
This week in Sophie’s World, we learned about Charles Darwin.  You guys, being as 
smart as you are, probably know all about Darwin, so I’ll just give a bried summary of the man. 
Darwin was a dedicated naturalist, someone who bases their worldview almost exclusively on 
observing natural phenomena instead of on religious or supernatural beliefs.  They also try to 
avoid coming to conclusions purely based on rationalizing, such as how Kant came to his beliefs 
on ethics not by observing things, but by thinking about it and coming to rational conclusions. 
He enjoyed studying nature, and was offered to sail aboard the HMS Beagle studying and 
writing down everything he came across in the five years they were at sea.  He came across 
several discoveries that made him seriously question the validity of the established view of 
creation, such as fossils of sea creatures far away from the sea and finches on the various 
Galapagos Islands having different beaks depending on what and how they ate.  After getting 
back to London, Darwin thought about what could possibly have led to the discoveries he had 
made, and after reading a book about scarcity of resources limiting the amount of humans that 
could exist before war and famine set in, he had his answer.  He reasoned that the struggle for 
resources meant that the animals and plants best suited to acquire those resources would 
survive, and the endless competition for resources is what pushed evolution forward.  He also 
put forth the idea that man and apes both evolved from a common ancestor based on the 
fossilized remains of ancient man that had been found.  His ideas caused various degrees of 
uproar in European society and continue to cause controversy to this day due to their 
incompatibility with traditional religious creationist views. 

So that’s the really condensed story of Darwin’s ideas.  What I want to talk about today is 
something that was not brought up in the book, but something that spawned from Darwin’s 
findings in the late 1800s - social Darwinism.  Simply put, social Darwinism is the belief that the 
smart and strong will see their money and power increase and the dumb and weak would see 
their money and power decrease, basically taking the “competition for resources” concept from 
Darwin’s theory and trying to apply it to human society.  This “survival of the fittest” attitude has 
led to some nasty things, like further justification for looking down on mentally and physically 
disabled people, glorification of the rich and powerful, the promotion of eugenics (only allowing 
the “best examples” of society to breed in order to strengthen society as a whole), and was even 
used as justification for many of the vile acts committed in Nazi Germany.  This has also been 
used to justify reducing or eliminating government oversight of the business world, the claim 
being that competition in a “laissez-faire”, or very hands-off, marketplace will let the “cream rise 
to the top” as far as businesses and individuals go and that government interference keeps 
capitalism from being the best it can be.  This was the state of capitalism in Europe and early 
America for a long time, and a lack of regulations allowed for many of the conditions that you 
may remember from my discussion on Marx - dangerous workplaces; children, sick people, the 
elderly, etc. being forced to work in such places in order to eat; a massively underpaid 
workforce in order for the factory owners to reap the biggest profit, etc.  Regulations were 
passed to address these, as well as many other, concerns, and thus began the rhetoric that the 
government was standing in the way of progress.  

The ideas of social Darwinism are still prevalent, such as those with wealth and power 
“deserving” it because they “earned” it, and those without these things not working hard enough 
to “deserve” it.  However, if you look at the richest people in the world, it’s hard, if not 



impossible, to find one that hasn’t “earned” their status through inheritance, exploitation, or 
otherwise very unscrupulous (or even illegal) business practices (sometimes all of the above). 
They all preach a social Darwinist message, basically seeing society as a “meritocracy”, where 
we all advance based on how hard we work, which stands counter to how they managed to 
reach their status and ignoring the millions of people around the world that work their fingers to 
the bone their entire life yet still live in poverty.  In fact, the only extremely rich and powerful 
person I can think of that worked hard to get to where they are, and continues to work hard and 
put themselves on the line, is Scrooge McDuck, and he is a fictional character (and still has his 
own flaws and share of questionable business tactics).  Social Darwinists oppose charity, 
welfare, and any sort of help for the less fortunate, stating that it will make them not want to 
work for what they get, will make them lazy and entitled, and that the less fortunate among us 
should “pull themselves up by their bootstraps” and just work harder in order to be successful. 
This view, that some people are inherently better than others by virtue of the money and power 
they have, definitely runs contrary to our own UU principles, as we see the worth and value in 
every living thing and that we should be working to promote justice and equality in the world. 
Social Darwinism is an insidious thing, and we should fight to make sure that such ideas fade 
away in our society, which will, ironically, make us stronger in the end. 

Well, that’s all I’ve got for today.  What do you guys think about social Darwinism?  Can 
you think of any examples of this you have seen or heard in your own lives?  Think about these 
things, and we can discuss this and more in the near future, because we’re trying to get a Youth 
Zoom call put together so we can see your faces for the first time in months!  We’re trying to get 
the details ironed out, like what day and what time, and we’ll let you guys know as soon as 
possible.  We are very excited to get this up and going, we really miss you guys, and I think we 
all need a bit of a return to normalcy.  Anyway, take care, be safe, WASH YOUR HANDS, and 
I’ll talk to you next time.  


