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I will describe our first arrival in Tierra del Fuego. . . . When we came within hail, one of the 
four natives who were present advanced to receive us, and began to shout most vehemently, 
wishing to direct us where to land.  When we were on shore the party looked rather alarmed, but 
continued talking and making gestures with great rapidity.  It was without exception the most 
curious and interesting spectacle I had ever beheld.  I could not have believed how wide was the 
difference, between savage and civilized man.  It is greater than between a wild and domesticated 
animal . . . . 
 
      – Charles Darwin, Voyage of the Beagle (1839) 
 
I. Empire in the service of science 
 A. The voyages of the H.MS. Beagle (1831-36) 
 B. The “Second Scientific Revolution” 
 C. Charles Darwin (1809-82): The Victorian gentleman as scientist 
  1. Of barnacles and birds 
  2. On the Origin of Species (1859) 
  3. Natural selection 
   a. Variation 
   b. Adaptation 
   c. Reproduction (heredity) 
 
II. Darwinisms 
 A. Evolution 
  1. As a scientific theory 
  2. As a universal law 
 B. Herbert Spencer and the evolutionary paradigm 
  1. “Survival of the fittest” 
  2. “Synthetic Philosophy” (First Principles, 1862) 
 C. Social Darwinism: William Graham Sumner 
 
III. Science in the service of imperialism 
 A. Scientific racism 
  1. Joseph Le Conte 
  2. Thomas Dixon, Jr. 
 B. Theories of sociocultural evolution 
  1. E. B. Tylor 
  2. Charles Darwin, The Descent of Man (1871) 
 C. Anglo-Saxonism and cultural imperialism 
  1. Rudyard Kipling, “The White Man’s Burden” 
  2. Josiah Strong and American imperialism 
 D. The New Imperialism (1870-1914) 
  1. King Leopold and the Congo Free State  
  2. The “Scramble for Africa” 



1) “This preservation of favourable individual differences and variations, and the destruction of 
those which are injurious, I have called Natural Selection, or the Survival of the Fittest.” (Charles 
Darwin, Origin of Species, 1858) 
 
2) “This survival of the fittest, which I have here sought to express in mechanical terms, is that 
which Mr. Darwin has called ‘natural selection’, or the preservation of favoured races in the 
struggle for life.” (Herbert Spencer, Principles of Biology, 1864; emphasis added) 
 
3) “The task before us, then, is that of exhibiting the phenomenon of Evolution in synthetic order.  
Setting out from an established ultimate principle, it has to be shown that the course of 
transformation among all kinds of existences, cannot but be that which we have seen it to be.  It 
has to be shown that the redistribution of matter and motion must everywhere take place in those 
ways, and produce those traits, which celestial bodies, organisms, societies, alike display.  And it 
has to be shown that this universality of process results from the same necessity which determines 
each simplest movement around us . . . .” (Herbert Spencer, First Principles, 1862; emphasis 
added) 
 
4) “Private property, also, which we have seen to be a feature of society organized in accordance 
with the natural conditions of the struggle for existence produces inequalities between men.  The 
struggle for existence is aimed against nature.  It is from her niggardly hand that we have to wrest 
the satisfactions for our needs, but our fellow-men are our competitors for the meager supply.  
Competition, therefore, is a law of nature.  Nature is entirely neutral; she submits to him who 
most energetically and resolutely assails her.  She grants her rewards to the fittest, therefore, 
without regard to other considerations of any kind.  If, then, there be liberty, men get from her 
just in proportion to their works, and their having and enjoying are just in proportion to their 
being and their doing.  Such is the system of nature.  If we do not like it, and if we try to amend it, 
there is only one way in which we can do it.  We can take from the better and give to the worse.  
We can deflect the penalties of those who have done ill and throw them on those who have done 
better.  We can take the rewards from those who have done better and give them to those who 
have done worse.  We shall thus lessen the inequalities.  We shall favor the survival of the 
unfittest, and we shall accomplish this by destroying liberty.  Let it be understood that we cannot 
go outside of this alternative: liberty, inequality, survival of the fittest; not – liberty, equality, 
survival of the unfittest.  The former carries society forward and favors all its best members; the 
latter carries society downwards and favors all its worst members.” (William Graham Sumner, 
“The Challenge of Facts,” [orig. “Socialism”] c. 1900; pub. 1914) 
 
5)  “[T]he recent introduction of the idea of evolution by Darwin, and its extension by Spencer to 
every department of Nature, has revolutionized the philosophy and methods of every department 
of thought, especially that of sociology. . . . The laws determining the effects of contact of 
species, races, varieties, etc., among animals may be summed up under the formula ‘The struggle 
for life and the survival of the fittest.’  It is vain to deny that the same law is applicable to the 
races of man also.  All the factors of organic evolution are carried forward into human evolution, 
only they are motivated by an additional and higher factor, Reason, in proportion to the 
dominance of that factor – i.e., in proportion to civilization.” (Joseph Le Conte, “The Race 
Problem in the South,” 1892) 
 
6) “When the white men elected were sworn in, the guards went to the woods and told the 
terrified and half starving negroes they could return to their homes, a competent police force was 
organised, and the volunteer organisation disbanded. Negro refugees and their associates once 
more filled the ear of the national government with clamour for the return of the army to the 
South to uphold Negro power, but for the first time since 1867, it fell on deaf ears. The Anglo-
Saxon race had been reunited. The Negro was no longer the ward of the Republic. Henceforth, he 



must stand or fall on his own worth and pass under the law of the survival of the fittest.” (Thomas 
Dixon, Jr., The Leopard’s Spots: A Romance of the White Man’s Burden - 1865-1900, 1902) 
 
7) “The thesis which I venture to sustain, within limits, is simply this, that the savage state in 
some measure represents an early condition of mankind, out of which the higher culture has 
gradually been developed or evolved, by processes still in regular operation as of old, the result 
showing that, on the whole, progress has far prevailed over relapse.  On this proposition, the main 
tendency of human society during its long term of existence has been to pass from a savage to a 
civilized state.” (E.B. Tylor, The Origins of Culture, vol. 1 of Primitive Culture, 1871) 
 
8) “The main conclusion arrived at in this work, namely that man is descended from some lowly-
organised form, will, I regret to think, be highly distasteful to many persons.  But there can hardly 
be a doubt that we are descended from barbarians.  The astonishment which I felt on first seeing a 
party of Fuegians on a wild and broken shore will never be forgotten by me, for the reflection at 
once rushed into my mind – such were our ancestors.  These men were absolutely naked and 
bedaubed with paint, their long hair was tangled, their mouths frothed with excitement, and their 
expression was wild, startled, and distrustful.  They possessed hardly any arts, and like wild 
animals lived on what they could catch; they had no government, and were merciless to every one 
not of their own small tribe.  He who has seen a savage in his native land will not feel much 
shame, if forced to acknowledge that the blood of some more humble creature flows in his veins.  
For my own part I would as soon be descended from that heroic little monkey, who braved his 
dreaded enemy in order to save the life of his keeper; or from that old baboon, who, descending 
from the mountains, carried away in triumph his young comrade from a crowd of astonished dogs 
– as from a savage who delights to torture his enemies, offers up bloody sacrifices, practises 
infanticide without remorse, treats his wives like slaves, knows no decency, and is haunted by the 
grossest superstitions.” (Charles Darwin, The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex, 
1871) 
 
9) “Take up the White Man’s burden – / Send forth the best ye breed – / Go bind your sons to 
exile / To serve your captives’ need; / To wait in heavy harness, / On fluttered folk and wild – 
/Your new-caught, sullen peoples, / Half-devil and half-child. . . . 
Take up the White Man's burden – / The savage wars of peace – / Fill full the mouth of Famine / 
And bid the sickness cease; / And when your goal is nearest / The end for others sought, / Watch 
sloth and heathen Folly / Bring all your hopes to nought.” (Rudyard Kipling, “The White Man’s 
Burden,” 1898) 
 
10) “It seems to me that God, with infinite wisdom and skill, is training the Anglo-Saxon race for 
an hour sure to come in the world’s future.  Heretofore there has always been in the history of the 
world a comparatively unoccupied land westward, into which the crowded countries of the East 
have poured their surplus populations.  But the widening waves of migration, which millenniums 
ago rolled east and west from the valley of the Euphrates, meet to-day on our Pacific coast.  There 
are no more new worlds.  The unoccupied arable lands of the earth are limited, and will soon be 
taken.  The time is coming when the pressure of population on the means of subsistence will be 
felt here as it is now felt in Europe and Asia.  Then will the world enter upon a new stage of its 
history – the final competition of races, for which the Anglo-Saxon is being schooled. . . . If I read 
not amiss, this powerful race will move down upon Mexico, down upon Central and South 
America, out upon the islands of the sea, over upon Africa and beyond.  And can any one doubt 
that the results of this competition of races will be the ‘survival of the fittest’? . . . Whether the 
extinction of inferior races before the advancing Anglo-Saxon seems to the reader sad or 
otherwise, it certainly appears probable.” (Josiah Strong, Our Country, 1891; emphasis in 
original) 
 


