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“Becoming a Detective”
How did Social Darwinism affect America’s industry of the 

late 19th & early 20th C?

Feature Article: 

The rise of Industrialism in America, circa 1870s to 1920s, saw a complete turn-around of the American economy.  With the North winning the Civil War, no longer was America an agrarian society – it was now about King Steel!  Americans were now reaping the ease of getting goods and wealth. Or were they?

In the 1880s, an English social philosopher, Herbert Spencer, took the idea of Darwin’s theory of evolution into the world of business – and business liked it.  Millionaires are a product of natural selection.  It is because they are thus selected that wealth – both in their own and that entrusted to them – aggregates under their hands… They may fairly be regarded as the naturally selected agents of society for certain work.  They get high wages and live in luxury but the bargain is a good one for society.  Only the rich were capable of controlling society – and it was the rich who were “naturally selected” to have the wealth. Spencer’s doctrine may have inspired business barons like Rockefeller, Carnegie, and Morgan to achieve what they did.

Spencer’s philosophy, known as Social Darwinism was a belief, popular in America, which states that the strongest or fittest should survive and flourish in society, while the weak and unfit should be allowed to die.  This concept allowed Spencer to claim that the rich and powerful were better with natural selection. It allowed him to argue that it was natural, normal, and proper for the strong to thrive at the expense of the weak.  It was the theory of Survival of the Fittest at its finest moment.

Social Darwinism was also used to justify numerous exploits like colonialism - people saw natives as being weaker and more unfit to survive, and therefore felt justified in seizing land and resources.  Social Darwinism applied to exploitative forms of capitalism in which workers were paid sometimes pennies a day for long hours of backbreaking labor. Social Darwinism also justified big business' refusal to acknowledge labor unions and similar organizations, and implied that the rich need not donate money to the poor or less fortunate, since such people were less fit anyway.  In its most extreme forms, Social Darwinism has been used to justify eugenics programs aimed at weeding "undesirable" genes from the population.

Social Darwinism did have some favorable effects. Some major capitalists, such as Andrew Carnegie, combined philanthropy with Social Darwinism; he used his vast fortune to set up hundreds of libraries and other public institutions, including a university, for the benefit of those who would choose to avail themselves of such resources. He opposed direct and indiscriminate handouts to the poor because he felt that this favored the undeserving and the deserving person equally.

Questions:

According to the background essay,

1. How was Social Darwinism beneficial to society? 
2. To the US’ economy?  
3. What were three ways millionaires justified and used these theories? Explain.
Your task as CSI investigators is to analyze several important artifacts that may help you solve the question How did Social Darwinism affect America’s Industry in the late 19th and early 20th Centuries?
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