
Vol.:(0123456789)

Journal of Evolutionary Economics
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00191-024-00862-w

1 3

RESEARCH

Social Darwinism Revisited: How four critics altered 
the meaning of a near‑obsolete term, greatly increased its 
usage, and thereby changed social science

Geoffrey M. Hodgson1 

Accepted: 26 April 2024 
© The Author(s) 2024

Abstract
Many social scientists still resist Darwinian insights. A possible reason for this is a fear of 
being associated with Social Darwinism. This article updates a 2002 search for appearances 
of Social Darwinism in articles and reviews on the JSTOR database. This database has since 
increased substantially in size, and it now includes far more publications in languages other 
than English. Use of the term Social Darwinism was rare before the 1940s. Talcott Parsons 
used it in 1932 to criticise the analytic use of the core Darwinian concepts in social science. 
Subsequently, and for the first time, Herbert Spencer and Willam Graham Sumner were 
described as Social Darwinists. This led to a major change of meaning of the term, where 
it was associated more, but not entirely, with free market individualism. With this recon-
structed meaning, a 1944 bestselling book by Richard Hofstadter provoked an explosion of 
usage of the term in postwar years. The continuing use of the term is partly ideologically 
motivated and has served to deter consideration of Darwinian ideas in social science.

Keywords Social Darwinism · Biology · Individualism · Competition · Herbert 
Spencer · William Graham Sumner · Talcott Parsons · Richard Hofstadter

JEL Classification B15 · B25 · B52

1 Introduction

With notable exceptions, Darwinism is still resisted in much of social sci-
ence.1 There are several possible reasons for this, including appropriate scholarly 
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reservations about the application of ideas of biological origin to social phenom-
ena. However, such legitimate concerns are sometimes difficult to debate in a meas-
ured and informed way because of the widespread depiction of Darwinism by some 
social scientists as having reactionary, regressive, and even racist implications. Dar-
winism is thus avoided.

Related misgivings are found in evolutionary economics in the Schumpet-
erian tradition. Joseph Schumpeter avoided Darwinian concepts such as selection 
and wrote that for economists ‘no appeal to biology would be of the slightest use’ 
(Schumpeter 1954, p. 789; Witt 2002). In their seminal work in this intellectual tra-
dition, Richard Nelson and Sidney Winter (1982) actually deployed the core Dar-
winian concepts of variation, selection, and replication (of routines), but made no 
acknowledgement that these concepts were of Darwinian provenance. They men-
tioned Darwin only once in passing. Since this work and its massive influence, many 
evolutionary economists have been reluctant to make Darwinian ideas explicit.2

Darwinian ideas are often covert. Consider two accounts of evolutionary 
approaches in economics and management by leading advocates. In Peter Mur-
mann et al. (2003), Darwinism is mentioned only once, but the Darwinian concept 
of selection appears several times. In contrast, in the collection of essays edited by 
Richard Nelson et  al. (2018), the concept of selection is mentioned merely as an 
aside, and it does not even appear in the index of the book. Given the prominence 
of the authors involved, these works suggest some reluctance to highlight or develop 
Darwinian ideas, despite their occasional employment.3

It is not the purpose of this article to explore the pros or cons of adopting Dar-
winian ideas in evolutionary economics, or to consider reasons why social scientists 
are overly cautious about Darwinism. Except one. This is the possibility that caution 
about Darwinian ideas, in evolutionary economics and elsewhere, is motivated in 
part by worries of a backlash from critics of ‘Social Darwinism.’ The frequency and 
force of this motivation are difficult to assess empirically. However, there is enough 
anecdotal evidence to assume such concerns exist.

The aim here is not to rehabilitate or advocate any version of Social Darwinism. 
Instead, it is to reveal the mythology of Social Darwinism and to reduce inhibitions 
to more careful and well-grounded considerations of the value, or otherwise, of Dar-
winian ideas in the social sciences. Importantly, hardly anyone described their own 
views as ‘Social Darwinism’. Instead, it has been a label used by critics, but the 
objects of criticism are varied and have changed through time.

Many with worries that Darwinism may be dangerous for social science refer to 
‘Social Darwinist’ ideas that grew up after the publication of Charles Darwin’s Ori-
gin of Species in 1859. They cite nationalism, racism, and eugenics. Mike Hawkins 
(1997, p. 282) even claimed that Adolf Hitler ‘showed a consistent adherence to 
the premises of Social Darwinism’. Such inflated accounts might suggest that Social 

2 Among the exceptions are Metcalfe (1998) and Andersen (2004).
3 The development of Darwinian ideas in evolutionary economics has been the subject of debate. See 
for example Cordes (2006), Hodgson (2007), Witt (2008), Dollimore and Hodgson (2014), and Hodgson 
(2019).
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Darwinism fuelled two world wars, stimulated Nazism and the Holocaust, and led to 
millions of deaths. No wonder Darwinism is verboten in parts of social science.

Since the 1940s, there has been an enhanced concern that ‘Social Darwinism’ 
implies individualism and competition, as well as other sins.4 This narrative typically 
highlights Herbert Spencer and William Graham Sumner. Today, if we put the phrase 
‘Social Darwinism’ into a Web search engine, then the name of Spencer appears in 
profusion. Spencer is regarded as the foremost ‘Social Darwinist’ and Sumner as his 
American deputy. There is no denying the impact of these two scholars. They were 
enormously influential in Anglo-American academia and beyond. The names of Spen-
cer or Sumner are often cited, but their works are little read. In fact, neither Spencer 
nor Sumner used the term ‘Social Darwinism’. While they celebrated individualism 
and competition, they opposed nationalism, imperialism, and war. For reasons I raise 
below, the inclusion of Spencer and Sumner in the narrative on Social Darwinism can 
be challenged partly on the grounds that they were first included by its critics more 
than 60 years after the supposed emergence of Social Darwinism as a movement.

There is substantial literature that contests the standard story about ‘Social Dar-
winism’. ‘Revisionist’ scholars led by Robert Bannister (1979) pointed out that no 
group of thinkers labelling themselves as ‘Social Darwinists’ existed. There was no 
self-declared school promoting ‘Social Darwinism’. The label was almost univer-
sally used by critics to describe doctrinal opponents, of various kinds. Historical 
misrepresentations of basic facts, and the uncritical use of ‘Social Darwinism’ as a 
term of abuse, have served partisan political agendas, and have foreclosed scholarly 
discussion of the importance or otherwise of ideas from biology in helping to under-
stand human behaviour and socio-economic evolution.5

In 2004, I published a contribution to this debate (Hodgson 2004b). I reported 
my 2002 searches for key terms related to ‘Social Darwinism’ in the large JSTOR 
database of academic journals and other relevant documents.6 Apparently, this was 
the first time this database had been used to research Social Darwinism in this way. 
I concentrated on the history of the term and its meanings, rather than on the impact 
of Darwinism on social science and on political ideology. Both issues are impor-
tant, but the second has received much more attention than the first. At that time, 
JSTOR had relatively little material in languages other than English. I confined my 
search to Anglophone journals. My main findings were as follows:

1. There were very few appearances of the terms ‘Social Darwinism’ or ‘Social 
Darwinist’ before 1930. My 2002 search found only 21 articles or reviews with 
appearances in over 77,000 items of relevance. While Darwin, Spencer and Sum-
ner were all highly cited before 1930, the terms ‘Social Darwinism’ or ‘Social 
Darwinist’ were hardly ever used.

4 As noted below, this neglects Darwin’s (1871) account of human cooperation.
5 See also the revisionist criticisms of Jones (1980), Bellomy (1984), Claeys (2000), Crook (1994, 
1996), Leonard (2009) and others.
6 Hodgson (2004b) was reprinted in Hodgson (2006). I should identify an error in my earlier article and 
its reprint. A passage (Hodgson 2004b, p. 446; 2006, p. 53) suggests that Hofstadter saw Lester F. Ward 
as a Social Darwinist. He did not.
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2. The only item found in the JSTOR database explicitly advocating ‘Social Dar-
winism’, in any sense whatsoever, was an early piece on eugenics by Colin Wells 
(1907), who also argued for a form of ‘individualism’. The American sociologist 
Lester F. Ward (1907) pointed out that Well’s usage of ‘Social Darwinism’ was 
different from that of others, who had mostly used the label in criticisms of racism 
or nationalism. Ward argued that racist views could not be legitimately derived 
from Darwinism.

3. The appearances up to 1939 largely involved critics of race struggle and belliger-
ent nationalism. They accused others of ‘Social Darwinism’. Some of these early 
appearances are in reviews in English of books by Achille Loria (1895, in Italian) 
and Jacques Novicow (1910, in French). These volumes are critical of national-
ism and racial conflict. After the outbreak of the First World War, two influential 
books in English by the US sociologist and pacifist George Nasmyth (1916) and 
the US philosopher Ralph Barton Perry (1918) saw nationalism, imperialism, and 
war as being aided by ‘Social Darwinism’. Perry further argued that theoretical 
intercourse between sociology and biology should be ended.

4. Following Perry and others who wanted to free social science from biology, 
Talcott Parsons gave the term ‘Social Darwinism’ new life and meaning. Parsons 
(1932) extended the usage of the term from its previous ideological associations 
with nationalism and racism to anyone who believed in ‘the application of Dar-
winian concepts of variation and selection to social evolution’. In this manner, 
Parsons helped to instigate the major revival and metamorphosis of the term 
‘Social Darwinism’.

5. In strong contrast to prevailing accounts, neither Spencer nor Sumner were 
described as Social Darwinists before 1933. Sumner was first referred to as a 
Social Darwinist by Bernhard J. Stern (1933). Leo Rogin (1937, p. 413) quoted 
the Soviet sociologist B. I. Smoulevitch (1936, p. 95) who regarded Spencer as 
influenced by ‘Social Darwinism’. This gave the green light to others, eventually 
helping to transform the meaning of the term throughout Anglophone social sci-
ence.

6. The leader of this transformation was the US historian Richard Hofstadter. He 
published an article entitled ‘William Graham Sumner, Social Darwinist’ (Hof-
stadter 1941). Therein he put Spencer in the same camp. Hofstadter’s (1944) 
Social Darwinism in American Thought transformed the discourse on the topic. 
Usage of the term ‘Social Darwinism’ (almost entirely by critics and rarely by 
proponents) increased exponentially in the literature.

Twenty years later, I repeated my explorations of the JSTOR database. Conse-
quently, I can add some further arguments and reflections, and modify some aspects 
of my previous analysis. Four key players in the 1932–1944 period that I highlighted 
on my 2002 search, namely Hoftstadter, Parsons, Rogin and Stern, are shown in the 
present study to have an even more crucial role.

The JSTOR database has expanded considerably over 21 years. It now includes 
many more documents in languages other than English. It is no longer necessary 
to confine searches on this theme to English alone. These extended searches, par-
ticularly with French, Italian and German works included, enable us to find several 
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more articles and reviews mentioning ‘Social Darwinism’ (as translated) up to 1939. 
In my 2002 search, I found 32 documents citing ‘Social Darwinism’ (in English) 
in this period. In 2023, I found 126 articles or reviews using the term up to 1939, a 
minority of which are in English. Although this is a substantial increase, it is minis-
cule in relation to the overall number of documents in the database in that period.

In 2002, I searched 502,411 ‘relevant’ articles or reviews in 1880–1989 inclu-
sive.7 In 2023, I searched 3,306,435 in the same period. This is more than a sixfold 
increase. Adding the 1870s, the 1990s, and the first decade of the new millennium, 
makes it more than an 11-fold increase. Repeating the search with a much larger 
database is a major test of my preceding analysis and assessment.

The multi-lingual search in 2023 did not undermine the principal conclusions 
of my preceding Anglophone study. ‘Social Darwinism’ was still a rare term, and 
almost always used in criticism. Reporting these new results is the first reason for 
my revisitation of this topic in this article. Not only is the database much larger, sig-
nificantly more results are found in non-Anglophone territory.

The second reason for the present article is my growing concern that I had previ-
ously offered an inadequate explanation of the dramatic reinvention and re-entry of 
the term in the period from 1932 to 1944, and of its subsequent growth and persis-
tence in usage. In this essay I have delved deeper. I offer some additional evidence 
and explanations. I revisit possible reasons for Parsons’s (1932, 1937) view of Social 
Darwinism as (for him) a mistaken adoption of core Darwinian concepts in social 
science. I also explore the ideological and political context in which Stern and oth-
ers paved the way for Hofstadter (1941, 1944) to promote another new definition 
of Social Darwinism, which was different from Parsons’s, but it could complement 
and rest alongside it. These reconsiderations may help us understand the motives for 
continuing accusations and rebuttals of ‘Social Darwinism’ today.

The third reason concerns the methodology that was used in my 2004 article. 
Since then, I have come across other cases where researchers search for the appear-
ance and usage of the terms in context, rather than starting with presupposed mean-
ings and searching for them. This point may be of some relevance in studies of other 
key terms.

The rest of this article is structured as follows. Section two offers some brief 
reflections on the research methodology used in my JSTOR searches on this topic, 
in the light of two further instances by other authors since 2004. Section three looks 
at the period up to 1939, including appearances in the additional English and for-
eign language documents. Section four examines more closely the period from 
1932 to 1944, focusing particularly on Parsons, Stern, Rogin and Hofstadter. The 
growth in usage of Social Darwinism in the second half of the 20th century forms 
the background of section five, which considers three selected exemplars – two from 
the 1950s and one from the 1990s – including what is possibly the most important 

7 A ‘relevant’ JSTOR article or review is defined as one that contains ‘human’ OR ‘social’ OR ‘societ*’ 
OR ‘econom*’, where * is a wildcard. My 2023 searches included ‘Social Darwinism’, ‘Social Darwin-
ist’ and ‘Social Darwinian’. Concerning my 2023 searches, ‘Social Darwinism’ includes all three vari-
ants. The 2023 JSTOR searches were completed on 31 July.
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postwar critical account of Social Darwinism (Hawkins 1997). Section six con-
cludes the essay.

2  Should we search for a term, or for its imputed substance?

In 2002, I searched for the term ‘Social Darwinism’ (or ‘Social Darwinist’) rather 
than what might be imagined to be its meaning. Some critics suggested then that 
I should search for its presumed meaning(s) instead. My position, then as now, is 
that both approaches in the history of ideas are legitimate and useful. In Hodgson 
(2004b), I cited an article by Matthias Klaes (2001) that offers some support for this 
inclusive stance.

At least in the case of Social Darwinism, there are serious problems with rely-
ing on searches for (attributed) meanings alone. As there was no school of self-pro-
claimed ‘Social Darwinists’ we must rely on how the term was used by its critics. 
My 2002 search found multiple conflicting meanings and emphases, with a new 
consensus arising in the 1940s, when the term became much more popular.

As criticisms of Social Darwinism continue to be published, a questionable pro-
cedure prevails in this genre. The researcher first assembles a set of traits that he or 
she considers to be the meaning of the term. These presumed traits might include 
nationalism, individualism, racism, eugenics, or whatever. With the presumed traits, 
a search is then conducted. Sure enough, we find what we are seeking. Writers are 
discovered who expressed nationalist, individualist, racist, eugenic, or other ideas. 
Or they use the selected catchphrases. These are labelled Social Darwinists, even if 
they did not use that term, or did not even mention Darwin.

There is no doubt that Darwin was influential. Hawkins (1997, pp. 11–13) rightly 
pointed out that Darwinism inspired psychology and affected other behavioural sci-
ences. He went further to argue that the influence of Darwinism shows that ‘Social 
Darwinism cannot be dismissed as marginal’. He also claimed that Darwinism does 
not have to be closely followed, or even acknowledged, for Social Darwinism to 
exist. Anyone affected by Darwinian ideas could be a Social Darwinist. And almost 
everyone was affected to some degree.

Hence, by such methods, we can conclude that Hitler was a Social Darwinist, 
although neither Darwin nor evolution is mentioned in Mein Kampf, and Hitler did 
not believe that human species evolved from apes (O’Connell and Ruse 2021, p. 48). 
(His ideas on racial purity excluded the possibility of ape-like ancestors.) The wide 
application of the Social Darwinist label by Hawkins and others goes far beyond 
Nazism to include libertarian individualists, anti-nationalists and anti-militarists. 
Sumner is deemed a Social Darwinist, even though Sumner (1906) mentioned Dar-
win only once in his most important treatise. Sumner’s disciple Albert G. Keller 
(1923, p. 137) remarked that his teacher ‘did not give much attention to the pos-
sibility of extending evolution into the societal field.’ Sumner is said to be a ‘Social 
Darwinist’ anyway. Spencer is convicted as well, while noting his coinage of the 
term ‘survival of the fittest’. The fact that Darwin adopted the term from Spencer 
is additional proof of Spencer’s guilt. By this method, we can often find the ‘world 
view’ or traits that we are looking for, but such an attempt to establish a meaning 
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for Social Darwinism depends on partly arbitrary assumptions, picked in the pre-
sent rather than carefully rooted in the past. With inadequate warrant for the chosen 
meaning, it depends on the presumptions of the researcher.

Jeffrey O’Connell and Michael Ruse (2021) used the same method of starting 
with a preconception of what Social Darwinism means. They added the stipula-
tion that its exponents must believe in human evolution from primates, which ruled 
out Hitler, but not some other leading Nazis (pp. 48–50). They repeatedly used the 
phrase ‘traditional Social Darwinism’, as if its lineage were evident from the histori-
cal record. With whom did this tradition start? With Spencer of course. He sowed 
‘the seeds of traditional social Darwinism’ (pp. 12–14), and these rapidly spread 
to American soil, with the ideas of academics such as William Graham Sumner 
and industrialists such as Andrew Carnegie and John D. Rockefeller. They also 
spread to Germany and inspired its military high command in the First World War 
(pp. 15–19). A problem neglected here is both Spencer and Sumner were strongly 
opposed to militarism, seeing it as a deadly extension of the power of the state, but 
that did not stop O’Connell and Ruse seeing ‘traditional social Darwinism’ as ‘tri-
umphant’ in the early years of the 20th century. Another problem for them is that at 
the time of this triumph, neither Spencer nor Sumner had been described as Social 
Darwinists. That is unmentioned. Most primary uses of this relatively rare term were 
in writings in French or Italian. O’Connell and Ruse failed to cite these French and 
Italian sources. Yet it was in these languages that ‘Social Darwinism’ was then most 
used.

First take a preconception of what it means, and then find authors who fit. This 
method used alone, as employed by Hawkins, O’Connell, Ruse and others, con-
structs a history that is blinkered by contemporary concerns or prejudices.  It has no 
answer to a rival retrospective attempt that might start from different preconceptions 
and then look back to find different thinkers. It simply finds instances that comply 
with its presumed ab initio search criteria.

Since 2004, the methodological argument against relying on presumption alone 
has been reinforced by searches for other key terms in the history of the social sci-
ences. Consider the term ‘classical liberalism’. It is typically associated with early, 
free-market versions of liberalism, that understand liberty negatively as largely the 
absence of coercion, treat the individual as generally the best judge of his or her 
interests, emphasise rights over duties, under the guardianship of a minimal state. 
This account of ‘classical liberalism’ was promoted by writers such as Friedrich 
Hayek (1960), Milton Friedman (1955) and Ludwig Mises ([1927] 2005). They 
named early intellectuals who expressed such views, and they aligned themselves 
with this group. Other writers concur with this notion of ‘classical liberalism’, 
whether critical or otherwise of its substance.

As Helena Rosenblatt (2018) has shown, there are problems with this methodol-
ogy. It paints the portrait before studying the fuller historical record. Given the scale 
and diversity of political and philosophical thought in the last three hundred years, 
it is quite conceivable that persons resembling the portrait can be found. However, 
problems are revealed if we choose a thinker such as Adam Smith, who is applauded 
by Hayek and others for his stress on individual incentives and markets. Other 
prominent features of his thought – including his extensive discussions of sympathy, 
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justice, and moral sentiments – are given less emphasis, because they are absent 
from the preconceived portrait. This methodology, while it finds what it was seek-
ing, becomes blind to much else. It has no answer to a rival retrospective attempt 
that might start from a different conception of ‘classical liberalism’, and then look 
back to find thinkers that fit this different portrait.

Instead, Rosenblatt examined past usage of terms such as ‘liberal’ and ‘liberal-
ism’ (and their equivalents in other languages). The views of writers who were the 
first to describe themselves politically as ‘liberals’ were often very different from 
the ‘classical liberalism’ described by Hayek, Friedman, and Mises. They stressed 
duties as well as rights. They rejected the notion that society could function wholly 
through self-interest. They warned of the dangers of selfishness. Most 19th-century 
liberals, whether British, French, or German, were not averse to government inter-
vention. Her study dismantles the Hayek–Friedman–Mises historical mischaracteri-
sation of ‘classical liberalism’.

The methodology of searching for a term, and then examining its usages and 
meanings, was also adopted by Taylor Boas and Jordan Gans-Morse (2009) in their 
study of the word ‘neoliberalism’. They found that it has been used in many ways. 
They produced bibliometric evidence revealing that relatively few authors attempted 
to define its meaning, even in academic publications. Even more than critics of 
‘Social Darwinism’, critics of ‘neoliberalism’ lack consensus on what they are criti-
cising. Searching for the usage of a term is again helpful and instructive.

3  Social Darwinism re‑surveyed: 1877–1939

Hodgson (2004b) claimed that that first appearance of the term ‘Social Darwinism’ 
was in an article by Oskar Schmidt (1879). The current JSTOR database contains 
an earlier mention by Fisher (1877). He discussed an analysis by Henry Maine and 
accused him of ‘Social Darwinism’. It is unclear what Fisher meant by this. More 
significantly, as I had found in 2002, in 1880 Émile Gautier published in Paris an 
anarchist tract entitled Le darwinisme social. Gautier argued that the true application 
of Darwinian principles to human society meant social cooperation rather than bru-
tal competition. He used the term ‘Social Darwinism’ to criticize those who claimed 
to use Darwinian ideas to support capitalist competition and laissez faire. The term 
acquired other meanings, became established in France, and quickly spread to Italy 
(Clark 1985).

The 2023 JSTOR search, from 1877 to 1939 inclusive, found 126 articles or 
reviews using the term, only 37% of which are in English. Many of the items in 
English are reviews of French or Italian works that mention the term ‘Social Dar-
winism’. Such underlines the predominantly Continental European location of its 
usage before 1940, in languages other than English. This is another new result in 
the 2023 survey. Among the most influential were still Loria (1895) and Novicow 
(1910), who criticise nationalism, imperialist war, and race struggle. Although the 
2023 search found additional references to ‘Social Darwinism’ in the 1920s and 
1930s, they were still low in number. After rising to 23 in the first decade of the 20th 
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century, non-Anglophone articles or reviews citing ‘Social Darwinism’ declined in 
number until the 1940s, reaching a low point of three in that decade. After its Con-
tinental heyday around the turn of the century, the enfeebled locus of criticism of 
‘Social Darwinism’ shifted to the Anglophone world in the 1920s, but its progress 
there was at first extremely weak. There were 16 Anglophone articles or reviews 
citing ‘Social Darwinism’ in the 1920s and 14 in the 1930s. Despite its locational 
shift to (principally) the US, the global storyline about ‘Social Darwinism’ was in 
danger of petering out. The 2023 search confirms that the narrative was clearly in 
the doldrums. In English, French, German and Italian the term ‘Social Darwinism’ 
was very rare before 1940.

The massive increase in the JSTOR database, with its major extension of non-
English texts, allows us to put more emphasis on the fact that mention of ‘Social 
Darwinism’ occurred in a mere few dozen items, which constitute only 0.016% of 
the entire ‘relevant’ corpus up to 1939. This strengthens the preceding, more cau-
tious, suggestion that ‘Social Darwinism’ by the 1930s was almost a dead issue, 
occupying a tiny minority of minds. As now revealed, this decline is even more dra-
matic in the European Continental literature. By 1930, ‘Social Darwinism’ in the 
social sciences was an insignificant topic of discussion, for critics or likely advo-
cates. If it were to be revived, it would have to be reinvented.

In the nadir of the 1930s, however, the seeds of its recovery were sown. During 
the Great Depression, many leading intellectuals would reflect on established ideas, 
and on the legitimacy of an economic system that had brought mass unemployment 
and impoverishment. Amid this crisis, ‘Social Darwinism’ would itself mutate. The 
changed object of criticism would highlight growing concerns, and the narrative on 
‘Social Darwinism’ would be much more successful in its replication. After 1941, 
with the anti-capitalist Soviet Union installed as an ally in the global war against fas-
cism, criticism of this re-invented Social Darwinism received a major boost.

4  Social Darwinism reinvented: 1932–1944

The intervention of Parsons (1932) was crucial. In a lengthy article on Alfred Mar-
shall, Parsons mentioned Social Darwinism twice. Parsons (1932, p. 325) briefly 
noted the application of Darwinian concepts to social science and a footnote 
described ‘the application of Darwinian concepts of variation and selection to social 
evolution’ as ‘Social Darwinism,’ giving obscure and unclear reasons for rejecting 
this line of thought, and without naming any of its proponents. Parsons rejected 
Social Darwinism because for him it meant the application of Darwinian concepts 
in the social sciences. Preceded by Perry (1918) and Woods (1920), Parsons (1932) 
made it an analytical as well as an ideological danger. His rising influence within 
sociology made this a lasting feature. Unlike the other three key players, his motives 
were solely analytical and academic, and neither ideological nor political.

Parsons simply focussed on the application of core Darwinian concepts such as 
variation and selection to the analysis of social change. Core Darwinian concepts of 
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variation and selection might apply to individuals, groups, cultural memes, or other 
entities that cannot be understood solely in biological terms. Parsons’s prohibition 
would apply to these too.

For example, Thorstein Veblen’s (1899, p. 188) analysis of the ‘natural selection 
of institutions’ or of ‘the fittest habits of thought’ would also, according to Parsons, 
be ‘Social Darwinism’. However, despite his explicit use of Darwinian ideas, Veblen 
is rarely described as a ‘Social Darwinist’. An exception is A. W. Coats (1954, p. 
532) who saw Veblen as adopting ‘an extreme form of Social Darwinism’. It is pos-
sible that, for many others, Veblen’s socialist sympathies (Hodgson 2023) exempted 
him from such a description. If so, this is evidence that accusations of ‘Social Dar-
winism’ were increasingly directed against defenders of capitalism and competition. 
However, Parsons was relatively unconcerned about these political issues.

In another footnote, Parsons (1932, p. 341) wrote: ‘Pareto, like Marshall and 
Weber, sharply repudiates what he calls “Social Darwinism.”’ Parsons, however, 
gave no references and cited no rejection of Social Darwinism in their works. No 
explicit refutation exists in the works of these authors. Although Marshall (1920) 
mentioned Darwin a few times, it was not in repudiation. In fact, Marshall was an 
explicit devotee of the works of Spencer (Thomas 1991; Hodgson 1993), who today 
is widely but misleadingly described as a Social Darwinist. Parsons’s standards of 
scholarship were somewhat defective.

Parsons was a man with a mission. He used the term ‘Social Darwinism’ in his 
grand project to rebuild his discipline, and to establish boundaries between good 
and bad sociology. As well as placing Europeans, principally Karl Marx, Émile 
Durkheim and Max Weber, in the pantheon of sociological fame, Parsons wished to 
demote earlier American sociologists such as William G. Sumner, Lester F. Ward, 
Charles H. Cooley and Edward A. Ross. Despite their big analytical and ideological 
differences, they had all dallied with Darwinian ideas. With this rebuttal, Parsons 
did not distinguish between those Darwin-inspired American sociologists – nota-
bly Ward8 – who opposed racism and eugenics, and others – such as Ross – who 
were racists or supporters of eugenics. Parsons condemned them all. He wanted to 
re-establish American sociology on an entirely different footing, free of biological 
concepts.

Parsons was not alone with these concerns. Arguments in favour of severing the 
links between the behavioural sciences and biology had gathered momentum in the 
early years of the 20th century (Degler 1991; Hodgson 2004a). They were particu-
larly notable in behaviourist psychology, founded by Watson (1914, 1919), which 
emphasised social nurture much more than biological nature. Growing numbers of 
social scientists downplayed biological explanations, and went further, to sever all 
links with biology.

After Parsons’s intervention in 1932, the meaning of Social Darwinism widened. 
It had an additional purpose. It was applied not exclusively to doctrines of race 
struggle or war, but also to any application of Darwinism or related biological ideas 
to the study of human society.

8 Ward (1913) criticised eugenics.
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Another major change occurred when Bernhard J. Stern (1933) became the first 
person to describe William G. Sumner as a Social Darwinist. Stern had established 
an academic reputation among American anthropologists and sociologists. In 1932 
and 1937, Stern visited the Soviet Union and became an enthusiastic supporter of 
the regime. He was recruited by the US Communist Party. In 1936, he became one 
of the founders and editors of the Marxist social science journal, Science and Soci-
ety. He applauded the 1938 trial of Nicolai Bukharin and accepted the Soviet expla-
nation of the 1939 Hitler–Stalin pact (Kan 2021). After the war, he was a victim of 
McCarthyite persecution (Bloom 1990).

Four years after Stern had labelled Sumner as a Social Darwinist, Leo Rogin 
(1937, p. 413), a Keynesian economist and sympathiser of the Soviet Union, uncriti-
cally quoted the Russian sociologist B. I. Smoulevitch (1936, p. 95) who had seen 
Spencer as influenced by ‘Social Darwinism’.9 Previously, Spencer had not been 
so described. Stern and Rogin gave the green light to others, thus further widening 
the meaning of the term. Both were respected and Rogin was particularly influen-
tial among US academics. Rogin taught and strongly influenced the economist John 
Kenneth Galbraith (Dimand and Koehn 2008) and the future Nobel Laureate in Eco-
nomics Douglass C. North (2005).

This highly belated addition of Spencer and Sumner as Social Darwinists must 
be explained. More than previously, I would now emphasise the effect of the Great 
Depression, the growing criticism of capitalism among intellectuals at that time, and 
the growing sympathy for the Soviet Union, which to many seemed to be a superior 
economic system. Although Marx regarded Darwin as a great biologist, he rejected 
the application of Darwinian principles to social science. The stumbling block 
for Marxists and others was that Darwinism was seen as focusing on competition 
between individuals, as if the whole scientific credo was a byproduct of some ver-
sion of 19th-century market liberalism. Petr Kropotokin ([1902] 1939) corrected this 
individualist interpretation and pointed to Darwin’s (1871) extensive discussion of 
cooperation and group selection in his Descent of Man. Even here, however, compe-
tition was still paramount, where the fitter human groups would be selected.10 Com-
petition generally was an anathema to Marxists and many other social scientists. It 
was associated with the capitalist system and its defects.

As an editor of Science and Society, Stern (1941a, p. 181) described statements 
by the US anthropologist Earnest Hooton as ‘antidemocratic, ruthless, social-Dar-
winian utterances’ that encourage ‘the development of the fascist ideology in the 
United States.’11 This stimulated several rejoinders in the pages of that journal, by 
eminent scholars including the leading biologist J. B. S. Haldane (1941 – then a 

9 Rogin (1937, p. 414) saw the USSR as adhering ‘to a democratic utilitarian ethics – one which says 
that the hungry should be fed, the sick healed, and the dead decently buried.’ This evaluation is difficult 
to reconcile with the Soviet famine of 1930–33, where about 7 million people died because of Stalin’s 
policies (Conquest 1986).
10 There is a large literature on group selection including Sober and Wilson (1998) and Henrich (2004).
11 Stern’s (1941a) strictures against racism were no doubt genuine. But he was an apologist for Stalin’s 
oppressive policies against ethnic minorities (Stern 1944; Kan 2021). Stern might have invented the term 
‘Social Darwinian’, as it does not appear earlier. I omitted this variant from my 2002 search, but it was 
fully incorporated in the 2023 search reported here.
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Communist Party sympathiser). Haldane rejected the idea that Darwin was a racist. 
In his reply to Haldane, Stern (1941b, pp. 374–5) bemoaned:

the plethora of baneful apologetics of capitalism in the social science field that 
transfer the theory of natural selection into an analysis of man’s survival and 
status in capitalist society. … The social Darwinian sees only biological factors 
at work, and finds capitalism beneficially selective of superior stocks. Some … 
oppose making medical attention available to the poor on the grounds that it 
would help perpetuate inferior stocks. I contend that, since these writers have 
utilized Darwin’s theoretical principles in the field of social theory and apply 
the formula of natural selection to the problem of human survival, they may 
justly be called social Darwinian.

But despite the ‘plethora of baneful apologetics of capitalism’ in the social sci-
ences, Stern cited none. Echoing Parsons (1932), Stern criticised anyone who 
applied ‘Darwin’s theoretical principles’ to the social sciences. Thereby Parsons’s 
account of Social Darwinism was amalgamated with the Marxist reinvention of 
Social Darwinian as a flawed defence of capitalism and competition.

In a further comment in Science and Society, by Emily R. Grace and M. F. 
Ashley Montagu (1940), appears a translation of an entry in ‘the latest Soviet phil-
osophical dictionary’ (published in 1940): ‘Social Darwinian: - is an incorrect 
transference of the law of the struggle for existence in the world of animals and 
plants, discovered by Darwin, to the sphere of social relationships, to the sphere 
of class struggle.’ The official Soviet dictionary then goes on to claim that this 
doctrine has been used to justify capitalism, imperialism, exploitation and racism. 
This shows that by 1940 the term was used in Soviet academia as part of its cri-
tique of capitalism.12 This observation is all the more significant because in the 
3  years from 1940 to 1942 inclusive the term ‘Social Darwinism’ was still rare 
in the literature. In JSTOR overall there were only 17 articles and reviews that 
contained the term (or similar) in those 3  years. Four of these were in Science 
and Society. A group of pro-Soviet Marxist intellectuals, who had experienced the 
economic collapse of the Great Depression, lit the fuse for the imminent explosion 
of usage of the term ‘Social Darwinism’.

Among the 17 articles and reviews in the 1940–42 period was Richard Hof-
stadter’s (1941) ‘William Graham Sumner, Social Darwinist’. Therein he also 
described Herbert Spencer as a Social Darwinist. Hofstadter had joined the 
US Communist Party in 1938 but left in the following year because of the Hit-
ler–Stalin pact. Ideologically, he remained anti-capitalist for years. In a 1939 let-
ter he declared: ‘I hate capitalism and everything that goes with it.’ In 1940, he 
claimed that studying Social Darwinism helped to explain ‘the disparity between 

12 In the USSR, the rise of Lysenko’s quasi-Lamarckian doctrine in the 1930s (Joravsky 1970) made 
opposition to Darwinism state policy, alongside a foundational opposition to capitalism and individual-
ism. Was the revived campaign after 1936 in the West against ‘Social Darwinism’ partly orchestrated by 
the Soviet authorities, using their sympathisers in the US? As yet, there is no clear evidence to support an 
affirmative answer.
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our official individualism and the bitter facts of life as anyone could see them 
during the great depression.’ In 1944, he published Social Darwinism in Ameri-
can Thought. It was based on his 1938 PhD thesis. It has gone through several 
reprints and editions. It was reported in the 1992 edition that since 1955 it had 
sold 200,000 copies.13

Hofstadter’s (1944) book was not intended as a systematic survey of the history 
of Social Darwinism. Instead, his chapters were a pick and mix of alleged propo-
nents, critics, and their ideas. He relied almost entirely on secondary sources. He 
made no systematic searches for the term in the literature. Chapter one is on the 
impact of Darwinism. Chapter two is devoted to Spencer, followed by chapter three 
on Sumner. He thus depicted the rise of ‘Social Darwinism’ as first and foremost 
about selfish individualism and competition. Four chapters follow, relating largely to 
early critiques of Spencer, Sumner and of their celebrations of individualism, com-
petition. and a minimal state. Discussion of eugenics occupies only seven pages in 
chapter eight – about one-third of that chapter. Then follows a substantial chapter on 
racism and imperialism, but it does not mention the fascism that was then storming 
Europe and East Asia. In his conclusion, Hofstadter (1944, p. 203) wrote: ‘As a con-
scious philosophy, social Darwinism had largely disappeared by the end of the [First 
World] war.’ A few lines later he surmised: ‘A resurgence of social Darwinism, in 
either its individualist or imperialist uses, is always a possibility’. But he wrote as if 
fascism had not become a major threat, and the Second World War had not started. 
Neither fascism, Hitler, Mussolini nor Nazism appear in the index of the book.

On Social Darwinism and fascism, Hofstadter was slow off the mark. As noted 
previously, Stern (1941a) had seen Social Darwinist utterances as encouraging fas-
cism in the US. In book in the same year, William M. McGovern (1941, p. 624) 
went further to claim that Nazism was based on Social Darwinism. This is possibly 
the first clear claim of this kind.

Hofstadter (1944) devoted foremost attention to the novel reconstruction of Social 
Darwinism, which accented individualism and competition, with Spencer and Sum-
ner as its principal proponents. The neglect of the global war against fascism might 
have helped the promotion of the book as a scholarly retrospective on the history of 
Social Darwinism. It also served the purposes of the Soviet Union and its Western 
sympathisers to depict Social Darwinism as a celebration of individualism, competi-
tion and capitalism. There was enough of a narrative on imperialism and racism in 
Hofstadter’s book to remain pertinent during an anti-fascist war. There was nothing 
in the volume to stop others referring to Hitler and the Nazis as Social Darwinists.

Competitive, individualist versions of ‘Social Darwinism’ were identified and 
highlighted, thanks foremost to Hofstadter (1941) and to the accounts of others. 
From 1941 the Soviet Union was a vital ally. The criticisms of selfish individualism 
and competition were stimulated by the Great Depression and echoed the anti-cap-
italist ideology of the Soviet Union. The new, Marxist-inspired narrative on ‘Social 
Darwinism’, which emerged from the Great Depression, was adaptable enough to 
prosper during the Second World War. Attacks on ‘Social Darwinism’ for support-
ing militarism and war, which had been uppermost in 1914–1918, were given much 

13 Hofstadter (1944). Quotes are from the introduction by Eric Foner to Hofstadter (1992, pp. x-xiv).
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less emphasis. They had to be muted for another reason. The newly acquired perpe-
trators of Social Darwinism, namely Spencer and Sumner, were themselves oppo-
nents of militarism and war.

Figure  1 indicates the extent of the discourse on Social Darwinism from 1870 
to 2009. For each decade, it shows JSTOR articles or reviews mentioning ‘Social 
Darwinism’ (with variants in English, and in other languages) as a percentage of all 
relevant JSTOR articles or reviews.14 In the decades from the 1870s to the 1930s 
inclusive, ‘Social Darwinism’ was very rarely used, particularly in the Anglophone 
literature. From the beginning of the 20th century to the 1930s, its percentage signif-
icantly declined. Developments in the 1930s and early 1940s, including a substantial 
shift of meaning of the term, completely changed this trajectory. Thanks to Hof-
stadter (1944) and others, in the context of sympathy for the Soviet Union during a 
global anti-fascist war, usage of ‘Social Darwinism’ exploded.

5  After 1944: Some highlights

Figure 2 shows the huge upsurge from the 1940s in usage of the term ‘Social Dar-
winism’ (or equivalents in English, French, German or Italian). The figure shows the 
absolute numbers of articles or reviews involved. The explosion in usage from the 
1940s to the 1990s is equally apparent.

Given the overall numbers involved, we can sample only a few instances for closer 
examination. Consider two appearances in the 1950s, which shortly followed the 
upsurge that started in 1944. In an article entitled ‘Darwin and Social Darwinism’, 
Gloria McConnaughey (1950) reflected the view of Parsons and others, which associ-
ates Social Darwinism with the use of Darwinian concepts in social science. McCo-
nnaughey (1950, p. 397) opined: ‘All writers who have tried to explain politics and 
morals in terms of natural selection may, with some justice, be called Social Darwin-
ists.’ She then turned to Darwin himself, making clear that he did not give ‘unquali-
fied support to the racist school of anthropology, which postulates biologically superior 
races; his system of racial classification, rudimentary though it is, is based upon levels 
of culture’ (McConnaughey 1950, p. 405). In her conclusion, she asked if Darwin was 
a Social Darwinist: ‘If by Social Darwinism we merely mean the application of natu-
ral selection to ethical and social problems, the answer is obviously yes. If, however, 
Social Darwinism is taken to refer to the strongly imperialistic, racist and anti-social-
reform uses of natural selection, the answer is just as clearly no’ (McConnaughey 1950, 
p. 412). Her reservations did not prevent the explosion in usage that was underway.

A few years later, the American sociologist and anthropologist George E. Simp-
son (1959) published an article also entitled ‘Darwin and “Social Darwinism”’. 
Rather than looking at the usage of the term itself, Simpson presumed what Social 
Darwinism meant and then found illustrative exemplars. Simpson (1959, p. 34) 
wrote: ‘The application of Darwin’s principle human society, with special empha-
sis on competition and struggle, became known as “Social Darwinism.”’ He then 

14 See the definition of ‘relevant’ in a preceding footnote.
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opined that this view was ‘endorsed by the advocates of unrestricted competition 
in private enterprise, the colonial expansionists, and opponents of voluntary social 
change.’ No examples were given. He then named the German biologist Ernst Hae-
ckel as providing scientific sanction for these views. Simpson (1959, p. 35) also 
declared: ‘Herbert Spencer and William Graham Sumner were prominent in advanc-
ing the doctrine of the social Darwinists.’ Given their prominence, it is strange that 
no-one named them as Social Darwinists before the 1930s. Simpson (1959, p. 39) 
then went to discuss Hitler, concluding that ‘Hitlerism represents the most extreme 
variety of social Darwinism’. Less cautiously than McConnaughey, and notably on 
the centenary of Darwin’s (1859) Origin of Species, Simpson painted a wide picture 
of Social Darwinism that would resonate among subsequent authors in following 
decades. According to him, Social Darwinism could be found among libertarians 
such as Spencer and fascists such as Hitler. Simpson was not the only author to lump 
their hugely different views under the Social Darwinist heading. The new, widened 
meaning of the term that emerged in the 1932–1944 period has persisted ever since.

Meanwhile, in biology, a new synthesis between Darwinian principles and genetics 
was being strengthened (Fisher 1930; Wright 1931; Dobzhansky, 1937; Huxley 1942; 
Mayr 1942). The 1953 discovery of the structure of DNA encouraged further develop-
ment of this synthesis, with spectacular scientific results. Consequently, within biol-
ogy, Darwinism became the pre-eminent paradigm, after a period in the late 19th and 
early 20th century when it had been partially eclipsed (Bowler 1989). These develop-
ments were bound to affect the social sciences, and so they did. Consequently, the 
economists Armen Alchian (1950) and Milton Friedman (1953) deployed Darwinian 
selection in their work. Adolf Berle (1950) used Darwinian ideas in political analysis. 
A slow undercurrent of Darwinian references became apparent (Hayek 1960, 1967; 
Campbell 1965; Boulding 1981). These prepared the ground in the 1990s for fuller 
developments of Darwinian ideas in socio-economic contexts. These would not be 
described as ‘Social Darwinism’ by their advocates. The ongoing critical rejection of 
‘Social Darwinism’, however, would still inhibit their development.

As Fig. 2 shows, accusations Social Darwinism in the social sciences were una-
bated. One of the most serious critiques of Social Darwinism is the book by Hawk-
ins (1997) on Social Darwinism in European and American Thought, 1860–1945. 
The remainder of this section is devoted to this important book. In some ways, 
Hawkins’ book is an impressive work of scholarship, covering many thinkers in the 
18th and 19th centuries. In 2023, Hawkins’ book had 84 Citations on the Web of 
Science and 1067 on Google Scholar. It has had a relatively high impact.15

Hawkins’ book received high praise from another critic of Social Darwinism. 
Richard Weikart (1997) pronounced that it ‘will surely become the standard work 
on the subject for some time to come. It is a superb corrective to the fairly popular 

15 The searches were conducted on 28 June 2023.
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revisionist interpretation of Social Darwinism propagated by Robert Bannister and 
others.’ Some other reviews were much more critical.16

To Spencer, Sumner, Hitler and several others, Hawkins (1997, pp. 11, 120–22, 
175–) added unexpected recruits such as Willam James and John Dewey to his list 
of ‘Social Darwinists’. Their sins were to deploy Darwinian insights in psychology 
and social science, and to admit some biological influences on human nature. The 
list of Social Darwinists became longer and more varied.

Hawkins deals innovatively with the problem of wide ideological divergence and 
variety (from Spencer to Hitler) among the alleged adherents, by defining Social 
Darwinism as a ‘world view’ rather than as an ideology. This is an attempt to over-
come the ideological diversity, from libertarianism to fascism, that has been gath-
ered under the label of Social Darwinism and has thwarted past attempts to define 
it. According to Hawkins (1997, p. 31), the world view of the Social Darwinists 
consisted of the following elemental beliefs:

(i) biological laws governed the whole of organic nature, including humans;
(ii) the pressure of population growth on resources generated a struggle of existence 

among organisms;
(iii) physical and mental traits conferring an advantage on the possessors in this 

struggle (or in sexual competition), could, through inheritance, spread through 
the population;

(iv) the cumulative effects of selection and inheritance over time accounted for the 
emergence of new species and the elimination of others.’

(v) Social Darwinists believed that ‘biological laws’ extend to ‘many (if not all) aspects 
of culture’ which ‘can be explained by the application of the first four elements’.

Element (i) is unclear. Hawkins referred to ‘biological laws’ without specifying 
what those laws are. There are no laws in biology that are equivalent in explana-
tory status to say, Newton’s laws in physics. There may be empirical regularities in 
biology, but these are often fallible or contingent. In this category fall the ‘laws of 
variation’ in chapter five of The Origin of Species. Darwin’s principal achievement 
was to develop an analytical framework that could be applied to biological popula-
tions. This framework highlighted variation, selection, and inheritance. To apply his 
theory, one had to bring in auxiliary explanations that were typically specific to the 
species and circumstances involved. Darwin did this repeatedly in his works.

It is also unclear what Hawkins is trying to reject in (i). Is he rejecting the belief 
(a) that biology determines (almost) everything in human society, or rejecting the 
weaker notion (b) that biology affects or constrains human capacities and behav-
ioural outcomes? While some passages suggest the possibility of a more nuanced 

16 Weikart’s (2004) book on Darwin to Hitler was criticised by Gooday et al. (2008). The book received 
‘crucial funding’ from the Discovery Institute’s Center for Science and Culture, in Seattle, which funds 
works on intelligent design (Weikart 2004, p. x). Johnson’s (1998) critical review of Hawkins (1997) saw 
it as ‘a deeply biased presentation of scientific and intellectual history in the service of a political agenda. 
The author demonstrates considerable erudition, but it is an erudition contaminated by his ideological 
commitments.’
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approach, Hawkins seems to reject both (a) and (b). This implies that biology can 
play no significant part in explanations of human phenomena. Human behaviour 
would be seen as entirely dependent on culture. There is no dual inheritance (Boyd 
and Richerson 1985) or any other mixed position. The (almost) all-culture view 
is not unique to Hawkins. It is still prevalent in sociology, but there must be some 
major biological and physical constraints on human capacities. To a large degree, 
these will be dependent on nutritional, social and environmental factors, but nature 
and biology also place limits on these capacities.

Element (ii) is a distortion of Darwinism. While forming his ideas, Darwin was 
influenced by Malthus on the issue of population pressure, but that is not the only 
reason for ‘the struggle for existence’. Darwin (1859, ch. 3) used the concept in what 
he termed a ‘wide sense’. It referred broadly to efforts to obtain the means of life, 
flourishing and procreation. Alongside population pressure, Darwin included other 
factors, including access to food, the effects of predators, and adverse (seasonal or 
long-term) shifts in the climate. Darwin’s concept of the ‘struggle for existence’ 
involves any circumstance that limits the flourishing or fecundity of a species. Mal-
thusian population pressure was just one possibility, among many others.

Hawkins blamed the concept of natural selection for many ills of Social Darwin-
ism. Darwinian selection occurs because members of populations differ in their 
capacities to endure, survive and pass on key information and capacities to their 
progeny. Importantly, the occurrence of natural selection provides no warrant for 
presuming that the processes or outcomes are morally acceptable or superior. So 
why was Hawkins so hostile to the concept?

The crucial element (v) is related to Hawkins’ (1997, p. 31) claim that human 
‘culture cannot be reduced to biological principles’. This may be construed as a 
(reasonable) rejection of the idea that we can human cultural phenomena solely in 
biological terms. But Hawkins suggests more. Without mentioning him by name, 
Hawkins followed the prohibition by Parsons (1932, 1937) on the use of core Dar-
winian concepts in social science. Hawkins noted that several ‘Social Darwinists’ 
considered entities other than genes as objects of selection. But he did not elaborate 
on the possibility that concepts such as variation, selection and inheritance could be 
applied to socio-economic evolution without endorsing explanations in terms of bio-
logical factors alone. Among others, works by Veblen (1898, 1899), Keller (1915) 
and Donald T. Campbell (1965) applied Darwinian principles to human institutions 
and culture. None of these authors is mentioned by Hawkins.

Hawkins does mention Petr A. Kropotkin. The author of Mutual Aid is depicted as 
a well-intentioned progressive who fell victim to dangerous Darwinian ideas. Hawkins 
(1997, p. 179) tried to rescue the Russian by questioning the Darwinian provenance of 
Kropotkin’s promotion of cooperation. Hawkins tells us that mutual aid was ‘not, for 
him, a consequence of natural selection as it was for the Darwinists’. This is patently 
false. Kropotkin (1939, p.14) saw the principle of mutual aid as ‘nothing but a further 
development of ideas expressed by Darwin himself in The Descent of Man.’ In con-
trast to Hawkins’ inaccurate depiction of natural selection as always competitive or 
individualistic, Kropotkin (1939, p. 72) insisted that ‘competition is not the rule either 
in the animal world or in mankind. It is limited among animals to exceptional periods, 
and natural selection finds better fields for its activity … natural selection continually 
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seeks out the ways precisely for avoiding competition as much as possible.’ By Hawk-
ins’ criteria, Kropotkin was a Social Darwinist. But Hawkins is reluctant to describe 
him as such, seemingly because Kropotkin was politically on the left.

Hawkins endorsed Marx and Engels, who rejected the application of Darwinian ideas 
to human society. But on occasions they would seem invoke them. In a famous passage 
in the German Ideology Marx and Engels (1976, pp. 41–2) pointed out that human life 
‘involves before everything else eating and drinking, housing, clothing and various other 
things.’ Although the difficulties involved in obtaining these means of life will vary 
enormously in time and space, some effort – great or small – is always involved. Admit-
ting this would be a recognition of a universal struggle for existence. Given that the Ger-
man Ideology was written over a decade before Darwin’s Origin, it would give Marx and 
Engels precedence. A ‘struggle for existence’ is found in early Marxism.

On 16 January 1861, shortly after The Origin of Species appeared, Marx wrote 
to Ferdinand Lassalle: ‘Darwin’s work is most important and suits my purpose in 
that it proves a basis in natural science for the historical class struggle.’ On 18 June 
1862, Marx wrote to Engels: ‘It is remarkable how Darwin rediscovers, among the 
beasts and plants, the society of England with its division of labour, competition, 
opening up of new markets, “inventions,” and Malthusian “struggle for existence” 
… in Darwin, the animal kingdom figures as civil society.’ In these two letters Marx 
clearly indicated that Darwinian principles have some resonance, even relevance, for 
the understanding of the class struggle and modern society.17

As noted by Hawkins (1997, p. 152), there is a later passage where Engels 
claimed explicitly that Darwinian ideas were applicable a fortiori to capitalism. 
Engels wrote that capitalism entails ‘the Darwinian struggle of the individual for 
existence transferred from Nature to society with intensified violence. The condi-
tions of existence natural to the animal appear as the final term of human develop-
ment’ (Marx and Engels 1962, vol. 2, p. 143). This seems to admit that capitalism 
(at least) can be analysed in part with the help of Darwinian concepts. But by the 
criteria of Parsons (1932) and Hawkins (1997), the use of Darwinian concepts in the 
analysis of any socio-economic system would suggest an adoption of Social Darwin-
ism. So were Marx or Engels Social Darwinists?

Hawkins seemed aware of this possible question. He defended Marxism from the 
accusation of Social Darwinism by pointing out that capitalism is historically spe-
cific, and that under socialism the struggle for existence would ‘be transcended’. But 
he offered no explanation how. Imagining some unclearly specified future where peo-
ple supposedly no longer face any struggle to exist does not get Marx and Engels off 
the hook. It would be necessary to explain how socialism worked, and how it would 
provide for everyone the means of life, apparently with little effort on their part. Con-
trary to Hawkins, the invocation of the word ‘socialism’ and its alleged marvels does 
not provide Marxism with a ‘Get Out of Social Darwinism Free’ card. Perhaps Marx 
and Engels share enough of the ‘world view’ to be classified as Social Darwinists?

Hawkins’ extensive account of Social Darwinism contains a number of serious analytical 
flaws. His biased account of Darwinian principles makes them less flexible and palatable for the 

17 Marx and Engels (1985, pp. 246-7, 381). Note that the claim that Marx sought permission from Dar-
win to dedicate a volume of Capital to him is a myth (Feuer 1975; Fay 1978; Colp 1982).
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social scientist. His ameliorating treatment of Kropotkin, Marx and Engels betrays the under-
lying ideological current in his book. Hawkins followed others by using Social Darwinism as 
an accusation against social scientists inspired by Darwinian ideas, fearing especially that they 
might lead to defences of markets and competition. From 1944 onwards the attack on ‘Social 
Darwinism’ became more of a leftist crusade, with creationists and other anti-Darwinists cheer-
ing on the sidelines. By shunning powerful modes of explanation of complex evolutionary phe-
nomena in the socio-economic sphere, it has stunted the development of the social sciences.

6  Conclusion

It is shown here that before 1944 Social Darwinism was a rare term, almost entirely 
used by critics rather than proponents. It most prominent early usages were by Con-
tinental European critics of militarism, imperialism and war, writing in French or 
Italian. In the United States, from 1932 to 1944 the term underwent a major recon-
struction of meaning. Parsons (1932) used the term to describe anyone who used 
core Darwinian concepts in social science. He wanted to exclude previous US soci-
ologists who had been influenced by Darwinism from his recasting of sociological 
theory. Also at this time, the Great Depression led to disillusion with capitalism and 
greater sympathy for the planned economic system pioneered in the Soviet Union. 
Three Soviet sympathisers – Hofstadter, Rogin and Stern – described Spencer or 
Sumner as Social Darwinists. The competitive individualism promoted by Spencer 
and Sumner was seen as partly responsible for mass unemployment in the 1930s.

In his seminal book on Social Darwinism, reflecting his hostility to capitalism and 
individualism, Hofstadter put Spencer and Sumner first, before mentioning the alleged 
role of Social Darwinism in promoting eugenics, imperialism and racism. This reinven-
tion of Social Darwinism, describing a wide range of ills from selfish individualism 
to fascism, and prohibiting any use of Darwinian concepts in social science, proved 
extraordinarily successful. Usage of the term exploded, to relative and absolute frequen-
cies far higher than they were before the Second World War. This had a major effect on 
the development of social science. The reinforcement of barriers between Darwinism 
and the social sciences significantly affected the development of the latter.

Subsequently, with some notable exceptions, the use of Darwinian principles was 
avoided. After important developments in biology in the 1930s and 1940s, which 
synthesized genetics with a resurgent Darwinism, in the 1950s a few influential 
scholars promoted some Darwinian ideas in economics and politics. But, partly 
because of the unabating rejection of a supposed previous ‘Social Darwinism’, these 
approaches were subject to little further development. An exceptional, more detailed 
and important development of Darwinian ideas in the social sciences was by Camp-
bell (1965). But even after that, progress was slow. In the 1980s and after, the 
deployment of Darwinian ideas in the social sciences became further systematized 
and generalized, particularly after key developments in the philosophy of biology.18

18 Campbell (1965). See for example Sober (1984), Hull (1988), Sterelny et al. (1996) and Hodgson and 
Knudsen (2010).
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It is easy to dismiss these more recent attempts as ‘Social Darwinist’. In the past, 
such rejections were based typically on ideology and prejudice, and not on any care-
ful consideration of what these approaches might offer. Detailed critical discussion 
of the value or otherwise of Darwinian principles must proceed in a context where 
dismissive accusations of ‘Social Darwinism’ are more thoroughly scrutinized.
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