Herbet Spencer, lllustrations of Universal Progress®

Among the many theories used to rationalize imperialism was that of social Darwinism,
which drew on new ideas in the natural sciences by applying the ideas of evolution,
natural selection, and survival of the fittest to the human landscape. Advocates of social
Darwinism argued that people, races, and human institutions would survive only if they
were fit enough to do so and that through competition the weak would be left behind.
Although early social Darwinists, like Herbert Spencer, did not apply the theory to
imperialism, the theory was nonetheless taken up by proponents of imperialism, who
saw European and American domination of other parts of the globe as justified and
legitimized by the idea of natural selection. Europeans and their descendants, according
to the more extreme social Darwinists, were the fittest and thus best equipped to govern
other parts of the world. Interestingly, this interpretation of social Darwinism was turned
on its head by some victims of imperialism and white oppression, including East Asian
and African American intellectuals, who believed that through competition and the
struggle to survive, they, too, could compete and win. A British journalist and writer,
Herbert Spencer (1820-1903) was known for his pragmatic, liberal views on politics and
economics, and his writings heavily influenced a number of British and American
capitalists who were his contemporaries. The following excerpts come from Herbert
Spencer's lllustrations of Universal Progress, published in 1865

[. . .] In respect to that progress which individual organisms display in the course of their
evolution, this question has been answered by the Germans. The investigations of
Wolff, Goethe, and Von Baer, have established the truth that the series of changes gone
through during the development of a seed into a tree, or an ovum into an animal,
constitute an advance from homogeneity of structure to heterogeneity of structure. In its
primary stage, every germ consists of a substance that is uniform throughout, both in
texture and chemical composition. The first step is the appearance of a difference
between two parts of this substance; or, as the phenomenon is called in physiological
language, a differentiation. Each of these differentiated divisions presently begins itself
to exhibit some contrast _of parts; and by and by these secondary differentiations
become as definite as the original one. This process is continuously repeated - is
simultaneously going on in all parts of the growing embryo; and by endless such
differentiations there is finally produced that complex combination of tissues and organs
constituting the adult animal or plant. This is the history of all organisms whatever. It is
settled beyond dispute that organic progress consists in a change from the
homogeneous to the heterogeneous.

1 Source: Herbert Spencer. Illustrations of Universal Progress. New York: D. Appleton &
Company, 1864. Pp. 2-3, 10-13.



Now, we propose in the first place to show, that this law of organic progress is the law of
all progress. Whether it be in the development of the Earth, in the development of Life
upon its surface, in the development of Society, of Government, of Manufactures, of
Commerce, of Language, Literature, Science, Art, this same evolution of the simple into
the complex, through successive differentiations, holds throughout. From the earliest
traceable cosmical changes down to the latest results of civilization, we shall find that
the transformation of the homogeneous into the heterogeneous, is that in which
Progress essentially consists. [. . .]

Whether an advance from the homogeneous to the heterogeneous is or is not displayed
in the biological history of the globe, it is clearly enough displayed in the progress of the
latest and most heterogeneous creature - Man. It is alike true that, during the period in
which the Earth has been peopled, the human organism has grown more
heterogeneous among the civilized divisions of the species; and that the species, as a
whole, has been growing more heterogeneous in virtue of the multiplication of races and
the differentiation of these races from each other.

In proof of the first of these positions, we may cite the fact that, in the relative
development of the limbs, the civilized man departs more widely from the general type
of the placental mammalian than do the lower human races. While often possessing
well-developed body and arms, the Papuan has extremely small legs: thus reminding us
of the quadrumana, in which there is no great contrast in size between the hind and fore
limbs. But in the European, the greater length and massiveness of the legs has become
very marked - the fore and hind limbs are relatively more heterogeneous. Again, the
greater ratio which the cranial bones bear to the facial bones illustrates the same truth.
Among the vertebrata in general, progress is marked by an increasing heterogeneity in
the vertebral column, and more especially in the vertebrae constituting the skull: the
higher forms being distinguished by the relatively larger size of the bones which cover
the brain, and the relatively smaller size of those which form the jaw, &c. Now, this
characteristic, which is stronger in Man than in any other creature, is stronger in the
European than in the savage. Moreover, judging from the greater extent and variety of
faculty he exhibits, we may infer that the civilized man has also a more complex or
heterogeneous nervous system than the uncivilized man: and indeed the fact is in part
visible in the increased ratio which his cerebrum bears to the subjacent ganglia.

If further elucidation be needed, we may find it in every nursery. The infant European
has sundry marked points of resemblance to the lower human races; as in the flatness
of the alA%4 of the nose, the depression of its bridge, the divergence and forward
opening of the nostrils, the form of the lips, the absence of a frontal sinus, the width
between the eyes, the smallness of the legs. Now, as the developmental process by
which these traits are turned into those of the adult European, is a continuation of that
change from the homogeneous to the heterogeneous displayed during the previous
evolution of the embryo, which every physiologist will admit; it follows that the parallel
evelopmental process by which the like traits of the barbarous races have been turned



into those of the civilized races, has also been a continuation of the change from the
homogeneous to the heterogeneous. The truth of the second position - that Mankind, as
a whole, have become more heterogeneous - is so obvious as scarcely to need
illustration. Every work on Ethnology, by its divisions and subdivisions of races, bears
testimony to it. Even were we to admit the hypothesis that Mankind originated from
several separate stocks, it would still remain true, that as, from each of these stocks,
there have sprung many now widely different tribes, which are proved by philological
evidence to have had a common origin, the race as a whole is far less homogeneous
than it once was. Add to which, that we have, in the Anglo-Americans, an example of a
new variety arising within these few generations; and that, if we may trust to the
description of observers, we are likely soon to have another such example in Australia.

On passing from Humanity under its individual form, to Humanity as socially embodied,
we find the general law still more variously exemplified. The change from the
homogeneous to the heterogeneous is displayed equally in the progress of civilization
as a whole, and in the progress of every tribe or nation; and is still going on with
increasing rapidity. As we see in existing barbarous tribes, society in its first and lowest
form is a homogeneous aggregation of individuals having like powers and like functions:
the only marked difference of function being that which accompanies difference of sex.
Every man is warrior, hunter, fisherman, tool-maker, builder; every woman performs the
same drudgeries; every family is self-sufficing, and save for purposes of aggression and
defence, might as well live apart from the rest. Very early, however, in the process of
social evolution, we find an incipient differentiation between the governing and the
governed. Some kind of chieftainship seems coeval with the first advance from the state
of separate wandering families to that of a nomadic tribe. The authority of the strongest
makes itself felt among a body of savages as in a herd of animals, or a posse of
schoolboys. At first, however, it is indefinite, uncertain; is shared by others of scarcely
inferior power; and is unaccompanied by any difference in occupation or style of living:
the first ruler kills his own game, makes his own weapons, builds his own hut, and
economically considered, does not differ from others of his tribe. Gradually, as the tribe
progresses, the contrast between the governing and the governed grows more decided.
Supreme power becomes hereditary in one family; the head of that family, ceasing to
provide for his own wants, is served by others; and he begins to assume the sole office
of ruling. [. . .]



QUESTIONS
How does Spencer use biology to claim that there is a hierarchy of races?

What notions of progress does Spencer promote in this selection? How does he seem
to define progress?

How might these ideas be employed to justify or explain imperialism?



