
social darwinism ap world history
definition
social darwinism ap world history definition is a term that frequently
appears in discussions of imperialism, social theory, and the evolution of
political and racial ideologies in the 19th and early 20th centuries. This
concept draws on Charles Darwin’s theory of natural selection but applies it
to human societies, often used to justify inequalities among social classes,
races, and nations. Understanding the social darwinism AP world history
definition is crucial for analyzing the historical context behind colonial
expansion, racial discrimination, and economic policies during the modern
era. This article will provide a comprehensive explanation of social
darwinism, its origins, applications, and impacts within a global historical
framework. It will also explore how this ideology shaped international
relations and domestic policies in various regions, highlighting its
relevance in AP World History studies and exams.
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Key Concepts and Definitions of Social Darwinism

Social Darwinism in the Context of Imperialism

Impact of Social Darwinism on Society and Politics
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Origins and Intellectual Foundations of Social
Darwinism
The social darwinism AP world history definition is rooted in the adaptation
of Charles Darwin’s biological theories to social and political contexts.
Darwin’s publication of On the Origin of Species in 1859 introduced the idea
of natural selection, which explained how species evolve through survival of
the fittest. However, social darwinism extends this concept beyond biology to
human societies, suggesting that social, racial, and economic hierarchies are
a natural outcome of evolutionary competition. This section explores the
intellectual roots and development of social darwinism as an ideological
framework during the 19th century.



The Influence of Charles Darwin’s Theories
Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution emphasized that species adapt and
survive based on their ability to compete in their environment. While Darwin
himself did not promote social or political applications of his theory, his
ideas inspired certain thinkers to apply the concept of “survival of the
fittest” to human society. This adaptation became the foundation for social
darwinism, which argued that some groups or individuals were naturally
superior and destined to dominate others.

Herbert Spencer and the Popularization of Social
Darwinism
Herbert Spencer, a British philosopher and sociologist, played a key role in
popularizing social darwinism. He coined the phrase “survival of the fittest”
and applied evolutionary concepts to justify laissez-faire capitalism,
imperialism, and social inequality. Spencer argued that societal progress
depended on allowing stronger individuals and groups to thrive without
government interference. His writings significantly influenced political and
economic thought in Europe and America during the late 19th century.

Context of 19th Century Scientific Racism
Social darwinism also intersected with scientific racism, a pseudo-scientific
belief that classified humans into hierarchical races. Proponents argued that
certain races were biologically superior to others, legitimizing
discrimination and colonial domination. This context is essential for
understanding how social darwinism was used to rationalize racial hierarchies
and justify imperial conquest during the era of New Imperialism.

Key Concepts and Definitions of Social
Darwinism
To fully grasp the social darwinism AP world history definition, it is
important to understand its core concepts and how they relate to social,
political, and economic structures. Social darwinism is not a single doctrine
but a set of ideas that share common themes regarding competition, hierarchy,
and natural order within human societies.

Survival of the Fittest
This foundational concept posits that individuals, groups, or nations that
are strongest, most adaptable, or most “fit” will survive and thrive, while
weaker entities will decline or disappear. In social darwinism, “fitness” is
broadly interpreted to include wealth, power, technological advancement, or



racial characteristics.

Natural Hierarchies and Inequality
Social darwinism promotes the idea that social inequalities are natural and
inevitable. It rejects efforts to artificially equalize conditions through
social reform or government intervention, arguing that such actions interfere
with the natural evolutionary process. This belief justified existing class
structures and racial discrimination as biologically predetermined.

Justification of Competition and Imperialism
Another key element of social darwinism is the endorsement of competition
among individuals, social classes, and nations as a driver of progress. This
includes support for capitalist economic policies and imperialist expansion,
wherein dominant powers impose their control over “weaker” societies to
ensure the survival of the fittest on a global scale.

Social Darwinism in the Context of Imperialism
One of the most significant historical applications of social darwinism was
during the period of New Imperialism, roughly between 1870 and 1914. European
powers and other imperialist nations often used social darwinist rhetoric to
justify their domination over colonies in Africa, Asia, and the Pacific.
Understanding this relationship is vital for the social darwinism AP world
history definition and its role in shaping world history.

Rationalizing Colonial Conquest
Social darwinism provided a moral and intellectual justification for the
aggressive expansion of empires. Imperial powers claimed that they were
bringing civilization, progress, and order to “inferior” peoples and
societies. This paternalistic attitude framed colonization as a natural and
beneficial process that aligned with evolutionary laws.

Impact on Indigenous Populations
The application of social darwinism in imperial contexts often resulted in
the dehumanization of indigenous peoples. Colonized groups were viewed as
biologically and culturally inferior, which legitimized exploitation, forced
labor, and cultural suppression. These policies contributed to long-term
social and economic disparities that persist in many post-colonial states.



Examples of Social Darwinism in Imperial Policies

British imperialists in India and Africa invoking racial superiority to
justify control

Belgian King Leopold II’s exploitation of the Congo under the guise of
civilizing missions

American expansionism and the concept of Manifest Destiny linked to
racial and cultural superiority

Japanese imperialism in East Asia framed as a natural rise of a superior
nation

Impact of Social Darwinism on Society and
Politics
The influence of social darwinism extended beyond imperialism into many
aspects of society and politics, particularly in shaping attitudes toward
class, race, and government policy. This section explores the diverse effects
of social darwinism on social structures and political ideologies across the
world.

Economic Policies and Social Class
Social darwinism supported laissez-faire economic policies that discouraged
government regulation or welfare programs. It was used to argue against labor
protections and social safety nets, promoting the idea that poverty and
wealth were natural outcomes of individual ability and effort. This ideology
helped justify the growing economic inequalities seen during the Industrial
Revolution and the Gilded Age.

Racial Segregation and Discrimination
In many countries, social darwinist ideas underpinned institutional racism
and segregation policies. For example, in the United States, social darwinism
influenced the justification of Jim Crow laws and restrictive immigration
policies. Similar racial ideologies shaped apartheid in South Africa and
discriminatory laws in colonial territories.



Political Movements and Nationalism
Social darwinism also played a role in shaping nationalist movements by
promoting ideas of national superiority and competition. It was used to rally
support for militarism and expansionist policies, contributing to the
tensions that eventually led to conflicts such as World War I. Some political
ideologies, including fascism, later adopted social darwinist rhetoric to
legitimize authoritarian rule and aggressive policies.

Critiques and Legacy of Social Darwinism
Despite its historical influence, social darwinism has faced extensive
criticism and is widely discredited as a scientific and ethical theory.
Understanding these critiques is important for a balanced social darwinism AP
world history definition and for recognizing the ideology’s complex legacy in
modern history.

Scientific Criticism
Modern biology and social sciences reject social darwinism because it
misapplies biological concepts to complex social phenomena. Evolutionary
theory does not support the deterministic or hierarchical views promoted by
social darwinism, and contemporary scholars emphasize the role of culture,
environment, and cooperation in human development.

Ethical and Humanitarian Objections
Social darwinism is criticized for promoting inequality, racism, and social
injustice under the guise of natural law. Its use to justify imperialism,
genocide, and discrimination has led to widespread condemnation. Ethical
arguments highlight the importance of human rights, equality, and social
welfare, which contradict social darwinist ideas.

Enduring Influence and Modern Perspectives
While social darwinism as a formal ideology has declined, some of its themes
persist in modern debates about social policy, race, and international
relations. Awareness of its historical context helps prevent the recurrence
of similar justifications for inequality and oppression. In AP World History,
understanding social darwinism is essential for analyzing the dynamics of the
modern world and the legacy of colonialism and racism.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the definition of Social Darwinism in AP
World History?
Social Darwinism is a theory that applies Charles Darwin's ideas of natural
selection and survival of the fittest to human societies, often used to
justify social hierarchy, imperialism, and racial inequality during the 19th
and early 20th centuries.

How did Social Darwinism influence imperialism in
world history?
Social Darwinism was used to justify imperialism by promoting the belief that
stronger nations were naturally destined to dominate weaker ones, thus
legitimizing colonial conquest and exploitation as a natural and beneficial
process.

Why is Social Darwinism an important concept in AP
World History?
Social Darwinism is important in AP World History because it explains the
ideological justification behind many imperialist policies, racial
discrimination, and social inequalities during the modern era, helping
students understand global power dynamics and historical events.

Who were some key proponents of Social Darwinism?
Key proponents of Social Darwinism included Herbert Spencer and William
Graham Sumner, who applied Darwinian concepts to society, arguing that
competition and natural selection shaped social progress and human affairs.

What are the criticisms of Social Darwinism in
historical context?
Critics argue that Social Darwinism misapplies biological concepts to
society, promotes racism, justifies inequality and oppression, and ignores
social and economic factors influencing human development and interactions.

How does Social Darwinism relate to racial theories
in AP World History?
Social Darwinism often underpinned racial theories by asserting that some
races were biologically superior to others, which was used to justify
discrimination, segregation, and colonial domination during the 19th and 20th
centuries.



Can Social Darwinism be linked to any major
historical events covered in AP World History?
Yes, Social Darwinism is linked to events such as European imperialism in
Africa and Asia, the justification of the British Empire's expansion, and the
racial policies that influenced social and political structures in the late
19th and early 20th centuries.

Additional Resources
1. Social Darwinism in World History
This book explores the origins and development of Social Darwinism as a
concept within the context of world history. It examines how the ideas of
natural selection and survival of the fittest were applied to human
societies, influencing political, economic, and social policies. The text
provides critical analysis of the impact of Social Darwinism on imperialism,
racism, and social inequality during the 19th and early 20th centuries.

2. Empire and Evolution: Social Darwinism and Imperialism
Focusing on the link between Social Darwinism and imperial expansion, this
book discusses how the ideology justified European dominance over colonized
peoples. It highlights the role of Social Darwinist thought in shaping
attitudes toward race, civilization, and power in the AP World History era.
The author contextualizes these ideas within broader scientific and political
developments of the time.

3. Darwinism and the Social Order: A Historical Perspective
This volume traces the influence of Darwinian theory beyond biology, into
social and political realms. It provides an overview of how Social Darwinism
became a tool to legitimize social hierarchies and economic competition in
the 19th century. The book also critiques the ethical and humanitarian
implications of applying evolutionary theory to human society.

4. AP World History: The Age of Social Darwinism
Designed specifically for AP World History students, this guide explains the
definition and significance of Social Darwinism within the course framework.
It covers key concepts, historical examples, and the role of Social Darwinism
in shaping global events such as imperialism and industrialization. The book
includes review questions and summaries to reinforce understanding.

5. Survival of the Fittest: Social Darwinism and Its Critics
This book examines the widespread application of Social Darwinist ideas and
the controversies they sparked. It presents arguments from proponents who
used Social Darwinism to justify laissez-faire capitalism and colonialism,
alongside critiques from contemporary and modern scholars. The text provides
a balanced view of the ideology’s historical impact.

6. Race, Evolution, and Social Darwinism in Global Context
Exploring the intersection of race theory and Social Darwinism, this book



analyzes how evolutionary ideas were used to support racial hierarchies
worldwide. It discusses the consequences of these beliefs on policies related
to immigration, segregation, and eugenics. The work situates Social Darwinism
within the broader narrative of global history and AP World History themes.

7. The Social Darwinist Mindset: Power, Progress, and Inequality
This book delves into the psychological and ideological underpinnings of
Social Darwinism. It explores how the concept of "progress" was linked to
ideas of competition and dominance in societies. The book also investigates
the lasting legacy of Social Darwinism in contemporary social and political
thought.

8. From Darwin to Empire: The Historical Roots of Social Darwinism
Tracing the intellectual journey from Charles Darwin’s scientific theories to
their social applications, this book offers a comprehensive history of Social
Darwinism. It highlights key figures and moments that shaped the ideology and
its influence on imperial policies and social reforms. The narrative connects
biological science with historical developments in the 19th and early 20th
centuries.

9. Understanding Social Darwinism: Definitions and Applications in AP World
History
A concise and accessible resource, this book focuses on clarifying the
definition of Social Darwinism for AP World History students. It explains how
the concept is used to interpret historical events and movements,
particularly in the context of imperialism and industrialization. The book
includes timelines, key terms, and case studies to aid comprehension.
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