
herbert spencer social darwinism
herbert spencer social darwinism is a concept that played a significant role in the development of
social theory during the 19th century. Often mistakenly conflated with Charles Darwin’s theory of
natural selection, Herbert Spencer was actually the originator of the term "survival of the fittest,"
which he used to describe his social and economic philosophy. This article explores the origins,
principles, and implications of Herbert Spencer’s interpretation of social Darwinism, examining how it
influenced political, economic, and social thought. It will also clarify common misconceptions about
the relationship between Spencer’s ideas and Darwin’s biological theories. Finally, the article will
discuss the criticisms and legacy of Herbert Spencer social Darwinism in modern contexts. The
following sections provide an organized overview of these key topics.

Origins of Herbert Spencer Social Darwinism

Core Principles of Spencer’s Social Darwinism

Impact on Political and Economic Thought

Criticisms and Controversies

Legacy and Modern Relevance

Origins of Herbert Spencer Social Darwinism

Herbert Spencer was a British philosopher and sociologist active during the Victorian era, best known
for applying evolutionary theory to social and economic issues. Spencer coined the phrase “survival of
the fittest” in his 1864 work, Principles of Biology, to describe the competitive nature of human
society. Unlike Charles Darwin, whose work focused on biological evolution, Spencer extended
evolutionary concepts to social structures, arguing that societies evolve through a process of natural
selection.

Relationship to Charles Darwin’s Theory

While Herbert Spencer’s social Darwinism is often linked to Charles Darwin, the two thinkers had
different focuses. Darwin’s work centered on biological evolution through natural selection, whereas
Spencer applied evolutionary ideas to justify social hierarchies and economic competition. Spencer’s
use of “survival of the fittest” was intended to explain how social progress emerges from competition
among individuals and groups.



Historical Context

The mid-19th century was a period of rapid industrialization and social change in Europe, which
shaped Spencer’s outlook. His ideas emerged in a climate where laissez-faire economics and
individualism were dominant, and social Darwinism provided a theoretical framework to support
minimal government intervention and the idea that social inequality was natural and inevitable.

Core Principles of Spencer’s Social Darwinism

Herbert Spencer social Darwinism is grounded in several key principles that emphasize competition,
natural selection, and social evolution. These principles advocate that human society develops
similarly to biological organisms, progressing from simplicity to complexity through competitive
struggle.

Survival of the Fittest

Central to Spencer’s philosophy is the concept of “survival of the fittest,” which posits that individuals
and groups that are best adapted to their environment succeed and thrive, while weaker ones
decline. This principle was used to explain social stratification and justify economic competition as a
mechanism for societal improvement.

Social Evolution and Progress

Spencer believed society evolved in a manner analogous to biological organisms, becoming more
complex and differentiated over time. Social institutions, customs, and laws were seen as evolving
structures that reflect the overall progress of human civilization.

Minimal Government Intervention

Herbert Spencer social Darwinism advocates for limited state involvement in social and economic
affairs. He argued that government interference disrupts natural selection by protecting the weak and
preventing the natural progress of society. This principle supported laissez-faire capitalism and
individual responsibility.

Competition drives innovation and progress

Weaker individuals or groups should not be artificially supported

Social welfare programs are counterproductive



Natural social hierarchies reflect inherent differences in ability

Impact on Political and Economic Thought

The ideas associated with Herbert Spencer social Darwinism had a profound influence on political
ideologies and economic policies during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. His theories were
often used to justify free-market capitalism and oppose social reforms.

Laissez-Faire Capitalism

Spencer’s emphasis on competition and limited government intervention reinforced laissez-faire
economic policies. Many proponents of free markets cited social Darwinism as a rationale for minimal
regulation, arguing that economic competition leads to the survival of the most capable individuals
and businesses.

Justification of Social Inequality

Social Darwinism was frequently employed to legitimize social hierarchies and economic disparities.
Spencer’s ideas suggested that wealth and social status were indicators of fitness, while poverty and
failure were seen as natural outcomes of competition. This perspective influenced policies that
neglected the poor and marginalized.

Influence on Imperialism and Social Policy

Herbert Spencer social Darwinism also contributed to the ideological justification for imperialism and
colonial expansion. The belief in the superiority of certain races and cultures was intertwined with
social Darwinist thought, encouraging domination over “less fit” societies. Additionally, social
Darwinism affected policies on immigration, education, and public health, often discouraging
intervention to support disadvantaged populations.

Criticisms and Controversies

Despite its historical influence, Herbert Spencer social Darwinism has been subject to extensive
criticism from various perspectives. Scholars challenge both the scientific validity and ethical
implications of applying evolutionary theory to human society.



Misapplication of Biological Concepts

Critics argue that Spencer’s extension of natural selection to social contexts is a flawed analogy.
Biological evolution operates through genetic mechanisms, while social behavior is shaped by culture,
ethics, and conscious decision-making. This fundamental difference undermines the scientific basis of
social Darwinism.

Ethical and Moral Objections

The social Darwinist framework has been criticized for promoting inequality and justifying neglect of
vulnerable populations. Many contend that Spencer’s ideas ignore social justice and human rights,
fostering discrimination and social harm under the guise of natural law.

Association with Harmful Policies

Herbert Spencer social Darwinism has been linked to eugenics, racial discrimination, and oppressive
social policies in history. Its misuse has contributed to social exclusion and violence, leading to
widespread rejection of social Darwinism in contemporary academic and political discourse.

Legacy and Modern Relevance

While Herbert Spencer social Darwinism no longer holds mainstream academic support, its historical
impact continues to be studied for its role in shaping social and political thought. Understanding
Spencer’s ideas provides insight into the development of social theory and the dangers of
misapplying scientific concepts.

Influence on Contemporary Thought

Modern sociology and political science recognize Spencer’s contributions to evolutionary theory in
social contexts but reject the deterministic and hierarchical interpretations of social Darwinism.
Discussions around competition, social mobility, and government intervention still evoke debates
rooted in Spencer’s legacy.

Lessons for Policy and Ethics

The critique of Herbert Spencer social Darwinism underscores the importance of balancing individual
initiative with social responsibility. Contemporary policies often seek to mitigate inequality and
promote inclusive progress, reflecting a departure from strict social Darwinist principles.



Recognize the limits of biological analogies in social theory1.

Promote ethical considerations in social and economic policies2.

Support interventions that enhance social welfare and equality3.

Acknowledge the complexity of human societies beyond competition4.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Herbert Spencer and what is his connection to Social
Darwinism?
Herbert Spencer was a 19th-century English philosopher and sociologist who applied Charles Darwin's
theory of evolution to society, coining the term 'Social Darwinism' to describe the belief that social
progress results from the survival of the fittest individuals or groups.

What is Social Darwinism according to Herbert Spencer?
According to Herbert Spencer, Social Darwinism is the idea that societies evolve through competition
and natural selection, where the strongest or most capable individuals succeed and the weaker ones
fail, leading to societal progress.

How did Herbert Spencer's ideas influence Social Darwinism?
Spencer's ideas influenced Social Darwinism by promoting the concept that social inequality and
competition are natural and beneficial processes that drive human progress, just as natural selection
drives biological evolution.

Did Herbert Spencer directly base Social Darwinism on
Charles Darwin’s theories?
Herbert Spencer developed Social Darwinism independently but was inspired by Darwin’s theory of
evolution. He extended the concept of 'survival of the fittest' from biology to social and economic
contexts.

What criticisms exist regarding Herbert Spencer’s Social
Darwinism?
Critics argue that Spencer’s Social Darwinism justifies inequality, racism, and imperialism by
misapplying biological concepts to social policy, ignoring social justice and ethical concerns.



How did Herbert Spencer’s Social Darwinism impact political
and economic policies?
Spencer’s Social Darwinism influenced laissez-faire capitalism and opposed welfare state policies,
suggesting that government intervention interferes with natural social evolution and the improvement
of society.

Is Herbert Spencer’s Social Darwinism still relevant today?
While largely discredited as a scientific theory, Herbert Spencer’s Social Darwinism remains relevant
as a historical influence on social, political, and economic thought and as a cautionary example of
misapplying science to society.

What role did the phrase 'survival of the fittest' play in
Herbert Spencer’s theory?
Herbert Spencer coined the phrase 'survival of the fittest' to describe the mechanism of natural
selection and used it to argue that social and economic competition leads to the improvement of
society by allowing the strongest individuals to thrive.

How did Herbert Spencer’s Social Darwinism differ from
Charles Darwin’s original theory?
Herbert Spencer’s Social Darwinism applied evolutionary theory to justify social hierarchies and
competition, whereas Charles Darwin’s theory focused on biological evolution without making
normative claims about society or morality.

Additional Resources
1. Herbert Spencer and the Social Organism
This book explores Herbert Spencer’s concept of society as a living organism, emphasizing his view
that social structures evolve similarly to biological entities. It delves into how Spencer applied
Darwinian principles to social theory, proposing that social progress results from natural selection.
The text critically examines the implications of this analogy for understanding social change and
hierarchy.

2. Social Darwinism: Science and Myth in Herbert Spencer’s Thought
This work investigates the origins and development of Social Darwinism, focusing on Spencer’s role in
popularizing evolutionary ideas in social contexts. It distinguishes between scientific theories and
ideological myths, analyzing how Spencer’s ideas were interpreted and misused. The book provides a
nuanced perspective on the legacy of Social Darwinism in political and social discourse.

3. The Evolution of Society: Herbert Spencer’s Social Theory
Focusing on Spencer’s evolutionary framework, this book outlines his theory of societal development
through stages of increasing complexity and differentiation. It discusses his belief in the inevitability
of progress and the survival of the fittest in social institutions. The author also addresses critiques of
Spencer’s deterministic approach to social evolution.



4. Herbert Spencer and the Politics of Social Darwinism
This title examines the political implications of Spencer’s Social Darwinism, particularly its influence
on laissez-faire capitalism and limited government intervention. It analyzes Spencer’s advocacy for
individualism and his opposition to social welfare programs. The book contextualizes Spencer’s ideas
within 19th-century political debates and their impact on modern policies.

5. From Biology to Society: The Social Darwinism of Herbert Spencer
This book traces the intellectual journey of Herbert Spencer as he transferred concepts from biological
evolution to social theory. It highlights the methodological challenges and philosophical questions
raised by applying natural science principles to human society. The text also considers the ethical
consequences of Spencer’s Social Darwinism.

6. Herbert Spencer and the Idea of Progress
Centered on Spencer’s notion of progress, this book explores how he linked evolutionary theory with
the belief in continual social improvement. It discusses the optimism and limitations of Spencer’s
approach, including his assumptions about civilization and cultural superiority. The author evaluates
the relevance of Spencer’s ideas in contemporary social thought.

7. Social Darwinism in Historical Perspective: Herbert Spencer’s Influence
This historical study situates Spencer’s Social Darwinism within the broader 19th-century intellectual
landscape. It examines how his theories intersected with other social and scientific movements of the
time. The book also traces the decline and resurgence of Social Darwinist ideas through the 20th
century.

8. Herbert Spencer and the Survival of the Fittest in Society
Focusing on the famous phrase “survival of the fittest,” this book analyzes how Spencer formulated
and applied this concept to social and economic life. It critiques the social and moral implications of
interpreting social competition as a natural and beneficial process. The text also explores alternative
views to Spencer’s Social Darwinism.

9. The Ethics of Herbert Spencer’s Social Darwinism
This book investigates the ethical dimensions of Spencer’s Social Darwinism, including its stance on
individual rights, social justice, and welfare. It discusses the tension between his evolutionary
determinism and moral philosophy. The author critically assesses whether Spencer’s framework can
accommodate contemporary ethical concerns.

Herbert Spencer Social Darwinism
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Hofstadter, 1992-09-01 Social Darwinism in American Thought portrays the overall influence of
Darwin on American social theory and the notable battle waged among thinkers over the
implications of evolutionary theory for social thought and political action. Theorists such as Herbert
Spencer and William Graham Sumner adopted the idea of the struggle for existence as justification
for the evils as well as the benefits of laissez-faire modern industrial society. Others such as William
James and John Dewey argued that human planning was needed to direct social development and
improve upon the natural order. Hofstadter's classic study of the ramifications of Darwinism is a
major analysis of the social philosophies that animated intellectual movements of the Gilded Age and
the Progressive Era.
  herbert spencer social darwinism: Social Darwinism in American Thought, 1860-1915
Richard Hofstadter, 2017-05-17 Social Darwinism in American Thought examines the overall
influence of Darwin on American social theory and the notable battle waged among thinkers over the
implications of evolutionary theory for social thought and political action. Theorists such as Herbert
Spencer and William Graham Sumner adopted the idea of the struggle for existence as justification
for the evils--as well as the benefits--of laissez-faire modern industrial society. Others, such as
William James and John Dewey, argued that human planning was needed to direct social
development and improve on the natural order. Hofstadter's classic study of the ramifications of
Darwinism is a major analysis of the social philosophies that animated intellectual movements of the
Gilded Age and the Progressive Era.
  herbert spencer social darwinism: Principles of Sociology Herbert Spencer, 1905
  herbert spencer social darwinism: An Analysis and Comparison of Social Darwinism as
Defined by Herbert Spencer and Lester Frank Ward Jan Dickson, Herbert Spencer, Lester Frank
Ward, 1967
  herbert spencer social darwinism: The Principles of Sociology - Volume 1 Herbert
Spencer, 2013-07 This early work by Herbert Spencer was originally published in 1912 and we are
now republishing it with a brand new introductory biography. 'The Principles of Sociology - Volume
1.' is a comprehensive work on the key concepts of the subject, including information of primitive
man, animal worship, social structures, and much more. Herbert Spencer was born on 27th April
1820, in Derby, England. In 1851 he published 'Social Statics' to great acclaim and his quietly
influential 'Principles of Psychology' in 1955. These were followed by numerous works of sociology,
psychology, and philosophy, which led him to become a prominent intellectual of his day. He also
wrote 'The Developmental Hypothesis' (1852) which described the theory of evolution seven years
before Charles Darwin's 'Origin of Species'. He even popularised the term Evolution and coined the
phrase Survival of the fittest, but his works did not contain the comprehensive theoretical system
that Darwin's did, which is why his theory was not taken seriously at the time. Spencer's most
famous idea was that of Social Darwinism. He saw the process of organic evolution as being
analogous to that of society, an idea influenced many intellectuals of the day.
  herbert spencer social darwinism: Herbert Spencer and Social Theory J. Offer, 2010-10-20
Herbert Spencer remains a significant but poorly understood figure in 19th century intellectual life.
His ideas on evolution ranged across the natural sciences and philosophy, and he pioneered new
ideas in psychology and sociology. This book comprehensively examines his work and strips away
common misconceptions about his sociology.
  herbert spencer social darwinism: Herbert Spencer: Legacies Mark Francis, Michael Taylor,
2014-10-10 Herbert Spencer: Legacies explores and assesses the impact of the ideas and work of the
great Victorian polymath Herbert Spencer across a wide range of disciplines. In the course of the
essays a significant re-evaluation of his influence on Victorian and Edwardian thought is provided.
Spencer's contribution to the fields of sociology, anthropology, psychology, biology and ecology are
considered, alongside his influence on key figures in science and philosophy. The book brings
together scholars from a wide range of disciplines to explore Spencer's nuanced and complex ideas
and will be invaluable for historians of science and ideas, and all those interested in the intellectual
culture of the late Victorian and Edwardian period. Contributors: Peter J. Bowler, James Elwick,



Mark Francis, Bernard Lightman, Chris Renwick, Vanessa L. Ryan, John Skorupski, Michael W.
Taylor, Stephen Tomlinson, and Jonathan H. Turner
  herbert spencer social darwinism: Life and Letters of Herbert Spencer David Duncan,
2002-06-01 Herbert Spencer (1820-1903) was an English philosopher, best known for his scientific
writings. Together with Charles Darwin and Thomas Huxley he was responsible for the acceptance
of the theory of evolution. His well-known essay on Education, Intellectual, Moral and Physical was
considered one of the most useful and profound books written on education.He projected a vast 10 --
volume work, Synthetic Philosophy, in which all phenomena are interpreted according to the
principle of evolutionary progress. Although no longer influential in biology, his extension of his
theory of evolution to psychology and sociology remains important. His Social Darwinism was
particularly influential on early evolutionary economists such as Thorstein Veblen.The Study of
Sociology was Spencer's popular account of his leading sociological doctrines. Its publication
marked the emergence of Spencer as the popular philosopher of the Victorian age. It was a highly
influential work in terms of the impetus it gave to the academic pursuit of the new science of
sociology and it also played an important role in shaping the outlook of many thoughtful lay persons
in the Victorian reading public. Sociology became a discipline in the United States because of
Spencer's impressive work.
  herbert spencer social darwinism: Social Darwinism Robert Bannister, 2010-06-09 Attempts
to assess the role played by Darwinian ideas in the writings of English-speaking social theorists.
  herbert spencer social darwinism: Social Darwinism Jeffrey O'Connell, Michael Ruse,
2021-04-29 This Element is a philosophical history of Social Darwinism. It begins by discussing the
meaning of the term, moving then to its origins, paying particular attention to whether it is Charles
Darwin or Herbert Spencer who is the true father of the idea. It gives an exposition of early thinking
on the subject, covering Darwin and Spencer themselves and then on to Social Darwinism as found
in American thought, with special emphasis on Andrew Carnegie, and Germany with special
emphasis on Friedrich von Bernhardi. Attention is also paid to outliers, notably the Englishman
Alfred Russel Wallace, the Russian Peter Kropotkin, and the German Friedrich Nietzsche. From here
we move into the twentieth century looking at Adolf Hitler - hardly a regular Social Darwinian given
he did not believe in evolution - and in the Anglophone world, Julian Huxley and Edward O. Wilson,
who reflected the concerns of their society.
  herbert spencer social darwinism: The Evolution of Society Herbert Spencer, 1967
  herbert spencer social darwinism: Social Darwinism in European and American Thought,
1860-1945 Mike Hawkins, 1997-03-13 An analysis of the ideological influence of Social Darwinists in
Europe and America.
  herbert spencer social darwinism: Social Darwinism and its Consequences for 19th
Century Society Anne Aschenbrenner, 2015-01-02 Seminar paper from the year 2007 in the subject
Didactics for the subject English - Literature, Works, grade: 1,0, LMU Munich (Anglistik und
Amerikanistik), course: Hauptseminar, language: English, abstract: The phenomenon of Social
Darwinism is by no means easy to explain or to define. Its name suggests that Social Darwinism has
something to do with Darwinism, meaning the evolutionary theories of Darwin. In the course of this
paper, it shall be outlined how Social Darwinism could be defined, what link there is or could be to
Darwin and his theories and the role Herbert Spencer plays in coining the term Social Darwinism.
Furthermore, it is aimed at discussing the impacts of Social Darwinism on the contemporary society
of the 19th century, in particular the English Imperialism and also racism in general, as well in
England as in America. Apart from that, the attention will be drawn to the influences of Social
Darwinism on English and American literature of the time. Finally, a conclusion will be given to sum
up the most important outcomes of this paper.
  herbert spencer social darwinism: Social Darwinism and Social Justice Matt Zwolinski,
2015 Herbert Spencer is commonly regarded as a social Darwinist, who was, at best, indifferent to
the suffering of the poor, and perhaps even positively welcoming of it. This paper re-examines
Spencer's thoughts regarding obligations to the poor, and argues that the common interpretation is



deeply mistaken. Spencer was not a social Darwinist; he was not opposed to charitable assistance to
the poor; and he was not even necessarily opposed to what we would now describe as the idea of
social justice. Spencer's theory of justice was a principled libertarian one. And in many ways, the
20th century criticism of and disdain for Spencer's thought mirrors the academic reaction to
libertarian ideas more generally. Understanding where that criticism succeeds, and where it misses
the mark, can thus potentially help us to understand the strengths and weaknesses of libertarianism
as a contemporary social philosophy.
  herbert spencer social darwinism: The Philosophy of Herbert Spencer Michael Taylor,
2007-11-15 Michael Taylor provides a detailed and reliable modern survey of the whole corpus of
Herbert Spencer's thought. He introduces a Spencer very different to his posthumous reputation.
  herbert spencer social darwinism: Key Ideas in Sociology Martin Slattery, 2003 Key Ideas
in Sociology provides a tour d'horizon of the great sociological thinkers of the last two centuries --
their lives, their main ideas, and their influence on further thinking and practice in sociology. Fifty
key thinkers in sociology are represented, both to give a sense of history to the development of the
discipline and to exemplify the range of issues that have been covered. Each essay concludes with an
annotated Suggested Readings list, and a General Bibliography is also provided.
  herbert spencer social darwinism: America's Economic Moralists Donald E. Frey,
2009-02-06 Since colonial times, two discernable schools have debated major issues of economic
morality in America. The central norm of one morality is the freedom, or autonomy, of the individual
and defines virtues, vices, obligations, and rights by how they contribute to that freedom. The other
morality is relational and defines economic ethics in terms of behaviors mandated by human
connectedness. America's Economic Moralists shows how each morality has been composed of an
ethical outlook paired with a compatible economic theory, each supporting the other. Donald E. Frey
adopts a multidisciplinary approach, not only drawing upon historical economic thought, American
religious thought, and ethics, but also finding threads of economic morality in novels, government
policies, and popular writings. He uses the history of these two supported yet very different views to
explain the culture of excess that permeates the morality of today's economic landscape.
  herbert spencer social darwinism: Hunting Down Social Darwinism Stuart K. Hayashi,
2015-02-17 Hunting Down Social Darwinism is the third and final installment in the trilogy, The
Nature of Liberty. The trilogy gives a secular, ethical defense of laissez-faire capitalism, inspired by
Ayn Rand’s ideas. The trilogy’s first book, The Freedom of Peaceful Action, provided the philosophic
theory behind the ethics of a free-enterprise system based on the individual rights to life, liberty, and
private property which John Locke described. The second installment, Life in the Market Ecosystem,
explained how free enterprise functions much as a natural ecosystem wherein behavioral norms
develop, bottom-up, from repeat interactions among individual participants in the economy. As such
defenses of free enterprise are frequently criticized as “social Darwinism,” however, this third and
final installment of the trilogy asks the question, “What is social Darwinism?” The book embarks on a
hunt for the term’s meaning, explores social Darwinism’s beginnings, and examines whether it is fair
to describe such nineteenth-century free-market advocates as Herbert Spencer and William Graham
Sumner as social Darwinists. It then addresses the accusation that the free-market Darwinism
commonly ascribed to Spencer and Sumner rationalized bigotry and founded the pseudoscience of
eugenics. In the process, the book refutes various myths about the topic popularized by such
scholars as Richard Hofstadter and John Kenneth Galbraith. The extent to which the popular
narratives about social Darwinism prove to be inaccurate holds enormous ramifications for current
controversies. It has implications for debates over the ethical appropriateness of reducing taxpayer
spending on social welfare programs, and also sheds new light on the pros and cons of attempts to
apply biological evolutionary theory to the study of human social institutions. Additionally discussed
is the manner in which various prominent figures in economics, evolutionary psychology, and
Complexity Theory have grown famous for advancing ideas which Spencer and Sumner originated,
even as such figures simultaneously downplay the importance of Spencer and Sumner to their field.
Following the hunt for social Darwinism, this work sums up the trilogy with some final thoughts on



the importance that liberty holds for every effort to live life to the fullest.
  herbert spencer social darwinism: The Economics of Herbert Spencer W. C. Owen,
2013-07 This early work by W. C. Owen was originally published in 1891 and we are now
republishing it. 'The Economics of Herbert Spencer' is a book that examines Spencer's political and
social philosophies on land ownership, utilitarianism, egoism, and much more. Herbert Spencer was
born on 27th April 1820, in Derby, England. In 1851 he published 'Social Statics' to great acclaim
and his quietly influential 'Principles of Psychology' in 1955. These were followed by numerous
works of sociology, psychology, and philosophy, which led him to become a prominent intellectual of
his day. He also wrote 'The Developmental Hypothesis' (1852) which described the theory of
evolution seven years before Charles Darwin's 'Origin of Species'. He even popularised the term
Evolution and coined the phrase Survival of the fittest, but his works did not contain the
comprehensive theoretical system that Darwin's did, which is why his theory was not taken seriously
at the time. Spencer's most famous idea was that of Social Darwinism. He saw the process of organic
evolution as being analogous to that of society, an idea influenced many intellectuals of the day.
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