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Lecture 13
 

“The Gospel of Evolution

in the Late-19th Century”
 

"I remember that light came as in a 
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Image courtesy of karindalziel on Flickr. CC-BY. 
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Road map for today 

J The Darwinian Debate: reprise and
preparation for Friday 

J Evolution: An idea for the times? 

J A philosopher for the times 

J Spencer, Darwin and “Social Darwinism”
 

J Social Darwinism comes to the U.S. 
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1: The Darwinian Debate
 

What Darwin wanted
 

J	 A debate as free as 
possible of theological
issues 

J A debate about organic

origins, but not (yet)

about human origins
 

J	 Acceptance of the
principle of evolution
by natural selection 

What actually happened


J	 A debate preoccupied
with issues of Providence 
and design 

J  A debate more about 
‘man’s place in nature’ 
than anything else 

J	 Acceptance of evolution,
but much skepticism
about natural selection 

3
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1: The Darwinian Debate
 

What Darwin wanted � What actually happened �
J  A debate as free as J  A debate preoccupied 

possible of theological with issues of Providence  
issues and design 

J  A debate about organic J   A debate more about 
origins, but not (yet) ‘man’s place in nature’  
about human origins than anything else 

J   Acceptance of the J  Acceptance of evolution, 
principle of evolution but much skepticism 
by natural selection about natural selection 
 

4

NB: Authors are 
never fully in control 

of how readers 
choose to interpret or 
respond to their texts! 
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�Darwinian Debate: Emerging Consensus
 

Supporters Critics 
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Darwinian Debate: Emerging Consensus
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Supporters Critics 
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Supporters Critics 
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YOUR Darwinian Debate on Friday
 

J	 Have you looked at Debater Fact Files on the Stellar 
site? 

J	 Have you all chosen historical characters to “play” in 
the debate 

J	 Is everyone clear about what they need to prepare
for Friday’s debate? 

J	 Is everyone clear about how the debate will actually
work? 

9
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Points to remember 
J	 This is role play 
J	 The idea is that each of you should “get inside the

head” of your chosen character 
J	 You don’t have to personally agree with your chosen

character 
J Your task is to contribute to the debate in your own 


words, but in the spirit of your chosen character
 

J The aim is to try to understand the interest and

concerns of those who responded to the Origin
 

– What were their concerns, and why did they have them? 

– Why impact did they have on the reception of the Origin? 

10
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�2: The Gospel of Evolution
 

J	 In the late-19th century, evolution became one of
the most talked about ideas in the English-speaking 
world 

J	 There was a veritable “explosion” of evolutionary 
theories about almost everything: 

–	 Mind, including language & the ‘moral sense’ 
–	 Human racial, sexual and individual differences 
–	 Human cultures, from “primitive” to “advanced” 
–	 Religion & spirituality 
–	 Economic, social & political change, etc., etc., etc. 

11
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Question:
 

What made the idea of evolution so
 
incredibly popular in the late-19th
 

century?
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�Disappointments and Consolations 

J	 To understand the extraordinary hold of the
idea of evolution on the late-19th century 
imagination, we need to recognize that this idea
held both acute disappointments and tantalizing 
consolations for many people. 

��
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Disappointments
  The retreat of Providence

– 

  The problem of purpose
– 



  The problem of suffering
– 







 
�

�

�

�

�

�

�

 �

�

 �

�

Alfred Lord Tennyson, In Memoriam
 
(1849)
 

““Are God and Nature then at strife, 

�That Nature lends such evil dreams? 

�So careful of the type she seems, 

So careless of the single life; 

‘‘So careful of the type?’’ but no. 

�From scarped cliff and quarried stone 

�She cries, ‘‘A thousand types are

gone:
 

I care for nothing, all shall go.”” 
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�Consolations
 

J	 The retreat of Providence 
– For some, casting off the shackles of dogmatic theology 

was liberating 

J The advance of natural law 
–	 For some, the prospect of understanding the natural laws 

governing human life was empowering 

J	 The prospect of progress 
–	 For many, evolution held the promise that, despite all 

waste and suffering, 
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An idea for the times
 

J	 Evolution resonated with all sorts of anxieties,
hopes and expectations in the late-Victorian
period 

J	 For many, it came to embody 1%"�-/,*&0"�,#�
-/,$/"00�– albeit at a price that for many was
uncomfortable. 

J	 In this sense, evolution was an idea for the
times 
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But what sort of times were they? 
�“It was the best of times, it was the 
worst of times, it was the age of 
wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, 
it was the epoch of belief, it was the 
epoch of incredulity, it was the season
of Light, it was the season of 
Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it 
was the winter of despair, we had 
everything before us, we had nothing 
before us, we were all going direct to 
heaven, we were all going direct the 
other way - in short, the period was 
so far like the present period, that �/(82,9��0*1,49
some of its noisiest authorities insisted A Tale of Two 
on its being received, for good or for Cities evil, in the superlative degree of

comparison only.” (1859)
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�The best of times?
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�The worst of times?
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QUESTION

 

ANSWER

– Ironically, for the same reason things 
were so good for so many…

  …rapid industrialization & new forms 
of capitalism
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Industrialization
 

 Great increase in population 


 Great increase in (aggregate)
national wealth 


	 Mass migration into cities 


	 )785C�>5�F40;C7���8=ND4=24�
from landed aristocracy to
capitalist entrepreneurs 


 Rise of middle and working
classes 


	 Periodic oversupply of workers,
low wages & unemployment 


	 Growing numbers of people in
poverty (10% of population
paupers in 1840) 
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J	 These times produced their own, highly
distinctive philosopher 

J �A0F8=6�>=�<D;C8?;4�8=ND4=24B�L�%0;C7DB��
Lamarck, the Vestiges…and, in due course,
Darwin himself – this man crystallized a
comprehensive evolutionary philosophy that
spoke to many people’s daily experience.

J	 He became the only philosopher in the
English-speaking world ever to sell > 1 million
copies of his books in his life-time 
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J 	 In the 1850s & 1860s, 

Spencer developed a truly 
comprehensive evolutionary 
philosophy 

  	 This was simultaneously a 
a 


 

monumental 
(10 

volumes, from 1862)

,8����	�����
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Spencer’’s natural 
philosophy

J	 There is one set of 
universal natural laws,
the most basic of 
which is the law of 
evolution 

J	 These laws generate
endless progress, so
long as we don’t 
interfere with them 

Spencer’’s political
philosophy

J	 The rise of industrial 
capitalism is an
expression in society of
the universal law of 
evolution 

J	 It is the State’s sole 
duty to facilitate the
free operation of this
law. 
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�58�$6,4*,8��95*0(2�685.8,99�09�
underwritten by evolution

“�/,$/"00��1%"/"#,/"��&0�+,1��+��  &!"+1���21���
 
+" "00&16���+01"�!�,#� &3&)&7�1&,+��"&+$�


�/1&9 &�)�&1�&0���-�/1�,#�+�12/"���))�,#���-&" "�

4&1%�1%"�!"3"),-*"+1�,#��+�"*�/6,�,/�1%"�


2+#,)!&+$�,#���:,4"/�”
 

Spencer, Social Statics, 1851 
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�58�$6,4*,8��95*0(2�685.8,99�09�
underwritten by evolution

“�/,$/"00��1%"/"#,/"��&0�+,1��+��  &!"+1���21���
 
+" "00&16���+01"�!�,#� &3&)&7�1&,+��"&+$�


�/1&9 &�)�&1�&0���-�/1�,#�+�12/"���))�,#���-&" "�

4&1%�1%"�!"3"),-*"+1�,#��+�"*�/6,�,/�1%"�


2+#,)!&+$�,#���:,4"/�”
 

Spencer, Social Statics, 1851 
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J	 ““�(099,@�-(08,”” (literally, ““leave it alone””) 

J	 If nature is on the side of social progress, then
our best bet for a brighter tomorrow is not to
interfere with the free operation of natural
laws in society 

J	 So…. 
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A$6,4*,8�56659,+�25:9�5-�:/04.9 
J poor laws that provided charity to the destitute 

J state-supported education 

J	 public health reform and sanitary regulations 

J	 laws to regulate business, including the sale of
dangerous quack medicines 

J	 compulsory vaccination 

J	 in fact, anything that interfered with the free 
exercise of all of men's faculties. 
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“�"�!,�+,1� ,+0&!"/�&1�1/2"�(&+!+"00�&+�
��*,1%"/�1,�$/�1&#6�%"/� %&)!�4&1%�

04""1*"�10�1%�1��/"�)&(")6�1,�*�("�&1�
&))��������&*&)�/)6��4"�*201� �))�1%,0"�

0-2/&,20�-%&)�+1%/,-&010�4%,��1,�-/"3"+1�
-/"0"+1�*&0"/6��4,2)!�"+1�&)�$/"�1"/�

*&0"/6�,+�#212/"�$"+"/�1&,+0��������)&+!�
1,�1%"�#� 1�1%�1�2+!"/�1%"�+�12/�)�
,/!"/�,#�1%&+$0�0, &"16�&0� ,+01�+1)6�
"5 /"1&+$�&10�2+%"�)1%6��&*�" &)"��0),4��
3� &))�1&+$��#�&1%)"00�*"*�"/0��1%,0"�
2+1%&+(&+$��1%,2$%�4"))�*"�+&+$��*"+�
�!3, �1"��+�&+1"/#"/"+ "�4%& %�8�01,-0�

1%"�-2/&#6&+$�-/, "008” 
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Darwin and progress 
�”�0��))�1%"�)&3&+$�#,/*0�,#�)&#"��/"�1%"�)&+"�)�
!"0 "+!�+10�,#�1%,0"�4%& %�)&3"!�),+$��"#,/"�1%"�

�&)2/&�+�"-, %��4"�*�6�#"")� "/1�&+�1%�1�1%"�,/!&+�/6�
02 "00&,+��6�$"+"/�1&,+�%�0�+"3"/�,+ "��""+��/,("+��
�+!�1%�1�+,� �1� )60*�%�0�!"0,)�1"!�1%"�4%,)"�4,/)!��
�"+ "�4"�*�6�),,(�4&1%�0,*"� ,+9!"+ "�1,���0" 2/"�
#212/"�,#�".2�))6�&+�--/" &��)"�)"+$1%���+!��0�+�12/�)�
0")" 1&,+�4,/(0�0,)")6��6��+!�#,/�1%"�$,,!�,#�"� %�


�"&+$���))� ,/-,/"�)��+!�*"+1�)�"+!,4*"+10�4&))�1"+!�

1,�-/,$/"00�1,4�/!0�perfection.”
 

Darwin, �/&$&+�,#��-" &"0, penultimate paragraph 
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�“��%�3"�/" "&3"!��&+�����+ %"01"/�
+"40-�-"/��/�1%"/���$,,!�0.2&���


0%,4&+$�1%�1���%�3"�-/,3"!��*&$%1�&0�

/&$%1����+!�1%"/"#,/"�1%�1���-,)",+�


&0�/&$%1���+!�"3"/6� %"�1&+$�

1/�!"0*�+�&0��)0,�/&$%1�”
 

Darwin, Letter to W.B. Carpenter, 1860 
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�““$5*0(2��(8=04093””: What’’s in a phrase?
 

J	 A widely used and almost exclusively pejorative term
for attempts to apply ideas of struggle and “survival 
>5�C74�MCC4BC” to justify particular ideologies in the
late-19th century 

J	 Ironically, the term is most closely associated with
Darwin but arguably owes most to Spencer 

J	 Core idea: struggle is a virtuous process in which 
“MCC4A” individuals (or groups) survive at the expense 
of “;4BB�MC” ones 
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““$5*0(2��(8=04093””�*53,9�:5�:/,�


U.S.
 
J	 Darwin and Spencer were both lionized in the United

States in the years after the Civil War. 
J	 Many American writers and business leaders

developed forms of “social Darwinism”, usually under
C74�8=ND4=24�>5�1>C7�<4= 

J #4H�M6DA4B�5A><�F>A;3�>5�;4CC4AB�8=2;D34� 
–	 John Fiske, William Graham Sumner 

J	 #4H�M6DA4B�5A><�F>A;3�>5�1DB8=4BB�8=2;D34�B><4�>5�
 
the leading so-called “robber barons” 

–	  Andrew Carnegie, John D. Rockefeller 
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��5/4��091,�����	����� 

J	 American philosopher &
historian; lecturer, 
Librarian & overseer at 
Harvard 

J	 Study of history led him
to Darwin and Spencer; 
he became an important
exponent of their views in 
the U.S. 
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Spencer’s disciple
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�'0220(3��8(/(3�$;34,8����������� 

J American sociologist,

professor at Yale
 

J	 !=ND4=C80;�C40274A��� 
writer 

J  40E8;H�8=ND4=243�1H� 
Spencer 

J	 !=�������1420<4�C74�MABC� 
person in the English-
speaking world to teach a 
course on “Sociology” 
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Sumner as a ““$5*0(2��(8=0409:””
 
J	 Individuals struggle

for existence in 
society 

J	 The superior reap
rewards, the inferior 
suffer 

J	 Efforts to mitigate
the struggle for
existence lead to 
societal regression 

�“��!/2+(�/!�&+�1%"�
$211"/�&0�'201�4%"/"�%"�

1,�1%"�91+"00��+!�
1"+!"+ 6�,#�1%&+$0��
��12/"�%�0�0"1�2-,+�%&*�
1%"�-/, "00�,#�!" )&+"�
�+!�!&00,)21&,+��6�4%& %�
0%"�/"*,3"0�1%&+$0�4%& %�
%�3"�02/3&3"!�1%"&/�
20"#2)+"00�” 
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��4+8,=��(84,.0,����
������ 

J	 Scottish-American 
industrialist (������1"")), 
who became the richest 
man in the world 

J	 Work of Darwin and – 
especially – Spencer was 
decisive in his move to 
accepting what he came 
C>�34M=4�0B�C74� 
responsibilities of great 
wealth 
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�(84,.0,�8,(+�$6,4*,8�(4+�/(+�(�

*54<,89054�,>6,80,4*,
 

����/"*"*�"/�1%�1�)&$%1� �*"��0�&+���:,,!��+!�

�))�4�0� )"�/8��,1�,+)6�%�!���$,1�/&!�,#�

1%",),$6��+!�1%"�02-"/+�12/�)���21���%�!�


#,2+!�1%"�1/21%�,#�"3,)21&,+����))�&0�4"))�0&+ "�

�))�$/,40��"11"/���" �*"�*6�*,11,��*6�1/2"�


0,2/ "�,#� ,*#,/1��
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�5/4����#5*1,-,22,8����
����

�
 

J  Oil magnate, founder of 

�

J  Founder of modern 

philanthropy
 

J 	 Became the world’s 
richest man, and the 
MABC��<4A820=�C>�14�
 
worth more than $1 

billion 

�
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#5*1,-,22,8�(9�(�““$5*0(2��(8=0409:””
 

�“�%"�$/,41%�,#���
)�/$"��20&+"00�&0�
*"/")6���02/3&3�)�,#�

4,/(&+$�,21�,#���)�4�
,#�+�12/"��+!���)�4�
,#��,!�” 
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Photo courtesy of dgj103 on 
Flickr. CC-BY. 



http://www.flickr.com/photos/dgj103/2246876661/
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�Critiques of ““$5*0(2��(8=04093””
 
J	 The use of evolution to support laissez-faire politics

did not go unchallenged. 

J	 Many liberals and socialists looked to apply ideas of
struggle and selection to society in a variety of
different ways. 

J The early communists simultaneously criticized the


re-importation of Malthusian ideas from natural 

history into economics and looked to Darwin for


B284=C8M2�E0;830C8>=�>5�C748A�834>;>6H
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Summary
 

J In the late-19th century, the “gospel of
evolution” seemed to sweep all before it

J In this process, Herbert Spencer was at
;40BC�0B�8=ND4=C80;�0B��0AF8= 

J A mix of Spencerian and Darwinian ideas
was often held to contain the key to an
understanding of both nature and society 
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Coming up on Wednesday… 

J Critics of “Social Darwinism” in the 
late-19th century

J �)"�0"�/"�!��"#,/"� )�00��+!� ,*"�
-/"-�/"!�1,�!&0 200�1%"�"51/� 1�#/,*�
�%,*�0��25)"6’0�#�*,20�)" 12/"�,+�
“�3,)21&,+��+!��1%& 0”
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�80,+80*/��4.,29����	��������� 
J	 Wrote �%"�
,+!&1&,+�,#�,#�

1%"��,/(&+$�
)�00�&+�
�+$)�+!, 1844 

J “��/4&+�!&!�+,1�(+,4�4%�1���
�&11"/�0�1&/"�%"�4/,1"�,+�
*�+(&+!���+!�"0-" &�))6�,+�%&0�
,2+1/6*"+��4%"+�%"�0%,4"!�
1%�1�#/""� ,*-"1&1&,+��1%"�
01/2$$)"�#,/�"5&01"+ "��4%& %�
1%"�" ,+,*&010� ")"�/�1"��0�
1%"�%&$%"01�%&01,/& �)�
� %&"3"*"+1��&0�1%"�+,/*�)�
01�1"�,#�1%"��+&*�)��&+$!,*�” 
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�(82��(8>����������
 

J Radical economist and 

political philosopher
 

J	 Collaborated with Engels
in writing �%"�
,**2+&01�
��+&#"01,�(1848)� 

J	 “��/4&+’0�4,/(�&0�*,01�
&*-,/1�+1��+!�02&10�*6�
-2/-,0"�&+�1%�1�&1�-/,3&!"0���
��0&0�&+�+�12/�)�0 &"+ "�#,/�
1%"�%&01,/& �)� )�00�01/2$$)"�” 
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50

  Zoologist, evolutionist and 
communist

  Author of 
, 1902

  “

”
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�;>2,?�+8(=9�(�204,�04�:/,�9(4+
 

�While capitalists,
communists & others 
squabbled about the
correct moral, social
and political lessons
to be drawn from 
the idea of evolution,
Huxley criticized the
whole idea of looking
to evolution for 
moral guidance 
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““�<52;:054�(4+��:/0*9””�����
 

QUESTIONS: 

What was Huxley’’s
 

basic argument?
 

Is it valid? 
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$5��;>2,?�+8(=9�(�204,�04�:/,�9(4+
 

�“�"1�20�2+!"/01�+!��,+ "�#,/��))��1%�1�1%"�

"1%& �)�-/,$/"00�,#�0, &"16�!"-"+!0��+,1�,+�

&*&1�1&+$�1%"� ,0*& �-/, "00��01&))�)"00�&+�

/2++&+$��4�6�#/,*�&1���21�&+� ,*��1&+$�&1�”
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�5304.�;6�04�:/,�4,>:�*2(99 

����3"/6�!&##"/"+1��-�/�))")�0"1�,#��11"*-10�1,�

!/�4�)"00,+0�#/,*�1%"�&!"��,#�"3,)21&,+�&+�1%"�

late-19th

�%"�/&0"�,#�"2$"+& 0
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