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Understanding Social Darwinism in AP World History

Social Darwinism is a term that refers to a set of ideologies that emerged in the late 19th century,
which apply concepts of natural selection and survival of the fittest to human societies. This
controversial theory has played a significant role in shaping socio-political landscapes and policies,
particularly in the context of imperialism, race relations, and economic practices. In the realm of
Advanced Placement (AP) World History, understanding Social Darwinism is critical for analyzing its
impact on historical developments, including the justification of imperialism and the shaping of social
policies in various nations.

The Origins of Social Darwinism

Social Darwinism originated in the wake of Charles Darwin's groundbreaking work in biology,
particularly his theory of evolution outlined in "On the Origin of Species" (1859). Although Darwin
himself did not apply his theories to human societies, some of his contemporaries and later scholars
began to extrapolate these concepts to justify social hierarchies and imperial expansion.

Key Figures

Several key figures contributed to the development and popularization of Social Darwinism:

1. Herbert Spencer: Often credited with coining the phrase "survival of the fittest," Spencer applied
Darwin's ideas to sociology and economics. He argued that social progress resulted from the
competition between individuals and groups, asserting that the most capable should thrive while the
weaker should fail.

2. William Graham Sumner: An American sociologist who believed in laissez-faire economics and
argued against government intervention in social issues, Sumner viewed poverty and inequality as
natural outcomes of competition.

3. Thomas Malthus: While not a Social Darwinist per se, Malthus's theories on population dynamics

and resource scarcity influenced Social Darwinist thought by suggesting that human suffering was a
natural result of overpopulation and limited resources.

Core Principles of Social Darwinism

Social Darwinism is based on several core principles:

- Natural Selection: The idea that certain individuals or groups are inherently more capable of



surviving and thriving than others due to their traits or characteristics.

- Competition: The belief that competition among individuals and groups leads to societal progress,
with the strongest rising to the top and the weakest falling behind.

- Inequality: A justification for social and economic disparities, with the argument that these
inequalities reflect natural differences in ability and worth.

Social Darwinism and Imperialism

One of the most significant applications of Social Darwinism was in the context of imperialism during
the late 19th and early 20th centuries. European powers used the ideology to rationalize their
expansionist policies and the colonization of non-Western countries.

Justification for Imperialism

Social Darwinism provided a moral framework for imperialism in several ways:

- Civilizing Mission: European powers often claimed they were bringing progress and civilization to
"backward" societies. This paternalistic attitude was rooted in the belief that they were naturally
superior.

- Racial Superiority: The notion of racial hierarchy, where certain races were deemed more evolved
than others, was widely accepted. This belief justified brutal colonization practices and the

exploitation of indigenous peoples.

- Economic Interests: The competition among European nations for resources and markets was
framed as a natural conflict, justifying aggressive expansion and militarism.

Social Darwinism and Social Policy

Beyond imperialism, Social Darwinism influenced domestic policies in various countries, particularly
regarding social welfare, economics, and race relations.

Economic Policies

In the United States and other industrialized nations, Social Darwinism shaped economic policies in
the following ways:

- Laissez-Faire Economics: The belief that government intervention in the economy was detrimental to
societal progress. Social Darwinists argued that businesses should operate freely without regulations,
allowing the "fittest" companies to succeed.



- Opposition to Welfare Programs: Social Darwinists often opposed social welfare programs, viewing
them as attempts to artificially support the "unfit" and disrupt the natural order of survival.

Race Relations

Social Darwinism also played a significant role in shaping racial ideologies:

- Eugenics Movement: Influenced by Social Darwinism, the eugenics movement sought to improve the
genetic quality of human populations through selective breeding. This movement gained traction in
the early 20th century, particularly in the United States and Europe.

- Jim Crow Laws: In the United States, Social Darwinist ideas contributed to the justification of racial
segregation and discriminatory laws, reinforcing the notion of white superiority.

The Decline of Social Darwinism

By the mid-20th century, Social Darwinism faced significant criticism and decline, particularly after
the atrocities of World War Il and the Holocaust. The misuse of its principles to justify racism and
genocide led to a reevaluation of its validity.

Critiques of Social Darwinism

The following critiques emerged against Social Darwinism:

- Scientific Misinterpretation: Critics argued that Social Darwinism misapplied biological concepts to
complex social realities, oversimplifying human behavior and societal development.

- Moral Implications: Many scholars and activists condemned the moral implications of Social
Darwinism, particularly its endorsement of inequality and suffering as natural phenomena.

- Recovery of Humanitarian Values: The post-war era saw a resurgence of humanitarian values and an
emphasis on human rights, which fundamentally opposed the tenets of Social Darwinism.

Legacy of Social Darwinism in Modern Contexts

Although Social Darwinism has largely fallen out of favor as a legitimate theory, its legacy continues
to influence contemporary discussions around social policy, race, and economic practices.

Modern Social Issues

- Inequality: The belief in meritocracy and the idea that success is solely the result of individual effort



can be traced back to Social Darwinist thought, leading to ongoing debates about systemic inequality.

- Racism: Elements of Social Darwinism continue to manifest in contemporary racial ideologies,
influencing discussions about immigration, education, and social justice.

Conclusion

In the study of AP World History, understanding Social Darwinism is crucial for grasping the
complexities of historical narratives related to imperialism, race relations, and economic policies.
While its principles have been discredited and condemned, the ideology's historical impact resonates
in modern social and political discourse. Students of history must critically engage with these
concepts to recognize their implications and ensure that the lessons of the past inform a more
equitable future.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is Social Darwinism and how did it impact societal views
in the 19th century?

Social Darwinism is a sociological theory that applies Charles Darwin's concepts of natural selection
and survival of the fittest to human societies. In the 19th century, it influenced societal views by
justifying imperialism, colonialism, and racial discrimination, suggesting that some races were
naturally superior to others.

How did Social Darwinism influence policies in the United
States during the Gilded Age?

During the Gilded Age, Social Darwinism influenced U.S. policies by promoting laissez-faire economics
and opposing government intervention in the economy. It justified the wealth gap, as it was believed
that the wealthy were the 'fittest' individuals, while the poor were seen as less deserving of
assistance.

In what ways did Social Darwinism contribute to the
ideologies of eugenics in the early 20th century?

Social Darwinism contributed to eugenics by promoting the idea that certain traits deemed 'desirable’
could be cultivated while 'undesirable’ traits should be eliminated. This led to policies advocating
sterilization and selective breeding aimed at improving the human population, which had severe
ethical implications.

What criticisms have been leveled against Social Darwinism
from a historical perspective?

Critics argue that Social Darwinism misapplies Darwin's biological theories to social contexts,



oversimplifying complex human behaviors and societal structures. It has been condemned for
providing a pseudo-scientific justification for racism, imperialism, and inequality, leading to harmful
social policies.

How did Social Darwinism intersect with the ideas of
imperialism in the late 19th century?

Social Darwinism intersected with imperialism by providing a moral justification for colonial
expansion. Proponents argued that stronger nations had a right, or even a duty, to dominate weaker
ones, framing imperialism as a natural extension of the 'survival of the fittest' principle.

What role did Social Darwinism play in shaping modern social
and political thought?

Social Darwinism has had a lasting impact on modern social and political thought by influencing
debates on social welfare, race relations, and public policy. Its legacy continues to evoke discussions
about inequality, meritocracy, and the ethical implications of applying biological concepts to social
issues.
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