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Social Darwinism in the African Context 
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While Charles Darwin made a significant breakthrough in science, some of his followers - Social Darwinists, used his theory to justify conflicts and exploitation of man.
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The theory of “Evolution” propagated by Charles Darwin (1808-1882) was arguably the most significant scientific breakthrough in his time and even beyond. The deep significance of Darwinism was even the fact that it was later used to explain non-scientific events such as the superiority of races, cultures and values. This line of thinking was at the root of many conflicts and abuses that followed after Darwin.
“Survival of the fittest” and “natural selection” were two strands of Darwinism which were misinterpreted to justify the exploitation, domination and subordination of other races qualified as “inferior.” “Social Darwinists insisted that nations and races were engaged in a struggle for survival in which only the fittest survive …” says historian Marvin Perry.

Social Darwinism, Its Roots and Applications

British philosopher and socialist Herbert Spencer (1820-1903) is regarded as the father of Social Darwinism because of his elitist worldview. However, it was not until Darwin published his theory of “Evolution” that Spencer concretized his “might makes right” philosophy. Like many other Social Darwinists, Spencer argued that the rich and powerful were better equipped to survive difficult social and economic times while the weak were doomed to die. In his view, this was a very natural phenomenon. This followed after Darwin’s Principle of Natural Selection which tried to explain why some species of plants and animals survive and reproduce while others die off prematurely.

In 1864, British naturalist Alfred Russel Wallace put forth his own theory supporting exploitation on the basis of European racial superiority. Russel opined:

The intellectual and moral, as well as the physical qualities of the European are superior; the same power and capacity which have made him rise in a few centuries from the condition of a wandering savage … to his present state of cultural advance … enable him when in contact with savage man to conquer in the struggle for existence and to increase at his expense.
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Africa, Victim of Social Darwinism
Social Darwinism provided a moral justification for the exploitation of man by man. “The domination of other peoples” says Perry “… was regarded as the natural right of the superior race.” When European statesmen gathered in Berlin in 1884 to officially partition Africa among themselves they were fully consumed by this spirit of racial superiority. This was why they made it an obligation to “civilize” the “primitive” Africans.

All the abuses meted on Africans before, during and after colonialism fed on the perception of the African as being inferiority and therefore an instrument for the advancement of the interests, cultures and civilizations of the higher races. From the Social Darwinist perspective, it was natural for African land to be confiscated for western economic enterprise. It was natural for Africans to be flogged, humiliated, enslaved and killed on capitalist mines and plantations.

Social Darwinism reduced the African to a mere object, what historian Walter Rodney calls “a specimen” worthy of examination under a microscope. The full implication of Social Darwinism was that it was “unnatural” to be African, and if nature made the mistake of creating such “inferior races” their role was to carry the “white man’s burden.”

The Legacy of Social Darwinism in Africa

While Charles Darwin continues to inspire explosive scientific debates, some of his followers have turned his theories upside down. These Social Darwinists have launched a war of physical, economic, cultural and psychological congest against a cross section of mankind. Colonialism and imperialism have been major manifestations of this war.

This situation of endless conflict constitutes a severe blow to the spirit of the Enlightenment. “Whereas the philosophers emphasized human equality” says Perry, Social Darwinists divided humanity into racial superiors and inferiors.” Continued Perry, “whereas the philosophers believed that states would increasingly submit to the rule of law, to reduce violent conflicts, Social Darwinists regarded racial and national conflict as a biological necessity, a law of history, and a means to progress.”
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Please answer the following questions after reading the article:

1) What are the two strands of “Darwinism” which were misinterpreted to justify the exploitation and domination of all races deemed “inferior”?
2) How does Social Darwinism provide a moral justification for the exploitation of man by man?

3) How does the conflict over Darwinism differ from the spirit of Enlightenment?
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