tion at the very heart of traditional theology. For nearly a 
century the argument from design, as popularized by the 
English theologian William Paley, had been standard proof 
of the existence of God. Now it seemed to many that Dar
winism, by blasting at this theological foundation stone, 
must inevitably lead to atheism. The new theory also ex
ploded traditional conceptions of sin, and with them the 
moral sanctions of the past. At the very least it clearly im
paired the authority of Scripture by discrediting the Genesis 
version of the creation. Such was the initial orthodox reac
tion.3® The appearance of The Descent of Man (1871) 
heaped fuel on the fires of clerical wrath,40 for now human 
dignity itself was openly under attack. Religious readers 
pointed with horror at Darwin’s too vivid description of 
man’s ancestor as “ a hairy quadruped, furnished with a 
tail and pointed ears, probably arboreal in habits.”

Darwin’s work and everything connected with it aroused 
virulent hostility throughout the 1860’s and 1870’s. Not a 
few of the clerical arguments were on the intellectual plane of 
the minister who asserted that Darwinism would be estab
lished only when scientists could take a monkey from the 
zoo and by natural selection make him into a man.41 The 
tone became such that a clergyman, Professor W. N. Rice of 
Wesleyan University, remonstrated with his fellows against 
their attitude toward Darwin and suggested that they con
fine their criticism to the scientific issues.42

The most important clerical objection, of course, was that
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Darwinism could not be reconciled with theism. Such was the 
central theme of the most popular exposition of anti-Darwin
ian views, Charles Hodge’s What Is Darwinism? (1874). An 
old-school clergyman, author of one of the most imposing the
ological treatises of the time, and editor of the Princeton Re- 
view, Hodge could speak with authority for a large body of 
churchmen. In his polemical volume, Hodge reminded his 
readers that “ the Bible has little charity for those who reject 
it. It pronounces them to be either derationalized or demor
alized, or both.” 43 The perilous paths of atheism threaten 
all who trifle with evolution, he declared, citing a formidable 
list of alleged materialists and atheists, including Darwin, 
Haeckel, Huxley, Buchner, and Vogt. With scant regard for 
facts,44 Hodge charged that Darwin had carefully excluded 
any suggestion of design from nature, and closed with the 
assertion that Darwinism and atheism are synonymous.45

Catholic critics were often equally intransigent. Although 
mindful that St. George Mivart, an English Catholic and 
an able critic of natural selection, was an evolutionist, 
Orestes A. Brownson probably expressed the prevailing Cath
olic reaction when he urged a policy of no compromise with 
evolutionary biology. Dissatisfied with the weaker negations 
of both Protestant and many Catholic opponents of Dar
winism, Brownson called for a categorical repudiation of 
nineteenth-century geology and biology, which he said repre
sented a regression from the science of Aquinas. Lyell, Dar
win, Huxley, Spencer, even Agassiz, came under his vigorous 
attack. “ The differentia of man,” he wrote, in an Aristo
telian analysis of The Descent of Man, “ not being in the ape, 
cannot be obtained from the ape by development. This 
sufficiently refutes Darwin’s whole theory.” The Genesis 
version of creation is still in possession, he concluded, and 
must be maintained until the contrary is fully demonstrated; 
the burden of proof therefore lies with Darwin.46

The most orthodox struggled with the desperation of men 
who felt their cause was doomed, but others retired to de
fensible positions in comparatively good order. The ultimate 
collapse of uncompromising opposition to evolution was fore
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shadowed as early as 1871, when James McCosh, the presi
dent of Princeton University and the semi-official voice of 
American Presbyterianism, acknowledged his acceptance of 
the development hypothesis in his Christianity and Positiv
ism. An outstanding proponent of the current religious phi
losophy known as Scotch or “ common sense ” realism, and a 
man of unquestioned Christian integrity, McCosh had been 
specially imported from Scotland to give tone to Princeton. 
It was therefore a matter of considerable moment when, in a 
volume written to defend theism by the argument from de
sign, he accepted the development hypothesis and conceded 
that natural selection is at least a portion of the truth:

Darwinism cannot be regarded as settled. . . .  I am inclined to think 
that the theory contains a large body of important truths which we see 
illustrated in every department of organic nature; but that it does not 
contain the whole truth, and that it overlooks more than it per
ceives. . . . That this principle [natural selection] is exhibited in na
ture and working to the advancement of plants and animals from age 
to age, I have no doubt. . . . But it has not been proven that there 
is no other principle at work.47

True, McCosh balked at the application of natural selection 
to mankind on the ground that a special act of creation ex
plains more plausibly man's unique spiritual features; but 
the damage to orthodoxy was now done. Youmans wrote to 
Spencer in 1871:

Things are going here furiously. I have never known anything like i t  
Ten thousand Descent of Man have been printed and I guess they are 
nearly all gone. . . . The progress of liberal thought is remarkable. 
Everybody is asking for explanations. The clergy are in a flutter. 
McCosh told them not to worry, as whatever might be discovered he 
would find design in it and put God behind it. Twenty-five clergymen 
of Brooklyn sent for me to meet them of a Saturday night and tell them 
what they should do to be saved. I told them they would find the 
way of life in the Biology and in the Descent of Man. They said “ very 
good," and asked me to come again at the next meeting of the clerical 
club, to which I went and was again handsomely resoluted.48

The weekly Independent, the most influential religious 
paper in the country, with over six thousand clergymen on its 
mailing list, was among the first to give a relatively favorable
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hearing to evolution. Its initial review of The Origin of 
Species intimated that the book tended to displace the Cre
ator from “ the animated universe,” but acknowledged the 
wealth of scientific material it contained. Subsequently the 
book was recommended for “ the careful study of theologians 
and men of science.” The paper was cautious and still under 
the influence of Agassiz in the late 1860’s, although it had by 
then receded to the position that Darwinism would not affect 
theism, an acknowledgment which always served as an open
ing wedge. About this time, however, attempts at tenuous 
reconciliation of evolution with Scripture began to appear. 
“ So long as the Bible does not assert that species were created 
distinct by an authoritative fiat we may be allowed to hear 
with no fluttering of our theologic nerves, the speculations of 
zoologists,” wrote one reviewer.49 By 1880 the Independent 
had completely reversed itself and had begun to publish 
full-throated polemics on behalf of evolution.50 Other pe
riodicals were slower to modify their views, but two decades 
after the introduction of Darwinism, some change was notice
able among even the most conservative.81 The New Eng
lander, an important forum of Yankee clergymen which had 
at first charged Darwin with reviving “ an old, exploded the
ory/* in 1883 published an interesting conciliatory article, 
in which the hysteria of some Christian apologists was ad
mitted. “ A fresh source of conviction,” declared the writer, 
“ is opened to our anticipations of immortality. It is the flat
test inconsistency for an evolutionist to deny the probability 
of a higher future life.” 52

In the task of easing the transition to Darwinism for their 
brethren, liberal clergymen received aid and comfort from 
men of science. Asa Gray labored tirelessly to show that 
natural selection had no ultimate bearing on the argument 
from design, and that Darwin himself was explicitly theistic.53 
T o  those who insisted that the origins of species be left in 
the realm of the supernatural, Gray replied that they were 
arbitrarily limiting the field of science without enlarging 
that of religion. Joseph Le Conte, in his Religion and Sci
ence, a collection of Bible-class lectures, followed Gray in
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maintaining that the argument from design could not be 
changed by any possible answer to the question whether there 
had been transmutation of species or what the process of evo
lution might be. Science, he urged, should be looked upon 
not as the foe of religion, but rather as a complementary 
study of the ways in which the First Cause operated in the 
natural world. Whatever science might learn, the existence 
of God as First Cause could always be assumed.64 Liberal 
theologians made good use of the fact that many of the advo
cates of evolution, like Le Conte, Dana, and McCosh, were 
men of undeniable Christian piety. They stood as personal 
symbols of the possibility of reconciling religion and sci
ence.65

The most important pulpit in the United States was 
brought within the evolutionary ranks when Henry Ward 
Beecher was converted, thanks to the combined impact of 
Darwin and Spencer. Through Beecher’s Christian Uniony 
which at one time reached a circulation of 100,000, and the 
Outlook, edited by Lyman Abbott, his successor at Plymouth 
Church, the liberalizing influence of Beecher’s new theology 
was widespread. T o the reconciliation of religion and sci
ence Beecher brought his national reputation, his brilliant, 
artful rhetoric, and the healthy good cheer of a man newly 
liberated from the confines of Puritan theology. His chief 
theoretical contribution was a carefully elaborated distinction 
between the science of theology and the art of religion: the
ology would be corrected, enlarged, and liberated by evolu
tion, but religion, as a spiritual fixture in the character of 
man, would be unmoved.56 Declaring himself “ a cordial 
Christian evolutionist,” Beecher publicly acknowledged Spen
cer as his intellectual foster father. It was Beecher wTho trans 
lated the solution of the design problem into the idioms of a 
business civilization, with the reminder that ” design by 
wholesale is grander than design by retail.” 67 Lyman Ab
bott agreed; moreover, he forswore *he traditional notion of 
sin, which, he held, degraded God as well as man. He pro
posed to replace it with an evolutionary view in which everv 
immoral act was to be regarded as a lapse into animality.
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Sin would then be as abhorrent as ever, but the libel on God 
implied in the doctrine of original sin would be no more.58

By the i88o’s, the lines of argument that would be taken 
in the reconciliation of science and religion had become 
clear. Religion had been forced to share its traditional au
thority with science, and American thought had been greatly 
secularized. Evolution had made its way into the churches 
themselves, and there remained not a single figure of out
standing proportions in Protestant theology who still ven
tured to dispute it. But evolution had been translated into 
divine purpose, and in the hands of skillful preachers religion 
was livened and refreshed by the infusion of an authorita
tive idea from the field of science. The ranks of the old foes 
soon could hardly be distinguished as they merged in com
mon hostility to pessimism or skepticism about the promise 
of American life. The specter of atheism was no longer a 
menace, and surveys of the colleges where one would most 
expect to discover infidelity revealed how little there was.59 
With little exaggeration a minister could say that American 
infidelity had not produced “ a single champion of cosmo
politan or even of national reputation.” 60 “ The spirit,”
explained Phillips Brooks, “ that cries ' Credo quia impos- 
sibile / the heroic spirit of faith, is too deep in human nature 
for any one century to eradicate it.” 81 For was it not true, as 
Beecher told his Plymouth Church congregation, that ” the 
moral structure of the human mind is such that it must have 
religion ”? He continued:

It must have superstition, or it must have intelligent religion. It 
is just as necessary to men as reason is, as imagination is, as hope and 
desire are. Religious yearning is part and parcel of the human compo
sition. And when you have taken down any theologic structure — if you 
should take down the Roman Church and scatter its materials; if then 
one by one you should dissect all Protestant theologies and scatter them 
— man would still be a religious animal, would need and be obliged 
to go about and construct some religious system for himself.62

T o  these sentiments of its leading divine, the Gilded Age 
gave unanimous consent.
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Chapter Two

The Vogue of Spencer
As it seems to me, we have in Herbert Spencer not only the pro- 
foundest thinker of our time, but the most capacious and most pow
erful intellect of all time. Aristotle and his master were no more 
beyond the pygmies who preceded them than he is beyond Aris
totle. Kant, Hegel, Fichte, and Schelling are gropers in the dark 
by the side of him. In all the history of science, there is but one 
name which can be compared to his, and that is Newton’s . . .

F. A. P. B arnard

I am an ultra and thoroughgoing American. I believe there is great 
work to be done here for civilization. What we want are ideas — 
large, organizing ideas — and I believe there is no other man whose 
thoughts are so valuable for our needs as yours are.

Edward L ivingston Y oumans to H erbert Spencer

44 The peculiar condition of American society/* wrote 
Henry Ward Beecher to Herbert Spencer in 1866, “ has made 
your writings far more fruitful and quickening here than in 
Europe.*’ 1 Why Americans were disposed to open their 
minds to Spencer, Beecher did not say; but there is much to 
substantiate his words. Spencer’s philosophy was admirably 
suited to the American scene. It was scientific in derivation 
and comprehensive in scope. It had a reassuring theory of 
progress based upon biology and physics. It was large enough 
to be all things to all men, broad enough to satisfy agnostics 
like Robert Ingersoll and theists like Fiske and Beecher. It 
offered a comprehensive world-view, uniting under one gen
eralization everything in nature from protozoa to politics. 
Satisfying the desire of 44 advanced thinkers ” for a world- 
system to replace the shattered Mosaic cosmogony, it soon 
gave Spencer a public influence that transcended Darwin’s. 
Moreover it was not a technical creed for professionals. Pre
sented in language that tyros in philosophy could under



stand,2 it made Spencer the metaphysician of the homemade 
intellectual, and the prophet of the cracker-barrel agnostic. 
Although its influence far outstripped its merits, the Spencer
ian system serves students of the American mind as a fossil 
specimen from which the intellectual body of the period may 
be reconstructed. Oliver Wendell Holmes hardly exagger
ated when he expressed his doubt that “ any writer of English 
except Darwin has done so much to affect our whole way of 
thinking about the universe/'8

When Spencer’s philosophy was winning its way in Amer
ica, transcendentalism was in its twilight and the newer philo
sophical idealism inspired by Hegel was barely apparent on 
the horizon. Pragmatism was just emerging in the minds of 
Chauncey Wright and the little-appreciated Charles Peirce. 
The latter’s now-famous article, “ How to Make Our Ideas 
Clear,” appeared in 1878, fourteen years after the first volume 
of Spencer’s Synthetic Philosophy; and James’s epoch-making 
California Union address, the opening gun in the campaign 
to popularize pragmatism, did not come until 1898. In the 
history of the American mind, however, the Synthetic Phi
losophy (which appeared in a series of volumes after i860) is 
more than a colorless tenant of the vacancy between tran
scendentalism and pragmatism; although Emerson called 
Spencer a “ stock writer ” and James hurled at the Victorian 
Aristotle some of his sharpest barbs, Spencer was to most of 
his educated American contemporaries a great man, a grand 
intellect, a giant figure in the history of thought.

The ground for an American reception of Spencer’s phi
losophy was well prepared in New England, which was, if one 
may judge by prominent persons among those answering 
Youmans’ solicitations for advance subscribers to the volumes 
of the Synthetic Philosophy, the nursery of Spencerian in 
fluence. The presence on early subscription lists of such 
names as George Bancroft, Edward Everett, John Fiske, Asa 
Gray, Edward Everett Hale, James Russell Lowell, Wendell 
Phillips, Jared Sparks, Charles Sumner, and George Ticknor 
attests the power of New England intellectualism to provide 
for Spencer an American audience.4 The effect of transcen
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dentalism and Unitarianism in breaking up old orthodoxies 
and liberating the minds of American intellectuals cannot be 
measured but may certainly be sensed by any student of post- 
Civil War intellectual trends. Indeed, Americans were re
sponsible for Spencer’s chance to continue turning out the 
successive volumes of his project. In 1865, when the small 
returns from sales of his first volumes threatened to compel 
Spencer to give up his work, Youmans raised the necessary 
$7,000 among sympathetic Americans.5

Within a few years of his announcement of the Synthetic 
Philosophy, Spencer’s work was known to a considerable body 
of American readers. The Atlantic Monthly commented in 
1864:

Mr. Herbert Spencer is already a power in the world. . . . He has 
already influenced the silent life of a few thinking men whose belief 
marks the point to which the civilization of the age must struggle to rise. 
In America, we may even now confess our obligations to the writings of 
Mr. Spencer, for here sooner than elsewhere the mass feel as utility 
what a few recognize as truth. . . . Mr. Spencer represents the scien
tific spirit of the age. He makes note of all that comes within the range 
of sensuous experience, and declares whatever may be derived therefrom 
by careful induction. As a philosopher he does not go farther. . . . 
Mr. Spencer has already established principles which, however compelled 
for a time to compromise with prejudices and vested interests, will be
come the recognized basis of an improved society.®

In the three decades after the Civil War it was impossible 
to be active in any field of intellectual work without master
ing Spencer.7 Almost every American philosophical thinker 
of first or second rank —  notably James, Royce, Dewey, 
Bowne, Harris, Howison, and McCosh —  had to reckon with 
Spencer at some time. He had a vital influence upon most of 
the founders of American sociology, especially Ward, Cooley, 
Giddings, Small, and Sumner. “ I imagine that nearly all 
of us who took up sociology between 1870, say, and 1890 did 
so at the instigation of Spencer,” acknowledged Cooley. He 
continued:

His book, The Study of Sociology, perhaps the most readable of all his 
works, had a large sale and probably did more to arouse interest in the 
subject than any other publication before or since. Whatever we may

The Vogue of Spencer



have occasion to charge against him, let us set down at once a large 
credit for effective propagation.8

The Appleton publications, under the leadership of You- 
mans, pressed Spencer’s interest incessantly, with the result 
that articles by him or about him were sprinkled throughout 
the popular magazines. The generation that acclaimed 
Grant as its hero took Spencer as its thinker. “ Probably no 
other philosopher,” wrote Henry Holt in later years,

. . . ever had such a vogue as Spencer had from about 1870 to 1890. 
Most preceding philosophers had presumably been mainly restricted to 
readers habitually given to the study of philosophy, but not only was 
Spencer considerably read and generally talked about by the whole in
telligent world in England and America, but that world was wider than 
any that preceded it.9

Spencer’s impact upon the common man in the United 
States is impossible to gauge, although its effects are dimly 
perceptible. That he was widely read by persons who were 
partly or largely self-educated, by those who were laboriously 
plodding their way out of theological orthodoxy in a thou
sand towns and hamlets, is suggested by casual references to 
him in the lives of men who later achieved some fame. The
odore Dreiser, Jack London, Clarence Darrow, and Hamlin 
Garland have given intimations of Spencer’s influence on 
their formative years. John R. Commons, in his autobiog
raphy, remarks on the fascination Spencer had for his father’s 
friends during the writer’s Indiana boyhood:

He and his cronies talked politics and science. Every one of them 
in that Eastern section of Indiana was a Republican, living on the battle 
cries of the Civil War, and every one was a follower of Herbert Spencer, 
who was then the shining light of evolution and individualism. Several 
years later, in 1888, I was shocked, at a meeting of the American Eco
nomic Association, to hear Professor Ely denounce Herbert Spencer who 
had misled economists. I was brought up on Hoosierism, Republican
ism, Presbyterianism, and Spencerism.10

The sales of Spencer’s books in America from their earliest 
publication in the 1860’s to December 1903 came to 368,755 
volumes, a figure probably unparalleled for works in such 
difficult spheres as philosophy and sociology.11 The number
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of persons who fell under his influence must be measured 
also by the extent to which copies were passed from hand to 
hand, and circulated through libraries. Of course it is im
possible to say that the acceptance of his ideas was propor
tionate to their circulation. Certainly there was no lack of 
criticism. A  Nation reviewer commented in 1884, before 
the vogue was over, that “ the books examining or refuting 
Spencer now make an imposing library.” 12 This criticism 
itself was another measure of the man’s towering influence.

11

Herbert Spencer and his philosophy were products of Eng
lish industrialism. It was appropriate that this spokesman 
of the new era should have trained to be a civil engineer, and 
that the scientific components of his thought —  the conserva
tion of energy and the idea of evolution —  should have been 
indirectly derived from earlier observations in hydrotechnics 
and population theory. Spencer’s was a system conceived in 
and dedicated to an age of steel and steam engines, competi
tion, exploitation, and struggle.

Spencer was born in 1820 into a lower-middle-class, tradi
tionally nonconformist English family; to these beginnings 
he ascribed his lifelong maniacal hatred of state power. In 
his early years on the staff of the Economist, a free-trade 
propaganda organ, he was associated for a short time with 
a Godwinian philosophical anarchist, Thomas Hodgskin, 
whose principles he apparently absorbed. Spencer’s think
ing took shape in the bright light of English science and 
positive thought, and his great Synthetic Philosophy was an 
amalgam of the nonconformism of his family and the scien
tific learning so prominent in his intellectual environment. 
Lyell’s Principles of Geology, Lamarck’s theory of develop
ment, Von Baer’s law in embryology, Coleridge’s conception 
of a universal pattern of evolution, the anarchism of Hodg
skin, the laissez-faire principles of the Anti-Corn Law League, 
the gloomy prognoses of Malthus, and the conservation of 
energy were the elements from which Spencer composed his 
monolithic system. His social ideas are intelligible only in
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the setting of this philosophy; his social laws were but special 
cases of his general principles,13 and much of the appeal of 
his social theories in America lay in their association with 
his synthetic integration of knowledge.

The aim of Spencer’s synthesis was to join in one coherent 
tructure the latest findings of physics and biology. While 
the idea of natural selection had been taking form in the 
mind of Darwin, the work of a series of investigators in 
thermodynamics had also yielded an illuminating generali
zation. Joule, Mayer, Helmholtz, Kelvin, and others had 
been exploring the relations between heat and energy, and 
had brought forth the principle of the conservation of energy 
which Helmholtz enunciated most clearly in his Die Erhal- 
tung der Kraft (1847) • The concept won general acceptance 
along with natural selection, and the convergence of the two 
discoveries upon the nineteenth-century mind was chiefly 
responsible for the enormous growth in the prestige of the 
natural sciences. Science, it was believed, had now drawn 
the last line in its picture of a self-contained universe, in 
which matter and energy were never destroyed but con
stantly changing form, whose varieties of organic life were 
integral, intelligible products of the universal economy. 
Previous philosophies paled into obsolescence much as pre- 
Newtonian philosophies had done in the eighteenth century. 
The transition to naturalism was marked by an efflorescence 
of mechanistic world-systems, whose trend is suggested by the 
names of Edward Buchner, Jacob Moleschott, Wilhelm Ost- 
wald, Ernst Haeckel, and Herbert Spencer. Among these 
new thinkers, Spencer most resembled the eighteenth-century 
philosophers in his attempt to apply the implications of sci
ence to social thought and action.

The conservation of energy —  which Spencer preferred to 
call “ the persistence of force ” —  was the starting point of 
his deductive system. The persistence of force, manifested 
in the forms of matter and motion, is the stuff of human 
inquiry, the material with which philosophy must build. 
Everywhere in the universe man observes the incessant re
distribution of matter and motion, rhythmically apportioned
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between evolution and dissolution. Evolution is the pro
gressive integration of matter, accompanied by dissipation of 
motion; dissolution is the disorganization of matter accom
panied by the absorption of motion. The life process is 
essentially evolutionary, embodying a continuous change 
from incoherent homogeneity, illustrated by the lowly pro
tozoa, to coherent heterogeneity, manifested in man and the 
higher animals.14

From the persistence of force, Spencer inferred that any
thing which is homogeneous is inherently unstable, since the 
different effects of persistent force upon its various parts 
must cause differences to arise in their future development.15 
Thus the homogeneous will inevitably develop into the 
heterogeneous. Here is the key to universal evolution. 
This progress from homogeneity to heterogeneity —  in the 
formation of the earth from a nebular mass, in the evolution 
of higher, complex species from lower and simpler ones, in 
the embryological development of the individual from a uni
form mass of cells, in the growth of the human mind, and in 
the progress of human societies —  is the principle at work 
in everything man can know.16

The final result of this process, in an animal organism or 
society, is the achievement of a state of equilibrium —  a 
process Spencer called “ equilibration.” The ultimate attain
ment of equilibration is inevitable, because the evolutionary 
process cannot go on forever in the direction of increas
ing heterogeneity. “ Evolution has an impassable limit/’ 17 
Here the pattern of universal rhythm comes into play: dis
solution follows evolution, disintegration follows integra
tion. In an organism this phase is represented by death and 
decay, but in society by the establishment of a stable, har
monious, completely adapted state, in which “ evolution 
can end only in the establishment of the greatest perfection 
and the most complete happiness/’ 18

This imposing positivistic edifice might have been totally 
unacceptable in America, had it not also been bound up with 
an important concession to religion in the form of Spencer’s 
doctrine of the Unknowable. The great question of the day
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was whether religion and science could be reconciled. Spen
cer gave not only the desired affirmative answer, but also 
an assurance for all future ages that, whatever science 
might learn about the world, the true sphere of religion —  
worship of the Unknowable —  is by its very nature invio
lable.19

T o determined representatives of religious orthodoxy, 
Spencer’s compromise was no more acceptable than that of 
Gray and Le Conte, and denunciations of his philosophy 
appeared frequently in the theological journals of the 1860’s. 
Religious leaders who were willing to dally with liberalism, 
however, saw much in Spencer to praise. While thinkers 
like McCosh found the Unknowable too vague and uncom
forting for faith and worship, some could identify it with 
God.20 Still others found an analogy between his views of 
the transition from egoism to altruism and the preachings of 
Christian ethics.21

38 Social Darwinism in American Thought
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Spencer’s supposition that a general law of evolution could 
be formulated led him to apply the biologic scheme of evolu
tion to society. The principles of social structure and 
change, if the generalizations of his system were valid, must 
be the same as those of the universe at large. In applying 
evolution to society, Spencer, and after him the social Darwin
ists, were doing poetic justice to its origins. The “ survival of 
the fittest ” was a biological generalization of the cruel proc
esses which reflective observers saw at work in early nine
teenth-century society, and Darwinism was a derivative of 
political economy. The miserable social conditions of the 
early industrial revolution had provided the data for Mal- 
thus’ Essay on the Principle of Population, and Malthus’ ob
servations had been the matrix of natural-selection theory. 
The stamp of its social origin was evident in Darwinian 
theory. “ Over the whole of English Darwinism,” Nietzsche 
once observed, “ there hovers something of the odor of 
humble people in need and in straits.” 22 Darwin acknowl
edged his great indebtedness to Malthus:
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In October 1838, that is, fifteen months after I had begun my sys

tematic inquiry, I happened to read for amusement “ Malthus on Popu
lation," and being well prepared to appreciate the struggle for exist
ence which everywhere goes on from long-continued observation of the 
habits of animals and plants, it at once struck me that under these cir
cumstances favorable variations would tend to be preserved and unfavor
able ones to be destroyed. The result of this would be the formation of 
new species.23

Alfred Russel Wallace, Darwin’s co-discoverer of natural 
selection, likewise acknowledged that Malthus had given him 
“ the long-sought clue to the effective agent in the evolution 
of organic species.'*24

Spencer's theory of social selection, also written under the 
stimulus of Malthus, arose out of his concern with popula
tion problems. In two famous articles that appeared in 1852, 
six years before Darwin and Wallace jointly published 
sketches of their theory, Spencer had set forth the view that 
the pressure of subsistence upon population must have a 
beneficent effect upon the human race. This pressure had 
been the immediate cause of progress from the earliest 
human times. By placing a premium upon skill, intelli
gence, self-control, and the power to adapt through tech
nological innovation, it had stimulated human advancement 
and selected the best of each generation for survival.

Because he did not extend his generalization to the whole 
animal world, as Darwin did, Spencer failed to reap the full 
harvest of his insight, although he coined the expression 
“ survival of the fittest." 25 He was more concerned with 
mental than physical evolution, and accepted Lamarck's 
theory that the inheritance of acquired characteristics is a 
means by which species can originate. This doctrine con
firmed his evolutionary optimism. For if mental as well as 
physical characteristics could be inherited, the intellectual 
powers of the race would become cumulatively greater, and 
over several generations the ideal man would finally be de
veloped. Spencer never discarded his Lamarckism, even 
when scientific opinion turned overwhelmingly against it.26

Spencer would have been the last to deny the primacy of 
ethical and political considerations in the formulation of his
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thought. “ My ultimate purpose, lying behind all proximate 
purposes,” he wrote in the preface to his Data of Ethics, “ has 
been that of finding for the principles of right and wrong in 
conduct at large, a scientific basis.” It is not surprising that 
he began his literary career with a book on ethics rather than 
metaphysics. His first work, Social Statics (1850), was an 
attempt to strengthen laissez faire with the imperatives of 
biology; it was intended as an attack upon Benthamism, 
especially the Benthamite stress upon the positive role of 
legislation in social reform. Although he consented to Jer
emy Bentham’s ultimate standard of value —  the greatest 
happiness of the greatest number —  Spencer discarded other 
phases of utilitarian ethics. He called for a return to natural 
rights, setting up as an ethical standard the right of every 
man to do as he pleases, subject only to the condition that he 
does not infringe upon the equal rights of others. In such a 
scheme, the sole function of the state is negative —  to insure 
that such freedom is not curbed.

Fundamental to all ethical progress, Spencer believed, is 
the adaptation of human character to the conditions of life. 
The root of all evil is the “ non-adaptation of constitution to 
conditions.” Because the process of adaptation, founded in 
the very nature of the organism, is constantly at work, evil 
tends to disappear. While the moral constitution of the 
human race is still ridden with vestiges of man’s original 
predatory life which demanded brutal self-assertion, adapta
tion assures that he will ultimately develop a new moral con
stitution fitted to the needs of civilized life. Human perfec
tion is not only possible but inevitable:

The ultimate development of the ideal man is logically certain — as 
certain as any conclusion in which we place the most implicit faith; 
for instance that all men will die. . . . Progress, therefore, is not an 
accident, but a necessity. Instead of civili/ation being artificial, it is 
a part of nature; all of a piece with the development of the embryo or 
the unfolding of a flower.27

Despite its radicalism on incidental themes —  the injustice 
of private land ownership, the rights of women and children, 
and a peculiar Spencerian “ right to ignore the state ” which
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was dropped from his later writings —  the main trend of 
Spencer’s book was ultra-conservative. His categorical re
pudiation of state interference with the “ natural,” unim
peded growth of society led him to oppose all state aid to the 
poor. They were unfit, he said, and should be eliminated. 
“ The whole effort of nature is to get rid of such, to clear the 
world of them, and make room for better.” Nature is as in
sistent upon fitness of mental character as she is upon physical 
character, “ and radical defects are as much causes of death 
in the one case as in the other.” He who loses his life because 
of his stupidity, vice, or idleness is in the same class as the 
victims of weak viscera or malformed limbs. Under nature’s 
laws all alike are put on trial. “ If they are sufficiently com
plete to live, they do live, and it is well they should live. If 
they are not sufficiently complete to live, they die, and it is 
best they should die.” 28

Spencer deplored not only poor laws, but also state-sup
ported education, sanitary supervision other than the sup
pression of nuisances, regulation of housing conditions, and 
even state protection of the ignorant from medical quacks.29 
He likewise opposed tariffs, state banking, and government 
postal systems. Here was a categorical answer to Bentham.

In Spencer’s later writings social selection was less prom
inent, although it never disappeared. The precise degree to 
which Spencer based his sociology upon biology was never a 
matter of common agreement, and the inconsistencies and 
ambiguities of his system gave rise to a host of Spencer exe- 
gesists, among whom the most tireless and sympathetic was 
Spencer himself.80 Accused of brutality in his application of 
biological concepts to social principles, Spencer was com
pelled to insist over and over again that he was not opposed 
to voluntary private charity to the unfit, since it had an ele
vating effect on the character of the donors and hastened the 
development of altruism; he opposed only compulsory poor 
laws and other state measures.31

Spencer’s social theory was more fully developed in the 
Synthetic Philosophy. In The Principles of Sociology there is 
a long exposition of the organic interpretation of society, in

The Vogue of Spencer



which Spencer traces the parallels between the growth, dif
ferentiation, and integration of society and of animal bod
ies.82 Although the purposes of a social organism are differ
ent from those of an animal organism, he maintained that 
there is no difference in their laws of organization.88 Among 
societies as among organisms, there is a struggle for existence. 
This struggle was once indispensable to social evolution, 
since it made possible successive consolidations of small 
groups into large ones and stimulated the earliest forms of 
social cooperation.84 But Spencer, as a pacifist and interna
tionalist, shrank from applying this analysis to contemporary 
society. In the future these intersocial struggles, he asserted, 
would lose their utility and die out. The very process of 
social consolidation brought about by struggles and conquest 
eliminates the necessity for continued conflict. Society then 
passes from its barbarous or militant phase into an industrial 
phase.

In the militant phase, society is organized chiefly for sur
vival. It bristles with military weapons, trains its people for 
warfare, relies upon a despotic state, submerges the individ
ual, and imposes a vast amount of compulsory cooperation. 
In contests among such societies those best exemplifying 
these militant traits will survive; and individuals best adapted 
to the militant community will be the dominating types.35

The creation of larger and larger social units through con
quests by militant states widens the areas in which internal 
peace and application to the industrial arts become habitual. 
The militant type now reaches the evolutionary stage of equi
libration. There emerges the industrial type of society, a 
regime of contract rather than status, which unlike the older 
form is pacific,80 respectful of the individual, more hetero
geneous and plastic, more inclined to abandon economic au
tonomy in favor of industrial cooperation with other states. 
Natural selection now works to produce a completely differ
ent individual character. Industrial society requires security 
for life, liberty, and property; the character type most con
sonant with this society is accordingly peaceful, independent, 
kindly, and honest. The emergence of a new human nature
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hastens the trend from egoism to altruism which will solve all 
ethical problems.37

Spencer emphasized that, in the interest of survival itself, 
cooperation in industrial society must be voluntary, not com
pulsory. State regulation of production and distribution, as 
proposed by socialists, is more akin to the organization of 
militant society, and would be fatal to the survival of the 
industrial community; it would penalize superior citizens 
and their offspring in favor of the inferior, and a society 
adopting such practices would be outstripped by others.88

In The Study of Sociology, first published in the United 
States in 1872-73 in serial form by the Popular Science 
Monthly and incorporated in the International Scientific 
Series, Spencer outlined his conception of the practical value 
of social science. Written to show the desirability of a natu
ralistic social science and to defend sociology from the criti
cisms of theologians and indeterminists, the book had a not
able influence on the rise of sociology in the United States.89 
Spencer was animated by the desire to foster a science of so
ciety that would puncture the illusions of legislative re
formers who, he believed, generally operated on the assump
tion that social causes and effects are simple and easily cal
culable, and that projects to relieve distress and remedy ills 
will always have the anticipated effect. A  science of sociol- 
ogy, by teaching men to think of social causation scientifi
cally, would awaken them to the enormous complexity of the 
social organism, and put an end to hasty legislative pana
ceas.40 Fortified by the Darwinian conception of gradual 
modification over long stretches of time, Spencer ridiculed 
schemes for quick social transformation.

The great task of sociology, as Spencer envisioned it, is to 
chart “ the normal course of social evolution,” to show how 
it will be affected by any given policy, and to condemn all 
types of behavior that interfere with it.41 Social science is a 
practical instrument in a negative sense. Its purpose is not 
to guide the conscious control of societal evolution, but 
rather to show that such control is an absolute impossibility, 
and that the best that organized knowledge can do is to teach
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men to submit more readily to the dynamic factors in prog
ress. Spencer referred to the function of a true theory of 
society as a lubricant but not a motive power in progress: it 
can grease the wheels and prevent friction but cannot keep 
the engine moving.42 41 There cannot be more good done,” 
he said, 44 than that of letting social progress go on unhin
dered; yet an immensity of mischief may be done in the way 
of disturbing, and distorting and repressing, by policies car
ried out in pursuit of erroneous conceptions.” 48 Any ade
quate theory of society, Spencer concluded, will recognize the 
44 general truths ” of biology and will refrain from violating 
the selection principle by 44 the artificial preservation of those 
least able to take care of themselves.” 44

IV

With its rapid expansion, its exploitative methods, its 
desperate competition, and its peremptory rejection of fail
ure, post-bellum America was like a vast human caricature of 
the Darwinian struggle for existence and survival of the fit
test. Successful business entrepreneurs apparently accepted 
almost by instinct the Darwinian terminology which seemed 
to portray the conditions of their existence.45 Businessmen 
are not commonly articulate social philosophers, but a rough 
reconstruction of their social outlook shows how congenial 
to their thinking were the plausible analogies of social selec
tion, and how welcome was the expansive evolutionary op
timism of the Spencerian system. In a nation permeated with 
the gospel of progress, the incentive of pecuniary success 
appealed even to many persons whose ethical horizons were 
considerably broader than those of business enterprise. 44 I 
perceive clearly,” wrote Walt Whitman in Democratic Vistas, 
44 that the extreme business energy, and this almost maniacal 
appetite for wealth prevalent in the United States, are parts 
of amelioration and progress, indispensably needed to pre
pare the very results I demand. My theory includes riches, 
and the getting of riches . . .” No doubt there were many 
to applaud the assertion of the railroad executive Chauncey 
Depew that the guests at the great dinners and public ban
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quets of New York City represented the survival of the fittest 
of the thousands who came there in search of fame, fortune, 
or power, and that it was “superior ability, foresight, and 
adaptability ” that brought them successfully through the 
fierce competitions of the metropolis.46 James J. Hill, an
other railroad magnate, in an essay defending business con
solidation, argued that “ the fortunes of railroad companies 
are determined by the law of the survival of the fittest,’’ and 
implied that the absorption of smaller by larger roads repre
sents the industrial analogy to the victory of the strong.47 
And John D. Rockefeller, speaking from an intimate ac
quaintance with the methods of competition, declared in a 
Sunday-school address:

The growth of a large business is merely a survival of the fittest. . . . 
The American Beauty rose can be produced in the splendor and fra
grance which bring cheer to its beholder only by sacrificing the early 
buds which grow up around it. This is not an evil tendency in busi
ness. It is merely the working-out of a law of nature and a law of God.48

The most prominent of the disciples of Spencer was An
drew Carnegie, who sought out the philosopher, became his 
intimate friend, and showered him with favors. In his auto
biography, Carnegie told how troubled and perplexed he had 
been over the collapse of Christian theology, until he took 
the trouble to read Darwin and Spencer.

I remember that light came as in a flood and all was clear. Not only 
had I got rid of theology and the supernatural, but I had found the truth 
of evolution. “ All is well since all grows better,” became my motto, 
my true source of comfort. Man was not created with an instinct for 
his own degradation, but from the lower he had risen to the higher 
forms. Nor is there any conceivable end to his march to perfection. 
His face is turned to the light; he stands in the sun and looks upward.49

Perhaps it was comforting, too, to discover that social laws 
were founded in the immutable principles of the natural or
der. In an article in the North American Review, which he 
ranked among the best of his writings, Carnegie emphasized 
the biological foundations of the law of competition. How
ever much we may object to the seeming harshness of this law, 
he wrote, " It is here; we cannot evade it; no substitutes for it
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have been found; and while the law may sometimes be hard 
for the individual, it is best for the race, because it insures 
the survival of the fittest in every department.” Even if it 
might be desirable for civilization eventually to discard its 
individualistic foundation, such a change is not practicable 
in our age; it would belong to another “ long succeeding so
ciological stratum,” whereas our duty is with the here and 
now.60

The reception accorded to Spencer’s social ideas cannot be 
dissociated from that accorded to the main body of his 
thought; however some part of his success probably came 
because he was telling the guardians of American society 
what they wanted to hear. Grangers, Greenbackers, Single 
Taxers, Knights of Labor, trade unionists, Populists, So
cialists Utopian and Marxian —  all presented challenges to 
the existing pattern of free enterprise, demanded reforms by 
state action, or insisted upon a thorough remodeling of the 
social order. Those who wished to continue in established 
ways were pressed for a theoretical answer to the rising voices 
of criticism. Said ironmaster Abram S. Hewitt:

The problem presented to systems of religion and schemes of gov
ernment is, to make men who are equal in liberty — that is, in political 
rights and therefore entitled to the ownership of property — content 
with that inequality in its distribution which must inevitably result 
from the application of the law of justice.51

This problem the Spencerian system could solve.
Conservatism and Spencer’s philosophy walked hand in 

hand. The doctrine of selection and the biological apology 
for laissez faire, preached in Spencer’s formal sociological 
writings and in a series of shorter essays, satisfied the desire of 
the select for a scientific rationale. Spencer’s plea for abso
lute freedom of individual enterprise was a large philosophi
cal statement of the constitutional ban upon interference 
with liberty and property without due process of law. Spen
cer was advancing within a cosmic framework the same gen
eral political philosophy which under the Supreme Court’s 
exegesis of the Fourteenth Amendment served so brilliantly
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to turn back the tide of state reform. It was this converg
ence of Spencer’s philosophy with the Court’s interpretation 
of due process which finally inspired Mr. Justice Holmes 
(himself an admirer of Spencer) to protest that “ the four
teenth Amendment does not enact Mr. Herbert Spencer’s 
Social Statics.” 62

The social views of Spencer’s popularizers were likewise 
conservative. Youmans took time from his promotion of 
science to attack the eight-hour strikers in 1872. Labor, he 
urged in characteristic Spencerian vein, must “ accept the 
spirit of civilization, which is pacific, constructive, controlled 
by reason, and slowly ameliorating and progressive. Coercive 
and violent measures which aim at great and sudden advan
tages are sure to prove illusory.” He suggested that, if people 
were taught the elements of political economy and social sci
ence in the course of their education, such mistakes might 
be avoided.63 Youmans attacked the newly founded Ameri
can Social Science Association for devoting itself to unscien
tific reform measures instead of a “ strict and passionless study 
of society from a scientific point of view.” Until the laws of 
social behavior are known, he declared, reform is blind; the 
Association might do better to recognize a sphere of natural, 
self-adjusting activity, with which government intervention 
usually wreaks hrvoc.54 There was precious little scope for 
meliorist activities in the outlook of one who believed with 
Youmans that science shows “ that we are born well, or born 
badly, and that whoever is ushered into existence at the bot
tom of the scale can never rise to the top because the weight 
of the universe is upon him.” 65

Acceptance of the Spencerian philosophy brought with it 
a paralysis of the will to reform. One day, some years after 
the publication of Progress and Poverty, Youmans in Henry 
George’s presence denounced with great fervor the political 
corruption of New York and the selfishness of the rich in ig
noring or promoting it when they found it profitable to do so. 
44 What do you propose to do about it? ” George asked. 
Youmans replied, “ Nothing! You and I can do nothing at all. 
It’s all a matter of evolution. We can only wait for evolu
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tion. Perhaps in four or five thousand years evolution may 
have carried men beyond this state of things.” 66

The peak of Spencer’s American popularity probably was 
reached in the fall of 1882, when he made a memorable visit 
to the United States. In spite of his aversion to reporters, 
Spencer received much attention from the press, and hotel 
managers and railway agents competed for the privilege of 
serving him.57 Finally yielding one synthetic “ interview ” 
with the gentlemen of the press, Spencer expressed (it was a 
slightly jarring note) his fear that the American character was 
not sufficiently developed to make the best use of its republi
can institutions.58 The prospect for the future, however, was 
encouraging; from “ biological truths,” he told the reporters, 
he inferred that the eventual mixture of the allied varieties 
of the Aryan race forming the population would produce “ a 
finer type of man than has hitherto existed.” Whatever dif
ficulties the Americans might have to surmount, they might 
“ reasonably look forward to a time when they will have 
produced a civilization grander than any the world has 
known.” 59

The climax of the visit was a hastily arranged banquet at 
Delmonico’s, which gave American notables an opportunity 
to pay personal tribute. The dinner was attended by leaders 
in American letters, science, politics, theology, and business. 
Spencer’s message to this distinguished audience was some
what disappointing. He had observed, he said, an excess of 
hurry and hard labor in the tempo of American life, too much 
of the gospel of work; his friends would ruin their constitu
tions with exertion. The guests rewarded this appeal against 
strenuosity with a strenuous round of fulsome tributes, which 
painfully embarrassed even the vain Spencer.00 William 
Graham Sumner ascribed the foundations of sociological 
method to the guest of honor; Carl Schurz suggested that the 
Civil War might have been averted if the South had been 
familiar with his Social Statics; John Fiske asserted that his 
services to religion were as great as his services to science; 
and Henry Ward Beecher struck a rather incongruous note
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at the end of a hearty testimonial by promising to meet him 
once again beyond the grave.

However imperfect the appreciation of the guests for the 
niceties of Spencer’s thought, the banquet showed how popu
lar he had become in the United States. When Spencer was 
on the dock, waiting for the ship to carry him back to Eng
land, he seized the hands of Carnegie and Youmans. “ Here,” 
he cried to reporters, “ are my two best American friends.” 61 
For Spencer it was a rare gesture of personal warmth; but 
more than this, it symbolized the harmony of the new science 
with the outlook of a business civilization.62

The rise of critical reformism in economics and sociology, 
of pragmatism in philosophy, and of other tendencies that un
dermined Spencer’s vogue and displaced his ideas —  this re
mains to be treated elsewhere. It is enough to say that, sur
viving until 1903, he outlived by many years the popularity 
of his works. In his old age he was aware that the current of 
the times was running against his preaching, and a visitor of 
this period reported finding him “ grievously disappointed ” 
at the neglect of his political doctrines, the decline of individ
ualism, and the rise of socialist ideals.68 “ Herbert Spencer 
was a name to conjure with twenty-five years ago,” taunted a 
religious observer in 1917. “ But how the mighty are fallen! 
How little interest is shown in Herbert Spencer at the present 
time! ” 04

While it was true that for younger men Spencer’s name no 
longer carried its old ring of authority, the writer had for
gotten that men who were then in their maturity —  the 
publicists, industrialists, teachers, and writers of the govern
ing generation —  had spent their youth with Spencer. What
ever had become of the Synthetic Philosophy, the mark of 
his evolutionary individualism was indelible. As late as 1915, 
the Forum had seen fit to reprint a collection of Spencer’s 
individualistic essays, “ The Man Versus the State,” ‘‘ The 
New Toryism,” ” The Coming Slavery,” ” Over-Legislation,” 
“ The Sins of Legislators,” and others, along with commen
taries by a galaxy of Republican Party luminaries brilliant
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enough to dispel all doubt of the vitality of Spencer’s influ
ence among outstanding national leaders.06 Nicholas Murray 
Butler, Charles William Eliot, Representative Augustus P. 
Gardner, Elbert H. Gary, David Jayne Hill, Henry Cabot 
Lodge, Elihu Root, and Harlan Fiske Stone responded to 
the editor’s request for contributions by “ leaders of thought 
in America who know the tremendous value of Spencer’s 
work in our social system.” H ill’s remark that he saw at work 
in this country the same fatal and illogical procedure that 
Spencer had been fighting in England, “ namely, the gradual 
imposition of a new bondage in the name of freedom . . . 
the increasing subjection of the citizens to the growing 
tyranny of officialism,” made it clear that the essays were 
being republished as a manifesto against Wilson’s New Free
dom.68

Spencer’s doctrines were imported into the Republic long 
after individualism had become a national tradition. Yet 
in the expansive age of our industrial culture he became the 
spokesman of that tradition, and his contribution materially 
swelled the stream of individualism if it did not change its 
course. If Spencer’s abiding impact on American thought 
seems impalpable to later generations, it is perhaps only 
because it has been so thoroughly absorbed.67 His language 
has become a standard feature of the folklore of individual
ism. “ You can’t make the world all planned and soft,” says 
the businessman of Middletown. “ The strongest and best 
survive —  that’s the law of nature after all —  always has been 
and always will be.” 68
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Chapter Three

William Graham Sumner
Social Darwinist

Let it be understood that we cannot go outside of this alternative: 
liberty, inequality, survival of the fittest; not-liberty, equality, sur
vival of the unfittest. The former carries society forward and favors 
all its best members; the latter carries society downwards and favors 
all its worst members.

W illiam  G raham  Sumner

The most vigorous and influential social Darwinist in 
America was William Graham Sumner of Yale. Sumner not 
only made a striking adaptation of evolution to conservative 
thought, but also effectively propagated his philosophy 
through widely read books and articles, and converted his 
strategic teaching post in New Haven into a kind of social- 
Darwinian pulpit. He provided his age with a synthesis 
which, though not quite so grand as Spencer's, was bolder in 
its stark and candid pessimism. Sumner’s synthesis brought 
together three great traditions of western capitalist culture: 
the Protestant ethic, the doctrines of classical economics, and 
Darwinian natural selection. Correspondingly, in the de
velopment of American thought Sumner played three roles: 
he was a great Puritan preacher, an exponent of the classical 
pessimism of Ricardo and Malthus, and an assimilator and 
popularizer of evolution.1 His sociology bridged the gap 
between the economic ethic set in motion by the Reforma
tion and the thought of the nineteenth century, for it as
sumed that the industrious, temperate, and frugal man of 
the Protestant ideal was the equivalent of the “ strong ” or the 
“ fittest ” in the struggle for existence; and it supported the 
Ricardian principles of inevitability and laissez faire with a 
hard-bitten determinism that seemed to be at once Calvin- 
istic and scientific.
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Sumner was born in Paterson, New Jersey, on October 30, 
1840. His father, Thomas Sumner, was a hard-working, self- 
educated English laborer who had come to America because 
his family’s industry was disrupted by the growth of the fac
tory system. He brought up his children to respect the tra
ditional Protestant economic virtues, and his frugality left a 
deep impress upon his son William, who came in time to 
acclaim the savings-bank depositor as “ a hero of civiliza
tion.” 2 The sociologist later wrote of his father:

His principles and habits of life were the best possible. His knowl
edge was wide and his judgment excellent. He belonged to the class 
of men of whom Caleb Garth in Middlemarch is the type. In early 
life I accepted, from books and other people, some views and opin
ions which differed from his. At the present time, in regard to these 
matters, I hold with him and not with the others.8

The economic doctrines of the classical tradition which 
were current in his early years strengthened Sumner’s pa
ternal heritage. He came to think of pecuniary success as 
the inevitable product of diligence and thrift, and to see the 
lively capitalist society in which he lived as the fulfillment of 
the classical ideal of an automatically benevolent, free com
petitive order. At fourteen he had read Harriet Marti- 
neau’s popular little volumes, Illustrations of Political Econ
omy, whose purpose was to acquaint the multitude with the 
merits of laissez faire through a series of parables illustrating 
Ricardian principles. There he became acquainted with 
the wage-fund doctrine, and its corollaries: “ Nothing can 
permanently affect the rate of wages which does not affect 
the proportion of population to capital and “ combina
tions of laborers against capitalists . . . cannot secure a 
permanent rise of wages unless the supply of labour falls 
short of the demand —  in which case, strikes are usually un
necessary.” There also he found fictional proof that “ a self
balancing power being . . . inherent in the entire system of 
commercial exchange, all apprehensions about the results of 
its unimpeded operations are absurd,” and that “ a sin is 
committed when Capital is diverted from its normal course 
to be employed in producing at home that which is expen-
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sive and inferior, instead of preparing that which will pur
chase the same article cheaper and superior abroad.” Chari
ties, whether public or private, Miss Martineau held, would 
never reduce the number of the indigent, but would only en
courage improvidence and nourish “ peculation, tyranny, 
and fraud.” 4 Later Sumner declared that his conceptions 
of “ capital, labor, money and trade were all formed by those 
books which I read in my boyhood.” 5 Francis Wayland’s 
standard text in political economy, which he recited in col
lege, seems to have impressed him but little, perhaps because 
it only confirmed well-fixed beliefs.

In 1859, when he matriculated at Yale, young Sumner de
voted himself to theology. During undergraduate years Yale 
was still a pillar of orthodoxy, dominated by its versatile pres
ident, Theodore Dwight Woolsey, who had just turned from 
classical scholarship to write his Introduction to the Study of 
International Law, and by the Rev. Noah Porter, Professor 
of Moral Philosophy and Metaphysics, who as Woolsey’s suc
cessor would one day cross swords with Sumner over the 
proper place of the new science in education. Sumner, a 
somewhat frigid youth (who could seriously ask, “ Is the 
reading of fiction justifiable? ”) repelled many of his school
mates; but his friends made up in munificence what they 
lacked in numbers. One of them, William C. Whitney, 
persuaded his elder brother Henry to supply funds for Sum
ner’s further education abroad; and the Whitneys secured a 
substitute to fill his place in the Union Army while Sumner 
pursued theological studies at Geneva, Gottingen, and Ox
ford.6 In 1868 Sumner was elected to a tutorship at Yale, 
beginning a lifelong association with its faculty that would be 
broken only by a few years spent as editor of a religious news
paper and rector of the Episcopal Church in Morristown, 
New Jersey. In 1872 he was elevated to the post of Professor 
of Political and Social Science in Yale College.

Despite personal coldness and a crisp, dogmatic classroom 
manner, Sumner had a wider following than any other 
teacher in Yale’s history.7 Upperclassmen found unique sat
isfaction in his courses; lowerclassmen looked forward to



promotion chiefly as a means of becoming eligible to enroll 
in them.8 William Lyon Phelps, who took every one of 
Sumner’s courses as a matter of principle without regard for 
his interest in the subject matter, has left a memorable pic
ture of Sumner’s dealings with a student dissenter:

** Professor, don’t you believe in any government aid to industries? ” 
” No! it’s root, hog, or die.”
" Yes, but hasn't the hog got a right to root? ”
" There are no rights. The world owes nobody a living.”
“ Yo believe then, Professor, in only one system, the contract-com- 

petitiv system? ”
“ That’s the only sound economic system. All others are fallacies.” 
“ Well, suppose some professor of political economy came along and 

took your job away from you. Wouldn’t you be sore? ”
“ Any other professor is welcome to try. If he gets my job, it is my 

fault. My business is to teach the subject so well that no one can take 
the job away from me.” 0

The stamp of his early religious upbringing and interests 
marked all Sumner’s writings. Although clerical phraseol
ogy soon disappeared from his style, his temper remained 
that of a proselvtizer, a moralist, an espouser of causes with 
little interest in distinguishing between error and iniquity 
in his opponents. “ The type of mind which he exhibited,” 
writes his biographer, “ was the Hebraic rather than the 
Greek. He was intuitive, rugged, emphatic, fervently and 
relentlessly ethical, denunciatory, prophetic.” 10 He might 
insist that political economy was a descriptive science di
vorced from ethics,11 but his strictures on protectionists and 
socialists resounded with moral overtones. His popular ar
ticles read like sermons.

Sumner’s life was not entirely given to crusading. His in
tellectual activity passed through two overlapping phases, 
marked by a change less in his thought than in the direction 
of his work. During the 1870’s, 1880’s and early i8go’s, in 
the columns of popular journals and from the lecture plat
form, he waged a holy war against reformism, protection
ism, socialism, and government interventionism. In this 
period he published What Social Classes Owe to Each Other 
(1883), 11 The Forgotten Man ” (1883) > and “ The Absurd

54 Social Darwinism in American Thought



William Graham Sumner 55

Effort to Make the World Over ” (1894). In the early 
1890’s, however, Sumner turned his attention more and more 
to academic sociology. It was during this period that the 
manuscript of “ Earth Hunger ” was written and the monu
mental Science of Society projected. When Sumner, always 
a prodigious worker, found that his chapter on human cus
toms had grown to 200,000 words, he decided to publish it 
as a separate volume. Thus, almost as an afterthought, Folk
ways was brought out in 1906.12 Although the deep ethical 
feelings of Sumner’s youth gave way to the sophisticated 
moral relativism of his social-science period, his underlying 
philosophy remained the same.

11
The major premises of his social philosophy Sumner de

rived from Herbert Spencer. For years after his graduate 
residence at Oxford, Sumner had had “ vague notions floating 
in my head ” about the possibility of creating a systematic 
science of society. In 1872, when The Study of Sociology was 
running serially in the Contemporary Review, Sumner seized 
upon Spencer’s ideas, and the evolutionary viewpoint in so
cial science captivated his mind. It seemed that Spencer’s 
proposals showed the full potentialities of his own germinal 
ideas. The young man who had been impervious to Spen
cer’s Social Statics (because “ I did not believe in natural 
rights or in his ‘ fundamental principles ’ ” ) now found The  
Study of Sociology irresistible. “ It solved the old difficulty 
about the relations of social science to history, rescued social 
science from the dominion of cranks, and offered a definite 
and magnificent field to work, from which we might hope at 
last to derive definite results for the solution of social prob
lems.” After a few years, Professor O. C. Marsh’s researches 
in the evolution of the horse fully convinced Sumner of the 
development hypothesis. Plunging into Darwin, Haeckel, 
Huxley, and Spencer, he saturated himself with evolu
tionism.18

Like Darwin before him, Sumner went to Mai thus for the 
first principles of his system. In many respects his sociology



simply retraced the several steps in biological and social rea
soning which ran from Malthus to Darwin and through 
Spencer to the modern social Darwinists. The foundation 
of human society, said Sumner, is the man-land ratio. Ulti
mately men draw their living from the soil, and the kind of 
existence they achieve, their mode of getting it, and their 
mutual relations in the process are all determined by the 
proportion of population to the available soil.14 Where men 
are few and soil is abundant, the struggle for existence is less 
savage, and democratic institutions are likely to prevail. 
When population presses upon the land supply, earth hunger 
arises, races of men move across the face of the world, mili
tarism and imperialism flourish, conflict rages —  and in gov
ernment aristocracy dominates.

As men struggle to adjust themselves to the land, they en
ter into rivalry for leadership in the conquest of nature. In 
Sumner’s popular essays he stressed the idea that the hard
ships of life are incidents of the struggle against nature, that 
“ we cannot blame our fellow-men for our share of these. 
My neighbor and I are both struggling to free ourselves from 
these ills. The fact that my neighbor has succeeded in this 
struggle better than I constitutes no grievance for me.” 16 
He continued:

Undoubtedly the man who possesses capital has a great advantage 
over the man who has no capital at all in the struggle for existence. . . . 
This does not mean that one man has an advantage against the other, 
but that, when diey are rivals in the effort to get the means of subsist
ence from Nature, the one who has capital has immeasurable advan
tages over the other. If it were not so capital would not be formed. 
Capital is only formed by self-denial, and if the possession of it did not 
secure advantages and superiorities of a high order men would never 
submit to what is necessary to get it.16

Thus the struggle is like a whippet race; the fact that one 
hound chases the mechanical hare of pecuniary success does 
not prevent the others from doing the same.

Sumner was perhaps inspired to minimize the human con
flicts in the struggle for existence by a desire to dull the re
sentment of the poor toward the rich. He did not at all
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times, however, shrink from a direct analogy between ani
mal struggle and human competition.17 In the Spencerian 
intellectual atmosphere of the 1870’s and 1880’s it was natu
ral for conservatives to see the economic contest in com
petitive society as a reflection of the struggle in the animal 
world. It was easy to argue by analogy from natural selec
tion of fitter organisms to social selection of fitter men, from 
organic forms with superior adaptability to citizens with a 
greater store of economic virtues. The competitive order was 
now supplied with a cosmic rationale. Competition was glo
rious. Just as survival was the result of strength, success Was 
the reward of virtue. Sumner had no patience with those who 
would lavish compensations upon the virtueless. Many econ
omists, he declared (in a lecture given in 1879 on the effect 
of hard times on economic thinking),

. . . seem to be terrified that distress and misery still remain on earth 
and promise to remain as long as the vices of human nature remain. 
Many of them are frightened at liberty, especially under the form of 
competition, which they elevate into a bugbear. They think it bears 
harshly on the weak. They do not perceive that here “ the strong ” 
and “ the weak ” are terms which admit of no definition unless they 
are made equivalent to the industrious and the idle, the frugal and the 
extravagant. They do not perceive, furthermore, that if we do not 
like the survival of the fittest, we have only one possible alternative, 
and that is the survival of the unfittest. The former is the law of civ
ilization; the latter is the law of anti-civilization. We have our choice 
between the two, or we can go on, as in the past, vacillating between 
the two, but a third plan — the socialist desideratum — a plan for nour
ishing the unfittest and yet advancing in civilization, no man will ever 
find.18

The progress of civilization, according to Sumner, depends 
upon the selection process; and that in turn depends upon 
the workings of unrestricted competition. Competition is 
a law of nature which “ can no more be done away with than 
gravitation,” 19 and which men can ignore only to their 
sorrow.

hi

The fundamentals of Sumner’s philosophy had been set 
forth in his magazine articles long before his sociological



works were written. The first fact in life, he asserted, is the 
struggle for existence; the greatest forward step in this strug
gle is the production of capital, which increases the fruitful
ness of labor and provides the necessary means of an advance 
in civilization. Primitive man, who long ago withdrew from 
the competitive struggle and ceased to accumulate capital 
goods, must pay with a backward and unenlightened way of 
life.20 Social advance depends primarily upon hereditary 
wealth; for wealth offers a premium to effort, and hereditary 
wealth assures the enterprising and industrious man that he 
may preserve in his children the virtues which have enabled 
him to enrich the community. Any assault upon hereditary 
wealth must begin with an attack upon the family and end 
by reducing men to “ swine.” 21 The operation of social se
lection depends upon keeping the family intact. Physical 
inheritance is a vital part of the Darwinian theory; the 
social equivalent of physical inheritance is the instruction of 
the children in the necessary economic virtues.22

If the fittest are to be allowed to survive, if the benefits of 
efficient management are to be available to society, the cap
tains of industry must be paid for their unique organizing 
talent.28 Their huge fortunes are the legitimate wages of 
superintendence; in the struggle for existence, money is the 
token of success. It measures the amount of efficient manage
ment that has come into the world and the waste that has 
been eliminated.24 Millionaires are the bloom of a competi
tive civilization:

The millionaires are a product of natural selection, acting on the 
whole body of men to pick out those who can meet the requirement 
of certain work to be done. . . .  It is because they are thus selected 
that wealth — both their own and that entrusted to them — aggregates 
under their hands. . . . They may fairly be regarded as the naturally 
selected agents of society for certain work. They get high wages and 
live in luxury, but the bargain is a good one for society. There is the 
intensest competition for their place and occupation. This assures us 
that all who are competent for this function will be employed in it, so 
that the cost of it will be reduced to the lowest terms.25

In the Darwinian pattern of evolution, animals are un
equal; this makes possible the appearance of forms with finer
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adjustment to the environment, and the transmission of such 
superiority to succeeding generations brings about progress. 
Without inequality the law of survival of the fittest could 
have no meaning. Accordingly, in Sumner’s evolutionary 
sociology, inequality of powers was at a premium.26 The 
competitive process “ develops all powers that exist according 
to their measure and degree.” If liberty prevails, so that all 
may exert themselves freely in the struggle, the results will 
certainly not be everywhere alike; those of “ courage, enter
prise, good training, intelligence, perseverance ” will come 
out at the top.27

Sumner concluded that these principles of social evolution 
negated the traditional American ideology of equality and 
natural rights. In the evolutionary perspective, equality was 
ridiculous; and no one knew so well as those who went to 
school to nature that there are no natural rights in the jungle. 
” There can be no rights against Nature except to get out of 
her whatever we can, which is only the fact of the struggle 
for existence stated over again.” 28 In the cold light of evo
lutionary realism, the eighteenth-century idea that men were 
equal in a state of nature was the opposite of the truth; masses 
of men starting under conditions of equality could never be 
anything but hopeless savages.29 T o  Sumner rights were sim
ply evolving folkways crystallized in laws. Far from being 
absolute or antecedent to a specific culture —  an illusion of 
philosophers, reformers, agitators, and anarchists —  they are 
properly understood as “ rules of the game of social compe
tition which are current now and here.” 80 In other times 
and places other mores have prevailed, and still others will 
emerge in the future:

Each set of views colors the mores of a period. The eighteenth-cen
tury notions about equality, natural rights, classes and the like pro
duced nineteenth-century states and legislation, all strongly humani
tarian in faith and temper; at the present time the eighteenth-century 
notions are disappearing, and the mores of the twentieth century will 
not be tinged by humanitarianism as those of the last hundred years 
have been.ai

Sumner’s resistance to the catchwords of the American 
tradition is also evident in his skepticism about democracy.



The democratic ideal, so alive in the minds of men as diverse 
as Eugene Debs and Andrew Carnegie, as a thing of great 
hopes, warm sentiments, and vast friendly illusions, was to 
him simply a transient stage in social evolution, determined 
by a favorable quotient in the man-land ratio and the politi
cal necessities of the capitalist class.32 “ Democracy itself, 
the pet superstition of the age, is only a phase of the all- 
compelling movement. If you have abundance of land and 
few men to share it, the men will all be equal.” 33 Conceived 
as a principle of advancement based on merit, democracy met 
his approval as “ socially progressive and profitable.” Con
ceived as equality in acquisition and enjoyment, he thought 
it unintelligible in theory, and thoroughly impracticable.34 
“ Industry may be republican; it can never be democratic 
so long as men differ in productive power and in industrial 
virtue.” 85

In a brilliant essay which he never published, but which 
was written some time before the studies of J. Allen Smith 
and Charles A. Beard, Sumner divined the intentions of the 
founding fathers in the making of the American Constitu
tion. They feared democracy, Sumner pointed out, and at
tempted to set limits upon it in the federal structure; but 
since the whole genius of the country has inevitably been 
democratic, because of its inherited dogmas and its environ
ment, the history of the United States has been one of con
tinual warfare between the democratic temper of the people 
and their constitutional framework.36

IV

One concept of the evolutionary philosophy which Sum
ner borrowed from Spencer and employed with great effect 
in his fight against reformers was social determinism. Soci
ety, the product of centuries of gradual evolution, cannot be 
quickly refashioned by legislation:

The great stream of time and earthly things will sweep on just the 
same in spite of us. . . . Every one of us is a child of his age and can
not get out of it. He is in the stream and is swept along with it. All 
his science and philosophy come to him out of it. Therefore the tide
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will not be changed by us. It will swallow up both us and our experi
ments. . . . That is why it is the greatest folly of which a man can 
be capable to sit down with a slate and pencil to plan out a new social 
world.87

T o Sumner as to Spencer, society was a superorganism, 
changing at geological tempo. For its emphasis upon slow 
change, Sumner eagerly welcomed The Study of Sociology. 
In his view, the social meddlers had been laboring under the 
delusion that, since there are no natural laws of the social 
order, they might make the world over with artificial ones;88 
but he expected that Spencer’s new science would dissolve 
these fantasies.

With the evolutionist’s characteristic scorn for all forms 
of meliorism and voluntarism, Sumner dismissed Upton Sin
clair and his fellow socialists as puny meddlers, social quacks, 
who would try to break into the age-old process of societal 
growth at an arbitrary point and remake it in accordance 
with their petty desires. They started from the premise that 
“ everybody ought to be happy ” and assumed that therefore 
it should be possible to make everyone happy. They never 
asked, “ In what direction is society moving? ” or, “ What 
are the mechanisms which motivate its progress? ” Evolu
tion would teach them that it is impossible to tear down over
night a social system whose roots are centuries deep in the 
soil of history. History would teach them that revolutions 
never succeed —  witness the experience of France, where the 
Napoleonic period left essential interests much as they had 
been before 1789.89

Every system has its inevitable evils. “ Poverty belongs to 
the struggle for existence, and we are all born into that strug
gle.” 40 If poverty is ever to be abolished, it will be by a 
more energetic prosecution of the struggle, and not by social 
upheaval or paper plans for a new order. Human progress 
is at bottom moral progress, and moral progress is largely the 
accumulation of economic virtues. “ Let every man be sober, 
industrious, prudent, and wise, and bring up his children to 
be so likewise, and poverty will be abolished in a few gen
erations.” *
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Thus the evolutionary philosophy provided a powerful 
argument against legislative meddling with natural events. 
Sumner’s conception of the proper limits of state action, 
although not quite so drastic as Spencer’s, was severe. 44 At 
bottom there are two chief things with which government has 
to deal. They are the property of men and the honor of 
women. These it has to defend against crime.” 42 Outside 
the field of education, where Sumner’s influence was always 
progressive, there were few reforms proposed in America dur
ing his active years which he did not attack. In a series of 
essays written for the Independent in 1887, Sumner assailed 
several current reform projects as fabrications of rampant 
pressure groups. The Bland Silver Bill he considered an 
irrational compromise set up by a few public men without 
substantial promise of giving any real aid to debtors, silver 
miners, or any other part of the population. State laws lim
iting convict labor he damned as hasty and pointless legisla
tion in response to partisan clamor. T he Interstate Com
merce Act lacked philosophy or design. The railroad ques
tion 44 is far wider than the scope of any proposed legisla
tion; the railroads are interwoven with so many complex in
terests that legislators cannot meddle with them without do
ing harm to all concerned.” 43 The free-silver movement he 
attacked with the arguments of orthodox economics.44 44 All 
poor laws and all eleemosynary institutions and expendi
tures ” he scored as devices that protect persons at the expense 
of capital and ultimately lower the general standard of living 
by making it easier for the poor to live, thus increasing the 
number of consumers of capital while lowering incentives 
to its production.45 With trade unions he was more indul
gent, conceding that a strike, if conducted without violence, 
might be a means of testing the market conditions for labor. 
All the justification a strike required was success; failure was 
enough to condemn it. Trade unions might also be useful 
in maintaining the esprit de corps of the working class, and 
of keeping it informed. The conditions of labor —  sani
tation, ventilation, the hours of women and children —  might



better be controlled by the spontaneous activity of organized 
labor than by state enforcement.46

Aside from anti-imperialism, the one great dissenting im
pulse of his age that attracted Sumner was free trade. But, 
in his mind, free trade was not a reform movement; it was 
an intellectual axiom. Although in 1885 he wrote a short 
tract elaborating the classical arguments against protection 
(Protectionism, The Ism That Teaches That Waste Makes 
Wealth) , he felt that protectionism was hardly open to dis
pute by enlightened men —  “ that it ought to be treated as 
other quackeries are treated.” 47 Believing that tariffs, as well 
as other forms of government intervention in economic life, 
might culminate in socialism, he identified protectionism and 
socialism on principle, defining socialism as “ any device 
whose aim is to save individuals from any of the difficulties or 
hardships of the struggle for existence and the competition of 
life by the intervention of ‘ the state.’ ” 48 The tariff, he ad
mitted, never ceased to arouse his highest moral indignation. 
He once wrote angry protests to the newspapers because 
women employed in sweatshops stitching corsets for fifty cents 
a day had to pay a tariff on their thread.48

v

Intransigent against what he considered abuses of the right 
or left, Sumner drew fire from both sides. Upton Sinclair, in 
The Goose-Step, called him, long after his death, “ a prime 
minister in the empire of plutocratic education 60 and an
other socialist accused him of intellectual prostitution.81 
Such critics showed little comprehension of Sumner’s char
acter or the governing motives of his mind. He was doc
trinaire because his ideas were bred in his bones. He was 
not a business hireling, nor did he feel himself to be the 
spokesman of plutocracy, but rather of the middle classes. 
He attacked economic democracy, but he had no sympathy 
for plutocracy, as he understood it; he thought it responsible 
for political corruption and protectionist lobbies.52 Signifi
cantly, he had praise for the Jeffersonian democracy in so far
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as it practised abnegation of state power and decentraliza
tion in government.53 Sumners unforgettable “ Forgotten 
Man,” the hero of most of his popular essays, was simply the 
middle-class citizen, who, like Sumner’s father, went quietly 
about his business, providing for himself and his family with
out making demands upon the state.54 The crushing effect 
of taxation upon such people gave Sumner his most anxious 
moments and explains in part his opposition to state inter
ventionism.55 It was his misfortune that this class had moved 
on to the support of reform while he was still trying to fight 
its cause with the intellectual weapons of Harriet Martineau 
and David Ricardo.

On the rare occasions when Sumner’s thought ran counter 
to the established verities, he would stand his ground under 
the greatest pressure. His famous fight with President Porter 
over the use of The Study of Sociology as a textbook might 
have cost him his position at Yale, and he was quite ready 
to resign. Constantly under criticism from the press for his 
outspoken stand on the tariff, he never faltered. The New 
York Tribune, in the course of a denunciation of his articles 
on protection, once likened his manners to those of “ the 
cheap Tombs shyster.” 56 The Republican press and Repub
lican alumni of Yale periodically urged his dismissal; the 
demand became general when he announced his opposition 
to the Spanish-American War.57 Although one old-fashioned 
benefactor of Yale doubled his donation because Sumner’s 
presence had convinced him “ that Yale College is a good 
and safe place for the keeping and use of property and the 
sustaining of civilization when endangered by ignorance, ras
cality, demagogues, repudiationists, rebels, copperheads, com
munists, Butlers, strikers, protectionists, and fanatics of sun
dry roots and sizes,” 58 Sumner was always suspect to a large 
part of the community of wealth and orthodoxy because of 
his independence.

Sumner’s reputation has come to rest upon his Folkways, 
and in lesser measure upon his historical writings, while his 
many social-Darwinist essays have fallen into comparative 
obscurity.59 Natural selection in the rea'm of ideas has taken
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its toll upon his life work. The ideas for which Folkways is 
most esteemed were never reconciled with the rest of his 
thought. The great contribution of that work was its con
ception of folkways as products of “ natural forces,” as evo
lutionary growths, rather than artifacts of human purpose or 
wit.60 Critics have often suggested that Sumner’s denial of 
the intuitive character of morals, his insistence upon their 
historical and institutional foundations, undermined his own 
stand against socialists and protectionists.61 A thoroughly 
consistent evolutionist, prepared to carry out the amoral and 
narrowly empirical approach to social change laid down in 
Folkways, would not have been so disturbed as Sumner was 
by the decline of laissez faire, but might have accepted it in 
a mellow and complaisant spirit as a new trend in the devel
opment of the mores. On the subject of laissez faire and 
property rights, however, Sumner was uncompromising and 
absolute. There is no complaisance in Protectionism, the 
Ism That Teaches That Waste Makes Wealth, no mellow
ness in “ The Absurd Effort to Make the World Over.” As 
a recruit from the theological life who had always been ab
sorbed in his own Yankee culture, Sumner found the effort 
of a completely consistent relativism too great. It was easier 
for an unacclimated alien like Thorstein Veblen to treat 
American society with the loftiness of a cultural anthropolo
gist. For Sumner, the marriage customs of the Wawanga and 
the property relations of the Dyaks were always in a separate 
universe of discourse from like institutions of his own culture.

As a defender of the status quo, Sumner was an effective 
figure in American life. Since the Revolution the dogmas 
of the Enlightenment had been traditional ingredients of 
the American faith. American social thought had been op
timistic, confident of the special destiny of the country, hu
manitarian, democratic. Its reformers still relied upon the 
sanctions of natural rights. It was Sumner’s function to take 
the leadership in a critical examination of these ideological 
fixtures, using as his instrument the early nineteenth-century 
pessimism of Ricardo and Malthus, now fortified with the 
tremendous prestige of Darwinism. He set himself the task
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of deflating the philosophical speculation of the eighteenth 
century with the science of the nineteenth. He tried to show 
his contemporaries that their optimism was a hollow defiance 
of the realities of social struggle, that their “ natural rights ” 
were nowhere to be found in nature, that their humanitarian- 
ism, democracy, and equality were not eternal verities, but 
the passing mores of a stage of social evolution. In an age of 
helter-skelter reforms, he tried to convince men that confi
dence in their ability to will and plan their destinies was 
unwarranted by history or biology or any of the facts of 
experience —  that the best they could do was to bow to natu
ral forces. Like some latter-day Calvin, he came to preach 
the predestination of the social order and the salvation of the 
economically elect through the survival of the fittest.
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Chapter Four

Lester Ward
Critic

Is it true that man shall ultimately obtain the dominion of the
whole world except himself?

L ester W ard

The founders of modem sociology, Comte and Spencer, 
vere both inspired by a passion for setting the universe in 
arder; both erected their sociological systems upon the monis
tic assumption that the laws of the universe at large are also 
applicable to human societies. One of the most impressive 
features of their work was the effort to arrange the subject 
matter of all the sciences natural and social, from astronomy 
to sociology, in a connected hierarchy, and to draw upon the 
rapidly developing physical and biological sciences for such 
social enlightenment as they might yield. In the spirit of 
this monism, Comte could speak of sociology as “ Social 
Physics ” and write, long before Darwin, of “ the obvious 
necessity of founding sociology upon the whole of biology.” 1 
With the same assumptions, Walter Bagehot entitled an ep
ochal essay in social theory Physics and Politics, and Herbert 
Spencer elaborated his analogy of the social organism, and 
filled his sociology with the differentiations, integrations, 
equilibrations, and other abstractions of his ponderous meta
physic. Spencer went so far as to deduce from the law of 
gravitation the intriguing sociological principle that “ the 
attraction of cities is directly as the mass and inversely as the 
distance.” 2

In a peculiarly contradictory relation to this monism stood 
Lester Frank Ward, author of the first comprehensive socio
logical treatise written in the United States. Like many other 
youths who came of age in the early 1860% Ward flavored his



educational diet with liberal dashes of Spencer, and ad
mired Spencer’s version of universal evolution. The monis
tic dogma seemed axiomatic to him. In his Dynamic Soci
ology he expressed the hope that “ the universal science or 
true cosmology will constitute . . . [a] great advance upon 
the present heterogeneous state of science.” 8 “ I naturally
consider everything in its relation to the Cosmos,” he wrote 
near the end of his career. And of his Pure Sociology he once 
declared: “ It is more than sociology, it is cosmology.” 4 The 
consummation of this monism in Ward’s method is readily 
appreciated by the reader of Dynamic Sociology, who must 
dig through some two hundred pages of physics, chemistry, 
astronomy, biology, and embryology, before he strikes strictly 
sociological data.

While Ward formally accepted the Spencerian method, his 
social system, taking its shape from an entirely different prag
matic bias, was radically different in both structure and prac
tical content. For Ward’s sociology was intrinsically dual- 
istic. Of critical importance in everything Ward wrote was 
a sharp distinction between physical, or animal, purposeless 
evolution and mental, human evolution decisively modified 
by purposive action. By thus bifurcating the Spencerian 
system, Ward sundered social principles from simple and 
direct biological analogies. In his hands sociology became a 
special discipline dealing with a novel and unique level of 
organization. He was the first and the most formidable of 
a number of thinkers who attacked the unitary assumptions 
of social Darwinism and natural-law laissez-faire individual
ism. In time, Ward was eminently successful in impressing 
his criticisms upon American sociologists. In his sphere he 
served a function similar to that of instrumentalists in phi
losophy: he replaced an older passive determinism with a 
positive body of social theory adaptable to the uses of reform.

Like many other American reformers, Ward came from a 
frontier environment.® He was born in Joliet, Illinois, in 
1841, the son of an itinerant mechanic and a clergyman’s 
daughter. Although Ward’s youth was one of poverty and 
hardship, he used the time left over from his jobs in mills,
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factories, and fields to study biology and physiology, learn 
French, German, and Latin, and finally to qualify as a sec
ondary-school teacher. In 1865, after two years of Civil War 
service, during which he suffered severe wounds at Chancel- 
lorsville, Ward entered the government service as a clerk in 
the Treasury Department. At twenty-six he entered evening- 
session college and within five years had taken diplomas in 
arts, law, and medicine. Much of Ward’s education was self- 
acquired, all of it achieved through enormous sacrifice. He 
could never carry it lightly. Perhaps as a salve for his acute 
sensitivity about his humble origins, he developed a fond
ness for pompous Latin and Greek derivatives and sprinkled 
his sociology with terms like “ synergy,” “ social karyokine- 
sis,” “ tocogenesis,” “ anthropoteleology,” and “ collective tel- 
esis,” called male sexual selection “ andreclexis ” and roman
tic love “ ampheclexis.” One of his courses at Brown Uni
versity was modestly titled “ A Survey of All Knowledge.”

For a few years of his early government service, Ward 
edited, and for the most part wrote, the greater part of a 
journal called The Iconoclast. A  tiny bubble on the skepti
cal ferment of the 1870’s, full of the juvenile contentiousness 
of professional debunkers, it gives early evidence of Ward’s 
complete sympathy with newer currents of thought. Later 
Ward continued his scientific study and in time acquired a 
distinguished reputation as a botanist and paleobotanist, re
ceiving in 1883 the post of chief paleontologist in the United 
States Geological Survey. The same year saw the appear
ance of his first book, the epoch-making Dynamic Sociology, 
which he had been working on for fourteen years. In 1906, 
after the central conceptions of his work had been repeated 
and expanded in other books —  The Psychic Factors of Civ
ilization (1893), Outlines of Sociology (1898), Pure Soci
ology (1903), and Applied Sociology (1906) —  Ward was at 
last called to Brown University to occupy a chair in sociology.

When Ward’s Dynamic Sociology appeared, sociology was 
still in an early stage of development. While a few Ameri
can universities were giving courses in a vaguely relevant 
subject, some using Spencer as a textbook, William Graham
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Sumner was probably the only teacher who used the term 
“ sociology ” to describe a college course.8 The materials 
of the subject were just emerging from courses in the “ phi
losophy of history ” and the “ history of civilization/' In 
spite of the need for a systematic treatise, the ground was ill 
prepared for bold theoretical innovation from an obscure 
government functionary, especially when he ventured to 
challenge the dominant Spencerian doctrines. Much to 
Ward’s disappointment, his work was almost ignored at the 
start and took hold very slowly. Five years after its publi
cation, Albion Small relates, Richard T . Ely was the only man 
on the otherwise alert Johns Hopkins faculty who knew it, 
and in 1893 Ward told him that barely five hundred copies 
had been sold.7 In 1897, however, Appleton brought out a 
second edition, and by the turn of the century Ward was 
widely recognized as a first-rate figure in sociology. At least 
two other pioneers of American social science, Albion W. 
Small and Edward A. Ross, were profoundly influenced by 
his work, and in 1906 he was elected first president of the 
American Sociological Society. However, while professional 
sociologists learned to look to him with respect, while Small 
believed he saved them years of fruitless work in the arid 
wastes of “ misconstrued evolutionism,” Ward never attained 
a general public reputation comparable to that enjoyed by 
William Graham Sumner or other academic men of like 
stature.8

Ward developed his collectivism almost two decades too 
early to reach a fully receptive audience. Ten years before 
the passage of even such primitive and halting steps toward 
centralized control as the Interstate Commerce Act and the 
Sherman Act, Ward was preaching a planned society. His 
skepticism also restricted his influence; Christian reformers 
who might otherwise have been attracted to his social theory 
found his naturalism objectionable, and a few sympathizers 
urged him to be more compromising in tone.9 Not until 
near the close of his career, moreover, did he hold a chair in 
a well-known university, and he missed the public and pro
fessional prestige that goes with a first-rate academic position.
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The cumbersome prose and barbarous terminology of his 
formal writings, particularly Dynamic Sociology, which runs 
to fourteen hundred difficult pages, also stood in the way 
of a wide public reputation. Ward did, however, place 
readable pieces in popular journals, the most notable being 
a well-received series in the Forum.10 Toward the end of 
his life, as the voices of dissent grew stronger, his thought 
filtered into the strategic places where the general reader was 
reached, and he exerted some influence upon the outlook 
of reform-minded groups; but partly because his proposal for 
a “sociocracy ” never had organized adherents, his reputation 
faded quickly after his death in 1913. He was one of the 
ablest and most prescient thinkers in the history of the Amer
ican mind, indeed in the history of international sociology. 
But it was his curious fate to be most pertinent as a thinker 
where he was most negative. His greatest accomplishment 
was as a critic of intellectual systems, once pervasive and 
powerful, which have long since crumbled and been forgot
ten. His trenchant assaults upon them, so important in 
his own day to the liberation of American thought, have 
been forgotten with them.

7 1

11

Ward had felt all too keenly the sting of his lower-class 
origin, and the aristocratic innuendoes of social Darwinism 
as it found expression in the 1870’s and 1880’s offended his 
democratic sensibilities. T o the end of his life he remem
bered how, as a child in public school, he had felt keen sat
isfaction whenever the ragged boys of his own class were able 
to beat the sons of rich men in scholarship.11 If his child
hood experiences had something to do with encouraging his 
faith in the latent intellectual capacities of the masses, Ward's 
long experience in government agencies may have encour
aged him to oppose the Spencerian distrust of government. 
As early as 1877, after a few years of service in the Bureau 
of Statistics, he wrote two articles for the Washington Na
tional Union in which he explored the possibilities of gov
ernment statistics as a basis for legislation, arguing that if



the laws of social events could be statistically formulated 
they could be used as data for “ scientific lawmaking.” 12

Within the next few years Ward’s political interests be
came increasingly urgent. He was already well along in the 
writing of Dynamic Sociology. In a paper read in 1881 be
fore the Anthropological Society of Washington, he made a 
headlong assault upon the fundamental premises of the pre
vailing laissez-faire philosophy. Here he set forth in strik
ing fashion the ideas to which he was to devote his later life. 
Pointing out that the prevailing trend toward government in
tervention in social affairs was utterly incompatible with 
existing social theory, Ward predicted, with no little pre
science, that a crisis in social opinion would soon be pre
cipitated.

The Cobden Club and other “ Free Trade ” societies are scattering 
tracts with a liberal hand, in the hope of stemming the tide. Victor 
Boehmert warns, Augustus Mongredien shouts, and Herbert Spencer 
thunders. What is the result? Germany answers by purchasing pri
vate railroads and enacting a high protective tariff. France answers 
by decreeing the construction of eleven thousand miles of Government 
railroad, and offering a bounty to French ship-owners. England an
swers by a compulsory education act, by Government purchase of the 
telegraph, and by a judicial decision laying claim to the telephone. 
America answers by an inter-state railroad bill, a national education 
bill, and a sweeping plebiscite in favor of protection to home manu
facturers. The whole world has caught the contagion, and all nations 
are adopting measures of positive legislation.13

It was time, Ward continued, for scholars to stop decry
ing this irresistible trend toward legislative intervention and 
settle down to a serious study of what was going on. The 
natural-law and laissez-faire dogmas had been useful intellec
tual devices in the days when society was being freed from 
monarchical and oligarchical rule. It was natural enough 
to oppose governmental interference when government was 
in the hands of autocrats, but it is folly to cling to this oppo
sition in an age of representative government when the popu
lar will can be exerted through legislative action. The as
sumptions are obsolete. “ There is no necessary harmony 
between natural law and human advantage ” The laws of
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trade result in enormous inequalities in the distribution of 
wealth, which are founded in accidents of birth or strokes 
of low cunning rather than superior intelligence or industry.

Nor is natural law a barrier against monopolies. The 
classical theory says that competition keeps prices down, but 
often competition “ multiplies the number of shops far be
yond the necessity, each of which must profit by exchange, 
and in order to do this all must sell dearer than would other
wise be necessary.” This is particularly true of the distribu
tive industries. In other lines competition breeds huge cor
porate organizations with dangerously broad powers. To 
break them up would be to destroy “ the legitimate product 
of natural law,” the “ integrated organisms of social evolu
tion.” The only constructive alternative is government reg
ulation in the interest of society at large.14 Historic attempts 
at government regulation or management have not been the 
disasters that individualists charge. Witness the telegraph in 
Great Britain and the railroad systems of Germany and 
Belgium. The sphere of social control has been gradually 
expanding in the history of civilization, but

. . .  for more than a century the English school of negative economists 
has devoted itself to the task of checking this advance. The laissez faire 
school has entrenched itself behind the foitifications of science, and 
while declaring with truth that social phenomena are, like physical 
phenomena, uniform and governed by laws, they have accompanied this 
by the false declaration and non sequitur that neither physical nor so
cial phenomena are capable of human control; the fact being that all 
the practical benefits of science are the result of man’s control of natu
ral forces and phenomena which would otherwise have run to waste or 
operated as enemies to human progress. The opposing positive school 
of economists simply demands an opportunity to utilize the social 
forces for human advantage in precisely the same manner as the physi
cal forces have been utilized. It is only through the artificial control 
of natural phenomena that science is made to minister to human 
needs; and if social laws are really analogous to physical laws, there 
is no reason why social science may not receive practical applications 
such as have been given to physical science.15

In an article on “ The Scientific Basis of Positive Political 
Economy” (1881) Ward continued his assault upon natural



law in social theory. By human standards, he asserted, nature 
itself is uneconomic. That its process proves “ the least eco
nomic of all conceivable processes ” is concealed only by the 
vastness of the scale on which nature operates and the abso
lute magnitude of its results. Some of the lower organisms 
give off as many as a billion ova: only a few develop into 
maturity, while the rest succumb in the resulting struggle 
for survival. The waste of reproductive powers is fantastic. 
Haphazard human strife, particularly in the form of in
dustrial competition, is similarly wasteful. Here Ward dis
tinguished between telic phenomena —  those governed by 
human will and purpose —  and genetic phenomena, the re
sults of blind natural forces. In the face of the immense 
superiority of the telic over the genetic, the artificial over 
the natural, the persistent natural-law enthusiasm of laissez- 
faire theorists is like the nature-worship of Rousseauian ro
manticism, or, worse still, of primitive religion. The evolu
tionary view of nature as being in some way inherently 
beneficent is sheer mysticism.16 Man’s task is not to imitate 
the laws of nature, but to observe them, appropriate them, 
direct them.

Just as there are two kinds of dynamic processes, so are 
there two distinct kinds of economics —  the animal econom
ics of life and the human economics of mind. Animal eco
nomics, the survival of the fittest in the struggle for existence, 
results from the multiplication of organisms beyond the 
means of subsistence. Nature produces organisms in super
abundance and relies upon the wind, water, birds, and ani
mals to sow her seed. A rational being, on the other hand, 
prepares the ground, eliminates weeds, drills holes, and plants 
at proper intervals; this is the way of human economics. 
While environment transforms the animal, man transforms 
the environment.

Competition actually prevents the most fit from surviving. 
Rational economics not only saves resources but produces 
superior organisms. The best evidence for this is that when
ever competition is wholly removed, as it is when man 
artificially cultivates a particular form of life, that form imme

74 Social Darwinism in American Thought



Lester Ward 75

diately makes great strides and soon outstrips those depend
ing upon competition for their progress. Hence the supe
rior quality of fruit trees, cereals, domestic cattle. Even in 
its most rational form, competition is prodigiously wasteful. 
Witness the social waste involved in advertising, a good ex
ample of “ the modified form of animal cunning ” which is 
the hallmark of business shrewdness. Finally, with the gusto 
of a debater making his clinching point, Ward argued that 
laissez faire actually destroys whatever value competition 
might have in human affairs; for since complete laissez faire 
allows combination and finally monopoly, free competition 
can be secure only through some measure of regulation.17

In his Dynamic Sociology, which was inspired by “ a grow
ing sense of the essential sterility of all that has thus far 
been done in the domain of social science,” and designed as 
a reply to those who “ conclude that Nature’s ways should 
be man’s ways,” 18 Ward massed all his arguments against 
natural law and expanded his plea for teleological progress. 
While he always scorned the name of reformer and insisted 
that he was a social scientist, Dynamic Sociology was essen
tially an argument for socially organized and guided reform 
—  or, as Ward preferred to call it, “ the improvement of 
society by cold calculation ” —  which, he believed, was des
tined to replace the hitherto automatic processes of social 
change.19 When Ward first began work on Dynamic Soci
ology, he planned to call it The Great Panacea.

Ward made one concession to biological theory: he agreed 
that man has been brought to his present stage of develop
ment by natural selection, of which his intellect is the su
preme product; but man cannot consider himself finally supe
rior to other animals until he supplants genetic with telic 
progress by applying his intellect to his own improvement.20 
Social progress consists in an increase in the aggregate enjoy
ment throughout a society and a decrease in the aggregate 
suffering.

Thus far, social progress has in a certain awkward manner taken 
care of itself, but in the near future it will have to be cared for. T o  
do this and maintain the dynamic condition against all the hostile



forces which thicken with every new advance, is the real problem of 
Sociology considered as an applied science.21

In his second volume Ward stressed the importance of 
feeling in social dynamics. Feelings, he insisted, are the 
basic component of mind; the intellect has been evolved as 
a guide to the feelings. The social mind, a generalization or 
composite of individual minds, is made up of the social in
tellect and social feelings. The unrestrained working out 
of feelings results in conflict and destruction; but intellect 
can guide the feelings into constructive channels by setting 
down laws and ideals. Intellect, in its growth, finally be
comes capable of formulating ideals for social as well as indi
vidual guidance.

Those actions which bring progress, which Ward called 
44 dynamic actions,” can be performed only by creating a 
state of 44 dynamic opinion ” in which the social intellect is 
equipped for its guiding function.22 If a whole society is to 
embark upon a dynamic action, its people must be prepared 
and equipped through the broadest possible diffusion of 
knowledge.

Intelligence, hitherto a growth, is destined to become a manufac
ture. The knowledge of experience is, so to speak, a genetic product; 
that of education is a teleological product. The origination and distri
bution of knowledge can no longer be left to chance and to nature. 
They are to be systematized and erected into true arts. Knowledge 
artificially acquired is still real knowledge, and the stock of all men 
must always consist chiefly of such knowledge. The artificial supply 
of knowledge is as much more copious than the natural as is the artifi
cial supply of food more abundant than the natural supply.28

For Ward education was more than a device for social 
engineering; it was also a leveling instrument, a means of 
bringing opportunity to humble people and enabling them 
to use their talents.24 Greatly impressed from his childhood 
by the vast difference between the educated and uneducated, 
Ward was never able to believe that this chasm, which he 
himself had bridged, could be attributed to differences in 
native capacities. His passionate emphasis on education 
sprang from his own personal triumph.25
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Because he believed in education as a long-term instrument 
for the improvement of mankind, Ward was reluctant to sur
render the Lamarckian and Spencerian notion of the trans
mission of acquired characteristics. This idea, which Dar
win had accepted, but had not at first made an integral part 
of his theory of evolution, Ward considered a necessary in
gredient in his optimistic sociology. On a number of occa
sions he clashed with neo-Darwinians like Weismann. In 
a significant article published in the Forum in 1891 on “ The 
Transmission of Culture,” he granted that acquired knowl
edge itself cannot be transmitted by heredity, but insisted that 
the capacity to acquire knowledge is another matter. Certain 
arts and talents which apparently run in family lines cannot 
be accounted for by the theory of natural selection because 
these talents have no value in the struggle for survival; natu
ral selection has no explanation for the persistence of such 
talents from generation to generation. The persistence of 
talents can best be explained by assuming that part of what 
man gains by the exercise of mental faculties in a specific 
pursuit may be handed down to become part of the heritage 
of the race. If Weismann’s followers are right, and ther 
is no such inheritance, then “ education has no value for the 
future of mankind and its benefits are confined exclusively 
to the generation receiving it.” The facts of history and 
personal observation sustain the general popular belief in 
such use-inheritance, Ward concluded, and until the matter 
should be definitely decided by science, it would be well to 
“ hug the delusion.” 26

h i

Ward is sometimes classified among the social Darwinists 
because his later theory was influenced by the conflict school 
of sociologists, represented most prominently by two conti
nental writers, Ludwig Gumplowicz and Gustav Ratzenhofer. 
By 1903 Ward had become well acquainted with their works, 
and was so impressed by their interpretation of the origins 
of race struggle, which he called “ the most important con
tribution thus far made to the science of sociology/’ 27 that



he based a small part of his Pure Sociology upon it. There 
he attributed the origin of organized society to the conquest 
of one race by another. Caste systems had developed out 
of such conquest, and society had then passed successively 
through five stages: the mitigation of caste coupled with the 
survival of inequalities; the consolidation of relationships 
through the growth of law; the origin of the state; the grad
ual cementing of the groups into a homogeneous people; and, 
finally, the development of patriotism and the national form 
of social organization.28

Progress has frequently resulted from the forcible fusion 
of unlike elements. As much as one may deplore the horrors 
of war, it has been a necessary condition of race progress in 
the past, and the conquest of backward races is inevitable in 
the future.29 In advanced societies, rational and peaceful 
forms of social assimilation may supersede the genetic and 
violent method of the past. It is possible that a friendly 
pacific age is about to dawn —  just as Spencer’s militant type 
of society gives way to the industrial —  but it is doubtful 
that the world has yet reached the point at which war ceases. 
Whether the cessation of conflict would even be desirable 
was an open question to Ward.80

His adherence in these respects to the conflict school did 
not in the least alter the fundamental structure of Ward’s 
melioristic sociology. He saw no difficulty —  although there 
were in fact grave difficulties —  in reconciling the conflict 
theory with his collectivism; he even succeeded in convert
ing Gumplowicz to his own cheerful point of view.81 The 
ideas of the conflict school found but a small and transient 
place in Ward’s work, and the theory of his later years is not 
otherwise markedly different from that of 1883. Through
out the greater part of all his writing, his aim was to destroy 
the tradition of biological sociology.

A  persistent feature of Ward’s sociology was his running 
argument with the paralyzing optimism of the Spencerians 
and the equally paralyzing pessimism of the Malthusians. 
He regarded both the Malthus-Ricardo-Darwin lineage of 
pessimism and Spencerian optimism as upper-class apologies
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for social oppression and misery.32 Malthus’ theory, he ob
jected, does not apply to genus homo. Malthus had uncov
ered a fundamental law of biology, said Ward, but in attach
ing it to mankind he had applied it to the one animal for 
which it had no validity. Darwin had had the genius to 
illuminate the processes of the whole organic world by ap
plying Malthusianism fruitfully to animals and plants.

Notwithstanding the failure of Malthusianism at all points, the im
pression prevailed, and still prevails, that it is a fundamental law of 
society, and the current sociology is based upon it. . . . The fact is 
that man and society are not, except in a very limited sense, under the 
influence of the great dynamic laws that control the rest of the animal 
world. . . .  If we call biologic processes natural, we must call social 
processes artificial. The fundamental principle of biology is natural 
selection, that of sociology is artificial selection. The survival of the 
fittest is simply the survival of the strong, which implies and would 
better be called the destruction of the weak. If nature progresses 
through the destruction of the weak, man progresses through the pro
tection of the weak.8*

Ward did not hesitate to cross swords with Spencer or 
Spencer’s American disciples, Sumner and Giddings. Prob
ably the most unfavorable review received by Sumner’s 
What Social Classes Owe to Each Other was written by Ward 
for the New York periodical Man. This book, said Ward, 
was the “ final wail ” of the laissez-faire writers. It would 
do more good than harm because it was so extreme as to be 
a caricature of individualism.

The whole book is based on the fundamental error that the favors 
of this world are distributed entirely according to merit. Poverty is 
only a proof of indolence and vice. Wealth simply shows the indus
try and virtue of the possessors. The very most is made of Malthusi
anism, and human activities are degraded to a complete level with those 
of animals. Those who have survived simply prove their fitness to sur
vive; and the fact which all biologists understand, viz., that fitness to 
survive is something wholly distinct from real superiority, is, of course, 
ignored by the author because he is not a biologist, as all sociologists 
should be.84

In an extended polemic against “ The Political Ethics of 
Herbert Spencer,” ** Ward skillfully selected passages from

79



Spencer in which he relies upon the beneficence of traders 
to refrain from making merciless bargains and excess profits; 
passages in which he defends private control of sewage sys
tems by suggesting that payments to sewage companies can 
be enforced by threats to turn off the drainage facilities of 
recalcitrant householders; passages in which he speaks of the 
unemployed as “ good-for-nothings ” and of a trade union as 
“ a permanent body of tramps ” ; passages in which he ex
presses an aristocratic disdain for democratic processes; and 
similar individualistic extremisms. He went on to exploit 
the contradiction between Spencer’s individualism and his 
organismic view of society. If the state, the supreme organ 
of integration, is to have practically no function, Ward asked, 
what becomes of Spencer’s increasing integration as a cri
terion of progress? The logical outcome of the social or
ganism is not extreme individualism but extreme central
ization. “ The strongest advocate of state control, the most 
extreme socialist, would shrink from the contemplation of 
any such absolutism as that exercised by the central ganglion 
of even the lowest of the recognized Metazoa.” 36 The or
ganismic analogy is sound only when it refers to the psychic 
aspects of society, and even on this level it logically implies an 
extension of social control, because a government is the serv
ant of the popular will in the same way that the brain is a 
servant of the animal’s will.37

Still another foible of the Spencerians was their loaded 
definition of the term ” natural,” which they rather incon
sistently used not to describe whatever phenomena they 
might find but only those phenomena of which they could 
approve. In fact, however, the inertia of society and its fail
ure to respond at once to the pressure of change “ gives rise 
to social reformers who are legitimate and necessary, nay, 
natural products of every country and age, and the ignoring 
of this fact by conservative writers who lay so great stress on 
the word natural is one of the amusing absurdities of the 
present period.” 88

Rejecting the premises of classical individualism, Ward 
was impelled to strike out on untried ideological lines, to
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develop an approach to social theory in terms of psychology 
and institutions rather than biology and individuals. Like 
most other professional biologists he was little impressed by 
the facile analogies between nature and society that pleased 
the apologists of the competitive order. Unable to find in 
society the crude processes he saw at work in nature, Ward 
evolved a twofold criticism of social Darwinism. He first 
debunked nature itself, displayed its wastefulness, and tore 
it from the high place it occupied in the popular mind. 
Then, by showing how the emerging human mind was able 
to mold the narrow genetic processes of nature into vastly 
different forms, Ward demolished the central feature of the 
monistic dogma —  the continuity between process in nature 
and process in society.

Darwinism, with its emphasis upon gradual change over 
geological periods and its interpretation of change as a re
sult of “ accidental ” variations, had appeared to banish 
teleology from the animal world, and thus, for those who 
worked in the shadow of the monistic dogma, banished it 
from the human world also. If there were no larger purpose, 
no cosmic guiding hand behind the emergence of higher 
species, if evolution was a planless outcome of random 
variations, purposefulness had no place in the universe, and 
societies must grow and change as aimlessly as the rest of 
life. To Ward, however, it seemed that the reaction from 
teleology had gone too far. If there is no cosmic purpose, 
there is at least human purpose, which has already given man 
a special place in nature and may yet, if he wills it, give or
ganization and direction to his social life. Purposeful ac
tivity must henceforth be recognized as a proper function not 
only of the individual but of a whole society.

IV

Always cosmopolitan in his interests, Ward was much con* 
cerned from the first to interpret to Americans the lessons 
of European thought and experience on the subject of state 
intervention. Apart from his own insight as a government 
employee, he was impressed by the extension of state activity
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abroad, particularly in government ownership or regulation 
of railroads as it could be observed in Germany, France, Bel
gium, and England.39 When he compared European meth
ods with the American practice of private management, it 
was to the detriment of the latter.40 He was also influenced 
against laissez faire by the critical attitude of Comte, whom 
he greatly admired.41

This is not to say, of course, that Ward was merely another 
nationalist in economics. His advocacy of state management 
was prompted by a lower-class bias. He seems to have con
sidered himself a lobbyist for the people in academic forums. 
His opposition to the biological argument for individualism 
stemmed from his democratic faith; his rejection of Sumner 
and Spencer was partly motivated by his sense of their aristo
cratic preferences. Like Veblen, Ward felt a certain personal 
alienation from the dominant characters and opinions of 
American intellectual life, which doubtless quickened his 
championship of the underdog. He once complained of the 
“ capitalistic censorship ” at the University of Chicago. And 
during the campaign of 1896 he wrote to E. A. Ross, who was 
suffering for supporting Bryan, 0 I would probably go fur
ther toward populism than you. No one is more anxious 
to throttle the money power,” adding only that he considered 
free silver a poor social remedy and that he had no desire 
to go through another monetary inflation like the one of his 
youth.4*

Ward made a revealing statement of his social bias at an 
American Sociological Society meeting in 1906 during a dis
cussion of “ Social Darwinism.” A previous speaker had 
presented a social-Darwinist thesis advocating careful elimi
nation of the unfit and dependent, chiefly by eugenic meth
ods. In reply Ward branded the doctrine presented as “ the 
most complete example of the oligocentric world-view which 
is coming to prevail in the higher classes of society and would 
center the entire attention of the whole world upon an almost 
infinitesimal fraction of the human race and ignore the 
rest.” He would not be contented, Ward continued, to work 
in so small a field as the education and preservation of a
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select few of the higher classes. “ I want a field that shall 
be broad enough to embrace the whole human race, and I 
would take no interest in sociology if I did not regard it as 
constituting such a field.” For an indefinite period to come, 
society would be recruited from the base and would be com
pelled to assimilate a mass of crude material from the bot
tom. His opponents might conclude from this that “ soci
ety is doomed to hopeless degeneracy.” Yet it is possible to 
take another view:

. . . the only consolation, the only hope, lies in the truth . . . that 
so far as the native capacity, the potential quality, the “ promise and 
potency/' of a higher life are concerned, those swarming, spawning 
millions, the bottom layer of society, the proletariat, the working class, 
the “ hewers of wood and drawers of water,” nay, even the denizens 
of the slums — that all these are by nature the peers of the boasted " aris
tocracy of brains " that now dominates society and looks down upon 
them, and the equals in all but privilege of the most enlightened teach
ers of eugenics.43

Although he was a forerunner of social planning, a cham
pion of the masses, applauded and used by those socialists 
who read his works, Ward himself was no socialist. He was 
singularly uninterested in the Marxian tradition. He be
lieved that he had a workable alternative to socialism and 
individualism which, borrowing from Comte, he called “ so- 
ciocracy,” or the planned control of society by society as a 
whole. Under sociocracy, purposeful social activity, or “ col
lective telesis,” could be harmonized with individual self- 
interest by means of “ attractive legislation ” designed to re
lease the springs of human action for socially beneficial deeds 
by positive rather than negative and compulsory devices. 
Where individualism has created artificial inequalities, soci
ocracy would abolish them; and while socialism seeks to cre
ate artificial equalities, sociocracy would recognize inequali
ties that are natural. A sociocratic world would distribute 
its favors according to merit, as individualists demand, but 
by equalizing opportunity for all it would eliminate advan
tages now possessed by those with undeserved power, acci
dental position or wealth, or antisocial cunning.44
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In his anticipation of social planning and his historical 
perspective on the limitations of laissez faire, as well as in his 
campaign against biological sociology, Ward did much to re
lieve American thinking from its uncritical preoccupation 
with the conservative uses of nineteenth-century science. In 
social psychology he helped his followers to arrive at a better 
understanding of the importance of feeling in human motiva
tion. When he attempted to offer positive programs, he was 
vulnerable to criticism for his naive faith in the possibilities 
of education for social reconstruction and for the vagueness of 
some of his reform proposals. Philosophically he was not the 
most consistent or the most sophisticated critic of monistic 
thinking. On the abstract level he left much to be done by 
the pragmatists. While Ward’s dualism of the genetic and 
the telic was in effect a departure from what William James 
called the “ block-universe ” of Spencer, the Spencerian virus 
remained in his blood. In the midst of his attack upon the 
sociological nature-worshipers he could lapse into their own 
language by characterizing large combinations as products of 
the natural order; and he once wrote that collective telesis 
alone could “ place society once more in the free current of 
natural law.” 45 If he recognized the breach in his system 
at all, he simply covered it by saying that telic behavior is a 
genetic product. For one who emphasized so constantly 
the unique and artificial character of social organization and 
social processes, it was an odd inconsistency to deck out his 
sociology with physics, chemistry, and biology, and to set it 
in the framework of a cosmological system.

However unfinished Ward’s critique was in a technical 
sense, it was nevertheless a bold pioneering stroke. He suf
fered much undeserved neglect partly for the very reason that 
he was so far in advance of the rest of his generation. “ You 
were not only ahead of us in point of time,” Albion Small 
wrote to him in 1903,40 “ but we all know that you are head, 
shoulders and hips above us in many respects scientifically. 
You are Gulliver among the Lilliputians.”
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Chapter Five

Evolution, Ethics, and Society
I have received in a Manchester newspaper rather a good squib,
showing that I have proved “ might is right," and therefore that
Napoleon is right, and every cheating tradesman is also right.

C harles D arwin to Sir C harles L yell

The age in which Spencer, Sumner, and Ward formulated 
their philosophies was one of great intellectual insecurity. 
While, as we have seen, many men were uncertain how much 
of their religion would be left standing after natural selec
tion had been fully accepted, others were quite as troubled 
by questions about what Darwinism would mean for the 
moral life. Spencer and the evolutionary anthropologists 
promised them that it would mean progress, perhaps perfec
tion.1 The Malthusian element in Darwinism, however, 
pointed to an endless struggle for existence regulated by 
no sanction more exalted than mere survival. While some 
expected a new and higher morality, others feared a com
plete collapse of moral standards.

Senator Gore, one of the characters in Henry Adams’ novel 
Democracy (1880), which was set against the dissolute and 
money-mad atmosphere of Washington in the Gilded Age, 
expressed the essential aimlessness and sterility of what many 
men feared would be the dominant values of the future:

But I have faith; not perhaps in the old dogmas, but in the new ones; 
faith in human nature; faith in science; faith in the survival of the fit
test. Let us be true to our times, Mrs. Lee! If our age is to be beaten, 
let us die in the ranks. If it is to be victorious, let us be the first to 
lead the column. Anyway, let us not be skulkers or grumblers.2

Men with a deeper sense for traditional ideals hoped for 
more than this. Did Darwinism really justify brutal self- 
assertion, the neglect of the weak and the poor, the aban



donment of philanthropic enterprise? Did it mean that prog
ress must be dependent upon the ruthless elimination of the 
unfit, in an expanding population forever pressing upon the 
bounds of subsistence?

In a nation trained in Christian ethics and fortified by a 
democratic and humanitarian heritage, such a Nietzschean 

-hransvaluation of values was out of the question. Spencer’s 
reconciliation of evolution and idealism, with its forecast of 
a transition from militancy to peace and from egoism to al
truism was the commonest answer. Yet Spencer often spoke 
in rude selectionist language which could satisfy few who 
were not uncompromising defenders of a strictly competitive 
order or who were not willing to make drastic concessions 
to a naturalistic ethic, bare of all the warm and familiar the
ological sanctions. In The Principles of Sociology, he de
clared:

Not simply do we see that in the competition among individuals of the 
»ame kind, survival of the fittest has from the beginning furthered 
production of a higher type; but we see that to the unceasing warfaj-e 
between species is mainly due both growth and organization. With
out universal conflict there would have been no development of the 
active powers.8

In the light of all this talk about “ unceasing warfare ” 
and " universal conflict,” what was the value to those in
terested in the here and now of Spencer’s promise of a re
mote social Nirvana? One philanthropist asked:

Would not mankind take chloroform if they had no future but 
Spencer’s? No individual continuance, no God, no superior powers, 
only evolution working towards a benevolent society here and perfec
tion on earth, with great doubt whether it could succeed, and, if it 
succeeded, whether the end would pay.4

“ Herbert Spencer’s ethics will certainly be the final ethics,” 
wrote another critic, “ but the question does press itself upon 
us, what is to be the ethics for the time now present and pass- 
ing? ” • “ What are we to do,” queried James McCosh,
“ with our reading youth entering upon life who are told
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in scientific lectures and journals that the old sanctions of 
morality are all undermined? ” 6

In 1879 the Atlantic Monthly published an essay by Gold- 
win Smith with the significant title “ The Prospect of a 
Moral Interregnum,” which faced the troublesome questions 
raised by naturalism. Religion, Smith believed, had always 
been the foundation for the western moral code; and it 
would be idle for positivists and agnostics to imagine that 
while Christianity was being destroyed by evolution the 
humane values of Christian ethics would persist. Ultimately, 
he conceded, an ethic based upon science might be worked 
out, but for the present there would be a moral interregnum, 
similar to those which had occurred in past times of crisis. 
There had been such an interregnum in the Hellenic world 
after the collapse of its religion brought about by scientific 
speculation; there had been another in the Roman world 
before the coming of Christianity gave it a new moral basis; 
a third collapse in western Europe following the Renaissance 
had produced the age of the Borgias and Machiavelli, the 
Guises and the Tudors; finally, Puritanism in England and 
the Counter Reformation in the Catholic Church had re
introduced moral stability. At present another religious col
lapse is under way:

What then, we ask, is likely to be the effect of this revolution on 
morality? Some effect it can hardly fail to have. Evolution is force, 
the struggle for existence is force, natural selection is force. . . . But 
what will become of the brotherhood of man and of the very idea of 
humanity? 7

What would keep the stronger races from preying on the 
weak? (Smith had heard of an imperialist who said, The 
first business of a colonist is to clear the country of wild 
beasts, and the most noxious of all wild beasts is the wild 
man.”) Or, if a tyrant should seize the reins of power in 
any of the great states, what could be said against him, con
sistently, under the survival doctrine? (Had not Napoleon 
been selected for survival?) What would happen to nine

Evolution, Ethics, and Society 87



teenth-century humanitarianism? How were the passions of 
social conflict to be abated? T o these questions Smith had 
no answer, but he was sure that the impending crisis in mor
als would bring with it a crisis in politics and the social order.

Other writers concerned themselves with more concrete 
issues. Francis Bowen, Professor of Moral Philosophy at Har
vard, who could never overcome his religious hostility to 
Darwin, probably expressed the attitude of many old-school 
Christian conservatives when he attempted to discredit Dar
winism by accentuating its dire social consequences. Fa
miliar with the Malthusian genealogy of natural selection, 
Bowen linked the two as twin errors. Malthusianism had 
become popular in England, he pointed out, because it had 
counteracted the revolutionary ideas of men like Godwin; 
but it had also been used to relieve the rich of responsibility 
for the sufferings of the poor. Malthus had been proved 
wrong by the course of events; and just when his theory was 
dying out in political economy it received fresh support from 
Darwinian biology. The same arguments against the theory 
still hold good; for the social process is the opposite of the 
Darwinian process. It is undeniable that the lower classes 
are more fertile than the upper, that the unfittest rather than 
the fittest survive. Thus it is the existence of higher, not 
lower, forms that is imperiled in the social process. The 
solution to this can come only from persons of wealth, cul
ture, and refinement, who must violate the canons of Malthus 
and propagate more freely to promote civilization. Wher
ever the Darwin-Malthus system is applied its consequences 
are bad: in sociology a hard-hearted indifference to the suf
ferings of the poor; in religion, atheism; in philosophy the 
dark wastes of German pessimism, and a contempt for the 
value of human life which, like Stoicism in Rome, presages 
social catastrophe.8

Comparable in its social conservatism, but more congenial 
to the scientific spirit, was the view of another writer who 
predicted a great conflict between what he termed “ the 
sympathetic and the scientific theories of government.” The 
sympathetic party is all for alleviating the condition of the
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working class by social legislation. No such philanthropic 
softness is really needed in the United States, where only 
natural incapacity prevents a man from becoming a capital
ist. The masses cannot be artificially saved from their own 
incompetence without social disaster. American society, un
der the influence of the philanthropists of the sympathetic 
party, is being deluged by a flood of immigrants and dragged 
down by an increasing proportion of incapables. The scien
tific party would “ defend the principle of competition, con
formity to the law of supply and demand, and a fair field for 
the experiment of the survival of the fittest.” 9

The doctrines of the “ scientific party ” were similar to 
those of the comfortable set whose social prejudices William 
Dean Howells so coldly examined in A Traveler from Al- 
truria (1891) . To Mr. Homos, who was appalled at the ap
parent rigidity of class barriers in American society, the 
American explained:

44 The divisions among us are rather a process of natural selection. 
You will see, as you get better acquainted with the workings of our 
institutions, that there are no arbitrary distinctions here, but the fit
ness of the work for the man and the man for the work determines the 
social rank that each one holds. . . .”

I added: “ You know we are a sort of fatalists here in America. We 
are great believers in the doctrine that it will all come out right in the 
end.”

44 Ah, I don’t wonder at that,” said the Altrurian, 44 if the process of 
natural selection works so perfectly among you as you say.” 10

Within the “ scientific party ” itself some had doubts about 
the possibilities of progress. When an essayist in the Galaxy 
protested against the general blind faith in machines, inven
tions, and popular reforms, and argued that the panaceas of 
enthusiasts were impotent in the face of population pressures, 
he was answered with a blast of evolutionary optimism by 
George Cary Eggleston in the columns of Appleton's. There 
is no need, said Eggleston, to bewail the pressure of popula
tion or to limit its growth. The crowding of the world, by 
stimulating industry and forcing men to develop their capaci
ties, by crushing the unfit, “ by casting out the unworthy and
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raising the worthy to prosperity and power,” acts as the great
est motive power of progress.

A  more humanitarian attitude was voiced by the eminent 
geologist Nathaniel S. Shaler, a scientist in the “ sympathetic 
party/* who questioned the value of numbers in society. 
Shaler pointed out that it was characteristic of the higher 
species to be less wasteful in having progeny, that civiliza
tion replaced natural selection with selection by intelligence. 
If natural selection were really operating to full effect in civi
lization, Shaler would admit the desirability of an increase 
in population, but in fact humanity dictates the preservation 
of all, weak or strong, who come into existence, and even 
modern warfare selects for survival the weak, cowardly, and 
superannuated and destroys the fit. It would then be better 
to rely on education to supply the select few that nature 
would produce in a more wasteful way. Education demands 
a high standard of comfort, which in turn demands the “ lim
itation of reproduction to the true needs of the race/*11

In such terms as these, unsettled questions made their 
way into popular forums. Readers who turned to serious 
books between 1871 and 1900 found much provocative dis
cussion of the meaning of Darwinism for ethics, politics, and 
social affairs. There were others besides Sumner and Spen
cer who had a powerful effect upon American intellectual 
life. One, John Fiske, was a native son, but most were Eng
lish. Walter Bagehot, Huxley, Henry Drummond, Benja
min Kidd, William Mallock —  such men were as much lead
ers in American thought as almost any American writer. At 
least one continental thinker also, Prince Peter Kropotkin, 
received a favorable hearing. The merits of their contribu
tions were unequal, but all were listened to with respect.

11

Darwin himself offered somewhat confused counsel on the 
ethical implications of his own discoveries. In the light of 
his discussion of the moral sense and the role of sympathy in 
evolution, it is not surprising to find him somewhat hurt at 
the suggestion that he had proved that might is right. He
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little suspected that he was fated to be an intellectual Pan
dora; for, however dismal the Malthusian logic behind his 
system, it was filtered through his own tender moral sensi
bilities. True, The Origin of Species was Hobbesian in 
spirit, and Darwin’s remarks on “ Natural Selection as A f
fecting Civilised Nations ” in The Descent of Man were at 
points reminiscent of the harshest portions of Spencer’s 
Social Statics:

We civilised men . . .  do our utmost to check the process of elimina
tion; we build asylums for the imbecile, the maimed, and the sick; we 
institute poor-laws; and our medical men exert their utmost skill to 
save the life of every one to the last moment. . . . Thus the weak 
members of civilised society propagate their kind. No one who has 
attended to the breeding of domestic animals will doubt that this must 
be highly injurious to the race of man.12

Yet this was not characteristic of Darwin’s moral sentiments, 
for he went on to say that a ruthless policy of elimination 
would betray “ the noblest part of our nature,” which is itself 
securely founded in the social instincts. We must therefore 
bear with the evil effects of the survival and propagation of 
the weak, and rest our hopes on the fact that “ the weaker and 
inferior members of society do not marry so freely as the 
sound.” He also advocated that all who cannot spare their 
children abject poverty should refrain from marriage; here 
again he lapsed into Malthusianism with the statement that 
the prudent should not shirk their duty of maintaining popu
lation, for it is through the pressure of population and the 
consequent struggles that man has advanced and will con
tinue to advance.18

If there were, in Darwin’s writings, texts for rugged in
dividualists and ruthless imperialists, those who stood fox 
social solidarity and fraternity could, however, match them 
text for text with some to spare. Darwin devoted many pages 
of The Descent of Man to the sociality of man and the origins 
of his moral sense. He believed that primeval men and their 
apelike progenitors, along with many lower animals, were 
probably social in their habits, that remote primitives prac
tised division of labor, and that man’s social habits hare been
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of enormous importance in his survival. 44 Selfish and con
tentious people will not cohere,” he wrote, “ and without 
coherence nothing can be effected.” He believed man’s 
moral sense to be an inevitable outgrowth of his social in
stincts and habits, and a critical factor in group survival. 
The pressure of group opinion and the moral effect of family 
affections he ranked with intelligent self-interest as biologi
cal foundations of moral behavior.14 It was little wonder 
that when Kropotkin wrote his Mutual Aid he claimed Dar
win as a predecessor and blamed others for putting a 
Hobbesian interpretation on Darwin’s theory.15

Two years after The Descent of Man appeared the first 
significant work of biologically derived social speculation to 
break Spencer’s monopoly in that field —  Walter Bagehot’s 
Physics and Politics, more aptly described in its subtitle, 
Thoughts on the Application of the Principles of “ Natural 
Selection ”  and “  Inheritance 99 to Political Society. Pub
lished in Youmans’s International Scientific Series, Bagehot’s 
book met an immediate favorable reception in this country, 
and did much to encourage social interpretation along bio
logical lines. Bagehot attempted to reconstruct the pattern 
of growth of political civilization in the manner of evolution
ary ethnologists like Lubbock and Tylor, from whom he 
drew some of his data.

Bagehot did not try to explain the circumstances under 
which law and political institutions originated. “ But when 
once politics were begun, there is no difficulty in explaining 
why they lasted. Whatever may be said against the principle 
of 4 natural selection ’ in other departments, there is no 
doubt of its predominance in early human history. The 
strongest killed out the weakest as they could.” Since any 
form of political organization was superior to chaos, an 
aggregation of families having political leadership and some 
legal custom would rapidly conquer those that did not. The 
caliber of early political organization was less important than 
the fact that it was there at all; its function was to create a 
44 cake of custom ” which would bind men together, holding 
them, to be sure, in whatever place in the social order birth
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had given them —  for organization originates in a regime of 
status and only long afterward evolves into a regime of con
tract. The second step, after organization, is the molding 
of national character. This came about through the uncon
scious imitation of a chance “ variation ” displayed by one or 
two outstanding individuals. The national character is 
simply the naturally selected parish character, just as the 
lational speech is the successful parish dialect.

Progress, habitually thought of as a normal fact in human 
society, is actually a rare occurrence among peoples: the an
cients had no such conception, nor do orientals; and savages 
do not improve. The phenomenon occurs only in a few na
tions of European origin. Some nations progress while 
others stagnate, because under all circumstances the strongest 
prevail over others; and the strongest are, “ in certain marked 
peculiarities/’ the best. Within each nation the most appeal
ing character, usually the best, prevails; and in the now dom
inant western part of the world these competitions between 
nations and character types have been intensified by “ in
trinsic forces.” Of the existence of progress in the military 
art there can be no doubt, nor of its corollary that the most 
advanced will destroy the weaker, that the more compact 
will eliminate the scattered, and that the more civilized are 
the more compact. An advance in civilization is thus a mili
tary advantage. Backward civilizations, being more rigid in 
the structure of their law and custom, " kill out varieties at 
nrth,” but progress depends upon the emergence of varieties. 
4 Progress is only possible in those happy cases where the 
force of legality has gone far enough to bind the nation to
gether, but not far enough to kill out all varieties and destroy 
nature’s perpetual tendency to change.” Early societies were 
in a grave dilemma: they needed custom to survive, but un
less it was sufficiently flexible to admit variations they were 
frozen in their ancient mold. Modern societies, living in an 
age of discussion rather than rigid custom, have found a 
means of reconciling order with progress.16

Darwin’s task of finding natural roots for man’s moral feel
ings and for the sympathy that underlies persistent social
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cooperation was taken up by John Fiskc in his Outlines of 
Cosmic Philosophy (1874) and The Meaning of Infancy 
(1883). After reading Alfred Wallace’s account of his ob
servations in the Malay Archipelago, Fiske had been struck 
by the thought that one thing that distinguishes the human 
race from the other mammals is the very long duration of its 
infancy. In general there is a correlation between the com
plexity of a species’ potential behavior and the proportion 
of its behavior that is acquired by learning after birth. The 
human infant acquires the smallest proportion of its ultimate 
capacities during gestation; it is born less developed than the 
young of other species, and must undergo a long plastic pe
riod in which it learns the ways of its race. What makes the 
human species progressive, Fiske reasoned, is the fact that 
the infant does not come into the world with its capacities 
“ all cut and dried,” but on the contrary must learn slowly 
and is therefore able to learn an infinitely wider range of be
havior. The necessity of seeing infants through this long 
period prolongs the years of maternal affection and care and 
tends to keep father, mother, and child together —  in short, 
to found the stable family and ultimately the clan organiza. 
tion, the first step toward civil society. From being merely 
gregarious, man becomes social.

Once the clan is organized, natural selection intervenes to 
maintain it; for those clans in which the primeval selfish in
stincts were most effectively subordinated to the needs of the 
group would prevail in the struggle for life. In this way the 
first germs of altruism and morality, manifest in the mother's 
care of the infant, become generalized into wider and wider 
social bonds until they form sympathies broad enough to 
support the communal life of civilized man as he is now 
known. The moral sense has its foundation in the primitive 
biological unit, the family, and the social cooperation and 
solidarity of men is nothing if not natural.17

Fiske’s philosophy attempted to give to the higher ethical 
impulses a direct root in the evolutionary process. A some
what different —  and, to most of his contemporaries, a less 
satisfactory —  note of moral reassurance was struck by T . H.
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Huxley in his famous Romanes Lecture on “ Evolution and 
Ethics ” (1893) • Unlike Fiske, Huxley accepted at its face 
value the Hobbesian interpretation of Darwinism and ac
knowledged that “ men in society are undoubtedly subject 
to the cosmic process,” which includes, of course, the struggle 
for existence and the elimination of the unfit. But he flatly 
rejected the common practice of identifying the “ fittest ” 
with the “ best,” pointing out that under certain cosmic con
ditions the only “ fit ” organisms would prove to be low ones. 
Man and nature make altogether different judgments of 
value. The ethical process, or the production of what man 
recognizes as truly the “ best,” is in opposition to the cosmic 
process. “ Social progress means a checking of the cosmic 
process at every step.”

In a companion essay Huxley compared the ethical process 
to the work of the gardener: the state of the garden is not that 
of “ nature red in tooth and claw,” for the horticultural 
process eliminates struggle by adjusting life conditions to 
the plant instead of making the plants adjust to nature. In
stead of encouraging, horticulture restricts multiplication of 
the species. Like horticulture, human ethics defies the cos
mic process; for both horticulture and ethical behavior cir
cumvent the raw struggle for existence in the interest of some 
ideal imposed from without upon the processes of nature.

The more advanced a society becomes, the more it elinv 
inates the struggle for existence among its members. T o 
practice natural selection in a society after the fashion of the 
jungle would weaken, perhaps destroy, the bonds holding it 
together:

It strikes me that men who are accustomed to contemplate the ac
tive or passive extirpation of the weak, the unfortunate, and the super
fluous; who justify that conduct on the ground that it has the sanction 
of the cosmic process, and is the only way of ensuring the progress of 
the race; who, if they are consistent, must rank medicine among the 
black arts and count the physician a mischievous preserver of the unfit; 
on whose matrimonial undertakings the principles of the stud have the 
chief influence; whose whole lives, therefore, are an education in the 
noble art of suppressing natural affection and sympathy, are not 
likely to have any large stock of these commodities left. But, with
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out them, there is no conscience, nor any self-restraint on the conduct 
of men, except the calculation of self-interest, the balancing of cer
tain present gratifications against doubtful future pains; and experi
ence tells us how much that is worth.18

What is called the struggle for existence in modern 
society is really a struggle for the means of enjoyment. 
Only the desperately poor, the pauperized, and the crim
inal are engaged in a struggle for actual existence; and 
this struggle among the submerged 5 per cent of society 
can have no selective action on the whole, because even the 
members of this class manage to multiply rapidly before they 
die. The struggle for enjoyment, while it may have a mod
erate selective action, is in no way analogous either to natural 
selection or to the artificial selection of the horticulturist. 
Then the need of mankind is not acquiescence to nature, but 
“ a constant struggle to maintain and improve, in opposition 
to the State of Nature, the State of Art of an organized 
polity.” 19

Reminiscent of Fiske’s infancy theory were Henry Drum
mond’s popular Lowell Lectures on The Ascent of Man 
(1894). Drummond, a Scottish preacher who had already 
gained a considerable following with his pseudo-philosophi- 
cal book, Natural Law in the Spiritual World (1883), did 
not deny the importance of the Struggle for Life, but he 
looked upon it as the villain of the piece rather than the play 
itself. A  second factor in evolution, equally important, is 
the Struggle for the Life of Others. The Struggle for Life 
springs from the requirements of nutrition; reproduction 
and its resulting emotions and relationships are the founda
tion of the Struggle for the Life of Others. With Fiske, 
Drummond found in the family the basis of human sympathy 
and solidarity, for it is there that the Struggle for the Life of 
Others begins.

Critical of Huxley’s dualism between the cosmic and the 
ethical, Drummond sought for a natural foundation for 
moral behavior. His solution was a teleological interpreta
tion of the evolutionary process in which the Struggle for the 
Life of Others was seen as a Providential device for securing
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perfection. In this way Drummond killed two birds with 
one stone: he restored the continuity of natural evolution 
and morals and saved spiritualism from mechanical interpre
tations of evolution. “ The path of progress and the path of 
Altruism are one. Evolution is nothing but the Involution 
of Love, the revelation of Infinite Spirit, the Eternal Life 
returning to Itself.” 20 Drummond recognized the ability to 
survive as mere fittedness, without reference to ethical values. 
He acknowledged a certain analogy between the industrial 
process and evolutionary struggle, and found that industry 
“ is but one or two removes from the purely animal strug
gle.” 21 But with the growing importance of the Struggle for 
the Life of Others and the advance of technology, the strug
gle is losing its animal fierceness. While the first few chap
ters of evolution may be headed the Struggle for Life, the 
book as a whole is a love story.

Less popular than Drummond’s book, but more enduring, 
was Kropotkin’s Mutual Aid (1902). This work was orig
inally conceived as an answer to Huxley’s “ Evolution and 
Ethics,” for Kropotkin had the collectivist’s natural hostility 
to philosophies that neglected to see cooperation as a major 
factor in evolution. When Kropotkin had been in Northern 
Asia he had seen an impressive measure of mutual aid among 
the rodents, birds, deer, and wild cattle of Siberia, which 
brought forcibly to his mind the absence of a bitter struggle 
for means of subsistence among animals belonging to the 
same species. Some Darwinists had considered internecine 
strife a critical factor in evolution, but according to Kropot
kin, Darwin had been innocent of this because he had recog
nized unequivocally the element of cooperation.

Kropotkin backed his thesis with an impressive amount of 
natural and historical lore, culled from a wide range of litera
ture. From ants, bees, and beetles, through all the mam
malia, Kropotkin found sociability and cooperation within 
the species-unit. Birds, even birds of prey, are sociable, and 
wolves hunt in packs. Rodents work in common, horses 
herd together, and most monkeys live in bands. Kropotkin 
followed this with a survey of mutual aid in man —  primi
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tive, barbarian, medieval, and modern. On the lessons of 
biology for human life he concluded:

Happily enough, competition is not the rule either in the animal 
world or in mankind. It is limited among animals to exceptional peri
ods, and natural selection finds better fields for its activity. Better 
conditions are created by the elimination of competition by means of 
mutual aid and mutual support. . . .

“ Don't compete! — competition is always injurious to the species, and 
you have plenty of resources to avoid it! " That is the tendency of 
nature, not always realized in full, but always present. That is the 
watchword which comes to us from the bush, the forest, the river, the 
ocean. “ Therefore combine — practise mutual aid! That is the surest 
means for giving to each and to all the greatest safety, the best guaran
tee of existence and progress, bodily, intellectual, moral.” That is 
what Nature teaches us.22

98 Socia l D arw inism  in A m erica n  T h o u g h t

Ill

From other quarters the principle of competition was de
fended with new subtleties. In the 1890’s, although compe
tition was increasingly thrown on the defensive, two popu
lar writers entered the lists on its behalf and once again 
attempted to fit competitive ethics into the evolutionary 
scheme.

Tw o new currents in the intellectual atmosphere pro
voked a change in the tone of evolutionary apologetics: the 
growth of social protest evident in the Henry George and 
Edward Bellamy movements, the publication of the Fabian 
essays, and a growing general familiarity with Marxism; and 
in the field of biology the publication of August Weismann’s 
researches into the inheritance of acquired characteristics.23 
Weismann had developed what he thought was conclusive 
evidence against such inheritance. It he was right —  and 
most biologists believed he was —  the Lamarckian features 
of Herbert Spencer’s philosophy were no longer tenable; 
men could no longer hope to evolve an ideal race by gradual 
increments of knowledge and benevolence handed down to 
their children; social evolution must be redrawn along 
stricter Darwinian lines; if there was to be any progress at all 
it must come from a severe reliance upon natural selection.
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Benjamin Kidd, an obscure English government clerk, 
capitalized upon these problems in his Social Evolution, 
which appeared in 1894 and became the rage in the Anglo- 
American literary world. Kidd attempted to set up a the
oretical structure based upon Weismann, which would recon
cile the competitive process, natural selection, and the trend 
toward legislative reform initiated by the new protest. His 
theory started with the familiar dogma that progress results 
from selection and that selection inevitably involves compe
tition.24 Therefore the central aim of a progressive civiliza
tion must be to maintain competition.

For the great masses of men, however, for the underdogs 
everywhere, the incentives to maintain competition grow 
slighter and slighter, Kidd realized. Hence the swelling cry 
of social protest.

[Man's] interests as an individual have, in fact, become further sub
ordinated to those of a social organism, with interests immensely wider 
and a life indefinitely longer than his own. How is the possession of 
reason ever to be rendered compatible with the will to submit to 
conditions of existence so onerous, requiring the effective and continual 
subordination of the individual's welfare to the progress of a develop
ment in which he can have no personal interest whatever? 25

Why should the red Indian or the New Zealand Maori, un
dergoing extermination before the advance of more progres
sive peoples, have an interest in progress? Or, more impor
tant for western civilization and its future, what rational 
sanction can there be for the “ great masses of people, the 
so-called lower class,” to submit to the personal trials and 
tortures incident to social progress by way of the competitive 
system? They are already becoming more and more aware 
that their individual rational interest is clearly to abolish 
competition, to suspend rivalry, to establish socialism, to 
regulate population and keep it “ proportional to the means 
of comfortable existence for all.”

This antagonism between the rational interest of the mass- 
individual and the continued progress of the social organism, 
Kidd argued, cannot be reconciled by reason. But let phi
losophy abandon its attempt to find a rational sanction for
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human conduct —  then the problem is seen in a new light. 
At the same time the social function of religion is made 
crystal clear.

One common characteristic underlies all conceptions of 
religion: they reveal “ man in some way in conflict with his 
own reason.” The universal instinctive religious impulse 
serves this indispensable social function: it provides a super
natural, nonrational sanction for progress. All kinds of re
ligious systems are “ associated with conduct, having a social 
significance; and everywhere the ultimate sanction which 
they provide for the conduct they prescribed is a super- 
rational one.” Religion as a social institution has survived 
because it performs an essential service to the race: it impels 
man to act in a socially responsible way. Such an impulse is 
absent from all merely rational ways of thought.2®

For the role of altruism in human affairs, Kidd had a de
fense notably different from Spencer’s. There is no rational 
sanction for altruism; its sanction is superrational, and runs 
counter to individual self-interest. No wonder that it is so 
often found in close association with the religious impulse. 
The altruistic impulse should be heeded, and is being heeded, 
for there is a growing tendency to strengthen and equip the 
lower and weaker against the higher and wealthier classes of 
the community. This is the best possible answer to the 
threat of socialism. Socialism, abandoning competition, 
would result in degeneracy and inundation by more vigor
ous societies. The effect of charities, and of the general trend 
toward strengthening the masses to compete by means of 
social legislation is to stimulate competitive tension. Thus 
the social efficiency of western society is increased. All fu
ture progressive legislation must lift the masses into this 
energetic competition. As state interference widens, man
kind will paradoxically move further and further away from 
socialism. The state will never go so far as to manage in
dustry or confiscate private property.27 From all this progres
sive movement will come a “ new democracy ” higher than 
anything yet attained in the history of the race.

It was a peculiar mixture of obscurantism, reformism,



Christianity, and social Darwinism that Kidd offered his 
thousands of readers. Among religious folk who wanted a 
rational foundation for their beliefs, among social Darwin
ists of the older laissez-faire stripe, orthodox Spencerians, 
trained philosophers and sociologists, and rationalists of all 
kinds, Kidd’s doctrines were anathema. But this hostility 
did not prevent his having tremendous popular appeal. “ His 
reputation,” complained an eminent American sociologist, 
44 seems to me one of the most humiliating freaks of book- 
readers’ opinion that has occurred in the generation that put 
Mrs. Humphrey Ward on a pedestal and is now incoherently 
Trilby-mad.” 28 A more patient explanation was offered by 
John A. Hobson in the American Journal of Sociology:

There has been a rapidly growing feeling among large numbers of 
those who still cleave to the orthodox churches, that the intellectual 
foundations of religion have slipped away. They are not rationalists, 
most of them have never seriously examined the rational basis of their 
creed, but the disturbing influences of rational criticism have reached 
them in the shape of this vague uneasy feeling. Now these people, 
morally weak because they have relied upon dogmatic supports of 
conduct, are ready to grasp eagerly at a theory which will save their 
religious systems in a manner which seems consistent with the mainte
nance of modem culture.29

A mixed reaction was expressed by Theodore Roosevelt in 
the North American Review. He approved of Kidd’s assertion 
that social progress continues to rest upon biological laws; of 
his attack on socialism as retrogressive; of his conclusion 
that the state should equalize the chances of competition but 
not abolish it; of his emphasis on efficiency as a criterion of 
society, and on character as opposed to intellect. He felt, 
however, that Kidd overstressed the necessity of competition 
and understressed the tendency of the unfit, even without 
organized social aid, to survive and grow more fit rather than 
suffer elimination. He also argued that Kidd exaggerated 
the sufferings of the masses; in a progressive community 
four-fifth or nine-tenths of the people are happy and there
fore do have a rational sanction for contributing to progress. 
Moreover, Kidd valued all religions alike, whereas Christian-
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ity is far superior to others in teaching the subordination of 
the individual to the interests of mankind. Finally, Roose
velt was not happy with Kidd’s view of religion, which he 
found equivalent to calling it “ a succession of lies necessary 
to make the world go forward.” 80

Four years later, William H. Mallock, an English hack 
writer who was well known in this country for his books and 
magazine articles, brought out a volume entitled Aristocracy 
and Evolution, in which he proposed to throw overboard the 
whole of Kidd’s system, along with the rest of the prevailing 
evolutionary social theory, and return to pure individualism.

Mallock’s intention was to establish the rights and the 
social functions of the wealthier classes, which he felt had 
been inadequately understood in the evolutionary philosophy 
of Spencer and Kidd. The great fault of current sociology 
was that it spoke grossly of “ mankind ” or “ the race ” or 
“ the nation,” without refining these terms into classes and 
individuals. With all their talk about the evolutionary pro
gression of the whole mass of society, Spencer and Kidd were 
particularly guilty of disparaging the great man and losing 
sight of his contributions and achievements. They fallaci
ously belittled the stature of great leaders by attributing their 
deeds to the whole of society and its inherited skills and ac
complishments; by the same logic the great masses of men 
could also be shorn of credit for their petty performances.

T he great man, in Mallock’s scheme, was certainly not to 
be identified with the physically fittest survivor in the strug
gle for existence. A ll you could say for the physically fittest 
survivor was that he manages to live; and while this does 
undoubtedly contribute to the progress of the race, it is 
slow and unspectacular. The great man, on the other 
hand, galvanizes society by acquiring unique knowledge 
or skill and imposing it on the mass. The physically 
fittest promotes progress by living while others die; the 
great man promotes progress by helping others to live. 
The struggle of ordinary workers to find employment is a 
social equivalent of the struggle for existence; it contributes 
but little to progress, for the greatest forward steps in the de-



velopment of man have been accomplished without any im
provement in the breed of its laborers. The industrial strug
gle that really promotes progress is the battle among leaders, 
among employers. When one of two competing employers 
succeeds in conquering the other, the working men of the van
quished are absorbed in the employ of the victor, and lose 
nothing; but the fruits of the successful leader’s skill are be
queathed to the community. It is, then, not the brute strug
gle for existence but the war for domination among the 
well-to-do that results in social progress.

Domination by the fittest is of the greatest benefit to so
ciety as a whole. In order to facilitate the process the great 
man must be impelled by strong motives and granted the in
struments of domination. Fundamentally this is an economic 
problem. The great man can exert his influence by one 
of two economic means —  the slave system and the capital
istic wage system, the one a system of compulsion, the other 
of voluntary inducement. Socialists, who desire to abolish 
the wage system, can do so only by founding a slave system. 
They could not eliminate the struggle for domination; they 
could only enclose it in their cumbrous and wasteful order. 
To progress, a social system must retain competition between 
the directors of labor, the contest for industrial domination. 
No matter what happens to society, the domination of the 
fittest great men —  capitalistic competition —  must be en
sured. Such men are the true producers. The fundamental 
condition of social progress is that these leaders be obeyed 
by the masses. In politics, as in industry, the forms of democ
racy are hollow; for while executive agencies are designed to 
execute the will of the many, the opinions of the many are 
formed by the few, who manipulate them.81

IV

A reader who had followed with equal devotion and equal 
credulity the suggestions of all these writers might have felt 
his confusion growing instead of being resolved. Yet amid all 
this confusion there was a decided trend, most evident when 
one considers what was agreed upon by Fiske, Drummond,
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and Kropotkin. They all endorsed solidarism; they saw the 
group (the species, family, tribe, class, or nation) as the unit 
of survival, and minimized or overlooked entirely the indi
vidual aspect of competition. It was precisely this which 
Mallock, an arch-individualist, found objectionable in the 
current trend of evolutionary thought. Fiske, Drummond 
and Kropotkin not only agreed that social solidarity is a basic 
fact in evolution, but believed further that solidarity is a 
thoroughly natural phenomenon, a logical outgrowth of natu
ral evolution.32 In this respect they differed from Huxley, 
who shared their concern about the effect of the struggle-for- 
existence philosophy upon “ the social bond.” But Huxley, 
finding no basis in the “ cosmic process ” for the “ ethical 
process,” was obliged to tear the two asunder and establish 
a dualism of facts and values which aroused a great deal of 
criticism. Even Kidd’s devotion to competition in the ab
stract was qualified by his acceptance of social legislation in 
the interest of group efficiency.

The transition to solidarism, which was part of a larger 
reconstruction in American thought, became apparent in the 
1890’s —  the period that saw the publication of Drummond 
and Kidd, of Huxley’s essay, and, in preliminary form, of 
Mutual Aid. Rising with solidarism were other streams of 
criticism. In the realm of philosophy, the new spirit was 
marked by the ascendancy of the pragmatic movement, espe
cially significant because it rejected the cold determinism of 
Spencer’s philosophy and constructed a new psychology, in 
part out of Darwinian materials. As social dissent became 
more vociferous, there arose a new concern with conscious 
social control. Inspired by events in the political and indus
trial arena, social science also reassessed its aims and meth
ods. Earlier conceptions of the social significance of Dar
winism were undergoing profound changes.
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Chapter Six

The Dissenters
We may go far beyond Mr. Spencer's limits and yet stop a great 
way this side of socialism.

W ashington G ladden

The sincere and candid reformer can no longer consider the na
tional Promise as destined to automatic fulfillment. The reform
ers . .  . proclaim their conviction of an indubitable and a benefi
cent national future. But they do not and cannot believe that this 
future will take care of itself. As reformers they are bound to 
assert that the national body requires for the time being a good 
deal of medical attendance, and many of them anticipate that even 
after the doctors have discontinued their daily visits the patient 
will still need the supervision of a sanitary specialist.

H erbert C roly

From the disorders and discontents that plagued America 
in the seventies, eighties, and nineties, there arose a stream 
of dissenting opinion on the merits of the free competitive 
order. Two panics followed by long and harrowing depres
sions racked the economic life of the nation in the first and 
last of these decades; and in the intervening one, hardly a 
period of uninterrupted prosperity, labor uprisings of un
precedented scope and violence took place. The growth of 
the Knights of Labor and the strikes of the eighties, climaxed 
by the eight-hour movement and the Haymarket affair, gave 
to labor strife a central place in public attention. In the 
depression of the nineties, agricultural protest combined with 
labor unrest to create the national political upheaval of 1896.

Outside the immediate ranks of labor, an articulate source 
of reform sentiment in urban communities was the social- 
gospel movement. Many Protestant clergymen now criti
cized industrialism as their predecessors had criticized slavery, 
and their protest gave to the dissent of the post-bellum period 
a strong Christian flavor.



The clergy of the cities had direct experience with indus
trial evils. They saw the living conditions of the working
men, their slums, their pitiful wages, their unemployment, 
the enforced labor of their wives and daughters. Many min
isters were troubled because the churches were out of touch 
with the working class, and sensed the unreality of talk about 
moral reform and Christian conduct in such an oppressive 
and brutalizing environment. They were not only shocked 
but alarmed by the industrial scene. Although they sym
pathized with trade unions, especially as defensive organi
zations, they were troubled by the ugly potential of industrial 
violence. They were learning about the doctrines and meth
ods of European socialism, and, at the outset at least, feared 
their spread in the United States. What they sought, there
fore, was a compromise between the harsh individualism of 
the competitive order and the possible dangers of socialism. 
Although agrarian discontents played a prominent part in 
national and state politics, the clergy focused their attention 
almost exclusively upon the problems of labor. There lay 
the menace; there lay the promise.1

Most social gospel leaders worked in this urban setting. 
The most famous and the most active of them was the pro
lific Washington Gladden (1836-1918) , a preacher in several 
cities and for a time a writer on the editorial staff of the 
Independent. Among Gladden’s contemporaries who shared 
his moderate reformism were Lyman Abbott, one of the 
most influential clergymen of the age; the Rev. A. }. F. Behr- 
ends, who hoped to persuade Christians to forestall the men
ace of socialism by anticipating its more acceptable proposals; 
and Francis Greenwood Peabody, who taught Christian ethics 
at Harvard. Other advocates of the social gospel were closer 
to socialism. William Dwight Porter Bliss (1856-1926) of 
Boston organized a Protestant Episcopal reform group, the 
Church Association for the Advancement of the Interests of 
Labor (C A IL ), and published a radical paper, the Dawn, 
which supported sundry left-wing movements. George Her
ron (1862-1925) , a famous platform speaker and professor 
of Applied Christianity at Iowa College wrho joined the So

106 Socia l D arw inism  in  A m erican  T h o u g h t



T h e  D issen ters 107

cialist Party in 1889, was a leading propagandist of the move
ment. Walter Rauschenbusch (1861-1918), another convert 
to socialism, exerted through his writings a profound influ
ence on Christian social thinking in the Progressive period.

The greatest literary successes of the movement were pro
duced by midwesterners. Josiah Strong’s discussion of na
tional problems, Our Country, was a best seller in the i88o’s. 
A Kansas minister, Charles M. Sheldon, wrote a crudely 
novelized tract, In His Steps (1896), describing the social 
experiences of a small-town congregation that patterned its 
conduct on the precepts of Jesus; the volume sold about 
*3,000,000 copies in English between the day of its publica
tion and 1925.2

The movements inspired by Henry George and Edward 
Bellamy were of one piece with the social gospel. Both of 
these men, products of pious home environments, were in
tensely religious; their writings were filled with a moral pro
test thoroughly familiar to readers of social-gospel literature. 
That the social gospel and the followers of George and Bel
lamy shared a common outlook was shown by the adherence 
of many socially-minded clergymen to both the Nationalist 
and single-tax movements. On another front the social gos
pel was linked to those academic economists who had begun 
to criticize individualism; such progressive economists as 
John R. Commons, Edward Bemis, and Richard T . Ely 
formed a bridge between churchmen and other professional 
economists. At one time over sixty clergymen were listed as 
members of the American Economic Association.8

The social-gospel movement arose during the years when 
evolution was making converts among the progressive clergy, 
and since ministers who were liberal in social outlook were 
almost invariably liberal in theology also, the social theory 
of the movement was deeply affected by the impact of natu
ralism upon social thought. The growing secularization of 
thought hastened the trend among clergymen to turn from 
the abstractions of theology to social questions. The liberali
zation of theology broke down the insularity of religion. 
Social-gospel leaders were also inspired by the vistas of de



velopment opened both forward and backward in time by 
the evolutionary perspective; their belief in an inevitable 
progress toward a better order on earth —  the Kingdom of 
God —  was fortified by the evolutionary dogma. Wrote 
Walter Rauschenbusch:

Translate the evolutionary theories into religious faith, and you have 
the doctrine of the Kingdom of God. This combination with scientific 
evolutionary thought has freed the kingdom ideal of its catastrophic 
setting and its background of demonism, and so adapted it to the 
climate of the modern world.4

Spencer's organic interpretation of society also appealed to 
the progressive clergy, although they usually put it to uses 
of which he would have sternly disapproved. T o them the 
social-organism concept meant that the salvation of the single 
individual had lost its meaning, and that in the future men 
would speak with Washington Gladden of “ social salvation." 
It also implied a harmony of interests between classes which 
served as a framework for their appeals against class conflict 
and for extended state intervention.6 Lyman Abbott, how
ever, thought that the social-organism idea provided an argu
ment for slow and gradual reform.6 No longer under the 
influence of the theological concept of the total depravity of 
human nature, some social-gospel writers also accepted the 
idea that the social order should be transformed by changing 
the character of individuals —  a conception in which they 
were close to Spencer and other conservatives.

In one critical respect the pioneers of the social gospel de
parted from prevailing social uses of evolution: they detested 
and feared the free competitive order and all its works. How
ever profoundly influenced by individualism, however tim
orous about socialism, they were in general agreement on 
the need to modify the free workings of competition, to 
abandon Manchesterian economics and the social fatalism of 
the Spencerians. “ Christianity," wrote the Rev. A. J. F. 
Behrends, “ cannot grant the adequacy of the ‘ laissez-faire ’ 
philosophy, cannot admit that the perfect and permanent 
social state is the product of natural law and of an unre
stricted competition." 7 Citing Emile de Laveleye, a Belgian
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expositor of socialism, as having said that followers of Dar
win and advocates of a natural-law political economy “ are 
the real and only logical adversaries at once of Christianity 
and of socialism,” Behrends continued:

Our contention is not against Darwinism as a philosophy of uncon
scious and irresponsible existence; it may be true in purely biological 
science; but the gifts of reason and of conscience, the powers of self- 
consciousness and of self-determination, make man more than an ani
mal or a plant, and so invest him with the power to modify and con
trol the law of natural selection and to mitigate the fierceness of the 
struggle for existence. . . .

It is time that the poor and oppressed should understand that their 
deliverance will never come from the political economy which allies 
itself with the school of Haeckel and Darwin. It knows nothing of the 
duty of mercy, it recognizes only the right of the fittest to survive.8

Of like mind was Washington Gladden, who often asserted 
his opposition to Spencer and all the glorifiers of selective 
competition. He warned that the weaker classes would unite 
to attack a competitive system in which they were threatened 
with annihilation, and that huge warring combinations of 
capital and labor would be the natural consequence of ac
cepting the law of strife as a norm for industrial society.9 
He urged an “ industrial partnership ” between employers 
and employees as an alternative to disaster. If binding natu
ral laws were conceived to govern economic behavior, it 
would be futile to urge employers to obey the promptings of 
heir Christian conscience and deal more generously with 
heir men.10 Expressing a desire for the growth of trade 
inions to balance large industrial combinations, he hoped 

that arbitration would supersede strife as the means of settle
ment. The principle of competition, the survival of the 
fittest, is the law of plants and brutes and brutish men, but 
it is not the highest law of civilized society. The higher 
principle of good will, of mutual help, begins to operate in 
the social order, and the struggle for existence disappears 
with the progress of the race.11

More fervid in his attacks upon self-interest and strife as 
bases of social organization, George Herron pilloried Sumner 
and Spencer for their appeal to self-interest.12 T o assume
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placidly that competition is the law of life and development 
was, to Herron, “ the fatal mistake of the social and economic 
sciences.” Cain, he declared, had been “ the author of the 
competitive theory.” 13

The most common counterbalance to the competitive 
principle, in die minds of these leaders, was the principle of 
Christian ethics and the dicta of the Christian conscience. 
As Herron expressed it, “ the Sermon on the Mount is the sci
ence of society.” 14 Yet they also welcomed the efforts of men 
like Fiske and Drummond to find a foundation in the natural 
processes of evolution for their belief in the limitations of 
competition as a rule of human life.16

As the social gospel developed, it became increasingly 
cordial to municipal socialism or public regulation of basic 
industries; this could be seen in the writings of many who 
had the conventional objections to socialism. T o  the grow
ing solidaristic trend in American thought the social gospel 
contributed heavily, for its lectures were heard by thousands, 
its books read by hundreds of thousands, and incalculable 
numbers joined its organizations or attended its earnest con
ferences. A current of criticism frequently neglected and 
underrated by historians of American social literature, it sup
plied several religious bodies with a lasting reform orienta
tion, and paved the way for all socially-minded Protestant 
movements of a later day. Not the least of its accomplish
ments was to break ground for the Progressive era.

n

The two most outstanding spokesmen of urban discontent, 
Henry George and Edward Bellamy, felt the necessity of re
futing the conservative arguments of evolutionary sociology. 
Henry George differed from other dissenting ideologists in 
his acceptance of competition as the necessary way of eco
nomic life.10 Like most other dissenters, however, he found 
himself compelled to grapple with the fatalism of the evolu
tionary sociology. If the single tax on land values were to 
be accepted as the open-sesame to a new world of progress 
and plenty, George felt he must first refute both the Mai-
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thusian explanation of misery and the Spencerian argument 
against rapid progress. Thus the second book of his great 
work Progress and Poverty was devoted to disproving Mal- 
thus, who, George believed, still had a firm grip upon many 
economic thinkers. George pointed to the coexistence of 
want with the highest productive powers as evidence that 
the Malthusian pressure of population upon subsistence had 
not begun to operate.

He concluded:

I assert that the injustice of society, not the niggardliness of nature, 
is the cause of the want and misery which the current theory attributes 
to overpopulation. I assert that the new mouths which an increasing 
population calls into existence require no more food than the old ones, 
while the hands they bring with them can in the natural order of things 
produce more.17

In the last section of Progress and Poverty, George con
fronted the prevailing evolutionary conservatism. The ac
tual outcome of the doctrine of progress as implemented by 
the Darwinian struggle for existence, he wrote, “ is in a sort 
of hopeful fatalism, of which current literature is full.”

In this view, progress is the result of forces which work slowly, stead
ily and remorselessly, for the elevation of man. War, slavery, tyranny, 
superstition, famine, and pestilence, the want and misery which fester 
in modern civilization, are the impelling causes which drive men on 
by eliminating poorer types and extending the higher; and hereditary 
transmission is the power by which advances are fixed, and past ad
vances made the footing for new advances. The individual is the re
sult of changes thus impressed upon and perpetuated through a long 
series of individuals, and the social organization takes its form from 
the individuals of which it is composed

Herbert Spencer had said in The Study of Sociology that this 
theory of society was “ radical to a degree beyond anything 
which current radicalism conceives,” since it anticipates a 
change in human nature itself; but, said George, it is also 
onservative beyond anything conceived by current conserva

tism because “ it holds that no change can avail, save these 
slow changes in men’s natures.” This theory, which repre
sents the prevailing view of civilization,18 accounts neither



for the failure of some peoples to progress (a problem Bage- 
hot tried to solve) nor for the failure of others to maintain 
a level of civilization once achieved. History suggests that 
civilizations rise and fall in a wavelike rhythm. It is pos
sible that each national or race life has a stock of energy 
which it expends; as the energy is dissipated the nation de
clines. But George thought that he had a better explana
tion: “ That the obstacles which finally bring progress to a 
halt are raised by the course of progress; that what has de
stroyed all previous civilizations has been the conditions 
produced by the growth of civilization itself.” 19 The prin
cipal conditions of social progress are association and equal
ity, and society is now threatened by the division and 
inequality it breeds. The seeds of the destruction of the 
existing order could be found in its own poverty; in its 
squalid cities were already breeding the barbarian hordes 
which might overwhelm it. Civilization must either prepare 
itself for a new forward leap or plunge downward into a new 
barbarism.20

When he wrote Progress and Poverty, George was familiar 
with the arguments against private land ownership expressed 
by Spencer in Social Statics, and he treasured the hope that 
he might be able to bring behind the force of his movement 
the authority of the great philosopher. Spencer’s failure to 
acknowledge the copy of Progress and Poverty sent to him 
might have served as a warning of the disappointment to 
come. During the course of his trip to the British Isles in 
1882, George met Spencer at the home of H. M. Hyndman, 
and their conversation turned at once toward the agitation 
of the Irish Land League, which had commanded George’s 
sympathy. Spencer wasted no time in telling George that the 
imprisoned Land League agitators had got what they de
served, whereupon George’s opinion of the philosopher 
changed completely. Ten years later, after Spencer had per
mitted the issuing of a revised and abridged edition of Social 
Statics from which the attacks on land ownership were re
moved, George settled the score by publishing a lengthy 
attack on Spencer under the title A Perplexed Philosopher.
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While the volume was primarily a review of the allegedly 
discreditable motives of Spencer’s retraction, George also 
assailed the callousness of the Spencerian political philosophy 
as it was expressed in The Man Versus the State. In these 
essays, he declared, “ Mr. Spencer is like one who might insist 
that each should swim for himself in crossing a river, ignor
ing the fact that some had been artificially provided with 
corks and others artificially loaded with lead.” 21

The Nationalist movement that sprang up after the pub 
lication of Bellamy’s Looking Backward in 1888 centered its 
fire not upon the land question but upon the fundamental 
principle of the competitive system and upon the institution 
of private property itself. When Julian West, the hero of 
Looking Backward, awoke in the year 2000 to find himself 
living in Bellamy’s mechanical Utopia, one of his first reac
tions was to comment, “ Human nature itself must have 
changed very much,” to which his host, Dr. Leete, replied, 
“ Not at all, but the conditions of human life have changed, 
and with them the motives of human action.” 22 As the worn 
ders of the cooperative order unfolded, it became clear to 
Julian West that this change of conditions centered about the 
abolition of strife. “ Selfishness was their only science,” 
complained Dr. Leete of the men of the nineteenth century, 
“ and in industrial production selfishness is suicide. Compe
tition, which is the instinct of selfishness, is another word for 
dissipation of energy, while combination is the secret of effi
cient production.” 28

The “ Declaration of Principles ” of Bellamy’s Nationalist 
movement (which derived its name from his proposal to na
tionalize industry) began:

The principle of the Brotherhood of Humanity is one of the eternal 
truths that govern the world's progress on lines which distinguish hu
man nature from brute nature.

The principle of competition is simply the application of the brutal 
law of the survival of the strongest and most cunning.

Therefore, so long as competition continues to be the ruling factor 
in our industrial system, the highest development of the individual 
cannot be reached, the loftiest aims of humanity cannot be realized.24



In an address before a Boston audience Bellamy declared 
that “ the final plea for any form of brutality in these days is 
that it tends to the survival of the fittest; and very properly 
this plea has been advanced in favor of the system which is 
the sum of all brutalities.” If the richest were in fact the 
best, he continued, there would have been no social ques
tion, and disparities of condition would have been willingly 
endured; but the competitive system apparently causes the 
unfittest to survive, not in the sense that the rich are worse 
than the poor, but that the system encourages the worst in the 
character of all classes.28

Similar attacks upon competition or individualism were 
common in nationalist literature.2® When Lester Ward pub
lished his article on “ The Psychological Basis of Social Eco
nomics ” in which he elaborated the distinction between 
animal and human economics, Bellamy wrote him a note of 
warm approval suggesting that some way be found to give the 
article general circulation. Subsequently he republished 
the greater part of it in his second Nationalist magazine, 
the New Nation. “ It will bear study/’ he advised his read
ers, “ as furnishing the best of ammunition for replying to 
the 4 survival of the fittest ’ argument against nationalism.” 27

American socialist writers tried persistently to show that 
evolutionary biology does not provide a justification for 
competitive individualism. Laurence Gronlund, who was 
at one time close to the Nationalist movement and later an 
officer of the Socialist Labor Party, took great pains to dis
tinguish between the healthy ” emulation ” that would go on 
in a cooperative commonwealth and the unhealthy compe
tition of capitalism. In his work, The Cooperative Common
wealth (1884) > he used Spencer’s idea of the social organism 
to refute Spencer’s individualism. The organic character of 
social life, he argued, demands increasing centralization and 
management.28 Now all but forgotten, Gronlund’s writings 
were once widely read by intellectuals interested in socialism, 
who seem to have found satisfaction in his occasional re
ligious phraseology, his moderate tone, his air of theoretical 
authority. From him the social-gospel prophets drew many
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of their ideas. Gronlund’s book Our Destiny (1890), which 
was published in an abridged version in Bellamy’s National
ist, was an assault upon the ethics of competition as conceived 
by Spencer and his followers. In language not unlike that of 
Ward, whose Dynamic Sociology he had read, Gronlund in
sisted that conscious evolution would be a far different thing 
from the unmodified natural evolution of the past, and that 
human intervention must play an increasingly important role 
in development. Having also read Marx, Gronlund asserted 
that the rise of trusts was paving the way for socialism, and 
that the continuing “ trustification ” of industry was a proof 
of the superiority of combination over competition. While 
Gronlund had always criticized the “ fatalistic ” aspect of 
Spencer’s social theory, he urged his readers to believe that 
combination was the “ inevitable ” next step in social evolu
tion, leaving them a choice between monopolized capitalism 
and a collectivized social order.29

h i

Orthodox Marxian socialists in the early years of the twen
tieth century felt quite at home in Darwinian surroundings. 
Karl Marx himself, with his belief in universal “ dialectical ” 
principles, had been as much a monist as Comte or Spencer. 
Reading The Origin of Species in i860, he reported to Fried
rich Engels, and later declared to Ferdinand Lassalle, that 
“ Darwin’s book is very important and serves me as a basis in 
natural science for the class struggle in history.” 80 On the 
shelves of the socialist bookstores in Germany the works of 
Darwin and Marx stood side by side. American socialist in
tellectuals were quick to adopt the latest developments in the 
realm of scientific knowledge, and the little green-bound 
volumes that came pouring forth from the Kerr presses in 
Chicago were frequently adorned with knowing citations 
from Darwin, Huxley, Spencer, and Haeckel. Arthur M. 
Lewis* lectures at the Garrick Theater on the relations of 
science and revolution were extraordinarily well attended; in 
book form, under the title Evolution, Social and Organic 
(1908), they went through three editions and had the largest
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advance sale of any native socialist publication.81 The con
cern with the problem among socialist intellectuals was re
flected in the early volumes of the International Socialist Re
view, whose contents suggest that socialists considered “ sci
entific ” individualism a sufficiently live doctrine to be worth 
refuting. One of them referred to natural selection as “ the 
last remaining bulwark of the fortress of individualism.” 82

As Marx had found in the struggle for existence a “ basis ” 
for the class struggle, American socialists found even in the 
writings of Spencer aid and comfort for their cause. They 
approved of the idea of the social organism, and, like Gron- 
lund, they turned it to their own uses: they lauded Spencer’s 
attack upon the great-man theory of history; they approved 
of his agnosticism; they were indebted to him for having 
helped to persuade the world that society was in flux along 
with the rest of organic life.88 His individualism they natu
rally considered inconsistent with the body of his scientific 
teachings; and they sought to drive a deep wedge between 
the evolutionary Spencer who conceived of the social organ
ism and the individualistic Spencer of The Man Versus the 
State**

Post-Darwinian trends in biological theory were hailed by 
socialists as definitive proof of the validity of their approach. 
Ward and Spencer, relying respectively upon education and 
gradual character development as the media of social im
provement, were discouraged at the abandonment of La
marckian use-inheritance; but the socialists, hoping for re
construction of the economic environment, found Weis- 
mann’s theory more congenial. Wrote Lewis:

If it were true that the terrible results of the degrading conditions 
forced upon the dwellers in the slums were transmitted to their chil
dren by heredity, until in a few generations they became fixed charac
ters, the hope of Socialists for a regenerated society would be much 
more difficult to realize. In that case these unfortunate creatures would 
continue to act in the same way for several generations, no matter how 
their environment had been transformed by the corporate actions of 
society. This much at any rate, Weismann has done for us, he has 
scientifically destroyed that lie.36
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Even more to their liking was the Mutationstheorie of Hugo 
deVries. DeVries, a Dutch biologist, had contributed to the 
solution of one of the difficulties in natural-selection theory 
by pointing to the role of “ sports ” or mutations, sudden 
and drastic variants in individual organisms, in the process 
of adaptation. Biologists had been introduced by DeVries’ 
theory to a new view of the evolutionary process as cata
strophic and abrupt —  a strong contrast to the slow, legato, 
and minuscule variations of Darwin’s evolution. In social 
theory, Darwin’s view had shored up the argument for “ the 
inevitability of gradualness ” which had been so prominent in 
the conservatism of Spencer and Sumner. “ For a half a cen
tury,” explained Lewis, “ this argument of slow evolution has 
done valiant service as an antidote for Socialism, and the 
present ruling class would like to retain it forever.” The 
mutation theory made it clear, however, that nature’s method 
is to alternate periods of gradual evolution with sudden 
“ revolutionary” spurts. The social equivalent of this was 
the sudden and drastic reconstruction of the economic basis 
of society proposed by Marxists.80 Lewis also made good use 
of Kropotkin’s Mutual Aid and the writings of Lester Ward.** 

While the socialists were adept at seizing and synthesizing 
the standard criticisms of nineteenth-century “ evolution
ary ” sociology, they had little that was new or original to say. 
Sound as the socialist criticisms may have been, they were 
nevertheless stereotypes, cast in the mold of the same nine
teenth-century monism that afflicted both Marx and Spencer. 
Only when biology seemed to agree with their social precon
ceptions were they ready to build a sociology upon it. 
They were willing to use the struggle for existence to validate 
the class struggle, but not individualistic competition. They 
objected to Darwinism as a conservative rationale, but they 
saw nothing wrong with the conception of a biologically 
centered social theory if it could be fastened to their own 
system. The most independent socialist work in this respect, 
William English Walling’s The Larger Aspects of Socialismy 
appeared in 1913. With his comrades, Walling rejected the



conservative conclusions of biosocial speculation, but the 
form of his argument was different: he relied upon the an
thropocentric humanism of James and Dewey and tried to 
merge the philosophies of socialism and pragmatism. His 
object was to set the new experimental approach against the 
absolutism of the nineteenth-century nature philosophers 
and all the arguments that had grown out of their monistic 
assumption.

While other socialists had merely argued that current con
servative applications of biology to sociology were inept, Wall
ing in a more sweeping fashion attacked the common tend
ency to base social theory on biology. Not only did he 
object to the “ optimistic fatalism ” of Spencer and the argu
ment for competition from natural selection, but he also re
jected the social-organism analogy. He felt that it encour
aged an emphasis on the race or the state at the expense of the 
individual; this was inconsistent with the humanistic aims of 
a true socialism. Instead he urged that the processes of social 
evolution be conceived as qualitatively different; and that 
the emphasis be placed upon changes in the environment 
wrought by the creative agency of man rather than upon the 
more passive process of adaptation to an environment con
ceived as fixed and final. He concluded:

We are chiefly interested not in the “ origin of species ” in nature, 
but in the destiny of species under man, not in the “ creative evolu
tion ” of nature, but in the infinitely more creative evolution of man. 
Our affair is not with the evolution of life and its adaptation to the 
natural environment, but with the evolution of man, and the adaptation 
• f  life to his purposes. And even the control of the life around us 
matters less than the control of our own lives, and the control of our 
physiological evolution less than that of our psychological evolution 
and of social progress.38
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IV

Of course the reform groups never had the satisfaction of 
seeing their plans put into effect, but their efforts to con
test the intellectual premises of unrestrained individualism 
did meet with some success. If no Utopia was in the mak
ing, at least there was a shift away from the free competitive
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order. The material basis of the Spencer-Sumner ideology 
was being transformed, and the lines of social argument were 
pushing on. It was not so much that the old arguments 
for individualism had been answered to general satisfaction; 
they had been swept away by a ground swell of popular feel
ing deeper than any of the subtleties of social theorists. As 
new contestants came upon the scene, the focus of the de
bate changed.

Populists, Bryanites, muckrakers, progressives, followers of 
the New Freedom, men and movements transcending by 
far the influence of socialists, single taxers, and benevolent 
preachers, took up the causes of reform. The relatively un
trammeled capitalism of the nineteenth century was begin
ning to change into the welfare capitalism of the twentieth; 
the frustrations of the middle class and the needs of the 
poor were accelerating the change.39 Men sensed that a dif
ferent order was slowly arising. Although they could seldom 
describe it, they expressed it variously in their slogans and 
titles: they spoke of the New Nationalism, the Square Deal, 
the New Freedom, the New Competition, the New Democ
racy—  and, in time, of the New Deal.

Previous reform and protest movements had been dis
jointed and uncoordinated uprisings of workers and farmers; 
now the middle class was drawn into the fray. The middle- 
class citizen, as producer and consumer, was beginning to feel 
the growth of monopoly and to fear that he would be ground 
between large combinations of capital and labor. As the 
middle class worried about maintaining its status and its 
standard of living, the figure of the great capitalist entre
preneur, hitherto heroic, lost much of his glamour. He was 
condemned as an exploiter of labor and an extorter from the 
consumer, pilloried as an unfair competitor, and exposed as 
a corrupter of political life. In a society of great collective 
aggregates, the traditional emphasis upon the exploits of the 
individual lost much of its appeal. The old problem of de
fending competition from critics on the left now paled as 
people were forced to face “ the curse of bigness,” the more 
imminent threat to competition from the offspring of compe



tition itself. “ Our industry,” complained Henry Demarest 
Lloyd in the first major document of the new protest,

. . .  is a fight of every man for himself. The prize we give the fittest 
is monopoly of the necessaries of life, and we leave these winners of 
the powers of life and death to wield them over us by the same “ self- 
interest ” with which they took them from us. . . . “ There is no hope 
for any of us, but the weakest must go first,” is the golden rule of busi
ness. There is no other field of human associations in which any such 
rule of action is allowed. The man who should apply in his family or 
in his citizenship this “ survival of the fittest'’ theory as it is practically 
professed and operated in business would be a monster, and would be 
speedily made extinct.40

It was laissez faire as a policy that was most completely 
discredited. While the old, simple apotheosis of competi
tion had faded, few had ceased altogether to believe in it. 
One of the primary aims, indeed, of the middle-class revolt 
was to restore so far as possible the pristine conditions of 
competitive business. But it had become evident, as Lester 
Ward had long ago predicted,41 that even if the supposed 
benefits of competition were to be retained, some form of 
government regulation was needed to restrain monopoly. 
Declared Woodrow Wilson, echoing the complaint of the 
little man:

American industry is not free, as once it was free. . . . The man with 
only a little capital is finding it harder to get into the field, more and 
more impossible to compete with the big fellow. Why? Because the laws 
of this country do not prevent the strong from crushing the weak.12

Thus the small entrepreneur and his sympathizers, trying 
to change the laws, supported a variety of measures between 
1904 and 1914 designed to put teeth in the Sherman Act 
and otherwise restrain the process of combination. Walter 
Weyl explained the changing perspective of individualism:

The little individualist, recognizing his individual impotence, realiz
ing that he did not possess within himself even the basis of a moral judg
ment against his big brother, began to change his point of view. He 
no longer hoped to right all things by his individual efforts. He turned 
to the law, to the government, to the state.43
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The necessity for state interference was accepted both by 
those who adhered to the Wilson-Brandeis-LaFollette view 
that competition is inherently desirable and the Roosevelt- 
Croly-Van Hise thesis that concentration is inevitable. As 
Brandeis formulated the governmental problem in 1912:

. . . the right of competition must be limited in order to preserve it. 
For excesses of competition lead to monopoly, as excesses of liberty 
lead to absolutism. . . .

The issue therefore is: Regulated competition versus regulated mo
nopoly.44

As serious attempts to alter the business structure through 
legislation increased, there came a flood of laws to relieve the 
working class. Intellectuals, humanitarians, and social work
ers threw themselves on the side of labor, and drew support 
from a middle class which had no desire to see industrial op
pression bring collectivism from the left. In increasing num
bers state legislatures adopted laws limiting child and female 
labor, workmen’s compensation laws, and similar measures of 
reform.45 Sympathy for union activity grew stronger among 
intellectuals. In one of his later Massachusetts decisions the 
austere Oliver Wendell Holmes turned the tables upon the 
evolutionists by declaring the strike “ a lawful instrument in 
the universal struggle of life.” While he believed that labor 
organizations secured economic gains at the expense of unor
ganized workers, he considered it an unwarranted conclu
sion that such activity could be declared illegal. The masses 
as well as the classes must be judged impartially through the 
arbitrament of the universal struggle.46

The state was conceived by all reformers to be an indis
pensable instrument of the new reconstruction. In his com
mentary on The Promise of American Life (1909), a major 
expression of Progressive thinking, Herbert Croly made a 
fervent plea for the abandonment of the traditional Ameri
can “ mixture of optimism, fatalism, and conservatism ” in 
favor of a more positive attempt to realize the national prom
ise. He urged that Americans learn to think in terms of 
purpose rather than destiny, and, without fear of the cen
tralizing powers of government, to realize their purpose



through a national policy. The positive tone of the new 
state capitalism was also expressed by his colleague, Walter 
Lippmann:

We can no longer treat life as something that has trickled down to 
us. We have to deal with it deliberately, devise its social organization, 
alter its tools, formulate its method, educate and control it. In end
less ways we put intention where custom has reigned. We break up 
routines, make decisions, choose our ends, select means.47

T he managed society which Ward had anticipated and 
which Sumner had so stoutly opposed was becoming a real
ity. Little wonder that Spencer had been depressed in his 
declining years, and well for him that he never lived to see 
state intervention come of age. Despite the interruption of 
the twenties, the trend toward social cohesion kept growing,48 
and the sons of the generation that applauded Spencer wit
nessed the creation of a state machinery as great as any that 
could have appeared in the Victorian individualist's worst 
nightmares.40 Whatever the human potentialities of this ap
paratus, for good or evil, the ideals of a cohesive and central
ized society became increasingly triumphant over those of the 
heyday of individualism. While individualism had by no 
means disappeared, it was increasingly on the defensive. As 
a New Deal leader put it thirty years after Spencer's death:

The religious keynote, the economic keynote, the scientific keynote of 
the new age must be the overwhelming realization that mankind has 
such mental and spiritual powers and such control over nature that the 
doctrine of the struggle for existence is definitely outmoded and re
placed by the higher law of cooperation.60
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Chapter Seven

The Current of Pragmatism
Long after “ pragmatism " in any sense save as an application of 
his Weltanschauung shall have passed into a not unhappy oblivion, 
the fundamental idea of an open universe in which uncertainty, 
choice, hypotheses, novelties and possibilities are naturalized will 
remain associated with the name of James; the more he is studied 
in his historic setting the more original and daring will the idea 
appear. . . . Such an idea is removed as far as pole from pole 
from the temper of an age whose occupation is acquisition, whose 
concern is with security, and whose creed is that the established 
economic regime is peculiarly “ natural ” and hence immutable in 
principle.

J ohn D ewey

No one yet has succeeded, it seems to me, in jumping into the 
centre of your vision. . . . That it is the philosophy of the future, 
I'll bet my life.

W illiam  James to John D ewey

As the philosophy of Spencer had reigned supreme in the 
heroic age of enterprise, so pragmatism, which, in the two 
decades after 1900, rapidly became the dominant American 
philosophy, breathed the spirit of the Progressive era. Spen
cer’s outlook had been the congenial expression of a period 
that looked to automatic progress and laissez faire for its 
salvation; pragmatism was absorbed into the national culture 
when men were thinking of manipulation and control. Spen- 
cerianism had been the philosophy of inevitability; prag
matism became the philosophy of possibility.

The focus of the logical and historical opposition between 
pragmatism and Spencerian evolutionism w7as in their ap
proach to the relationship between organism and environ
ment. Spencer had been content to assume the environment 
as a fixed norm —  a suitable enough position for one who 
had no basic grievance against the existing order. Pragma



tism, entertaining a more positive view of the activities of 
the organism, looked upon the environment as something 
that could be manipulated. It was by way of the pragma
tists’ theory of mind in relation to environment that the old 
outlook was controverted.

Pragmatism resulted from criticism not only of Spencerian 
evolutionism but of many other intellectual tendencies. It 
was, certainly in its inception, by no means an essentially 
social philosophy. At the risk, then, of considerable over
simplification, and with this caution, it will be of use to the 
main purpose of this study to look briefly into the relation 
of the two leading pragmatists to Spencerianism and to the 
general social outlook that was being so roughly challenged 
in the days of pragmatism’s ascendancy.

Spencerian philosophical doctrines were just making their 
way in the United States when other currents began to stir. 
Before the Synthetic Philosophy was completed, a Hegelian 
movement was under way and pragmatism was well advanced 
in its formative stages. In 1867 William T . Harris, unable 
to persuade the editors of the North American Review to 
publish a critical piece on Spencer, launched his own Journal 
of Speculative Philosophy. The Hegelian idealism of Harris 
and the St. Louis School gained with surprising rapidity and 
soon acquired the stature of an active competitor of Spen
cerianism and the old Scottish philosophy. In spite of the 
gulf that separated them in philosophic doctrine, Hegelian
ism and Spencerianism, as they were usually interpreted in 
America, shared a common social conservatism.1 The same 
cannot be said categorically of pragmatism, which displayed 
much greater flexibility in its potentialities for social thought.

Although profoundly influenced by Darwinism, the prag
matists soon departed sharply from prevailing evolutionary 
thought. Hitherto evolutionism, because of its identification 
with Spencer, had been blown up into a cosmology. The 
pragmatists turned philosophy from the construction of fin
ished metaphysical systems to an experimental study of the 
uses of knowledge. Pragmatism was an application of evo
lutionary biology to human ideas, in the sense that it empha-
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sized the study of ideas as instruments of the organism. 
Working primarily with the basic Darwinian concepts —  or
ganism, environment, adaptation —  and speaking the lan
guage of naturalism, the pragmatic tradition had a very dif
ferent intellectual and practical issue from Spencerianism. 
Spencer had apotheosized evolution as an impersonal proc
ess, the omnipotence of circumstances and the environment, 
the helplessness of man to hasten or deflect the course of 
events, the predetermined development of society in accord
ance with a cosmic process toward a remote but comfortable 
Elysium. By defining life and mind as the correspondence 
of inner to outer relations, he had portrayed them as essen
tially passive agencies. The social counterpart of this ap
proach was his gradualistic fatalism.2 The pragmatists, 
beginning without any special interest in ulterior social con
sequences, at first approached the uses of ideas in an indi
vidualistic vein, but in time drifted toward a socialized 
philosophical theory in the form of Dewey’s instrumentalism. 
The development and spread of pragmatism broke Spencer’s 
monopoly on evolution, and showed that the intellectual uses 
of Darwinism were more complex than Spencer’s followers 
had thought. The pragmatists’ most vital contribution to 
the general background of social thought was to encourage 
a belief in the effectiveness of ideas and the possibility of 
novelties —  a position necessary to any philosophically con
sistent theory of social reform. As Spencer had stood for 
determinism and the control of man by the environment, the 
pragmatists stood for freedom and control of the environment 
by man.

T o find the beginnings of pragmatism and its critique of 
the older evolutionism, one must look beyond James and 
Dewey to Chauncey Wright and Charles Peirce. Although 
Wright and Peirce were essentially technical philosophers, 
they were also critics of established social thinking, includ
ing the Spencerian apparatus. It was their experimental crit
icism that James broadened into a humanistic philosophy, 
and it was a related philosophical outlook that in the hands 
of Dewey became both a social theory and a social influence.
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Chauncey Wright (1830-75) was the intellectual leader 
of the Metaphysical Club, founded by Peirce in the 1860’s 
and attended by James, Fiske, the younger Holmes, and a 
few other Cambridge intellectuals. The best of Wright’s 
philosophical work evidently emerged in conversation at 
such gatherings, but he also had access to the public as a 
critic for the North American Review and the Nation. Both 
James and Peirce were stimulated by his hard-headed, empiri
cal way of thinking.8

Wright was probably the first American thinker to pub
lish a thoroughgoing critique of Spencer from a naturalistic 
point of view. Steeped in the writings of John Stuart Mill, 
Wright objected to the popular tendency to classify Spencer 
as a positivist. He condemned him as a second-rate meta
physician presuming to deal in ultimate truths, and charged 
him with a misleading devotion to useless abstractions. In 
this essay he declared:

Nothing justifies the development of abstract principles but their 
utility in enlarging our concrete knowledge of nature. The ideas on 
which mathematical Mechanics and the Calculus are founded, the mor
phological ideas of Natural History, and the theories of Chemistry are 
such working ideas, — finders, not merely summaries of truth.4

As an alternative to the finality of Spencer’s view of sci
entific knowledge, Wright believed in the probability of 
novelties in the universe, a conviction based upon a strict 
interpretation of the inductive character of scientific laws.5 
It is possible for “ accidents ” or novelties to arise which are 
not predictable from our knowledge of their antecedents —  
for example, the evolution of self-consciousness, or the ap
plication of the voice to social communication.

Charles Peirce (1839-1914) was more inclined to system
building than either James or Wright, but his orientation 
was also scientific. The son of Benjamin Peirce, the eminent 
Harvard mathematician, Charles Peirce attained distinction 
in his own right as a mathematician, astronomer, and ge
odesist. Primarily interested in logical theory, and particu
larly in the problem of induction, Peirce viewed scientific 
laws as statements of probabilities rather than invariable
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relationships; in particular instances the facts are certain 44 to 
show irregular departures from the law.” e A  thoroughly 
consistent evolutionist, Peirce argued, must regard the laws 
of nature themselves as the results of evolution, and hence 
as limited rather than absolute. There exists, he concluded, 
44 an element of indeterminacy, spontaneity, or absolute 
chance in nature.” 7 Consequently he had no sympathy for 
Spencer's attempt to deduce evolution from a mechanical 
principle (persistence of force) instead of explaining the 
emergence of mechanical principles from evolution. Also 
he pointed out that, since the law of conservation of energy 
is equivalent to the proposition that all operations governed 
by mechanical laws can be reversed, continued growth can
not be explained by these laws.8 Peirce’s stringent criticisms 
of Spencer first turned James from the Synthetic Philosophy 
to a more experimental approach, and Peirce’s epoch-mak
ing essay,44 How to Make Our Ideas Clear,” published in the 
Popular Science Monthly in 1878, first formulated the prac
tical criterion of the meaning of ideas which James later ex
panded into the pragmatic theory of truth.*

11

William James was the first great beneficiary of the sci
entific education emerging in the United States during the 
1860’s and 1870’s. Trained at Harvard’s Lawrence Scien
tific School by Eliot, Wyman, and Agassiz, James was distin
guished from most of his contemporaries by an understanding 
of scientific method coupled with a broad streak of mysti
cism, an acute moral and aesthetic sensitivity. This may be 
traced in part to the influence of his father, the elder Henry 
James who was a Swedenborgian.10 Personal factors, emo
tion, and temperament, loom unusually large in the forma
tion of James’s thought. In 1869-70 he underwent a severe 
emotional depression in which he almost lost his will to live; 
from it he emerged with a highly intellectualized solution, 
a passionate belief in freedom of the will.11 T he revolt 
against44 the monistic superstition under which I had grown 
up ” 12 —  a dominant motif in his thought —  led him into
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rebellion against all “ block-universe ” philosophies, all sys
tems which were finished and executed, impervious to chance 
or choice. Primarily, his revolt against the prevailing phi
losophies, Spencerianism and Hegelianism, was a revolt 
against the moral and aesthetic bleakness of hidebound philo
sophical systems.18 This was the source of the pluralism he 
preached. “ It surely is a merit in a philosophy to make the 
very life we lead real and earnest,” he wrote. “ Pluralism, in 
exorcising the absolute, exorcises the great de-realizer of the 
only life we are at home in, and thus redeems the nature of 
reality from essential foreignness.” 14

James’s thought is usually looked upon as a reaction from 
the absolute idealism expounded by his Harvard colleague, 
Josiah Royce, and in the writings of his later years this re
action is particularly clear; but the basic trend of his think
ing, which was well established before he became acquainted 
with Royce, was visible in his work at the same time that the 
St. Louis Hegelians were beginning to spread their creed. 
James’s original impulse was in a large measure also a reac
tion from Herbert Spencer. The years when Spencer’s phi
losophy was winning attention were the formative years of 
James’s intellectual life. He read First Principles in the early 
1860’s and soon enrolled in the ranks of Spencerian con
verts. So infatuated was he with the intellectual revolu
tion which Spencer had apparently accomplished that he felt 
“ spiritually wounded ” when Charles Peirce attacked the 
master in his presence.15 Yet Peirce’s arguments prevailed; 
James soon began to criticize Spencer himself, and by the 
middle 1870’s he was roundly contemptuous of Spencer’s 
ponderous system. Although he was using the Principles of 
Psychology in his teaching at Harvard, he urged his students 
to criticize Spencer’s reasoning, and for almost three decades 
he offered courses in which the Englishman served as a whip
ping-boy.10 While he considered First Principles a museum 
of logical confusions, the emotional core of his reaction to 
Spencer is suggested by James’s complaint that Spencer’s mind 
was “ so fatally lacking in geniality, humor, picturesqueness, 
and poetry; and so explicit* so mechanical, so flat in the pano-
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rama which it gives to life.” 17 James was overcome by the 
“ awfully monotonous quality ” in Spencer, remarking that 
” one finds no twilight region in his mind, and no capacity 
for dreaminess and passivity. All parts of it are filled with 
the same noonday glare, like a dry desert where every grain 
of sand shows singly, and there are no mysteries or shad
ows.” 18 In his Pragmatism he paused to object to Spencer’s 
“ dry school-master temperament . . .  his preference for 
cheap makeshifts in argument, his lack of education even in 
mechanical principles, and in general the vagueness of all his 
fundamental ideas, his whole system wooden, as if knocked 
together out of cracked hemlock boards.” 19 The margins 
of James’s copy of First Principles he decorated with such 
remarks as “ absurd,” “ trebly asinine,” “ curse his metaphy
sics,” and “ damned scholastic quibble.” He made fun of 
the vacuity of Spencer’s fundamental principles, declaring 
Spencer’s use of the persistence of force to be “ vagueness 
incarnate,” and suggesting ridiculous examples for his prin
ciple of the rhythm of motion, such as people going upstairs 
and downstairs, intermittent fevers, and cradles and rocking 
chairs. Spencer’s definition of evolution he parodied in his 
lectures in these terms: “ Evolution is a change from a no-
howish untalkaboutable all-alikeness to a somehowish and in 
general talkaboutable not-all-alikeness by continuous stick- 
togetherations and somethingelseifications.” 20

It seems clear that James’s objection to Spencer arose 
partly because James was in search of a philosophy that 
would acknowledge active human effort in the bettering of 
life. In Pragmatism James objected to Spencer’s finished 
deterministic philosophy because of the “ disconsolateness 
of its ulterior pratical results.” 21 “ When the whole training 
of life is to make us fighters for the higher,” he wrote on the 
last page of his well-annotated copy of First Principles, “ why 
should it be extraordinary or wrong to protest against a 
philosophy the acceptance of which is acceptance of the de
feat of the higher? ” 22 Symptomatic of James’s approach to 
philosophy was his recurrent interest in the problem of evil, 
so evident in his answers to Royce His desire to reject all
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philosophies that denied the existence of evil or minimized 
its practical significance can be seen in his attacks upon abso
lutism. He cited with approval an indictment of philoso
phers drawn up by Morrison I. Swift, an anarchist writer, for 
their cool neglect of the ills of society.28 His essay on “ The 
Dilemma of Determinism ” hinged upon the necessity of 
validating moral judgments. The idea of chance, which in
terested Peirce as a logician, was significant to James as a 
moralist. Determinism, James declared, insists that possibili
ties which fail to get realized are no possibilities at all, but 
illusions; it affirms that nothing in the future can be ambigu
ous, not even human volitions. But if there is no such thing 
as chance, moral judgments are pragmatically meaningless.

Calling a thing bad means, if it means anything at all, that the thing 
ought not to be, that something else ought to be in its stead. Deter
minism, in denying that anything else can be in its stead, virtually 
defines the universe as a place in which what ought to be is impossible,- 
— in other words, as an organism whose constitution is afflicted with an 
incurable taint, an irremediable flaw.24

Determinism is consistent only with the direst pessimism 
or a romantic mood of resignation. But if moral judgments 
are to be effective there must be some minimum of uncer
tainty in the universe; this does not necessitate a completely 
haphazard world, but only one in which there are occasional 
choices. The necessity of retaining choices remains, even 
though one’s dream of universal fatalism be as optimistic as 
that of Spencer, who believes in the ultimate advent of a 
peaceful millennium. Even if it is true, as Spencer says, that 
no preference can succeed unless it is in harmony with the 
ultimate triumph of peace, justice, and sympathy, “ we are 
still free to decide when to settle down on the equitable and 
peaceful basis.” Until it is finally revealed with certainty 
what shall succeed, we are all free to try for our own pref
erences.25

In 1878 the Journal of Speculative Philosophy published 
an article by James entitled “ Remarks on Spencer’s Defi
nition of Mind as Correspondence,” in which the lines of his 
later thought are clearly foreshadowed. The article shows

130 Social Darwinism in American Thought



also how much more dynamic than Spencer’s was James’s 
understanding of the implications of Darwinism for psychol
ogy. Spencer, in defining the mind in terms of adjustment, 
leaves out the greater part of what is usually considered the 
mental life. Spencer defines life as the adjustment of inner 
to outer relations and looks upon mind and cognition as 
aspects of that adjustment. He forgets, according to James, 
all noncognitive elements in mind, all sentiment and emo
tion. He plays down or ignores entirely the element of 
interest in the organism which is essential to the whole proc
ess of cognition. He defines intelligent mental reactions as 
those that minister to survival by arranging internal relations 
to suit the environment, but the critical factor in the cogni
tive situation, the desire for survival or welfare, is a subjective 
element which he leaves out. The idea of correspondence 
between inner and outer relations, to be made meaningful 
as the criterion of mental acts, must be qualified by some 
subjective or teleologic reference. Furthermore, the idea 
that mind ministers to survival alone cannot explain the full 
range of higher cultural activities which have no survival 
value. The knower, James concluded,

. . .  is not simply a mirror floating with no foothold anywhere, and 
passively reflecting an order that he comes upon and finds simply 
existing. The knower is an actor, and coefficient of the truth on one 
side, whilst on the other he registers the truth which he helps to create. 
Mental interests, hypotheses, postulates, so far as they are bases for hu
man action — action which to a great extent transforms the world — 
help to make the truth which they declare. In other words, there be
longs to mind, from its birth upward, a spontaneity, a vote. It is in 
the game, and not a mere looker-on; and its judgments of the should-be, 
its ideals, cannot be peeled off from the body of the cogitandum as if 
they were excrescences, or meant, at most, survival.26

In his Principles of Psychology, which appeared in 1890, 
James continued this line of thought. There he made a sharp 
break with the traditional view of mind as a quiet cognitive 
organ, and criticized post-Darwinian psychology for its neg
lect of the active role of the mind.27 It had become habitual, 
he complained, to speak as if the mere body that owns the
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brain has interests, to treat the body’s survival as an absolute 
end without reference to any commanding intelligence. In 
this bare physical view, the reactions of an organism cannot 
be considered useful or harmful; it can only be said of them 
that if they occur in certain ways survival will incidentally 
be their consequence:

But the moment you bring a consciousness into the midst, survival 
ceases to be a mere hypothesis. No longer is it if survival is to occur, 
then so and so must brain and other organs work." It has now become 
an imperative decree: “ Survival shall occur, and therefore organs must 
so workl ” Real ends appear for the first time upon the world's 
stage. . . . Every actually existing consciousness seems to itself at any 
rate to be a fighter for ends, of which many, but for its presence, would 
not be ends at all. Its powers of cognition are mainly subservient to 
these ends, discerning which facts further them and which do not.28

The doctrine —  or method —  of pragmatism, taken with ac
knowledgment from Peirce, was a projection of this approach 
to the test of knowledge. A world in which theories are 
experimental instruments rather than answers, and in which 
truth “ happens to an idea ” 29 and can be made by the 
knower, was alone coherent with the unfinished universe 
James chose to believe in.

In 1880 James made one of his rare ventures into social 
theory when he published in the Atlantic Monthly an article 
on “ Great Men, Great Thoughts, and the Environment.” 80 
Using Spencer and his disciples as a foil, James raised the 
question: What causes communities to change from genera
tion to generation? With Walter Bagehot, whose Physics 
and Politics he greatly admired, James believed the changes 
were the result of innovations by unusual or outstanding 
individuals, playing the same role in social change as varia
tions in Darwin’s theory of evolution; such persons are se
lected by society and elevated into positions of influence be
cause of their adaptability to the social situation into which 
they happen to be born. The Spencerians had attributed 
social changes to geography, environment, external cir
cumstances —  in brief, to everything except human control. 
They had assumed the existence of a universal web of causa-



tion, in which the finite human intellect becomes hopelessly 
entangled. Spencer, in his Study of Sociology, attributed 
everything to prior conditions, a process which, when pushed 
further and further back, becomes circular and yields noth
ing of value in social analysis. It offers nothing but the 
omnipotence of circumstances, in much the same way as 
the Oriental answers every question with “ God is great.” 
This evolutionary philosophy has no explanation for the 
patent fact that great men change the course of social devel
opment. The significant details of their careers cannot be 
predicted by or attributed to the vague complex of factors 
which in the Spencerian philosophy is invoked by the term 
“ environment.” There was no convergence of sociological 
pressures which demanded that William Shakespeare be born 
at Stratford-on-Avon in 1564. The most that sociology can 
predict is that if a great man of such nature appears under 
certain circumstances he will affect society in such and such 
a way; but that he does affect it should not be denied. The 
great man is himself part of the environment of everybody 
else.

Spencer’s impersonal view of history is a brand of oriental 
fatalism, “ a metaphysical creed and nothing else. It is a 
mood of contemplation, an emotional attitude rather than 
a system of thought and in its neglect of spontaneous vari
ations in human thinking and their effect upon society, it is 
“ an absolute anachronism reverting to a pre-Darwinian type 
of thought.” 31 In this essay James seems to be out-individ
ualizing the individualists, but in the larger context of his 
thought it rppears that his main concern was to redeem spon
taneity and indeterminacy from the oppressive causal net
work of Spencerian social evolution. Without spontaneity, 
without some possibility that the individual may in a meas
ure alter the course of history, there is no chance for better
ment of any kind, and the whole romance of struggle with 
its attendant alternatives of triumph or failure is banished. 
As James declared in a subsequent article, “ there is a zone 
of insecurity in human affairs in which all the dramatic in
terest lies. The rest belongs to the dead machinery of the
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stage.” That life should be deprived of its dramatic interest 
by a scheme of universal causality was an intolerable thought, 
44 the most pernicious and immoral of fatalisms.” 82

Unlike Dewey, his successor in the pragmatic tradition, 
James was guilty of only the remotest interest in systematic 
or collective social reform. One expression of his fundamen
tal individualism 88 is the fact that while he was from time 
to time interested in current events —  as an anti-imperialist, 
a Dreyfusard, a Mugwump —  he had no sustained interest in 
social theory as such. He always dealt with philosophical 
problems in individual terms. When he wished to illustrate 
the problem of evil he chose a spectacularly brutal murder 
rather than wars or slums.34 Although he was casually in
terested in moderate reform, he had been brought up in the 
brand of liberalism displayed by the Nation, to which he de
clared he owed his 44 whole political education.” 85 He con
sidered Godkin a fount of political wisdom 80 and Spencer’s 
political and ethical theory, in spite of its 44 hardness and 
inflexibility of tone,” infinitely superior to his abstract phi
losophy.37 He thought Spencer inconsistent in attempting 
to be faithful at once to the old English tradition of individ
ual liberty as embodied in Social Statics and to the theory of 
universal evolution, in the workings of which the individual’s 
interests are often harshly overridden.88 He was never ca
pable of the sternness of spirit that marked more consistent 
old-school liberals of Godkin’s stripe. He could not take 
alarm at the activities of labor, even in the heated days of 
1886, when he wrote to his brother that labor troubles 44 are 
a most healthy phase of evolution, a little costly, but normal, 
and sure to do lots of good to all hands in the end ” —  ex
cepting, of course, the anarchist riots in Chicago, which were 
44 the work of a lot of pathological Germans and Poles.” 89 

In his later years, after the winds of social criticism had 
been blowing in America for some time, James viewed the 
rise of collectivism with satisfaction and found a means of 
reconciling it with his characteristic emphasis on individual 
activity. 44 Stroke upon stroke, from pens of genius,” he wrote 
to Henry James in 1908, after reading G. Lowes Dickinson’s
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Justice and Liberty, “ the competitive regime so idolized sev
enty-five years ago seems to be getting wounded to death. 
What will follow will be something better, but I never saw 
so clearly the slow effect of [the] accumulation of the influ
ence of successive individuals in changing prevalent 
ideals/’40 In 1910 he openly expressed his belief “ in the 
reign of peace and the gradual advent of some sort of socialis
tic equilibrium.’’ 41 Yet in one of his lectures over a decade 
before, he had, in a more characteristic Jamesean vein, ad
vised a very modest appraisal of the meaning of collectivism 
for the inner quality of human life:

Society has . . . undoubtedly got to pass toward some newer and 
better equilibrium, and the distribution of wealth has doubtless slowly 
got to change; such changes have always happened, and will happen to 
the end of time. But if, after all that I have said, any of you expect 
that they will make any genuine vital difference, on a large scale, to the 
lives of our descendants, you will have missed the significance of my 
entire lecture. The solid meaning of life is always the same eternal 
thing, — the marriage, namely, of some unhabitual ideal, however spe
cial, with some fidelity, courage, and endurance; with some man's or 
woman's pains. — And, whatever or wherever life may be, there will 
always be the chance for that marriage to take place.42

I ll

“ A real school, and real Thought. Important thought, 
too! ” 43 This was the reaction of William James to the 
group of philosophers and educators gathered around John 
Dewey at the University of Chicago in the early 1900’s. Dew
ey’s indebtedness to James and James’s approval of Dewey 
indicate the essential continuity of the pragmatic school. 
When Dewey first read James’s Principles of Psychology he 
was still under the sway of the Hegelianism of George Syl
vester Morris, with whom he did his graduate work at Johns 
Hopkins and his earliest teaching at Michigan. But James’s 
psychology altered the whole trend of his thinking, and 
James’s approach to mental life became a vital strain in his 
philosophy.44 With James, Dewey preached the effectiveness 
of intelligence as an instrument in modifying the world; but 
to the philosophical argument he brought an unusually
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strong consciousness of its social import and an urgent sense 
of the social responsibility of the philosopher. The instru
mentalist view of the creative character of intelligence he 
associated with experimentalism in social theory —  a sharp 
contrast to the conservatism everywhere prevalent in 1882 
when Dewey came to Baltimore to begin his graduate study.45

Dewey’s interpretation of the act of thought is more than 
a simple extension of Darwinism, but it is biological in its 
orientation.46 Thinking is not a series of transcendent states 
or acts interjected into a natural scene. Knowledge is a 
part of nature, and its end is not mere passive adjustment 
but the manipulation of the environment to provide “ con- 
summatory ” satisfactions. An idea is a plan of action rooted 
in the natural impulses and responses of the organism. The 
“ spectator theory of knowledge ” is pre-Darwinian.47 “ The 
biological point of view commits us to the conviction that 
mind, whatever else it may be, is at least an organ of service 
for the control of environment in relation to the ends of the 
life process.” 48 Dewey joined this view of mental activity 
to a general criticism of the conservative outlook. As he 
remarked in 1917:

The ultimate refuge of the standpatter in every field, education, 
religion, politics, industrial and domestic life, has been the notion of 
an alleged fixed structure of mind. As long as mind is conceived as an 
antecedent and ready-made thing, institutions and customs may be re
garded as its offspring.49

Associated with Dewey’s belief in the potentialities of in
telligence was his insistence that it operates within a series 
of objectively “ indeterminate ” situations. It is from the 
indeterminateness of the situations, from the element of con
tingency in nature, that the discriminating intellect derives 
its special significance. The significance of morals and poli
tics, of religion and science, have “ their source and meaning 
in the union in Nature of the settled and the unsettled, the 
stable and the hazardous.” Without this union there can be 
no such things as “ ends,” either in the form of human con
summations or as purposes. “ There is only a block uni
verse, either something ended and admitting of no change, or
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else a predestined march of events. There is no such thing 
as fulfillment where there is no risk of failure, and no de
feat where there is no promise of possible achievement.” 60 
Although suggestive of James, this conception is probably 
closer to the earlier views of Peirce and Wright, for Dewey 
shied clear of James’s assertion of freedom of the will.51

In 1920, in his Reconstruction in Philosophy, Dewey made 
a powerful argument for a practical emphasis in philosophy 
and urged that philosophers shift their attention from the 
sterile aspects of epistemology and metaphysics to politics, ed
ucation, and morals. Appended as it was to an acute histori
cal analysis of the division between thought and action, the 
volume stood as his most noteworthy statement on the theme. 
The social emphasis, however, was deeply rooted in Dewey’s 
career. A decade before, he had predicted that philosophy 
would become, among other things, “ a moral and political 
diagnosis and prognosis,” and as early as 1897 he had stated 
his social view of the problem of knowledge.52

From his early years, when he became acquainted with 
Comte’s writings, social philosophy had occupied a promi
nent place among Dewey’s concerns.53 In 1894 he published 
a review of Ward’s Psychic Factors of Civilization and Kidd’s 
Social Evolution which enables the reader to place Dewey’s 
thinking in relation to the problem of biological sociology. 
Dewey approved of Ward’s effort to overthrow mechanical 
Darwinism in sociology by means of a theory of psychic ac
tivity. Spurred by James’s psychology, however, Dewey was 
critical of Ward’s old-fashioned allegiances in this field, and 
he pointed out that Ward’s psychology was an inadequate in
strument for his social theory. In his version of psychic ac
tivity, the critical point in his whole sociology, Ward worked 
with an outmoded pleasure-pain psychology, not far advanced 
from the sensationalism of Locke. From such passive states 
of feeling as pleasure and pain sensations, Ward attempted 
to derive action. His psychology would be better founded 
if it rested upon the primary fact of impulse, the positive 
motivation of the organism, “ just the fact needed to give 
firm support to his main contentions.” In his criticism of
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Wards psychology, Dewey was rearguing in a general way 
the case that James had made against Spencer sixteen years 
before. With Ward’s criticism of laissez faire Dewey agreed, 
and he also agreed that “ the biological theory of society needs 
reconstruction from the standpoint of the significance of 
intellect, emotion, and impulse.” His differences with Ward 
were over means, not ends.

Dewey’s criticisms of Kidd were more fundamental. 
While he admitted that the elimination of conflict from 
society is “ a hopeless and self-contradictory ideal,” he still 
believed it possible to direct the struggle to eliminate waste. 
He argued that Kidd’s belief in the continual sacrifice of 
the individual to the conditions of progress showed a hope
less confusion about the relation of ends and means. In 
Kidd’s scheme the individual forever sacrifices himself to the 
welfare of future generations, but since the individuals of 
future generations do the same, the process never reaches 
any consummation in human satisfactions. Man always sac
rifices toward an end which is by definition never attained.54 
It was the reductio ad absurdum of the philosophy of prog
ress.

Dewey’s skepticism about laissez faire was a logical conse
quence of his experimentalism. Far from agreeing with 
Spencer’s contention that meddling in social affairs is a bar
rier to knowing them, he insisted that direct participation in 
events is necessary to genuine understanding.55 No univer
sal proposition can be laid down to determine the functions 
of a state. Their scope is something for experimental deter
mination.56 The general reaction from laissez faire in prac
tical policy commanded his sympathy, but Dewey deplored 
the absence of a coherent alternative theory and the general 
penchant for working on a vague belief that something must 
be done.57 His emphasis upon the function of education in 
social change, reminiscent of the earlier proposals of Lester 
Ward, derives in part from a sense of need for guidance.58

Dewey’s ethical speculation was an attempt to bring order 
out of the moral confusion caused by the apparently conflict
ing aims of morality and science, and it is especially signifi-
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cant that he attributed the development of instrumentalism 
largely to the stimulation afforded by this problem.59 In an 
early article in The Monist (1898) which showed marks of 
his Hegelian background, Dewey rejected Huxley’s distinc
tion between the cosmic process and the ethical process. 
While disputing Huxley’s dualistic approach to the prob
lem, Dewey did not doubt the validity of Huxley’s analogy 
between the ethical and the horticultural process. 44 The 
ethical process, like the activity of the gardener, is one of 
constant struggle. We can never allow things simply to go 
on of themselves. If we do, the result is retrogression.” 
But what is the significance of this apparent opposition be
tween the ethical process and the cosmic process, in the light 
of our idea of the evolutionary process as a whole? At this 
point Dewey argued that Huxley failed to realize that the con
flict is not one in which man is pitted against his entire natu
ral environment, but one in which man modifies one part 
of the environment with relation to another. He does not 
work with anything that is totally alien to his entire environ
ment. The gardener may introduce foreign fruits or \*ege- 
tables into a particular locale, and he may assist their growth 
by conditions of sunlight and moisture unusual on his par
ticular plot of ground; “ but these conditions fall within the 
wont and use of nature as a whole.”

Huxley recognized that the survival of the fittest in respect 
to the existing conditions is different from the survival of 
the ethically best. Yet must not the conditions be interpre
ted as a whole complex, including 44 the existing social 
structure with all the habits, demands, and ideals which are 
found in it? ” Under such an interpretation the fittest would 
in truth be the best. The unfit would be practically equiva
lent to the antisocial, but not to the physically weak or the 
economically dependent. The dependent classes in society 
may be quite 44 fit ” when measured by the whole of the en
vironment. The prolongation of the period of dependency 
in man (Fiske’s infancy theory) has developed foresight and 
planning and the bonds of social unity; the care of the sick 
has taught us how to protect the healthy. What was fit among
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the carnivora is not fit among men. Man lives in such a 
changing and progressive environment that in his case it is 
flexibility, readiness to adjust to the conditions of the mor
row as well as the present, that constitutes fitness. As the 
meaning of environment changes, the meaning of the strug
gle for existence changes also. The biological promptings of 
self-assertion have potentialities for good as well as evil. The 
essence of the human problem is controlled foresight —  abil
ity to maintain the institutions of the past while remaking 
them to suit new conditions; in short, to maintain a balance 
between habits and aims. The term “ selection ” can mean 
not only that one form of life, one organism, is selected at the 
expense of another, but also that various modes of action 
and reaction are selected by an organism or a society because 
of their superiority over other modes. Society has its own 
mechanisms, public opinion and education, to select the 
modes it finds most suitable. There is, then, no bifurcation 
between the ethical process and the cosmic process. The 
difficulty has been created by static interpretations of biologi
cal functions and their application out of context to the 
unique and dynamic conditions of human environment. It 
is not necessary to go outside of Nature to find warrant for 
the ethical process; one need only recognize the natural situ
ation in its totality.60

In 1908 Dewey and his former colleague James H. Tufts 
brought out a textbook in ethics whose contents were radi
cally different from the abstract homilies characteristic of 
the past. The treatment of ethical principles was made ancil
lary to social issues of the day; such problems as individual
ism and socialism, business and its regulation, labor relations 
and the family, were given prominent place. Dewey’s con
tribution included a short section sharply criticizing the 
crude assimilation of Darwinism to ethical theory, and took 
a position on the “ natural ” aspect of competition not unlike 
Kropotkin’s.61

Indeed, it is as part of a maturing social criticism that the 
historical position of pragmatism can best be understood. 
This is in accord with Dewey’s own conception of the place
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of the pragmatic tradition in American culture. Dewey 
repeatedly denied that pragmatism, with its interest in what 
James called the “ cash-value ” of ideas, was an intellectual 
equivalent of American commercialism or an abject apology 
for the acquisitive spirit of a business culture. He reminded 
its critics that it was James who protested against the excessive 
American worship of “ the bitch-goddess success.” 62 Hostile 
to all absolutist social rationalizations, conservative or radi
cal, instrumentalism has varied in social content from the 
Progressive era to the days of the New Deal; but what is most 
important in its history is its association with social con
sciousness and its susceptibility to change.

The social orientation which was always present in Dewey’s 
thought, in bold relief against the individualism of William 
James, illustrates the changing potentialities of a somewhat 
similar philosophical standpoint in different eras. It was 
partly a difference in personal history. James came from 
a family with a comfortable inherited fortune that provided 
him with a Harvard education, travel, social status, and the 
advantage of a long period of maturation free of financial 
problems. Dewey, the son of a small business proprietor 
in Burlington, Vermont, was thrown largely upon his own 
resources. The social emphasis acquired by instrumentalism 
has, however, a larger significance. Dewey, who was born in 
the year when The Origin of Species appeared, survived 
James for a period in which two generations came to matu
rity, and social criticism among men of academic standing 
became respectable. The beginnings of the Progressive era, 
moreover, coincided with the growth and spread of Dewey’s 
ideas—  the same period in which James himself thought he 
saw the competitive regime “ getting wounded to death 
and it is easy to see Dewey’s faith in knowledge, experimen
tation, activity, and control as the counterpart in abstract 
philosophy of the Progressive faith in democracy and political 
action. It is not far from Croly’s appeal to his countrymen 
to think in terms of purpose rather than inevitable destiny, or 
from Lippmann’s assertion that “ we can no longer treat life 
as something that has trickled down to us,” to Dewey’s appeal
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for an experimental approach to social theory. If Dewey’s 
belief in the efficacy of intelligence and education in social 
change was justified, his own philosophy was more than a 
passive reflection of the transformation in American thought. 
The sight of a distinguished philosopher occupied with the 
activities of third parties, reform organizations, and labor 
unions provided a measure of some of the changes that have 
taken place on the American intellectual stage since the days 
when Fiske and Youmans were dramatizing Spencer for an 
enchanted audience.
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Chapter Eight

Trends in Social Theory
1800-1915

Except for a possible reversion to a cultural situation strongly 
characterized by ideas of emulation and status, the ancient racial 
bias embodied in the Christian principle of brotherhood should 
logically continue to gain ground at the expense of the pecuniary 
morals of competitive business.

T horstein V eblen

The Struggle for Existence is another of these glimpses of life 
which just now seems to many the dominating fact of the uni
verse, chiefly because attention has been fixed upon it by copious 
and interesting exposition. As it has had many predecessors in 
this place of importance, so doubtless it will have many successors.

C harles H orton C ooley

Evolution had a profound impact upon psychology, eth
nology, sociology, and ethics but it failed to work a similar 
transformation in economics. William Graham Sumner was 
alone among those who could be considered economists in 
his attempt to assimilate evolution to the traditional con
cepts of political economy. During the 1870’s and 1880’s, 
when he was working out the fundamentals of his social phi
losophy, most other economists were far more traditional in 
their thinking.

The most plausible explanation of the inflexibility of the 
received political economy is that its spokesmen were satis
fied that there was little their science could learn from biol
ogy. The accepted function of political economy, as taught 
in American colleges and propagated in the forums of opin
ion, was apologetic. It had always been an idealized inter
pretation of economic processes under the competitive regime 
of property and individual enterprise; violations of the set



pattern had been discouraged as infringements of natural 
law As Francis Amasa Walker said of the laissez-faire prin
ciple in the period before the founding of the American 
Economic Association, “ Here [in the United States] it was 
not made the test of economic orthodoxy, merely. It was 
used to decide whether a man were an economist at all.” 1

The common failure of orthodox economists to embrace 
social Darwinism as preached by Sumner —  so obviously 
adapted to the function of their science as they conceived 
it —  was only incidentally due to the unsettled status of evo
lution in its relation to religious beliefs. More important 
was the fact that classical economics already had its own doc
trine of social selection. Since it had been one of the great 
figures of the classical economic tradition who had led Spen
cer, Darwin, and Wallace toward their evolutionary theo
ries, the economists might have had some justification for 
proclaiming that biology had merely universalized a truth 
that had been in their possession for a long time.

A  parallel can be drawn between the patterns of natural 
selection and classical economics,2 suggesting that Darwinism 
involved an addition to the vocabulary rather than to the 
substance of conventional economic theory. Both assumed 
the fundamentally self-interested animal pursuing, in the 
classical pattern, pleasure or, in the Darwinian pattern, sur
vival. Both assumed the normality of competition in the 
exercise of the hedonistic, or survival, impulse; and in both 
it was the “ fittest,” usually in a eulogistic sense, who sur
vived or prospered —  either the organism most satisfactorily 
adapted to its environment, or the most efficient and eco
nomic producer, the most frugal and temperate worker. 
Here, it should be added, economics was the better suited 
to a kindly interpretation of the status quo since it accepted 
the present environment as a natural datum, while conscien
tious and perceptive followers of Darwin saw that the “ fit
test ” might be understood to be fit to inferior and degrading 
surroundings. Veblen, writing in 1900, found that “ identifi
cation of the categories of normality and right gives the domi
nant note of Mr. Spencer’s ethical and social philosophy, and
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that later economists of the classical line are prone to be 
Spencerians.” 8 Further, both classical economics and natu
ral selection were doctrines of natural law. At this point, 
once again, classical economics was more conducive to in
tellectual stability, because its concept of equilibrium was 
Newtonian and hence static,4 whereas a dynamic theory of 
society raised possibilities of an unsettled world.

The conception of the pressure of population upon sub
sistence, so important in the historic connection between 
biology and political economy, not only played its part in 
the doctrine of Malthus but was closely related to the classic 
wage-fund doctrine. According to the wage-fund theory, 
which was popular among extreme proponents of laissez faire 
in the United States,1' labor is paid out of a capital fund 
which is fixed at any given time; and the average wage of 
the laborers is determined by the ratio of the number of 
workers seeking employment to the amount of the wage-fund. 
According to the logic of the wage-fund theory, neither legis
lative regulation nor any action of the laborers could alter 
this state of affairs, and a policy of strict acquiescence was 
indicated. Competition was generally considered the perfect 
means of distributing wealth. According to this doctrine the 
increase in numbers among the working class pressed upon 
the limited wage-fund with the same inexorability as the 
total population on the means of subsistence. This doctrine, 
said Walker, “ was not a little favored by the fact that it af
forded a complete justification for the existing order of things 
respecting wages.” 6 After the publication in 1876 of his 
study of The Wages Question, however, its prestige declined 
rapidly.

The content of American economic thought was not 
quickly changed. In the post-bellum decades the most popu
lar college textbook was a revised version of the Rev. Francis 
Wayland’s The Elements of Political Economy —  originally 
written in 1837. It was from this book that both Sumner 
and Veblen learned their college economics. Wayland’s 
original aim had been to present a methodical restatement 
of the doctrines of Smith, Say, and Ricardo. Wayland and
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such other representatives of the classic tradition as Francis 
Bowen, Arthur Latham Perry, and J. Laurence Laughlin 
were in substantial agreement on the premises of economic 
science. Man is a creature of desires, universally motivated 
by self-interest; the mechanism of competition, if free and 
fair, transmutes the self-seeking of the economic man into 
deeds that work for “ the greatest good of the greatest num
ber.” But this machinery is delicate and must be permitted 
to operate under “ normal ” conditions and must not be over
ridden by government interference; to enjoy the fruits of an 
inherently beneficent natural economic law, men must per
mit it to operate unhampered; they must be industrious, 
frugal, temperate, and self-reliant; self-help, and not a weak 
recourse to state intervention, is the way of economic salva
tion.7 It had required no hard labor on Sumner’s part to 
fit this pattern to Darwinian individualism.

Developments in the middle 1880’s indicated that tradi
tional economic thought was losing its grip on younger schol
ars, partly through the influence of the German historical 
school. Richard T . Ely, fresh from his graduate education 
at Halle and Heidelberg, published an essay on “ The Past 
and the Present of Political Economy,” in which he attacked 
classical economics for its dogmatism and simplicity, its blind 
faith in laissez faire, and its belief in the adequacy of self- 
interest as an explanation of human conduct. Ely praised 
the historical school as an antidote, arguing that the historical 
method could not lead to such doctrinaire extremes.

. . . this younger political economy no longer permits the science to 
be used as a tool in the hands of the greedy and the avaricious for 
keeping down and oppressing the laboring classes. It does not acknowl
edge laissez-faire as an excuse for doing nothing while people starve, 
nor allow the all-sufficiency of competition as a plea for grinding the 
poor.8

In the following year Simon Patten, a midwestern farm 
boy who had taken his doctorate at Halle, published a 
critique of The Premises of Political Economy, in which he 
questioned the social utility of unrestricted competition and 
expressed his dissatisfaction with Malthus, Ricardo, and the
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wage-fund doctrine. Darwin was generally thought to con
firm Malthus’ law, Patten said, but in one critical respect 
Darwin’s theory was the exact opposite of Malthusianism. 
Malthus assumed that man has a definite and unalterable set 
of attributes; but Darwinism holds that man is pliable and 
circumstances determine his characteristics. On true Dar
winian premises one can assume no such thing as a perma
nent natural rate of increase; for the human rate of increase 
would be susceptible to change in accordance with man’s 
surroundings and circumstances.9

In 1885 a group of younger economists under Ely’s lead
ership formed the American Economic Association. Its 
statement of principles read in part as follows:

We regard the state as an agency whose positive assistance is one 
of the indispensable conditions of human progress.

We believe that political economy as a science is still in an early 
stage of its development. While we appreciate the work of former 
economists, we look not so much to speculation as to the historical and 
statistical study of actual conditions of economic life for the satisfactory 
accomplishment of that development.10

The membership of the Association as a whole was by no 
means as critical of tradition as Ely, who was himself not a 
drastic opponent of the principle of competition.11 Rather, 
this statement was expressive of a growing discontent with the 
simple dogmatism of conventional apologetics. Although 
Darwinian science meant somewhat more to the young reb
els than to most spokesmen of orthodoxy, it was chiefly sig
nificant to them as a broad doctrine of change or develop
ment; the German historical school rather than Darwinism 
was their model. “ The most fundamental things in our 
minds,” Ely wrote, “ were on the one hand the idea of evolu
tion, and on the other hand, the idea of relativity.” These 
things were more important to them than any debate about 
economic method. “ A  new world was coming into existence, 
and if this world was to be a better world we knew that we 
must have a new economics to go along with it.” 112
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II

However limited the impact of Darwinism on economic 
theory, one could doubtless compile a formidable list of 
obiter dicta in which competition was justified in Sumnerian 
fashion as a special case of the struggle for existence. Prob
ably the most memorable of such statements was Walker’s 
criticism of Bellamy’s case against competition. Walker 
bridled at the Nationalist argument that the survival of the 
fittest was a precept of sheer brutality and nothing else. “ I 
must deem any man very shallow in his observation of the 
facts of life,” he commented, “ who fails to discern in com
petition the force to which it is mainly due that mankind 
have risen from stage to stage in intellectual, moral, and 
physical power.” 13

Such pronouncements were usually incidental to larger 
discussions in which Darwinism played no special part. How
ever, two economists, Simon Patten and Thomas Nixon Car
ver, attempted to go beyond such casual uses of Darwinism 
and to integrate economics and biology. Patten began his ef
fort with an analysis of the shortcomings of classical econom
ics. Its chief failure was a static conception of human econ
omy. “ The environment has so strong an influence over 
men that their subjective qualities can be neglected. Na
ture is so niggard and its surplus is so small that no radical 
change in social relations is possible.” Nature seems nig
gardly until it is shown that the economic environment 
changes with the changes in men. New classes of men 
look upon the world in different ways, and the environment 
they find depends upon their mental characteristics. The 
laws of a given society are not simply the laws of nature; 
they are “ laws derived from the particular combination of 
natural forces of which the society makes use.”

Modifications of the environment react on men by chang
ing their habits of consumption. Every reduction of cost 
creates another order of consumption, a new standard of life, 
which by inducing a new race psychology tends to stimulate 
new motives in production, new devices, new reductions in



cost. This is how a dynamic economy works: progress oc
curs as a steady upward spiral.14

In an essay entitled The Theory of Social Forces (1896), 
Patten enlarged his criticism of prevailing social theory. 
Current speculation was still dominated by eighteenth-cen
tury philosophy and but little affected by the theory of evo
lution. Here the idea of a changing rather than a static en
vironment held a central position in Patten's system. The 
theory of goods in economics is in fact study of the environ
ments of organisms. The environment of each organism, 
being the sum of its economic conditions, changes as these 
conditions change. In reality there is an indefinite num
ber, a series, of environments. Any given environment, once 
occupied, is soon filled with struggling beings. “ A  pro
gressive evolution depends upon the power of moving from 
one environment to another and thus avoiding the stress of 
competition.” A series of differing environments presents 
increasingly complex conditions, requiring a new mental evo
lution for each transition. A  progressive nation passes 
through a complete series of different environments, even 
though its geographical location does not change. In a pro
gressive evolution the higher type of animal adjusts to a new 
environment; among lower animals there is a static compe
tition for the existing limited resources. Thus the essence 
of progress is escape from competition.

Like Ward, Patten distinguished sharply between the bio
logic and social stages of progress. T o  this he added his own 
ad hoc distinction between organisms characterized by su
perior sensory equipment and those having superior motor 
equipment. Sensory organisms gain clearer ideas of the en
vironment; motor organisms “ act with vigor and prompt
ness.” In the biologic stage of progress, “ beings are pushed 
into a local environment ” in which little thought is required 
to supply the necessaries of life. The development of motor 
powers determines who shall survive, and those with inferior 
motor powers are driven out. Some of these, however, are 
better fitted to occupy a more general environment in which 
highly developed sensory powers are of more use. The con
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quered find a new place to live and create a new society with 
new requisites for survival. In time the residents of this new 
society who have the better motor powers will again survive, 
and those with imperfect motor organization but improved 
sensory powers are driven once again into a more general 
environment where new social instincts are needed and a new 
order is formed. The characteristics of social progress, as 
distinguished from biological, depend upon this ability to 
break through from one environment to another.

Applying his concepts to modern society, Patten argued 
that man has achieved such control over his environment, 
such development of his sensory faculties, that he has passed 
out of a pain economy —  the primitive economy portrayed 
in Ricardian economics —  into a pleasure economy. The es
sence of a pleasure economy is not the total absence of pain 
but the disappearance of fear as a dominant motive. The 
race slowly loses the instincts of a pain economy and acquires 
those best suited to the new conditions. In time the pleas
ure economy’s surplus population will be carried off by temp
tation, disease, and vice, and thus will be bred a race with 
44 instincts to resist extinction by such devices” —  a truly 
superior race of men in a social commonwealth.

In accordance with his general emphasis on the impor
tance of consumption, Patten believed that peoples with va
ried diets and many wants have a decided advantage over 
those with simple diet and few wants. 44 The latter class 
would require a large area of land to support a given num
ber of persons and would thus be at a disadvantage in an 
economic contest for survival.” Consumption itself becomes 
a lever in progressive evolution.15

Patten failed to make many converts to his novel social 
theory; and perhaps not without reason, for whatever the 
merit of his criticisms of classical economics, his own posi
tive theory was more original than substantial. His method 
was excessively deductive, his distinctions artificial, his ex
positions exasperatingly vague, his psychology bound by all 
the limitations of hedonism; but he was an effective teacher 
and left a lasting impression on many students.16 In some
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ways his writings were symptomatic of the Progressive pe
riod. He attempted to absorb evolution into economic the
ory in a thoroughgoing way and to modify classical econom
ics accordingly; and he tried to open new perspectives on the 
possibilities of a life based upon abundance rather than 
want.11

If Patten sought to find a new place for biology in social 
and economic theory, it was the task of Thomas Nixon Car
ver to keep alive the individualism of an earlier day. Ap
pearing chiefly during the Wilsonian period, Carver’s ideas 
sound like a pale echo of the doctrines made familiar by 
Sumner a quarter of a century before. In a short popu
lar volume entitled The Religion Worth Having, Carver 
preached the life of productive virtue in traditional terms. 
The best religion, he declared, is that which acts most pow
erfully as a spur to energy and directs that energy most pro
ductively. The religion which best fits men for the strug
gle to survive will be left in possession of the world, just as 
the “ work-bench ” philosophy of life is destined to prevail 
over the " pig-trough ” philosophy. The struggle for exist
ence is primarily a group struggle, but the struggle among 
individuals continues, and promotes the efficiency of the 
group in its larger conflict. The group that regulates indi
vidualistic competition by rewarding those who strengthen 
it most and penalizing, through poverty and failure, those 
who strengthen it least, is the group that will survive. The 
best method of getting productive work out of men is the 
selective method of competition, and rewards are best meted 
out to valuable citizens by means of private property. " The 
laws of natural selection are merely God’s regular methods 
of expressing his choice and approval,” asserted Carver. 
“ The naturally selected are the chosen of God.” T o  help 
in the essential business of survival the churches should 
preach obedience to the laws of God through pursuit of the 
productive life.18 In his subsequent work Carver continued 
to defend competition on Darwinian grounds.19

More concerned than any other economist with the bear
ings of post-Darwinian science on economic theory was
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Thorstein Veblen. Veblen's conception of the uses of Dar
winism in economics was not the most representative of his 
generation, but in the long run it may be the most enduring. 
Although Veblen was something of an evolutionary anthro
pologist, an aspect of his theory best represented in The 
Theory of the Leisure Class (1899) and The Instinct of 
Workmanship (1914), two other features of his achieve
ment may be taken as most relevant to the theme of this 
study: his assault upon the traditional image of the captain 
of industry as the “ fittest,” and his drastic criticism of class
ical economics in the light of evolutionary science.

In spite of, or perhaps because of, his own association with 
Sumner at Yale, where he received his doctorate, Veblen 
had little use for the type of social Darwinism Sumner taught. 
Veblen once remarked in a review of Enrico Ferri’s Social- 
isme et Science Positive that Ferri had shown “ in rather 
more convincing form than is usual with the scientific apol
ogists of socialism ” that the equalitarian and collectivist 
features of socialist theory were not in conflict with the facts 
of biology. Veblen also expressed cordial approval of Les
ter Ward’s Pure Sociology, which he felt had succeeded bril
liantly in bringing “ the aims and methods of modern science 
effectively into sociological inquiry.” 20

Veblen’s criticisms of the leisure class flatly contradicted 
Sumner’s belief that the well-to-do could be equated with 
the biologically fittest. In a large sense the greater part of 
Veblen’s work was an inferential criticism of the theoretical 
scheme of things that equated an individual’s productivity 
with his capacity for acquisition, and the fitness of his char
acter with his pecuniary status. T o  Sumner accumulation 
was the reward of personal merit and millionaires were “ a 
product of natural selection ” ; to Veblen the business class 
was essentially predatory in outlook and habits. The per
sonal attributes of “ the ideal pecuniary man ” he described 
in terms ordinarily reserved for moral delinquents.21 Where 
the function of the captain of industry was conventionally 
considered a productive one, Veblen characterized the meth
ods of a developed business society as an attenuated form of
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*53
sabotage. Where pecuniary acquisition was regarded as the 
reward of social service, Veblen distinguished between the 
productive function of industry as an expression of work
manship, and the partially fraudulent character of business 
as an expression of salesmanship and chicanery. Where men 
like Sumner, Walker, and Carver looked upon competition 
chiefly as a rivalry in productive service, Veblen held that 
this had been true only in the past when there had been no 
divorce between business and industry. Competition had 
once centered about rivalry between producers for industrial 
efficiency; but when business became supreme over industry 
it had become chiefly a contest between seller and consumers 
with a large admixture of fraudulent exploitation.22

Not long before the appearance of The Theory of the Lei- 
sure Class, Veblen wrote a review of Mallock’s Aristocracy 
and Evolution which foreshadowed the later development 
of Veblen’s thought. He said his first temptation was to dis
miss Mallock’s economic argument with the observation that 
“ Mr. Mallock has written another of his foolish books,” but 
he discovered that he could use Mallock’s assertions about the 
value of the captain of industry to enlarge on his own thesis 
—  the unproductive character of the business man.23

In The Theory of the Leisure Class, Veblen interpreted 
institutions, individuals, and habits of thought as results of 
selective adaptation; but his views on the types of character 
selected for dominance in business society were hardly con
genial with the Spencer-Sumner outlook. Protesting that he 
had no intention of making moral judgments, Veblen claimed 
that the simple aggression characteristic of barbarian culture 
had given way to “ shrewd practise and chicanery, as the best 
approved method of accumulating wealth.” These are the 
qualities which have become essential for selective admission 
into the leisure class. ” The tendency of the pecuniary life 
is, in a general way, to conserve the barbarian temperament, 
but with the substitution of fraud and prudence, or admin
istrative ability, in place of the predilection for physical dam
age that characterizes the early barbarian.” The process of 
selection, under the con ̂ itions of modem society, has caused
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the aristocratic and bourgeois virtues —  “ that is to say the 
destructive and pecuniary traits ” —  to be found among the 
upper classes, and the industrial virtues, the peaceable traits, 
largely among “ the classes given to mechanical industry.” 24 

A  more fundamental aspect of Veblen’s use of Darwinism 
was his criticism of the methods of economic theory, best 
expressed in an essay entitled “ Why Is Economics Not an 
Evolutionary Science? ” which was published in the Quar
terly Journal of Economics in 1898. What, asked Veblen, 
is the thing that distinguishes post-Darwinian science from 
pre-evolutionary science? It is not the insistence on facts, 
nor again the effort to formulate schemes of growth or de
velopment. It is a difference of “ spiritual point of view . . . 
a difference in the basis of valuation of the facts for the scien
tific purpose, or in the interest from which the facts are ap
preciated.” Evolutionary science is ” unwilling to depart 
from the test of causal relation or quantitative sequence.” 
The modern scientist who asks the question ” Why? ” de
mands an answer in terms of cause and effect and refuses to 
go beyond it to any ultimate system, to any teleological con
ception of the cosmos. This is the crux of the distinction; for 
earlier natural scientists were not satisfied with this bare 
formula of mechanical sequence, but sought for some ulti
mate systematization of the facts within a framework of 
“ natural law.” They persistently clung to the notion of 
some “ spiritually legitimate end ” resident in and underlying 
the matters of fact which they observed. Their object was 
” to formulate knowledge in terms of absolute truth; and this 
absolute truth is a spiritual fact.”

This pre-Darwinian viewpoint, Veblen insisted, and not 
that of evolutionary science, still dominates the conceptions 
of modern economics. The “ ultimate laws ” formulated by 
the classical economists are laws setting down the normal or 
natural in the light of their preconception “ regarding the 
ends to which, in the nature of things, all things tend ” ; and 
this preconception “ imputes to things a tendency to work 
out what the instructed common sense of the time accepts as 
the adequate or worthy end of human effort.” Yet evolution
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ary natural science deals only with cumulative causation, and 
not with the formulation of some 41 normal case ” which is 
constructed not out of any available facts but out of the in
vestigator’s ideal of economic life. Traditional economics, 
following a preconceived notion of the normal, formulates 
an abstraction of the hedonistic man as “ a homogeneous 
globule of desire of happiness,” passive under the buffetings 
of pain and pleasure stimuli. In the light of evolutionary 
science, on the contrary, man is seen to be ” a coherent struc
ture of propensities and habits which seeks realization and 
expression in an unfolding activity.” Instead of seeking for 
normal cases in the existence of an imaginary normal hedon
istic man, a truly evolutionary economics must be 44 the the
ory of a process of cultural growth as determined by the eco
nomic interest, a theory of cumulative sequence of economic 
institutions stated in terms of the process itself.” 26

Where other economists had found in Darwinian science 
merely a source of plausible analogies or a fresh rhetoric to 
substantiate traditional postulates and precepts, Veblen saw 
it as a loom upon which the whole fabric of economic think
ing could be rewoven. The dominant school of economists 
had said that the existing is the normal and the normal is the 
right, and that the roots of human ills lie in acts which inter
fere with the natural unfolding of this normal process toward 
its inherent end in a beneficent order.

By virtue of their hedonistic preconceptions, their habituation to 
the ways of a pecuniary culture, and their avowed animistic faith that 
nature is in the right, the classical economists knew that the con
summation to which, in the nature of things, all things tend, is the 
frictionless and beneficent economic system. This competitive ideal, 
therefore, affords the normal, and conformity to its requirements 
affords the test of absolute economic truth.20

In so far as economists had tried to use Darwinism, it was 
only to fortify this theoretical structure. Henceforth eco
nomics should abandon such preconceived notions and devote 
itself to a theory of the evolution of institutions as they actu
ally are.

Although coinciding with the general atmosphere of pro
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test, Veblen’s criticisms were often misunderstood and took 
effect but slowly. For some time his work was most popular 
among radicals for whom he had little respect. Yet a quar
ter-century after his essays on the evolutionary method in 
economic science, a colleague found hinj an effective force 
44 with the large group of his disciples and the larger group 
of those who have been driven to rethink their premises and 
reorient their efforts by the challenge of his pitiless sub
versions of orthodoxy/’ 27

156 Social Darwinism in American Thought

in

The methods and concepts of sociology, which was still 
striving for an established place in American schools, un
derwent a transformation much more sweeping than that in 
economics. Between 1890 and 1915 sociology was affected 
by changes both in the social scene and in other disciplines, 
particularly psychology. So rapidly did sociology develop, 
and so profuse was its literature, that it is impossible to give 
a full account of the fate of Darwinian sociology or do more 
than indicate leading tendencies in theory.

Outstanding sociologists followed either the Spencer-Sum- 
ner pattern or the one set by Lester Ward. Ward himself 
held an increasingly prominent place after 1893, and his elec
tion as first president of the American Sociological Society 
in 1906 was an acknowledgment of his leadership in the field. 
E. A. Ross and Albion Small considered themselves his 
disciples. Small, who was particularly concerned with the 
history and methodology of social science, took a special 
interest in promoting Ward’s works. Ross, who had married 
Ward’s niece, was an enthusiastic follower.

Among Spencerians the leader was still Sumner, who, how
ever, had turned from his individualist sermons to enter 
upon the massive study that produced Folkways and the 
posthumous Science of Society. Sumner’s chief disciple, Al
bert Galloway Keller, extended his master’s work by applying 
in temperate fashion the Darwinian concepts of variation, 
selection, transmission, and adaptation to human folkways. 

'W hile Keller’s approach was institutional rather than atom-
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istic, reflecting the later phase of Sumner's own development, 
he was as skeptical as his teacher of proposals for a quick or 
drastic reconstruction of society, and as heartily devoted to a 
rigidly deterministic view of social evolution. The per
sistence of this view emerged most clearly in his attitude to
ward adaptation. “ If we can accept the conclusion . . . 
that every established and settled institution is justifiable, in 
its setting, as an adaptation/* Keller wrote, “ it seems to me 
that we are thereby accepting the extension of the Darwinian 
theory to the field of the science of society." 28

Franklin H. Giddings at Columbia University continued 
to work with the Spencerian concepts of differentiation and 
equilibration and similar cosmic principles long after they 
had been abandoned by most other writers; 29 but he readily 
admitted that sociology is a psychological rather than a bio
logical science, and was quick to point out that the corner
stone of his own social theory, “ the consciousness of kind," 
which he held to be the basis of all social organization, is a 
mental state and not a biological process.30 A thoroughgo
ing individualist, he took a conservative view of the selection 
principle in society. Although he recognized that the fittest 
is not always the best, he held it to be characteristic of the 
social process to make them identical. Society, however, in 
selecting the best, gives weight to such qualities as sympathy 
and mutual aid. It usually eliminates " the incompetent and 
the irresponsible." 31 Since the days when political economy 
had been his primary interest, Giddings had been devoted to 
the competitive principle, and he believed with Spencer that 
its permanence in the economic process could be deduced 
from the conservation of energy and the facts of heredity.82 
He drew upon biology to support the ancient doctrine of a 
natural aristocracy, and accordingly argued for a modification 
of pure democracy.33

The most important change in sociological method was 
its estrangement from biology, and the tendency to place so
cial studies on a psychological foundation. Spencer had not 
long completed his Principles of Sociology when the tide 
began to turn powerfully against him, and repudiations of
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his method were so drastic as to be unmindful of the qualifi
cations Spencer himself had made. Albion Small wrote in 
1897:

Mr. Herbert Spencer has been a much mixed blessing. . . . He has 
probably done more than any man of recent times to set a fashion of 
semi-learned thought, but he has lived to hear himself pronounced an 
anachronism by men who were once his disciples. . . . Mr. Spencer’s 
sociology is of the past, not of the present. . . . Spencer’s principles 
of sociology are supposed principles of biology extended to cover social 
relations. But the decisive factors in social relations are understood by 
present sociologists to be psychical, not biological.84

Small’s attitude was the prevailing one. “ I believe that the 
biologic bias creates erroneous notions of social phenomena, 
and stimulates activity along fruitless lines of investigation,” 
Simon Patten had declared.36 Even the Spencerian Giddings 
was moved to concede that “ the attempt to construct a science 
of society by means of biological analogies has been aban
doned by all serious investigators of social phenomena.” 8® 
Ross’s Foundations of Sociology (1905) contained a critique 
of Spencerianism and related tendencies. Albion Small ob
served that the general line of methodological progress in 
sociology was “ marked by a gradual shifting of effort from 
analogical representation of social structures to real analysis 
of social processes.” 87 Small’s own Introduction to the Study 
of Society (1894), written in collaboration with George E. 
Vincent, had employed a moderate use of analogical repre
sentation. Twenty years later Small confessed that “ the 
emptiness of this sort of work now makes my teeth chat
ter . . 88 Charles A. Ellwood, writing fifty years after The
Origin of Species, found Darwinism of great use to sociology, 
but disparaged Spencer’s attempt to carry over physical and 
mechanical principles to society. Spencer’s interpretations, 
“ being fundamentally in terms alien to the social life, were 
foredoomed to failure.” 89 James Mark Baldwin agreed:

The attempt . . . very current at one time through the influence of 
Spencer, to interpret social organization by strict analogy with the 
physical organism is now discredited. Such a view will not stand be
fore the consideration of the most elementary psychological principles.40
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The tendency to draw upon psychology instead of biology 
was in line with Ward’s appeals for a proper evaluation of the 
psychic factor in civilization, and took place under his leader
ship, but the psychology that the most fruitful innovators in 
social theory were adopting was less traditional than either 
Ward’s or Spencer’s, deriving its impetus largely from the 
work of James and Dewey. Before their work, psychology 
had been bound to traditional hedonism. The Spencerian 
and Wardian conception of human motivation, like that of 
the classical economists whom Veblen criticized, was substan
tially bounded by the pleasure-pain, stimulus-response hori
zon. The new psychology, whose most eminent representa
tives were Dewey and Veblen portrayed the organism as a 
structure of propensities, interests, and habits, not as a mere 
machine for the reception and registering of pleasure-pain 
stimuli.

The new psychology, moreover, was a truly social psychol
ogy. The social conditioning of the individual’s reaction pat
tern was stressed by Dewey and Veblen, and insistence upon 
the unreality of a personal psyche isolated from the social 
surroundings was a central tenet in the social theory of 
Charles H. Cooley and the psychology of James Mark Bald
win.41 The older psychology had been atomistic; Spencer, 
for example, had seen society as the more or less automatic 
result of the characters and instincts of its individual mem
bers; and this had given color to his conclusion that the im
provement of society must be a slow evolutionary process 
waiting upon the gradual increment of personal character
istics “ adapted ” to the life conditions of modern industrial 
society. The new psychology, prepared to see the interde
pendence of the individual personality with the institutional 
structure of society, was destroying this one-way notion of 
social causation and criticizing its underlying individualism. 
“ The individual,” wrote Baldwin, “ is a product of his so
cial life and society is an organization of such individuals.” 42 
The thesis of Cooley’s social psychology was “ that man’s psy
chical outfit is not divisible into the social and the non
social; but that he is all social in a larger sense, is all a part
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of the common human life . . 48 John Dewey analyzed
the implications for social action of this view of human na
ture:

We may desire abolition of war, industrial justice, greater equality 
of opportunity for all. But no amount of preaching good will or the 
golden rule or cultivation of sentiments of love and equity will accom
plish the results. There must be change in objective arrangements and 
institutions. We must work on the environment, not merely on the 
hearts of men.44

The tempo of the change in social theory should not be 
exaggerated, however. For many years after its appearance 
in 1908, William McDougall’s Introduction to Social Psychol
ogy was the most popular book in its field; and McDougall 
was the proponent par excellence of the “ fixed structure 
of mind.” McDougall derived the salient features of the 
human equipment from instincts traceable far back into the 
biological past of the race. For many who were influenced by 
McDougall’s instinct theory, progress toward a cultural analy
sis of social phenomena was as difficult as for those who had 
listened to Spencer a generation before.45

Influenced by the humanitarianism of the day and the 
political renaissance of the common man, the new sociology 
was pulled along in the current of Progressivism. The disci
pline was no longer seen by its practitioners as a compli
cated way of justifying laissez faire. Men like Ross and 
Cooley refused to look upon the poor as unfit or to worship 
at the shrine of the fittest.40 It is significant that Ross, the 
most popular spokesman of sociology,47 fits the pattern of the 
typical Progressive thinker. A  midwesterner, a supporter 
of Populism in his early days, later a friend of many of the 
muckrakers, he expressed in his formal writings the aggressive 
spirit of protest and reform. “ Suckled on the practicalism 
of Lester F. Ward,” he explained, “ I wouldn’t give a snap of 
my finger for the ‘ pussyfooting ’ sociologist.” 48 In his early 
work Ross tore down the analogy between natural selection 
and the economic process, and condemned it as “ a carica
ture of Darwinism, invented to justify the ruthless practices 
of business men.” 49 In his Sin and Society (1907) Ross
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criticized the prevailing code of morals for failing to pierce 
the veil of the impersonal corporate relations of modern soci
ety and to fix blame for social ills on absentee malefactors. 
The spirit of reform had been set loose within the very disci
pline that Spencer had hoped would teach men to let things 
alone.
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IV

During these same years when social Darwinism was un
der increasingly strong criticism among social theorists, it was 
being revived in a somewhat new guise in the literature of 
the eugenics movement. Accompanied by a flood of valuable 
genetic research carried on by physicians and biologists, eu
genics seemed not so much a social philosophy as a science; 
but in the minds of most of its advocates it had serious con
sequences for social thought.

The theory of natural selection, which had assumed the 
transmission of parental variations, had greatly stimulated 
the study of heredity. Popular credulity about the scope 
and variety of hereditary traits had been almost boundless. 
Darwin’s cousin, Francis Galton, had laid the foundations 
of the eugenics movement and coined its name during the 
years when Darwinism was being sold to the public. In the 
United States, Richard Dugdale had published in 1877 his 
study of The Jukes, which, although its author gave more 
credit to environmental factors than did many later eu- 
genists,60 had nevertheless offered support to the common 
view that disease, pauperism, and immorality are largely 
controlled by inheritance. While Gabon’s first inquiries 
into heredity —  Hereditary Genius (1869), Inquiries into 
Human Faculty (1883), and National Inheritance (1889) —  
had been received here with much acclaim, it was not until 
the turn of the century that the eugenics movement took 
organized form, first in England and then in the United 
States. Eugenics then grew with such great rapidity that 
by 1915 it had reached the dimensions of a fad. While eu
genics has never since been so widely discussed, it has proved 
to be the most enduring aspecc of social Darwinism.



In 1894, Amos G. Warner, in his standard study of Ameri
can Charities, had wrestled with the problem of the relative 
importance of heredity and environment in the background 
of poverty.51 At the turn of the century there was a notable 
rise of interest in the social significance of hereditary char
acteristics.52 The American Breeders’ Association, founded 
in 1903, rapidly developed a strong eugenics subsection, 
which by 1913 became influential enough to have the name 
of the organization changed to the American Genetic Asso
ciation. In 1910 a group of eugenists, with the financial 
assistance of Mrs. E. H. Harriman, founded at Cold Spring 
Harbor the Eugenics Record Office, which became a labora
tory and a fountainhead of propaganda.

The National Conference on Race Betterment in 1914 
showed how thoroughly the eugenic ideal had made its way 
into the medical profession, the colleges, social work, and 
charitable organizations.58 The ideas of the movement began 
to receive practical application in 1907, when Indiana be
came the first state to adopt a sterilization law; by 1915 
twelve states had passed similar measures.54

Doubtless the rapid urbanization of American life, which 
created great slums in which were massed the diseased, the 
deficient, and the demented, had much to do with the rise 
of eugenics. The movement was also favored by a growing 
interest in philanthropy and increasing endowments for hos
pitals and charities and appropriations for public health. 
Especially stimulating to the study of mental disease and de
ficiency was the rapid expansion of American psychiatry after 
1900. As more and more diseased and defective families in 
great cities came to the attention of physicians and social 
workers, it was easy to confuse the rising mass of known 
cases with a real increase. The influx of a large immigrant 
population from peasant countries of central and southern 
Europe, hard to assimilate because of rustic habits and lan
guage barriers, gave color to the notion that immigration was 
lowering the standard of American intelligence; at least so 
it seemed to nativists who assumed that a glib command of 
English is a natural criterion of intellectual capacity. The
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apparent economic deceleration at the end of the century was 
also seen by many observers as the beginning of a national 
decline; and it was in accordance with the habits of a Dar- 
winized era to find in this apparent social decline a biological 
deterioration associated with the disappearance of “ the 
American type.” 65

Among scientists and physicians the movement was spurred 
by several biological discoveries. Weismann’s germ-plasm 
theory stimulated a hereditarian approach to social theory.66 
The rediscovery in 1900 by DeVries, and others, of Mendel’s 
studies in heredity placed in the hands of geneticists the or
ganizing principle which their inquiries had lacked and gave 
them fresh confidence in the possibilities of their research 
for prediction and control.

Few of the eugenists presumed to be social philosophers or 
to offer a full program of social reconstruction; and they were 
sometimes careful to qualify their hereditarian theses with a 
nod to the uses of environment; but this did not prevent 
them from adopting the biological approach to social analysis 
at the very time that it was being dropped by leaders in social 
theory. William E. Kellicott probably spoke for a majority 
when he said that “ the Eugenist believes that no other single 
factor in determining social conditions and practices ap
proaches in importance that of racial structural integrity 
and sanity.” 67

Early eugenists tacitly accepted that identification of the 
“ fit ” with the upper classes and the “ unfit ” with the lower 
that had been characteristic of the older social Darwinism. 
Their warnings about the multiplication of morons at the 
lower end of the social scale, and their habit of speaking of 
the “ fit ” as if they were all native, well-to-do, college-trained 
citizens, sustained the old belief that the poor are held down 
by biological deficiency instead of environmental conditions. 
Their almost exclusive focus upon the physical and medical 
aspects of human life helped to distract public attention from 
the broad problems of social welfare. They were also in 
large part responsible for the emphasis upon preserving the 
“ racial stock” as a means of national salvation —  an em-
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phasis so congenial to militant nationalists like Theodore 
Roosevelt.58 They differed, however, from earlier social 
Darwinists in that they failed to draw sweeping laissez-faire 
conclusions; indeed a part of their own program depended 
upon state action. Still, they were almost equally conserva
tive in their general bias; and so authoritative did their bio
logical data seem that they were convincing to men like E. A. 
Ross, who had thoroughly repudiated Spencerian individ
ualism.

The social preconceptions of Sir Francis Galton were not 
seriously questioned by the early eugenists; and Galton, like 
Bowen, Sumner, and Arthur Latham Perry, had postulated 
the free competitive order in which awards are distributed 
according to ability. He was convinced “ that the men who 
achieve eminence, and those who are naturally capable, are, 
to a large extent, identical.” “ If a man is gifted with vast 
intellectual ability, eagerness to work, and power of work
ing,” he added, “ I cannot comprehend how such a man 
should be repressed.” Galton insisted that “ social hind
rances ” cannot prevent men of high ability from becoming 
eminent, and, on the other hand, that “ social advantages are 
incompetent to give that status to a man of moderate 
ability.” 59

Karl Pearson set the tone of eugenics on this point when he 
estimated that heredity accounts for nine-tenths of a man’s 
capacity.60 Henry Goddard, as a result of his investigation 
of the Kallikaks, concluded that feeble-mindedness is ” largely 
responsible ” for paupers as well as criminals, prostitutes, 
and drunkards.61 David Starr Jordan declared that “ poverty, 
dirt and crime ” could be ascribed to poor human material, 
and added, “ It is not the strength of the strong but the weak
ness of the weak which engenders exploitation and tyr
anny.” 62 Lewellys F. Barker, a distinguished physician, sug
gested that the decline and fall of nations could be explained 
through the relative fertility of the fit and unfit elements.63 
Charles B. Davenport, the leader of American eugenics, 
challenged the environmentalist assumptions that dominated 
current social practice, and argued that “ the greatest need



of the day for the progress of social science is additional 
precise data as to the unit characteristics of man and their 
methods of inheritance.” 04

Edward Lee Thorndike did much to spread among edu
cators the eugenists’ idea of inherited mental capacity. 
Thorndike believed that men’s absolute achievements can be 
affected by environment and training, but that their relative 
achievements, their comparative performances in rivalry with 
each other, can be accounted for only by original capacity.65 
Fundamentally it is the soundness and rationality of the 
racial stock that creates the environment and not vice versa. 
“ There is no so certain and economical way to improve 
man’s environment as to improve his nature.” 60 For educa
tional policy this view demanded the development of the in
tellectual faculties of the few who have outstanding abilities, 
and giving limited vocational training to the mediocre.67

The consequences for social policy of the eugenic point of 
view were treated at some length by Popenoe and Johnson 
in their popular textbook, Applied Eugenics. Among the 
reforms they favored were large inheritance taxes, the back- 
to-the farm movement, the abolition of child labor, and com
pulsory education. Rural living would counteract the dys- 
genic effect of urban society. The abolition of child labor 
would cause the poor to restrict their breeding. Compulsory 
education would have the same effect by making the child an 
expense to its parents; but it should not be supplemented by 
subsidies to children of the poor in the form of free lunches, 
free textbooks, or other aids that would lower the cost of 
child care. The authors opposed minimum-wage legislation 
and trade unions on the ground that both favored inferior 
workmen and penalized the superior by fixing wages in in
dustry without regard to individual merit. They also op
posed socialism for its belief in the benefits that would flow 
from environmental changes and for its faith in human 
equality; but they did break with individualism in so far as 
eugenics sought a social end requiring some individual sub
ordination.08

Although eugenists were given to attacking the Jeffersonian
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doctrine of natural equality, few were willing to go far 
enough to challenge the ideal of democratic government. 
When Alleyne Ireland, a noted critic of democracy, wrote in 
the Journal of Heredity that Weismann’s germ-plasm theory 
sapped the intellectual foundations of democracy by ruling 
out the possibility that the inferior could be improved from 
generation to generation by education and training, he was 
immediately challenged by biologists who saw no inevitable 
contradiction between natural inequality and democratic 
government.09

Some biologists had remarkable confidence in their ability 
to resolve the problems of politics by the methods of science. 
When the First World War threw the menace of “ Kaiser- 
ism ” into the limelight, Frederick Adams Woods, a student 
of heredity in royal families, pointed out that the most 
despotic Roman emperors had been closely related. If des
pots are largely the result of hereditary forces, he concluded, 
“ then the only way to eliminate despots is to regulate the 
sources from which they spring.” In so far as the despots are 
recast in their ancestral mold, “ the number of despots can 
be reduced by a control of the marriages from which they 
originate.” 70

The ideology of the movement drew fire from representa
tives of the trend toward cultural analysis in sociology. Lester 
Ward, who had long before tried to refute Galton, saw in the 
eugenics ideology a menace to his own theories, and he de
voted the greater part of his Applied Sociology to an attack 
upon the hereditarian argument. Analyzing the very cases 
used by Galton to prove that genius is hereditary, Ward 
showed that opportunity and education were also universally 
present.71

In 1897 Charles H. Cooley, influenced by Ward’s own early 
work,72 published a critical review of Gabon’s thesis, point
ing out that all his cases of “ hereditary genius ” had been 
provided with certain simple tools —  literacy and access to 
books —  without which no amount of genius could make its 
way. Remarking that there had been a very high percentage 
of illiteracy among the common people of England in the
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middle of the nineteenth century, Cooley asked how the gen
iuses in this mass of illiterates could have risen to fame, no 
matter how great their native endowment.78 Albert Gallo
way Keller also reminded eugenists that their proposals in
volved a thoroughgoing transformation in the mores, above 
all in the strong and deep-rooted mores of sex.74 It was 
Cooley who summarized most pointedly the objections of 
mature sociologists to the eugenists’ conception of social 
causation:

Most of the writers on eugenics have been biologists or physicians 
who have never acquired that point of view which sees in society a 
psychological organism with a life process of its own. They have 
thought of human heredity as a tendency to definite modes of con
duct, and of environment as something that may aid or hinder, not 
remembering what they might have learned even from Darwin, that 
heredity takes on a distinctively human character only by renouncing, 
as it were, the function of predetermined adaptation and becoming 
plastic to the environment.75
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V

In spite of its fundamental conservatism, the eugenics 
craze had about it the air of a “ reform,” for it emerged at a 
time when most Americans liked to think of themselves as 
reformers. Like the reform movements, eugenics accepted 
the principle of state action toward a common end and spoke 
in terms of the collective destiny of the group rather than of 
individual success.

This is significant of the general trend of thought in the 
Progressive era. A rising regard for the collective aspects of 
life was one of the outstanding characteristics of the shift in 
the dominant pattern of thought. The new collectivism was 
not socialistic, but was based upon an increasing recognition 
of the psychological and moral relatedness of men in society. 
It saw in the coexistence of baronial splendor and grinding 
poverty something more than the accidental dispensations of 
Providence. Refusing to depend upon individual self-asser
tion as an adequate remedy, men turned toward collective 
social action.

The change in the political outlook of the common man



was responsible for a change in the fundamental mechanisms 
of thought among workers in the social sciences. The for
malistic thought of the nineteenth century had been built 
upon an atomistic individualism. Society, men had be
lieved, was a loose collection of individual agents; social ad
vance depended upon improvements in the personal qualities 
of these individuals, their increased energy and frugality; 
among these individuals the strongest and best rose to the 
top and gave leadership to the rest; their heroic accomplish
ments were the ideal subject matter of history; the best laws 
were those that gave them the greatest scope for their activi
ties; the best nations were those that produced most leaders 
of this type; the way of salvation was to leave unhindered the 
natural processes that produced these leaders and gave the 
affairs of the world into their hands.

This pattern of thought was static; instead of inquiry it 
seemed to encourage deductive speculation; its essential func
tion was the rationalization of existing institutions. Those 
who were satisfied with it had felt relatively little need for 
concrete investigation or even for significant novelty in their 
abstractions.

Between the Spanish-American War and the outbreak of 
the First World War there was a great restlessness in Ameri
can society, which inevitably affected the patterns of specu
lative thought. The old scheme of thought was repeatedly 
assailed by critics who were in sympathy with the new spirit 
of the Progressive era. The intellectual friction engendered 
by this discontent fired the energies and released the critical 
talents of new minds in history, economics, sociology, an
thropology, and law. The result was a minor renaissance in 
American social thought, a renaissance which saw in a rela
tively short span of years the rise to prominence of Charles A. 
Beard, Frederick Jackson Turner, Thorstein Veblen, John R. 
Commons, John Dewey, Franz Boas, Louis D. Brandeis, and 
Oliver Wendell Holmes.

It is easier to enumerate the achievements of this renais
sance than to characterize its intellectual assumptions, but 
certainly its leading figures did share a common conscious
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ness of society as a collective whole rather than a congeries of 
individual atoms. They shared also an understanding of the 
need for empirical research and accurate descriptionrather 
than theoretical speculation cast in some traditional rhold.

A drastic departure from ancestor worship in history was 
marked by Charles Beard’s study of the origins of the Consti
tution and by Frederick Jackson Turner’s quest for environ
mental and economic explanations of American develop
ment. Brandeis opened up new possibilities in law by 
drafting for the first time • factual sociological brief in de
fense of a state law regulatng conditions of labor in private 
enterprise. Franz Boas If* a generation of anthropologists 
away from unilinear evolutionary theory toward cultural 
history and took pioneer steps in the criticism of race theory. 
John Dewey made philosophy a working instrument in other 
disciplines, applying it fruitfully to psychology, sociology, ed
ucation, and politics. V^blen exposed the intellectual steril
ity of prevailing economic theory, and pointed the way to an 
institutional analysis of the facts of economic life.

In accordance with *he spirit of the times, the most original 
thinkers in social science had ceased to make their main aim 
the justification and perpetuation of existing society in all its 
details. They were trying to describe it with accuracy, to 
understand it in new terms, and to improve it.
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Chapter Nine

Racism and Imperialism
The brutality of all national development is apparent, and we 
make no excuse for it. To conceal it would be a denial of fact; to 
glamour it over, an apology to truth. There is little in life that is 
not brutal except our ideal. As we increase the aggregate of indi
viduals and their collective activities, we increase proportionately 
their brutality.

G eneral H omer L ea

In this world the nation that has trained itself to a career of un
warlike and isolated ease is bound, in the end, to go down before 
other nations which have not lost the manly and adventurous 
qualities.

T heodore R oosevelt

In 1898 the United States waged a three-month war with 
Spain. It took the Philippine Islands from Spain by treaty 
and formally annexed the Hawaiian Islands. In 1899 the 
United States partitioned the Samoan Islands by agreement 
with Germany, and expressed its policy toward western inter
ests in China in the “ Open Door ” note. In 1900 Americans 
took part in suppressing the Chinese Boxer Rebellion. By 
1902 the Army had finally suppressed insurrection in the 
Philippines; and in that year the islands were made an un
organized territory.

As the United States stepped upon the stage of empire, 
American thought turned once again to the subjects of war 
and empire; opponents and defenders of expansion and con
quest marshaled arguments for their causes. After the fash
ion of late nineteenth-century thought, they sought in the 
world of nature a larger justification for their ideals.

The use of natural selection as a vindication of militarism 
or imperialism was not new in European or American 
thought. Imperialists, calling upon Darwinism in defense



of the subjugation of weaker races, could point to The Origin 
of Species, which had referred in its subtitle to The Preserva
tion of Favored Races in the Struggle for L ife . Darwin had 
been talking about pigeons, but the imperialists saw no rea
son why his theories should not apply to men, and the whole 
spirit of the naturalistic world-view seemed to call for a vigor
ous and unrelenting thoroughness in the application of bio
logical concepts. Had not Darwin himself written com
placently in The Descent of Man of the likelihood that back
ward races would disappear before the advance of higher 
civilizations? 1 Militarists could also point to the harsh fact 
of the elimination of the unfit as an urgent reason for culti
vating the martial virtues and keeping the national powder 
dry. After the Franco-Prussian War both sides had for the 
first time invoked Darwinism as an explanation of the facts of 
battle.2 “ The greatest authority of all the advocates of war 
is Darwin,” explained Max Nordau in the North American 
Review in 1889. ‘‘ Since the theory of evolution has been 
promulgated, they can cover their natural barbarism with the 
name of Darwin and proclaim the sanguinary instincts of 
their inmost hearts as the last word of science.” 8

It would nevertheless be easy to exaggerate the significance 
of Darwin for race theory or militarism either in the United 
States or in western Europe. Neither the philosophy of force 
nor doctrines of Machtpolitik had to wait upon Darwin to 
make their appearance. Nor was racism strictly a post-Dar
winian phenomenon. Gobineau’s Essai sur ITnegalite des 
Races Humaines, a landmark in the history of Aryanism, was 
published in 1853-55 without benefit of the idea of natural 
selection. As for the United States, a people long familiar 
with Indian warfare on the frontier and the pro-slavery argu
ments of Southern politicians and publicists had been thor
oughly grounded in notions of racial superiority. At the 
time when Darwin was still hesitantly outlining his theory in 
private, racial destiny had already been called upon by Ameri
can expansionists to support the conquest of Mexico. “ The 
Mexican race now see in the fate of the aborigines of the 
north, their own inevitably destiny,” an expansionist had
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written. “ They must amalgamate or be lost in the superior 
vigor of the Anglo-Saxon race, or they must utterly perish.” 4 

This Anglo-Saxon dogma became the chief element in 
American racism in the imperial era; but the mystique of 
Anglo-Saxonism, which for a time had a particularly power
ful grip on American historians, did not depend upon Dar
winism either for its inception or for its development. It is 
doubtful that such monuments of English Anglo-Saxon his
torical writing as Edward Augustus Freeman’s History of the 
Norman Conquest of England (1867-79) or Charles Kings
leys The Roman and the Teuton (1864) owed much to 
biology; and certainly John Mitchell Kemble’s The Saxons 
in England (1849) was not inspired by the survival of the 
fittest. Like other varieties of racism, Anglo-Saxonism was 
a product of modem nationalism and the romantic move
ment rather than an outgrowth of biological science. Even 
the idea that a nation is an organism that must either grow or 
fall into decay, which doubtless received an additional im
petus from Darwinism, had been invoked before 1859 by the 
proponents of “ Manifest Destiny.” 5

Still, Darwinism was put in the service of the imperial 
urge. Although Darwinism was not the primary source of 
the belligerent ideology and dogmatic racism of the late 
nineteenth century, it did become a new instrument in the 
hands of the theorists of race and struggle. The likeness of 
the Darwinian portrait of nature as a field of forttle to the 
prevailing conceptions of a militant age in which von Moltke 
could write that “ war is an element of the order of the world 
established by God . . . [without which] the world would 
stagnate and lose itself in materialism,” was too great to 
escape attention. In the United States, however, such frank 
and brutal militarism was far less common than a benevolent 
conception of Anglo-Saxon world domination in the interests 
of peace and freedom. In the decades after 1885, Anglo- 
Saxonism, belligerent or pacific, was the dominant abstract 
rationale of American imperialism.

The Darwinian mood sustained the belief in Anglo-Saxon 
racial superiority which obsessed many American thinkers in
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the latter half of the nineteenth century. The measure of 
world dominion already achieved by the “ race ” seemed to 
prove it the fittest. Also, in the 1870’s and 1880’s many of 
the historical conceptions of the Anglo-Saxon school began 
to reflect advances in biology and allied developments in 
other fields of thought. For a time American historians fell 
under the spell of the scientific ideal and dreamed of evolv
ing a science of history comparable to the biological sciences.6 
The keynote of their faith could be found in E. A. Freeman’s 
Comparative Politics (1874), in which he allied the compara
tive method with the idea of Anglo-Saxon superiority. “ For 
the purposes of the study of Comparative Politics,” he had 
written, “ a political constitution is a specimen to be studied, 
classified, and labeled, as a building or an animal is studied, 
classified, and labeled by those to whom buildings or animals 
are objects of study.” 7

If political constitutions were to be classified and com
pared by Victorian scholars as if they were animal forms, it 
was highly probable that the political methods of certain 
peoples would be favored over others. Inspired by the re
sults of the comparative method in philology and mythology, 
particularly by the work of Edward Tylor and Max Muller, 
Freeman tried, using this method, to trace the signs of orig
inal unity in the primitive institutions of the Aryans, par
ticularly in the “ three most illustrious branches of the 
common stock —  the Greek, the Roman, and the Teuton.”

When Herbert Baxter Adams set up his great historical 
seminar at Johns Hopkins, it was with the official blessing 
of Freeman; and Freeman’s dictum, “ History is past politics 
and politics is present history,” was emblazoned on the his
torical studies that came pouring forth from Adams’ seminar. 
A whole generation of historians receiving their inspiration 
from the Johns Hopkins school could have said with Henry 
Adams, “ I flung myself obediently into the arms of the 
Anglo-Saxons in history.” 8 The leading notion of the Ang
lo-Saxon school was that the democratic institutions of Eng
land and the United States, particularly the New England 
town meeting could be traced back to the primitive institu-
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tions of the early German tribes.® In spite of differences in 
detail, the Hopkins historians were in general agreement on 
their picture of the big, blond, democratic Teuton and on the 
Teutonic genealogy of self-government. T h e viewpoint of 
the school was given a fitting popular expression in 1890 with 
the publication of James K. Hosmer’s Short H istory o f A n g lo-  
Sa xon  F reed o m , which drew upon the whole literature of 
Anglo-Saxondom to establish the thesis that government of 
the people and by the people is of ancient Anglo-Saxon 
origin. Wrote Hosmer:

Though Anglo-Saxon freedom in a more or less partial form has 
been adopted (it would be better perhaps to say imitated) by every 
nation in Europe, but Russia, and in Asia by Japan, the hopes for 
that freedom, in the future, rest with the English-speaking race. By 
that race alone it has been preserved amidst a thousand perils; to that 
race alone is it thoroughly congenial; if we can conceive the possibility 
of the disappearance among peoples of that race, the chance would be 
small for that freedom's survival . . .10

Hosmer shared the optimism of his English contemporary 
John Richard Green, who believed that the English-speaking 
race would grow in enormous numbers and spread over the 
New  World, Africa, and Australia. “  T h e inevitable issue,” 
concluded Hosmer, “ is to be that the primacy of the world 
will lie with us. English institutions, English speech, English 
thought, are to become the main features of the political, so
cial, and intellectual life of mankind.” 11 Thus would the 
survival of the fittest be written large in the world’s political 
future.

What Hosmer did for Anglo-Saxon history, John W. Bur
gess did for political theory. His P o lit ic a l S cience and C o m 
parative C o n stitu tio n a l Law , published in the same year as 
Hosmer’s book, serves as a reminder of German as well as 
English influences in the American Anglo-Saxon cult; for 
Burgess, like Herbert Baxter Adams, had received a large 
part of his graduate training in Germany. T h e peculiarity 
of his work, Burgess declared, was its method. “ It is a com
parative study. It is an attempt to apply the method, which 
has been found so productive in the domain of Natural Sci-
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ence, to Political Science and Jurisprudence/* It was Bur
gess* contention that political capacity is not a gift common 
to all nations, but limited to a few. The highest capacity for 
political organization, he believed, has been shown, in un
equal degrees, by the Aryan nations. Of all these, only “ the 
Teuton really dominates the world by his superior political 
genius.’*

It is therefore not to be assumed that every nation must become a 
state. The political subjection or attachment of unpolitical nations 
to those possessing political endowment appears, if we may judge from 
history, to be as truly a part of the world's civilization as is the na
tional organization of states. I do not think that Asia and Africa can 
ever receive political organization in any other way. . . . The national 
state is . . . the most modern and complete solution of the whole prob
lem of political organization which the world has yet produced; and 
the fact that it is the creation of Teutonic political genius stamps the 
Teutonic nations as the political nations par excellence, and authorizes 
them, in the economy of the world, to assume the leadership in the estab
lishment and administration of states. . . . The Teutonic nations can 
never regard the exercise of political power as a right of man. With 
them this power must be based upon capacity to discharge political 
duty, and they themselves are the best organs which have as yet appeared 
to determine when and where this capacity exists.12

Theodore Roosevelt, who had been Burgess* student at 
Columbia Law School was also inspired by the drama of 
racial expansion. In his historical work, The Winning of the 
West, Roosevelt drew from the story of the frontiersman’s 
struggle with the Indians the conclusion that the coming of 
the whites was not to be stayed and a racial war to the finish 
was inevitable.18 “ During the past three centuries,” wrote 
the young scholar-in-politics, “ the spread of the English- 
speaking peoples over the world’s waste spaces has been not 
only the most striking feature in the world’s history, but also 
the event of all others most far-reaching in its effects and its 
importance.” This great expansion he traced back many cen
turies to the days when German tribes went forth to conquest 
from their marshy forests. American development repre
sents the culminating achievement of this mighty history of 
racial growth.14

Racism and Imperialism



The writings of John Fiske, one of the earliest American 
synthesizers of evolutionism, expansionism, and the Anglo- 
Saxon myth, show how tenuous could be the boundary be
tween Spencer’s ideal evolutionary pacifism and the militant 
imperialism which succeeded it. A  kindly man, whose 
thought was grounded in Spencer’s theory of the transition 
from militancy to industrialism, Fiske was not the sort to ad
vocate violence as an instrument of national policy. Yet 
even in his hands evolutionary dogma issued forth in a bump
tious doctrine of racial destiny. In his Outlines of Cosmic 
Philosophy, Fiske had followed Spencer in accepting the uni
versality of conflict (outside of family relationships) as a fact 
in savage society; he believed it an effective agent in selec
tion.15 But the superior, more differentiated and integrated 
societies had come to prevail over the more backward by 
natural selection, and the power of making war on a grand 
scale had become concentrated in the hands of “ those com
munities in which predatory activity is at the minimum and 
industrial activity at the maximum.” So warfare or destruc
tive competition gives place to the productive competition of 
industrial society.18 As militancy declines, the method of 
conquest is replaced by the method of federation.

Fiske, who had long believed in Aryan race superiority,17 
also accepted the “ Teutonic ” theory of democracy.18 This 
doctrine sanctified any conquest incidental to Anglo-Saxon 
expansion. English victories over France in the eighteenth- 
century colonial struggles represented a victory for industrial
ism over militancy. The American victory over Spain and 
the acquisition of the Philippines Fiske interpreted as the 
high point in a conflict between Spanish colonization and 
superior English methods.19

In 1880, when he was invited to speak before the Royal 
Institute of Great Britain, Fiske gave a series of three lectures 
on “ American Political Ideas ” which became widely known 
as a statement of the Anglo-Saxon thesis. Fiske praised the 
ancient Roman Empire as an agency of peace, but argued 
that it had been inadequate as a system of political organiza
tion because it failed to combine concerted action with local
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self-government. The solution to this ancient need could 
be provided by representative democracy and the local self- 
government embodied in the New England town. By re
taining the rustic democracy of America’s Aryan forefathers, 
American federal organization would make possible an effec
tive union of many diverse states. Democracy, diversity, and 
peace would be brought into harmony. The dispersion of 
this magnificent Aryan political system over the world, and 
the complete elimination of warfare, was the next step in 
world history.

With characteristic Darwinian emphasis upon race fertility, 
Fiske dwelt upon the great population potential of the Eng
lish and American races. America could support at least 
700,000,000; and the English people would within a few cen
turies cover Africa with teeming cities, flourishing farms, rail
roads, telegraphs, and all the devices of civilization. This 
was the Manifest Destiny of the race. Every land on the globe 
that was not already the seat of an old civilization should 
become English in language, traditions, and blood. Four- 
fifths of the human race would trace its pedigree to English 
forefathers. Spread from the rising to the setting sun, the 
race would hold the sovereignty of the sea and the commercial 
supremacy which it had begun to acquire when England first 
began to settle the New World.20 If the United States 
would only drop its shameful tariff and enter into free com
petition with the rest of the world, it would exert such pres
sure, peacefully of course, that the states of Europe would no 
longer be able to afford armaments and would finally see the 
advantages of peace and federation. Thus, according to 
Fiske, would man finally pass out of barbarism and become 
truly Christian.21

Even Fiske, who was accustomed to platform success, was 
astonished at the enthusiasm evoked by these addresses in 
England and at home.22 The lecture on “ Manifest Destiny,” 
published in Harper's in 1885, was repeated more than 
twenty times in cities throughout the United States.23 By 
request of President Hayes, Chief Justice Waite, Senators 
Hoar and Dawes of Massachusetts, General Sherman, George
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Bancroft, and others, Fiske gave his lectures again at Wash
ington, where he was feted by the politicos and presented to 
the Cabinet.24

As a spokesman of expansion, however, Fiske was but a 
small voice compared with the Rev. Josiah Strong, whose 
book Our Country: Its Possible Future and Its Present Crisis, 
appeared in 1885 and soon sold 175,000 copies in English 
alone. Strong, then secretary of the Evangelical Society of 
the United States, wrote the book primarily to solicit money 
for missions. His uncanny capacity for assimilating the 
writings of Darwin and Spencer to the prejudices of rural 
Protestant America makes the book one of the most revealing 
documents of its time. Strong exulted in the material re
sources of the United States, but he was dissatisfied with its 
spiritual life. He was against immigrants, Catholics, Mor
mons, saloons, tobacco, large cities, socialists, and concen
trated wealth —  all grave menaces to the Republic. Still he 
was undaunted in his faith in universal progress, material 
and moral, and the future of the Anglo-Saxon race. He em
ployed the economic argument for imperialism; and a decade 
before Frederick Jackson Turner he saw in the imminent 
exhaustion of the public lands a turning point in national 
development. It was Anglo-Saxonism, however, that brought 
him to the highest pitch of enthusiasm. The Anglo-Saxon 
people, the bearers of civil liberty and pure spiritual Chris
tianity, said Strong,

. . . is multiplying more rapidly than any other European race. It 
already owns one-third of the earth, and will get more as it grows. 
By 1980 the world Anglo-Saxon race should number at least 713,000,000. 
Since North America is much bigger than the little English isle, it will 
be the seat of Anglo-Saxondom.

If human progress follows a law of development, if “ Time’s noblest 
offspring is the last,'* our civilization should be the noblest; for we are 
44 The heirs of all the ages in the foremost files of time,” and not only 
do we occupy the latitude of power, but our land is the last to be occu
pied in that latitude. There is no other virgin soil in the North Tem
perate Zone. If the consummation of human progress is not to be 
looked for here, if there is yet to flower a higher civilization, where is 
die soil that is to produce it?25
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Strong went on to show how a new and finer physical type 
was emerging in the United States, bigger, stronger, taller 
than Scots or Englishmen. Darwin himself, Strong noted 
triumphantly, had seen in the superior vigor of Americans 
an illustration of natural selection at work, when he wrote in 
The Descent of Man:

There is apparently much truth in the belief that the wonderful 
progress of. the United States, as well as the character of the people, are 
the results of natural selection; for the more energetic, restless, and 
courageous men from all parts of Europe have emigrated during the 
last ten or twelve generations to that great country, and have there suc
ceeded best. Looking to the distant future, I do not think that the 
Reverend Mr. Zincke takes an exaggerated view when he says: “ All 
other series of events — as that which resulted in the culture of mind in 
Greece, and that which’resulted in the empire of Rome — only appear 
to have purpose and value when viewed in connection with, or rather 
as subsidiary to . . . the great stream of Anglo-Saxon emigration to 
the west/'26

Racism and Imperialism

Returning to his theme that the unoccupied lands of the 
world were filling up, and that population would soon be 
pressing upon subsistence in the United States as in Europe 
and Asia, Strong declared:

Then will the world enter upon a new stage of its history — the final 
competition of races for which the Anglo-Saxon is being schooled. If I 
do not read amiss, this powerful race will move down upon Mexico, 
down upon Central and South America, out upon the islands of the sea, 
over upon Africa and beyond. And can anyone doubt that the result 
of this competition of races will be the “ survival of the fittest ”? 27

II

Although concrete economic and strategic interests, such 
as Chinese trade and the vital necessity of sea power, were 
the prominent issues in the imperial debate, the movement 
took its rationale from more general ideological conceptions. 
The appeal of Anglo-Saxonism was reflected in the adherence 
to it of political leaders of the expansion movement. The 
idea of inevitable Anglo-Saxon destiny figured in the outlook 
of Senators Albert T . Beveridge and Henry Cabot Lodge and 
of John Hay, Theodore Roosevelt’s Secretary of State, as



well as the President himself. During the fight for the an
nexation of the Philippines, when the larger question of im
perial policy was thrown open for debate, expansionists were 
quick to invoke the law of progress, the inevitable tendency 
to expand, the Manifest Destiny of Anglo-Saxons, and the 
survival of the fittest. Before the Senate in 1899, Beveridge 
cried:

God has not been preparing the English-speaking and Teutonic peo
ples for a thousand years for nothing but vain and idle self-admiration. 
No! He has made us the master organizers of the world to establish 
system where chaos reigns. . . . He has made us adepts in govern
ment that we may administer government among savages and senile 
peoples.28

In the most memorable of his imperialist exhortations, 
“ The Strenuous Life ” (1899), Theodore Roosevelt warned 
of the possibility of national elimination in the international 
struggle for existence:

We cannot avoid the responsibilities that confront us in Hawaii, 
Cuba, Porto Rico, and the Philippines. All we can decide is whether 
we shall meet them in a way that will redound to the national credit, 
or whether we shall make of our dealings with these new problems a 
dark and shameful page in our history. . . . The timid man, the 
lazy man, the man who distrusts his country, the over-civilized man, 
who has lost the great fighting, masterful virtues, the ignorant man, and 
the man of dull mind, whose soul is incapable of feeling the mighty lift 
that thrills “ stern men with empires in their brains ” — all these, of 
course, shrink from seeing the nation undertake its new duties. . . .

I preach to you, then, my countrymen, that our country calls not 
for the life of ease but for the life of strenuous endeavor. The twenti
eth century looms before us big with the fate of many nations. If we 
stand idly by, if we seek merely swollen, slothful ease and ignoble peace, 
if we shrink from the hard contests where men must win at hazard of 
their lives and at the risk of all they hold dear, then the bolder and 
stronger peoples will pass us by, and will win for themselves the domi
nation of the world.29

John Hay found in the impulse to expand a sign of an 
irresistible 4‘ cosmic tendency.” “ No man, no party, can 
fight with any chance of final success against a cosmic tend
ency; no cleverness, no popularity avails against the spirit of
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the age.” 80 “ If history teaches any lesson,” echoed another 
writer a few years later, “ it is that nations, like individuals, 
follow the law of their being; that in their growth and in 
their decline they are creatures of conditions in which their 
own volition plays but a part, and that often the smallest 
part.” 81 The question of the Philippines was sometimes 
pictured as the watershed of American destiny; our decision 
would determine whether we should undergo a new expan
sion greater than any in the past, or fall back into decline as 
a senile people. Said John Barrett, former minister to Siam:

Now is the critical time when the United States should strain every 
nerve and bend all her energies to keep well in front in the mighty 
struggle that has begun for the supremacy of the Pacific Seas. If we 
seize the opportunity we may become leaders forever, but if we are lag
gards now we will remain laggards until the crack of doom. The rule 
of the survival of the fittest applies to nations as well as to the animal 
kingdom. It is a cruel, relentless principle being exercised in a cruel, 
relentless competition of mighty forces; and these will trample over 
us without sympathy or remorse unless we are trained to endure and 
strong enough to stand the pace.82

Charles A. Conant, a prominent journalist and economist 
troubled about the necessity of finding an outlet for surplus 
capital, “ if the entire fabric of the present economic order 
is not to be shaken by a social revolution,” argued that

. . . the law of self-preservation, as well as that of the survival of the 
fittest, is urging our people on in a path which is undoubtedly a depar
ture from the policy of the past, but which is inevitably marked out 
by the new conditions and requirements of the present.88

Conant warned against the possibility of decadence if the 
country did not seize upon its opportunities at once.84 An
other writer denied that a policy of colonial expansion was 
anything novel in American history. We had colonized the 
West. The question was not whether we should now enter 
upon a colonial career but whether we should shift our colo
nizing heritage into new channels. “ We must not forget 
that the Anglo-Saxon race is expansive.” 85

Although the Anglo-Saxon mystique was called upon in the
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interests of expansion by might, it also had its more pacific 
side. Its devotees had usually recognized a powerful bond 
with England; the historians of the Anglo-Saxon school, 
stressing the common political heritage, wrote about the 
American Revolution as if it were a temporary misunder
standing in a long history of common political evolution, or 
a welcome stimulant to flagging Anglo-Saxon liberties.

One outgrowth of the Anglo-Saxon legend was a movement 
toward an Anglo-American alliance which came to rapid 
fruition in the closing years of the nineteenth century. In 
spite of its unflagging conviction of racial superiority, this 
movement was peaceful rather than militaristic in its moti
vation; for its followers generally believed that an Anglo- 
American understanding, alliance, or federation would usher 
in a 44 golden age ” of universal peace and freedom.86 No 
possible power or combination of powers would be strong 
enough to challenge such a union. This “ English-speaking 
people’s league of God for the permanent peace of this war
worn world,” as Senator Beveridge called it, would be the 
next stage in the world’s evolution. Advocates of Anglo- 
American unity believed that Spencer’s transition from mili
tant to pacific culture, and Tennyson’s 44 Parliament of Man, 
the Federation of the World,” were about to become a 
reality.

James K. Hosmer had appealed in 1890 for an 44 English- 
Speaking Fraternity ” powerful enough to withstand any 
challenge by the Slavs, Hindus, or Chinese. This coalescence 
of like-minded states would be but the first step toward a 
brotherhood of humanity.87 Yet it was not until 1897 that 
American interest in an English alliance resulted in a move
ment of consequence, which received the support of publi
cists and statesmen as well as litterateurs and historians. 
During the war with Spain, when continental nations took a 
predominantly hostile attitude toward American interests, 
Britain’s friendliness stood out in welcome relief. Com
mon fears of Russia and a feeling of identity of interests in 
the Far East were added to the notion of a common racial des-



tiny. The Anglophobia which had been so persistent among 
American politicians —  Roosevelt and Lodge had been 
among the bitterest —  was considerably relieved. The anti
imperialist Carl Schurz felt that what he rather prematurely 
took to be the complete dissipation of anti-English feeling was 
one of the best results of the Spanish-American War.8* Rich
ard Olney —  who as Cleveland’s Secretary of State during the 
Venezuela dispute had defiantly told Britain that the fiat of 
the United States is law in the Western Hemisphere —  now 
wrote an article on “ The International Isolation of the 
United States ” to point out the benefits of British trade and 
to warn against pursuing an anti-British policy at a time when 
our country stood alone in the world.39 Arguing that “ fam
ily quarrels ” were a thing of the past, Olney expressed his 
hope for Anglo-American diplomatic cooperation, and re
minded his readers: “ There is a patriotism of race as well as 
of country.” Even the navalist Mahan approved of the Brit
ish, and although he had felt for some time that a movement 
for union was premature, he was sufficiently friendly to be 
content to let the British retain naval supremacy.40 For a 
short time at the close of the century the Anglo-Saxon move
ment became the rage among the upper classes, and statesmen 
spoke seriously of a possible political alliance.41

The Anglo-Saxon cult, however, had to pull against the 
great mass of the population, whose ethnic composition and 
cultural background rendered them immune to its propa
ganda; and even among those of Anglo-Saxon lineage the 
dynamic appeal of the cult was confined to the years of excite
ment at the turn of the century. The term “ Anglo-Saxon ” 
offended many people, and meetings of protest against Anglo- 
Saxonism were called in some of the western states.42 Sus
picion of England, traditional in American politics, could 
not be overcome. John Hay complained in 1900 of “ a mad- 
dog hatred of England prevalent among newspapers and 
politicians.” 48 When the movement for Anglo-American 
Union was revived again during the First World War, the 
term “ English-speaking ” was used in preference to “ Anglo-
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Saxon/’ and racial exclusiveness was no longer featured.44 
The powerful undertow of American isolation that followed 
the war, however, swept away this movement once again.

Anglo-Saxonism in politics was limited both in scope and 
in duration. It had its day of influence as a doctrine of na
tional self-assertion, but as a doctrine of Anglo-Saxon world 
order its effects were ephemeral. Even the benevolent ideal 
of the dreamers of a Pax Anglo-Americana found practical 
meaning only as a timely justification of a temporary rap
prochement inspired by the needs of Realpolitik. The 
day had not come when world peace could be imposed by a 
“ superior ” race confident in its biological blessings and its 
divine mission.
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Lacking an influential military caste, the United States 
never developed a strong military cult audacious enough 
to glorify war for its own sake. Such outbursts as Roose
velt’s “ Strenuous Life ” speech were rare; and it was also 
rare for an American writer to extol war for its effects upon 
the race, although Rear Admiral Stephen B. Luce, one of 
Mahan’s patrons, once declared that war is one of the great 
agencies of human conflict and that “ strife in one form or 
another in the organic world seems to be the law of exist
ence. . . . Suspend the struggle, well called the battle of 
life, for a brief space, and death claims the victory.” 45 Most 
writers on war seemed to agree with Spencer that military 
conflict had been highly useful in developing primitive civ
ilization but had now long outlived its value as an instru
ment of progress.46

The advocates of preparedness did not usually take the 
stand that there is anything inherently desirable in war, but 
rather quoted the old maxim, “ If you wish for peace, pre
pare for war.” “ Let us worship peace, indeed,” conceded 
Mahan, “ as the goal at which humanity must hope to arrive; 
but let us not fancy that peace is to be had as a boy wrenches 
an unripe fruit from a tree.” 47

Others took the position that strife is inherent in the na



ture of things and must be anticipated as an unhappy neces
sity. Once the martial fever of the short and easy war with 
Spain had subsided, the psychology of the American people 
between 1898 and 1917 was surprisingly nervous and de
fensive for a nation that was rapidly rising in stature as a 
world power. Encouraged by the eugenics movement, men 
talked of racial degeneracy, of race suicide, of the decline of 
western civilization, of the effeteness of the western peoples, 
of the Yellow Peril. Warnings of decay were most com
monly coupled with exhortations to revivify the national 
spirit.

One of the most popular among the pessimistic writers was 
an Englishman, Charles Pearson, who had formerly served the 
Empire as minister of education in Victoria. His melancholy 
book, National Life and Charactery published in England 
and the United States in 1893, offered a discouraging progno
sis for western culture. The higher races, Pearson believed, 
can live only in the temperate zone, and will be forever 
barred from effective colonization in the tropics. Overpopu
lation and economic exigencies will give rise to state social
ism, which will extend its tentacles into every comer of west
ern national life. Because of the increasing dependence of 
the citizen upon the state, nationalism will grow, and reli
gion, family life, and old-fashioned morality will decline. 
There will also be a consolidation of peoples into great cen
tralized empires, for only these will have the capacity to sur
vive. Large armies, great cities, huge national debts will 
hasten cultural eclipse. The decline of competition, coupled 
with state education, will render the intellect more mechan
ical in its operations and deprive it of the initiative that alone 
is capable of outstanding achievement in the arts. The result 
will be a world of old people, scientific rather than esthetic, 
unprogressive, stable, without adventure, energy, brightness, 
hope, or ambition. Meanwhile other races will not fail in 
vitality, for biology shows that the lower are more prolific 
than the higher. Chinese, Hindus, Negroes cannot be ex
terminated, but will on the contrary be likely to challenge 
the supremacy of western civilization by industrial rather than
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military means. Perhaps the best that the governing races 
can do is to face the future with courage and dignity.

It is idle to say that if all this should come to pass our pride of place 
will not be humiliated. We were struggling among ourselves for su
premacy in a world which we thought of as destined to belong to the 
Aryan races and to the Christian faith; to the letters and arts and charm 
of social manners which we have inherited from the best times of the 
past. We shall wake to find ourselves elbowed and hustled, and per
haps even thrust aside by peoples whom we looked down upon as ser
vile, and thought of as bound always to minister to our needs. The soli
tary consolation will be that the changes have been inevitable. It has 
been our work to organize and create, to carry peace and law and order 
over the world, that others may enter in and enjoy. Yet in some of us 
the feeling of caste is so strong that we are not sorry to think we shall 
have passed away before that day arrives.48

Pearson’s fears were the beginning of a reaction from the 
optimism expressed by Fiske and Strong in the 1880’s. For 
middle-class intellectuals, reeling under the shock of the panic 
of 1893 and the deep social discontents of the prolonged de
pression that followed, his prophecies of doom had a ring of 
truth. T h ey were particularly suited to the dark mood that 
overcame Henry Adams in the i8go’s. He wrote to C. M. 
Gaskell:

I am satisfied that Pearson is right, and that the dark races are gain
ing on us, as they have already done in Haiti, and are doing throughout 
the West Indies and our Southern States. In another fifty years, at the 
same rate of movement, the white races will have to reconquer the 
tropics by war and nomadic invasion, or be shut up, north of the for
tieth parallel.4®

T o  his brother, Brooks Adams, pessimism was more than 
a matter of private despair. In his study of T h e  Law  of C iv 
iliza tio n  and D ecay  (1896), he set forth his own version of 
the deeper historical principles behind the facade of social 
change. T h e law of force and energy is universal, said Adams 
in a passage somewhat reminiscent of Spencer, and animal 
life is only one of the outlets through which solar energy is 
dissipated. Human societies are forms of animal life, differ
ing in energy according to their natural endowments; but all 
societies obey the general law that the social movement of
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a community is proportionate to its energy and mass, and 
that its degree of centralization is proportionate to its mass. 
The surplus energetic material not expended by a society 
in the daily struggle for life can be stored as wealth, and the 
stored energy is transmitted from one community to another 
either by conquest or by superiority in economic competi
tion. Every race sooner or later reaches the limit of its war
like energy and enters upon a phase of economic competi
tion. Surplus energy, when accumulated in such bulk as to 
preponderate over productive energy, becomes the controlling 
social force. Capital becomes autocratic. The economic 
and scientific intellect grows at the expense of imaginative, 
emotional, and martial arts. A  stationary period may super
vene, lasting until it is terminated by war or exhaustion or 
both.

The evidence, however, seems to point to the conclusion that, when a 
highly centralized society disintegrates, under the pressure of economic 
competition, it is because the energy of the race has been exhausted. 
Consequently, the survivors of such a community lack the power neces
sary for renewed concentration, and must probably remain inert until 
supplied with fresh energetic material by the infusion of barbarian 
blood.50

In subsequent volumes, Americas Economic Supremacy 
(1900) and The New Empire (1902), Adams worked out a 
materialistic interpretation of society based upon physics, 
biology, geography, and economics. Surveying the rise and 
decline of historic states, he attributed changes in supremacy 
to changes in basic trade routes. The center of economic civ
ilization, now once again in transit, he saw coming to rest in 
the United States; but he warned that “ supremacy has always 
entailed its sacrifices as well as its triumphs, and fortune has 
seldom smiled on those who, beside being energetic and in
dustrious, have not been armed, organized, and bold/*51

Nature tends to favor organisms that operate most cheaply 
—  that is, with the most economic expenditure of energy. 
Wasteful organisms are rejected by nature; they can be elim
inated by commerce if not by conquest. Adams was par
ticularly anxious about a possible conflict with Russia in the
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east, for which he thought the United States should be well 
armed.62 Concerning the tendency toward centralized em
pires, he wrote:

Moreover, Americans must recognize that this is war to the death, 
— a struggle no longer against single nations but against a continent. 
There is not room in the economy of the world for two centres of 
wealth and empire. One organism, in the end, will destroy the other. 
The weaker must succumb. Under commercial competition, that soci
ety will survive which works cheapest; but to be undersold is often 
more fatal to a population than to be conquered.88

More influential than Brooks Adams was Captain Alfred 
Thayer Mahan, whose book The Influence of Sea Power upon 
History (1890) had made him the world’s most prominent 
exponent of navalism. In The Interest of America in Sea 
Power (1897), *n which he urged that the country pursue 
a stronger policy than the present one of “ passive self-de
fense,” Mahan pointed out:
All around us now is strife; “ the struggle of life," " the race of life," 
are phrases so familiar that we do not feel their significance till we 
stop to think about them. Everywhere nation is arrayed against nation; 
our own no less than others.84

Theodore Roosevelt was among those who tried to stir the 
nation against the eventualities predicted by Pearson and 
foreseen by Brooks Adams. For Pearson’s pessimism he saw 
little excuse; although he conceded that civilized nations' 
were not destined to rule the tropics, he could not believe 
that the white races would lose heart or become intimidated 
by the tropic races. When western institutions, and demo
cratic government itself, spread to the tropics, the danger of 
an overpowering industrial competition would be consider
ably less; and it seemed unlikely that high industrial effi
ciency would be achieved without a marked degree of west
ernization. He was somewhat more favorably impressed with 
the work of his friend Brooks Adams, but again the most 
pessimistic prophecies aroused Roosevelt to reply. He did 
not believe that the martial type of man necessarily decays 
as civilization progresses; pointing to the examples of Russia 
and Spain, he argued that the phenomenon of national de*
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dine should not be too closely identified with advancing in
dustrialism. Only when Adams mentioned the failure to 
produce enough healthy children did he touch upon the real 
danger to our society.55 This was a theme dear to Roosevelt’s 
heart. Vociferously fearful of the menace of race decadence 
through decline in the birth rate, he never tired of the theme 
of reproduction and motherhood. If marriages did not pro
duce an average of four children, the numbers of the race 
could not be maintained. He warned that if the process of 
racial decay continued in the United States and the British 
Empire, the future of the white race would rest in the hands 
of the German and the Slav.56

Associated with fears of racial decline and of the loss of 
fighting fiber was the menace of the Yellow Peril, which was 
much talked about between 1905 and 1916.57 The prevailing 
western attitude toward Japan had been friendly until the 
Japanese victory over Russia in 1905. However, with the 
convincing demonstration of the Japanese martial prowess, 
attitudes changed, just as they had toward Germany after her 
victory in 1871.58 In the United States, fear of the Japa
nese was especially strong in California, where oriental im
migration had been resented for over thirty years.59 The 
sensational press took up the Japanese menace and exploited 
it to the point of stimulating occasional war scares.60

In 1904 Jack London, always a strenuous advocate of ra
cial assertiveness, warned in an article in the San Francisco 
Examiner of the potential threat to the Anglo-Saxon world 
if the organizing and ruling capacities of the Japanese should 
ever gain control of the enormous working capacity of the 
great Chinese population. The impending racial conflict, 
he thought, might come to a head in his own time.

The possibility of race adventure has not passed away. We are in 
the midst of our own. The Slav is just girding himself up to begin. 
Why may not the yellow and brown start out on an adventure as tre
mendous as our own and more strikingly unique? 61

Hugh H. Lusk believed that the Japanese menace was only 
a small part of a general reawakening of the Mongolian race,
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whose urge to expansion, motivated by the age-old popula
tion problem, might soon send it out over the Pacific and 
ultimately to southwestern America and to the gates of the 
United States via Mexico.62 Talk of the Yellow Peril reached 
its height just before the First World War, when congress
men spoke openly of inevitable conflict in the Pacific.68

Perhaps the closest American approximation to the Ger
man militarist writer General von Bernhardi was General 
Homer Lea, a colorful military adventurer who fought 
against the Boxer Rebellion, and later became an adviser to 
Sun Yat-sen. Lea’s militarism was based directly upon bi
ology. He believed that nations are like organisms in their 
dependence upon growth and expansion to resist disease and 
decay.

As physical vigor represents the strength of man in his struggle for 
existence, in the same sense military vigor constitutes the strength 
of nations; ideals, laws and constitutions are but temporary effulgences, 
and are existent only so long as this strength remains vital. As man
hood marks the height of physical vigor among mankind, so the militant 
successes of a nation mark the zenith of its physical greatness.64

Militancy may be divided into three phases: the militancy 
of the struggle to survive, the militancy of conquest, and the 
militancy of supremacy or preservation of ownership. It is 
in the first stage, the struggle to survive, that the genius of 
a people reaches its height; the harder this struggle, the more 
highly developed is the military spirit, with the result that 
conquerors often arise from desolate wastes or rocky islands. 
T he laws of struggle and survival are universal and unalter
able, and the duration of national existence is dependent 
upon the knowledge of them.

Plans to thwart them, to short-cut them, circumvent, to cozen, to 
scorn and violate [them] is folly such as man’s conceit alone makes 
possible. Never has this been tried — and man is ever at it — but what 
the end has been gangrenous and fatal.65

Lea warned of the possibility of Japanese invasion of the 
United States, and argued that a war with Japan would be 
settled by land campaigns, for which the country needed a
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much larger army. Without such a military establishment, 
the West Coast would stand in deadly danger of invasion. 
The strategy of such an invasion Lea had planned in full 
detail.

Lea further warned that the Saxon races were flouting the 
laws of nature by permitting the militancy of their people to 
decline. A decadent tendency to let individual wants take 
precedence over the necessities of national existence threat
ened Anglo-Saxon power throughout the world, he believed. 
The United States, submerged by a flood of non-Anglo-Saxon 
immigrants, was ceasing to be the stronghold of a Saxon race. 
The British Empire was in serious danger from the colored 
races. The day of the Saxon was ending. For the impend
ing struggle between the Germans and the Saxon race, the 
latter was ill equipped. There was only one antidote for 
Anglo-Saxon decline: greater militancy. A  confederation 
would be weak in war, but universal compulsory military 
service might check the already alarming decline.08

The advocates of preparedness made a biological appeal 
similar to Lea’s. Hudson Maxim, an inventor of smokeless 
powder, and brother of Hiram Maxim, the inventor of the 
Maxim gun, published a volume called Defenseless America 
(1914), which was widely distributed by Hearst’s Interna
tional Library. “ Self-preservation,” Maxim warned, “ is the 
first law of Nature, and this law applies to nations exactly 
as it applies to individuals. Our American Republic can
not survive unless it obeys the law of survival.” He argued 
that man is by nature a struggling animal, that human na
ture has always been more or less the same. T o  be unpre
pared for the struggle would be to risk extinction, but pre
paredness might avert war.67

A similar philosophy could be found among the wartime 
leaders of the organized preparedness movement.08 S. Stan- 
wood Menken, chairman of the National Security League’s 
Congress of Constructive Patriotism, warned the delegates 
that the law of the survival of the fittest applied to nations, 
and that the United States could assert its fitness only through 
a national reawakening.09 General Leonard Wood was skep-



tical of the possibility of suppressing war, which, he said, 
“ is about as difficult as to effectively neutralize the general 
law which governs all things, namely the survival of the fit
test/* 70 Although the biological argument for militarism 
was hardly the dominant note among American leaders, it 
did give them a cosmic foundation that appealed to a Dar- 
winized national mentality.
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In 1898, when the problem of expansion had arisen, the 
anti-imperialists had not been inclined to answer the racial 
appeal or to dislocate it from its Darwinian framework. 
They preferred to ignore the broad theme of racial destiny, 
concentrating instead upon an appeal to American traditions. 
The accident of party alignment doubtless had something to 
do with the unwillingness of politically minded anti-expan
sionists to assault the dogma of Anglo-Saxon racial superi
ority; for the Democratic Party, strongest in the Solid South, 
was the bulwark of the opposition, and to deny the Anglo- 
Saxon myth would serve only to stir up a race question with
out answering the fundamental arguments of expansionist 
leaders. What some Democrats did do, however, was to in
vert the racial aspect of expansion and use it as an argument 
against annexation of overseas territories. The idea was 
advanced in Congress, particularly by some of the Southern 
members, that to assume the government of the Filipinos 
would be to introduce into our political structure an alien, 
uncongenial, unassimilable people, probably incapable of 
reaching Anglo-Saxon heights in the matter of democratic 
self-government. Senator John W. Daniel of Virginia de
clared in 1899:

There is one thing that neither time nor education can change. You 
may change the leopard's spots, but you will never change the differ
ent qualities of the races which God has created in order that they 
may fulfill separate and distinct missions in the cultivation and civiliza
tion of the world.71

Men of scientific training had not yet taken the advanced 
position on racial equipotentiality that anthropology now
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encourages, and the notion had not been widely popularized. 
Exceptions there were, of course. In 1894 Franz Boas, in his 
fresh and skeptical address as vice-president of the Anthro
pological Section of the American Association for the Ad
vancement of Science, had made a cogent criticism of prevail
ing attitudes toward the colored races. The unwarranted 
assumption was commonly made, he pointed out, that because 
the whites* state of civilization is “ higher,” their racial apti
tudes are higher. The standards of white culture are naively 
posited as a norm, and every deviation from the norm is 
automatically considered characteristic of a lower type. Boas 
attributed the cultural superiority of Europeans to the cir
cumstances of their historical development rather than to 
inherent capacities.72

William Z. Ripley’s substantial study of The Races of Eu
rope (1897) also introduced educated readers to some of 
the complexities of the idea of race, and discredited the 
Aryan myth. Among others than specialists or curious lay
men, however, there was little understanding of these matters, 
and for the practical purposes of partisan discussion the com
placent assertions of the Anglo-Saxon myth were unanswer
able except by appeals to other prejudices. Common among 
men of learning was the conception, taken over from Haeck
el’s Biogenetic Law, that, since the development of the in
dividual is a recapitulation of the development of the race, 
primitives must be considered as being in the arrested stages 
of childhood or adolescence —  “ half devil and half child/* 
as Rudyard Kipling had said.78 This view was accepted by the 
eminent psychologist and educator G. Stanley Hall in his 
study of Adolescence. Although Hall felt that the childlike 
character of backward peoples entitled them to tender and 
sympathetic treatment by their phylogenetic “ elders,*’ who 
should be ashamed to make war on children, the conde
scending approach to primitive culture underlying the re
capitulation theory was not calculated to disturb the spokes
men of racial superiority.74

It took a measure of courage, in this climate of opinion, 
to issue a challenge to the dogma of racial inequality. There
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were few who would go so tar as Ernest Howard Crosby, an 
American disciple of Tolstoi, who wrote of “ an Anglo-Saxon 
union for the vulgarization of the world,” and implied in his 
famous parody of Kipling that the benefits of western civiliza
tion were not the ideal thing for the slow peoples of outly
ing islands.75 However, support came from William James, 
who thought we had “ destroyed in Luzon the one sacred 
thing in the world, the spontaneous budding of a national 
life.” 76 While few anti-imperialists were ready to challenge 
the basic assumption of white or Anglo-Saxon superiority, 
there were some who doubted the benefits of spreading civ
ilization by conquest or annexation. These skeptics might 
well have agreed with the colored trooper in one of the regi
ments dispatched to suppress Aguinaldo’s rebels in the Phil
ippines, who remarked in a moment of war-weariness, “ Dis 
shyar white man’s burden ain’t all it’s cracked up to be.” 77

The most usable argument for the anti-imperialists was 
to appeal to the traditions of Americanism, a procedure that 
introduced no new and unfamiliar ideas. Expansion, it was 
argued, would mean the adoption of races alien in language, 
customs, and institutions. It would mean the beginnings of 
a colonial bureaucracy. It would be aping the ŵ ay of Brit
ain. It would involve the support of a large standing army, 
with a consequent heavy tax burden. T o  launch upon the 
government and exploitation of a helpless people would 
shame the finest traditions of American democracy, which 
had alwrays insisted upon the legitimacy of government only 
with the consent of the governed. A nation so rich and great 
within its own continental borders had no pressing need for 
further expansion; it w'ould risk much to gain little. Launch
ing upon an imperial career would bring America full square 
into the game of world politics, with all its militaristic ha
treds and extravagances. Behind this would lurk the con
stant menace of wrar for the defense of overseas possessions.78

One of the most spirited of the anti-imperialists wras W il
liam James, who at one time served as vice-president of the 
Anti-Imperialist League. From time to time James wrote 
indignant letters to the Boston Evening Transcript denounc
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ing expansionist ideology. Of the white-man’s-burden, mani
fest-destiny thesis, he complained:

Could there be a more damning indictment of that whole bloated 
idolatered “ modem civilization ” than this amounts to? Civilization 
is, then, the big, hollow, resounding, corrupting, sophisticating, confus
ing torrent of mere brutal momentum and irrationality that brings 
forth fruits like this! 79

In a counterblast to Roosevelt’s speech on the “ Strenuous 
Life,” he asserted that Roosevelt was “ still mentally in the 
Sturm und Drang period of early adolescence,” making 
speeches about human affairs “ from the sole point of view 
of the organic excitement and difficulty they may bring,” and 
gushing over war as the ideal condition of human society. 
Of worthwhile ends Roosevelt had “ not a word . . . one 
foe is as good as another, for aught he tells us. . . . He 
swamps everything together in one flood of abstract bellicose 
emotion.” 80

William Graham Sumner also attacked the imperial im
pulse with practically all the weapons in the arsenal of the 
anti-expansionists. Those who were familiar with Sumner’s 
crisp iconoclasm on the subject of democracy may have 
rubbed their eyes to see the intransigent schoolmaster attack 
imperialists for preparing the abandonment of the nation’s 
democratic principles; but his argument had an unquestion
able ring of sincerity, particularly since it once again put in 
jeopardy his position at Yale. “ My patriotism,” he cried, 
" is of the kind which is outraged by the notion that the 
United States never was a great nation until in a petty three 
months’ campaign it knocked to pieces a poor, decrepit, bank
rupt old state like Spain.” 81

Probably the best known of all the peace advocates and 
anti-expansionists was David Starr Jordan, president of Stan
ford University. More than any other man, Jordan estab
lished in the American mind the idea that war is a biological 
evil rather than a biological blessing, because it carries off 
the physically and mentally fit and leaves behind the less fit. 
Jordan, who had lost an elder brother in the Civil War, in

Racism and Imperialism  195



i 96 Social Darwinism in American Thought

1898 became interested in disarmament and the movement 
for international arbitration. An eminent biologist and a 
leader of the eugenics movement, he turned his attention to 
the biological aspects of war. In a series of volumes pub
lished between the Spanish-American War and the First 
World War, Jordan expounded his thesis, using motley 
evidence from anthropometries, casualty statistics, reminis
cences of Civil War veterans, and the conclusions of other 
biologists. Darwin himself, Jordan pointed out, had agreed 
that war is dysgenic.82 Jordan became the favorite butt of 
patriots, militarists, and preparedness advocates, who pointed 
to continued racial improvement in past eras of constant war
fare as evidence against his thesis.83

Although Jordan was unsuccessful in imposing his quasi- 
pacifistic outlook upon the nation, he did leave a profound 
conviction of the degenerative effect of war upon the breed; 
and his doctrine, strengthened by the general reaction against 
militarism in the years after the First World War, became 
sanctified by repetition in the most conventional of sources. 
The editor of the Saturday Evening Post, for example, wrote 
in 1921:

Disarm or die. That is the alternative that confronts all men who 
dare look. Men who are not afraid to face facts know that just as 
Nature kills off the weak and unfit, so war wipes out the strong and 
courageous and robs the race of its most vital blood.84

Ironically, the United States entered the First World War 
in the name not of militarism but of anti-militarism. The 
consequence was that the wartime climate of opinion was, 
on the whole, hostile to biological militarism. This, it was 
felt, was the enemy’s philosophy. T o intellectuals, the social 
Darwinism of Machtpolitik was an integral part of the phi
losophy they were fighting against.85 A feature of the im
age of brutal German military leadership that emerged from 
the war literature was the idea that the German mind was 
dominated by a self-conscious, willful, iron-mailed philoso
phy of immoralism. The Germans, it was maintained, wor
shiped Treitschke, Nietzsche, von Bernhardi, and other
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militarists, who assured them that they were the elite of man
kind, a race of supermen destined to conquer Europe or the 
world, who preached that might makes right, that war is a 
biological necessity, and that conquest is justified by the sur
vival of the fittest. There was a sudden efflorescence of pop
ular interest in Nietzsche and von Bernhardi. “ The name 
of Nietzsche,” commented Paul Elmer More, as early as 
October 1914, “ is beginning by the aid of the daily press to 
take on a sinister meaning for the man on the street.” 86

British and American scholars who ransacked the literature 
of German chauvinism did not fail to produce damaging 
evidence. To “ a good war halloweth any cause ” and sim
ilar effusions from the pen of Nietzsche could be added a 
long series of damning quotations. ” The old churchmen 
preached of war as a just judgment of God,” Klaus Wagner 
had said in his Krieg (1906) ; “ the modern natural scientists 
see in a war a propitious mode of selection.” 87 “ War,” said 
von Bernhardi in his widely reprinted Germany and the 
Next War,

. . .  is not merely a necessary element in the life of nations but an in
dispensable factor of culture, in which a truly civilized nation finds the 
highest expression of strength and vitality. . War gives a biologi
cally just decision, since its decisions rest on the very nature of 
things. . . .  It is not only a biological law, but a moral obligation, and, 
as such, an indispensable factor in civilization.88

The war brought a veritable avalanche of anthologies of 
similar offensive sayings taken from German philosophers, 
statesmen, and military leaders. The most scholarly of these, 
Conquest and Kultur, Aims of the Germans in Their Own 
Words, edited by Wallace Notestein and Elmer E. Stoll, was 
issued under the auspices of George Creel’s Committee on 
Public Information, and thus received official sanction. The 
historian and biographer William Roscoe Thayer, who was 
especially active in propagating this interpretation of the 
German mentality, declared:

In all directions the Germans saw proof that they were the Chosen 
People. They interpreted the doctrine of evolution so as to draw from
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it a warrant for their aspirations. Evolution taught that “ the fittest 
survived.”

The champions of the philosophy of supermania lean heavily on 
biology to support their creed. They have been misled by the phrase 
“ the survival of the fittest.” You might infer, to hear them buzz, that 
only the fittest survive, or, to put it conversely, the fact that you survive 
is proof that you are the “ fittest.” 89

When those who had actually read Nietzsche pointed out 
that he had nothing but contempt for German chauvinism,90 
it was said that the dominant idea emerging from his acknowl
edged contradictions was that of German diplomacy and 
German militarism.91 Bishop J. Edward Mercer, alarmed 
at the tendency to show that Nietzsche’s thought derived from 
Darwinism, wrote a defense of Darwin for the English Nine
teenth Century, playing up Darwin’s theory of the moral 
sense and dissociating him from Nietzsche.92 The conven
tional image persisted, however, and was accepted even by 
scholars who knew Germany well.98

The necessity of combatting the philosophy of force led 
Professor Ralph Barton Perry into a formidable assault upon 
social Darwinism and all its works. His Present Conflict of 
Ideals (1918) was the most substantial of all the refutations 
of the Darwinized ethics and sociology that had culminated 
in the monstrosities attributed to von Bernhardi and 
Nietzsche.94 The whole evolutionary dogma, the Darwin- 
Spencer legacy of progress, the glib optimism of John Fiske, 
the warnings of Benjamin Kidd, the natural-selection eco
nomics of Thomas Nixon Carver —  all fell under Professor 
Perry’s axe. Like William James before him, Perry pointed 
out the essential circularity of the Darwinian sociology, in 
which power and strength are defined in terms of survival, 
and survival is in turn explained by strength and power. In 
the Darwinian view, all changes in types of survival and kinds 
of fitness are considered without relation to ulterior values; 
there is no value beyond survival itself. Rome conquering 
the world by force of arms is as good as Greece conquering it 
by force of ideas or Judea conquering it by force of religious 
sentiment. Indeed, because of its biological origins, this
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view actually shows a “ strong tendency to favor the cruder 
and more violent forms of struggle, as being more unmistak
ably biological.” 95

Pacifists also took advantage of the reaction from the phi
losophy of force.96 At the instance of Norman Angell, 
George Nasmyth published in 1916 his Social Progress and 
the Darwinian Theory, a popularization of the work of Kro
potkin and the Russian sociologist Jacques Novicow, the 
most eminent continental critic of social Darwinism.97 “ In
stead of subjecting it to the searching analysis demanded by 
its practical social importance,” Nasmyth declared, “ the in
tellectual world and public opinion has accepted ‘ social Dar
winism ' uncritically and by almost unanimous consent as 
an integral part of the theory of evolution.” For this he be
lieved Spencer was chiefly responsible. The primary bio
logical error of social Darwinism is its habit of ignoring the 
physical universe, of assuming that the cause of progress is 
not the struggle of man with his environment but rather the 
struggle of man with man, which in fact yields nothing. An
other error is the misinterpretation of the “ fittest ” as the 
strongest or even the most brutal, while to Darwin it meant 
merely the best adapted to existing conditions. Struggle is 
also confused with the total death of the vanquished, whereas 
this selective factor hardly ever operates among men. The en
tire phenomenon of mutual aid is ignored by the philosophy 
of force. It is to this that man owes his dominant position 
in the universe. In a large sense, all mankind is an associa
tion, and all wars are civil wars; yet the philosophers of force 
have never advocated civil war as a source of progress.98

With the exception of a few noteworthy books the subject of soci
ology is still in a state of complete incoherence. Biological phenom
ena are confused with social facts. Men who call themselves special
ists in the subject can still seriously identify the relations between 
Germany and France, for example, with those between a cat and a rat 
without doing great injury to their reputation and without exciting 
much ridicule."

There were curious by-products of this reaction against 
militarism. Vernon Kellogg, a biologist who had become ac
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quainted with several German military leaders while serving 
under Herbert Hoover in Belgium during the First World 
War, reported in a volume on his experiences that the phi
losophy of the foe was a crude Darwinism ruthlessly applied 
to the affairs of nations.100 Coming to the attention of Wil
liam Jennings Bryan, Kellogg’s book reinforced his funda
mentalist conviction of the inherent evilness of evolutionary 
ideas and his determination to wage a crusade against them.101 
John T . Scopes suffered not only for the theories of Darwin, 
but for Wilhelm as well. For many years Bryan had been 
troubled about the possible social implications of Darwin
ism. In 1905 E. A. Ross, then teaching at Nebraska Uni
versity, had found Bryan reading The Descent of Man, and 
Bryan had told him that such teachings would “ weaken the 
cause of democracy and strengthen class pride and the power 
of wealth.” 102 Here, as in other matters, Bryan had sound 
intuitions that his intellect had not the power to discipline.
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Chapter Ten

Conclusion
The entire modem deification of survival per se, survival return
ing to itself, survival naked and abstract, with the denial of any 
substantive excellence in what survives, except the capacity for 
more survival still, is surely the strangest intellectual stopping- 
place ever proposed by one man to another.

W illiam  James

There was nothing in Darwinism that inevitably made it 
an apology for competition or force. Kropotkin’s interpre
tation of Darwinism was as logical as Sumner’s. Ward’s re
jection of biology as a source of social principles was no less 
natural than Spencer’s assumption of a universal dynamic 
common to biology and society alike. The Christian denial 
of Darwinian “ realism ” in social theory was no less natural, 
as a human reaction, than the harsh logic of the “ scientific 
school.” Darwinism had from the first this dual potential
ity; intrinsically it was a neutral instrument, capable of sup
porting opposite ideologies. How, then, can one account for 
the ascendency, until the 1890’s, of the rugged individualist’s 
interpretation of Darwinism?

The answer is that American society saw its own image in 
the tooth-and-claw version of natural selection, and that its 
dominant groups were therefore able to dramatize this vision 
of competition as a thing good in itself. Ruthless business 
rivalry and unprincipled politics seemed to be justified by 
the survival philosophy. As long as the dream of personal 
conquest and individual assertion motivated the middle class, 
this philosophy seemed tenable, and its critics remained a 
minority.

This version of Darwinism depended for its continuance 
upon a general acceptance of unrestrained competition. But 
nothing is so unstable as “ pure ” business competition;



nothing is so disastrous to the unlucky or unskilled competi
tor; nothing, as Benjamin Kidd foresaw, is so difficult as to 
keep the growing number of the “ unfit ” reconciled to the 
operations of such a regime. In time the American middle 
class shrank from the principle it had glorified, turned in 
flight from the hideous image of rampant competitive bru
tality, and repudiated the once heroic entrepreneur as a de
spoiler of the nation’s wealth and morals and a monopolist 
of its opportunities.

With this reaction came the first conclusive victories of 
the critics of Darwinian individualism —  although it is 
pertinent to note that the material gains of political and 
economic reformers were far less complete than their ideolog
ical triumphs. When Americans were once in the mood to 
listen to critics of Darwinian individualism, it was no diffi
cult task for these critics to destroy its flimsy logical struc
ture and persuade their audiences that it had all been a 
ghastly mistake. Spencer, and the men of Spencer’s genera
tion in America, thought that he had written a grand pref
ace to destiny. Their sons came to wonder at its monumen
tal dullness and its quaint self-confidence, and thought of it 
—  if they thought of it at all —  only as a revealing commen
tary on a dead age.

While Darwinian individualism declined, Darwinian col
lectivism of the nationalist or racist variety was beginning 
to take hold. Darwinism was made to fit the mold of inter
national conflict-ideologies (a process that had been going 
on in Europe for a long time) just when its inapplicability 
to domestic economics was becoming apparent. It had been 
possible for the theorists of reform to show that, in nature, 
group cohesion and solidarity had been of value to survival 
and that individual self-assertion was the exception, not the 
rule. At a time of imperialist friction there was nothing to 
stop the advocates of expansion and the propagandists of 
militarism from invoking these very shibboleths of group sur
vival, or from transmuting them into a doctrine of group as
sertiveness and racial destiny to justify the ways of interna
tional competition. The survival of the fittest had once been
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used chiefly to support business competition at home; now 
it was used to support expansion abroad.

These dogmas were employed with success until the out
break of the First World War. Then, ironically, the “ Anglo- 
Saxon ” peoples were swept by a revulsion from international 
violence. They now turned about and with one voice ac
cused the enemy of being the sole advocate of “ racial ” 
aggression and militarism. One-sided and false as it was, the 
notion that the Germans had a monopoly of militaristic 
thought had at least the compensation that it put the Ameri
can people in a frame of mind to repudiate such dogmas. 
Forever after, Darwinian militarism sounded too much like 
dangerous German talk.

As a conscious philosophy, social Darwinism had largely 
disappeared in America by the end of the war. It is signifi
cant that since 1914 there has been far less Darwinian indi
vidualism in America than there was in the latter decades 
of the nineteenth century. There were, of course, still at 
large and in places of responsibility men who thought that 
Sumner’s essays were the last word in economics. Darwinian 
individualism has persisted as a part of political folklore, 
even though its rhetoric is seldom heard in formal discussion; 
the folklore of politics can embrace contradictions that are less 
admissible in self-conscious social theory. But, with these 
allowances, it is safe to say that Darwinian individualism is 
no longer congenial to the mood of the nation.

A resurgence of social Darwinism, in either its individualist 
or imperialist uses, is always a possibility so long as there is 
a strong element of predacity in society.1 Biologists will 
continue to make technical criticisms of natural selection as 
a theory of development, but these criticisms are not likely 
to affect social thought. This is true partly because the 
phrase “ survival of the fittest ” has a fixed place in the pub
lic mind, and partly because of the complexity and the eso
teric quality of technical criticisms.

There is certainly - n e  interaction between social idea* 
and social institution. Tdeas have effects as well as cause* 
The history of Darwin* * 1 individualism, however, is a clear



example of the principle that changes in the structure of so
cial ideas wait on general changes in economic and political 
life. In determining whether such ideas are accepted, truth 
and logic are less important criteria than suitability to the 
intellectual needs and preconceptions of social interests. 
This is one of the great difficulties that must be faced by ra
tional strategists of social change.

Whatever the course of social philosophy in the future, 
however, a few conclusions are now accepted by most hu
manists: that such biological ideas as the “ survival of the fit
test,” whatever their doubtful value in natural science, are 
utterly useless in attempting to understand society; that the 
life of man in society, while it is incidentally a biological 
fact, has characteristics that are not reducible to biology and 
must be explained in the distinctive terms of a cultural 
analysis; that the physical well-being of men is a result of 
their social organization and not vice versa; that social im
provement is a product of advances in technology and social 
organization, not of breeding or selective elimination; that 
judgments as to the value of competition between men or 
enterprises or nations must be based upon social and not 
allegedly biological consequences; and, finally, that there is 
nothing in nature or a naturalistic philosophy of life to 
make impossible the acceptance of moral sanctions that can 
be employed for the common good.
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1. Charles Page, C lass a n d  A m e r ic a n  S o c io lo g y , pp. 74, 103, has stressed the 
importance of the economic ethics of the Protestant tradition as an ele
ment in Sumner’s thinking. Ralph H. Gabriel has pointed out its impor
tance in American thought during Sumner's period in  T h e  C o u r s e  o f  
A m e r ic a n  D e m o c r a tic  T h o u g h t ,  pp. 147-60. Passages in Sumner's writ
ings illustrative of this tradition may be found in E ssays o f  W il l ia m  
G r a h a m  S u m n e r , edited by A. G. Keller and M. R. Davie, II, 22 fL, and 
T h e  C h a lle n g e  o f  F a cts  a n d  O t h e r  E ssays, pp. 52, 67.

2. Essays, II, 22.
3. E a r th -H u n g e r  a n d  O th e r  E ssays, p. 3.
4. I llu s tr a tio n s  o f  P o li t ic a l  E c o n o m y  (London, 1834), III, Part I, 134-35, and 

Part II, 130-31; VI, Part I, 140, and Part II, 143-44.
5. T h e  C h a lle n g e  o f  F a cts, p. 5.
6. Harris E. Starr, W illia m  G r a h a m  S u m n e r , pp. 47-48.
7. Cf. Albert Galloway Keller's discussion of Sumner's influence in “ The 

Discoverer of the Forgotten Man,” A m e r ic a n  M e r c u r y , XXVII (1932), 
*57- 70-

8. William Lyon Phelps, 44 When Yale Was Given to Sumnerology,” L ite r a r y  
D ig e st I n te r n a tio n a l B o o h  R e v ie w ,  III (1925), 661-63.

9. I b id .,  p. 661.
10. Starr, o p . c it ., p. 322.
11. Cf. W h a t S o c ia l C la sses O w e  to  E a c h  O th e r ,  pp. 155-56.
12. Cf. the preface to T h e  S c ie n c e  o f  S o c ie ty , I, xxxiii. Sumner died before 

the completion of this work, and it was finished by Albert Galloway 
Keller and published in four volumes in 1927 by the Yale University Press.

13. See the autobiographical sketch in T h e  C h a lle n g e  o f  F a c ts , p. 9. Keller, 
estimating the major influences on Sumner’s sociology, has placed Spencer 
first, Julius Lippert second, and Gustav Ratzenhofer third. 44 William 
Graham Sumner,” A m e r ic a n  J o u r n a l o f  S o c io lo g y , XV (1910), 832-35. 
Lippert was a German cultural historian whose method was much like 
that employed in F o lk w a y s . See his K u ltu r g e s c h ic h te  d e r  M e n s c h e n h e it  
(1886), translated in 1931 by George Murdock as T h e  E v o lu t io n  o f  C u l 
tu r e . Ratzenhofer was a German sociologist of the conflict school.

Sumner, of course, was not an uncritical follower of Spencer. Sumner 
did not accept Spencer's identification of evolution with progress, and 
Spencer's optimism was meaningless to him. He was not so severe in his 
conception of the proper limitations of government. Cf. Starr, o p . c it . ,  
pp. 292-93. Less libertarian, he understood the limitations imposed by 
industrial society upon individual freedom. E ssays, I, 3ioff. Finally, his 
ethical relativism was unlike Spencer's ethical theory.

For his part, Spencer cordially approved Sumner's way of defending 
laissez faire and property rights. He tried to persuade the Liberty and 
Property Defense League in England to reprint W h a t S o c ia l C la sses O w e  
to  E a c h  O th e r . Starr, o p . c it ., pp. 503-5.

14. S cien ce  o f  S o cie ty , chap, i; cf. also the essay 44 Earth-Hunger.” The main 
elements of this idea are similar to the wage-fund doctrine and can be 
traced to Sumner’s early acquaintance with Harriet Martineau.



$24 Social Darwinism in American Thought

15. W h a t S o c ia l C la sses O w e  to  E a c h  O th e r , p. 17; cf. also p. 70. “ Nature 
is entirely neutral; she submits to him who most energetically and reso
lutely assails her. She grants her rewards to the fittest . . . without re
gard to other considerations of any kind. If there be liberty, men get 
from her just in proportion to their being and their doing." T h e  C h a l
le n g e  o f  F a cts , p. 25.

16. W h a t S o c ia l C lasses O w e  to  E a c h  O th e r ,  p. 76.
17. At times Sumner distinguished the struggle for existence, which he looked 

upon as man's impersonal struggle against nature, from what he called 
“ the competition of life," a strictly social form of conflict, in which 
groups of men united in the conquest-of-nature struggle among themselves. 
Cf. F o lk w a y s , pp. 16-17, and E ssays, I, 142 ff.

18. E ssays, II, 56.
19. T h e  C h a lle n g e  o f  F a cts , p. 68.
20. I b id . ,  pp. 40, 145-50; E ssays, I, 231.
21. T h e  C h a lle n g e  o f  F a cts , pp. 43-44.
22. W h a t S o c ia l C lasses O w e  to  E a c h  O th e r , p. 73.
23. E ssays, I, 289.
24. W h a t S o c ia l C lasses O w e  to  E a c h  O th e r ,  pp. 54-56.
25. T h e  C h a lle n g e  o f  F a c ts , p. 90.
26. T h e  S c ie n c e  o f  S o c ie ty , I, 615. Cf. also p. 328, where Sumner opposes a 

communal economy on the ground that it makes variation impossible — 
“ and variation is the starting-point of new adjustment." Sumner consid
ered the masses to be immobile and unproductive of social improvement. 
Variation is chiefly characteristic of the upper classes. F o lk w a y s , pp. 45-47.

27. T h e  C h a lle n g e  o f  F a c ts , p. 67.
28. W h a t S o c ia l C lasses O w e  to  E a c h  O th e r ,  p. 135.
29. F o lk w a y s , p. 48.
30. E ssays, I, 358-62.
31. I b id . ,  I, 86-87.
32. E a r th  H u n g e r ,  pp. 283-317.
33. E ssays, I, 185.
34. I b id . ,  I, 104.
35. I b id . ,  II, 165.
36. See “ Advancing Organization in America," ib id ,,  II, 34c ff., especially 349- 

50. In his references to the effects of the frontier upon the unique his
torical development of the United States, Sumner seems to have antici
pated also the theories of Frederick Jackson Turner. Sumner's views on 
democracy have been discussed in Gabriel, o p . c it ., chap, xix, and by 
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C onclusion

t. Metaphorical appeals to biology have been commonly used in all ages, not 
only in the post-Darwinian period. Martin Luther in his discourse 14 On 
Trading and Usury ” (1524) complained of large monopolies in these terms: 
44 [They] oppress and ruin all the small merchants, as the pike the little 
fish in the water, just as though they were lords over God's creatures and 
free from all the laws of faith and love.” And Falstaff argued, 44 If the 
young dace be a bait for the old pike, I see no reason in the law of nature 
but I may snap at him ” (Henry IV, Part II, Act III, scene 2). Such ex
amples could be multiplied indefinitely.




