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Charles Darwin has been in the news recently on account of the 150th 
anniversary of the publication of On the Origin of Species. But then 
again, Darwin has been in print for most of the past 150 years. Owing 
to both his scientific genius and the controversy he provoked, his work 
represents the ongoing struggle that has evolved since the Enlighten-
ment first raised questions about how religion and science should divide 
and share cultural “territory.” The strength of a new species of science, 
evolutionary biology, demonstrates just how important Darwin and 
his ideas on natural selection would become to modern society. In-
deed, they may have comprised the most important theory of the last 
few centuries, and remain crucial in explaining the world we inhabit 
today. Why do murders occur even in economically stable countries? 
Because all individuals compete for resources and the opportunity to 
pass on their genes. Why do some companies rise to the top while oth-
ers face bankruptcy? Because these companies possess traits that make 
them fitter for their environment and allow them to survive. It’s repeat-
ed so much it seems almost obvious. What’s not so obvious, though, is 
that the Darwinian explanation seems so rational to us because it fits 
with our Liberal view of the world. As Liberals, we share a belief that 
all humans (regardless of cultural background) are essentially rational 
and self-interested beings. The idea of democracy plays to this as well. 
It comes as no surprise, then, that Darwinism developed in a country 
where these ideals were as strong as they are in ours today. An exami-
nation of Darwin’s writings in light of the prevailing cultural norms 
in Great Britain at the time reveals marked similarities in their views 
of human nature, and suggests not only a shared view of the world 
but also the possibility that one could not have succeeded without the 
other. While debate over the theory of evolution had been occurring 
throughout the nineteenth century, Darwin’s particular interpretation 
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of evolution was received with such success because it came at the time 
when it played directly to what industrializing Britain wanted to hear. 
Darwin’s theory both shaped and was shaped by the individualist cli-
mate of Britain at the height of the Industrial Revolution, and could 
not have succeeded anywhere else at that time. 

Because the social values of individualism and Liberalism were so 
prevalent in Victorian society, Darwin’s theory was most likely influ-
enced by the arguments that surrounded him. To modern readers, the 
central effects of the Industrial Revolution worth remembering were 
the enormous growth of industry and the horrendous working condi-
tions found in it. Yet for every worker who sank deeper into poverty, 
there were men of lower or middle class background who capitalized 
on new opportunities to become fabulously wealthy. As industrializa-
tion progressed, status remained more likely to come from education 
or inherited wealth, but the idea of the self-made man gained strength 
in the culture of Britain and America. In a society in which families 
spent less and less time together, the individual would naturally be-
come the unit of action. As Russet writes in Darwin in America, “[A]ll 
the major streams of intellectual life seemed to flow in the same direc-
tion. Nineteenth century religion, aflame with revivalism, preached the 
ability of the individual to save himself through conversion if he only 
could. … Nineteenth century economic theory embodied the laissez-
faire doctrines of the English classical economists Smith, Malthus and 
Ricardo.”1  Every person was expected to take charge of his or her own 
affairs, both in contacting God (nothing new for Protestants) and prof-
iting from the economy. Literature in the first half of the nineteenth 
century critiqued the forces of industrialization through the Romantic 
movement, but nevertheless focused on dynamic individuals such as 
Shelley’s Dr. Frankenstein and Hugo’s Hunchback.2 The education of-
fered at the time emphasized the lessons of the Enlightenment, giv-
ing new strength to Liberalism. For those of the middle class, all signs 
seemed to be pointing upwards. As long as one stayed out of the fac-
tories and their crushing cycles of poverty, Britain and America were 
open for boundless growth and new opportunity for new industrial 
entrepreneurs.3  

As in modern business today, entrepreneurship during the Indus-
trial Revolution rewarded individual risk, elevating men like Richard  
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Arkwright and Robert Peel from moderate wealth to small fortunes. 
The rapid pace of technological change forged a highly competi-
tive environment in which the theft and copying of techniques were 
common.4 If one had poor business skills or could not keep up with 
the pace of evolving technology, entrepreneurs would go the way of  
Edmund Cartwright: losing all business to competition and slipping 
from the upper rungs of society.5 Indeed, individual competition may 
have been the defining characteristic of business in industrializing 
Britain. If anything, the terrible working conditions found in factories 
at the time indicate that businessmen refused to compromise profit 
for moral or humanitarian considerations. Industrialist Andrew Ure 
(speaking for many others, to be sure) defended working conditions 
by claiming:

[In] the factory, every member of the loom is so adjusted, that the driving 
force leaves the attendant nearly nothing at all to do, certainly no muscular 
fatigue to sustain, while it procures for him good, unfailing wages, besides 
a healthy workshop gratis: whereas the non-factory weaver, having every-
thing to execute by muscular exertion, finds the labour irksome, makes 
in consequence innumerable short pauses, separately of little account, 
but great when added together; earns therefore proportionally low wages, 
while he loses his health by poor diet and the dampness of his hovel.6 

Ure’s justification is at variance with every opinion we have regarding 
the injustices of industrialization and highlights the ignorance of fac-
tory owners and their unwillingness to respect anything that threat-
ened profit. If a man will let women and children work as near slaves in 
his factory for twelve or more hours a day, there is little he will not do 
to gain an edge on his competition. In Darwin’s Britain, survival of the 
fittest truly existed before the phrase was coined. Entrepreneurs who 
could not or would not adapt to changing conditions found themselves 
in poverty, or worse, out of the social elite. As Darwin was a scientist, 
we would assume he stayed out of the social circles of wealthy entre-
preneurs, but in reality it was only because he came from these wealthy 
circles that he was able to pursue his scientific interests.7 Indeed, Dar-
win married a cousin of the wealthy Wedgwood family, known still 
today for its manufacturing empire and for reaping tremendous profits 
at the time from Britain’s rapid industrialization. It is therefore most 
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likely that Darwin was not only exposed to these ideas, but absorbed 
them into his knowledge of how a society works. Darwin’s theory sup-
ported this new, more competitive variation of capitalism by incor-
porating the idea that nature was not a calm lake in homeostasis but 
rather a seething competition in which individuals with ability were 
rewarded and those without were punished.8 It is no surprise that Brit-
ish citizens engaged in a daily battle for profit both at home and abroad 
proved so receptive to Darwin’s arguments.

Economic theory may have influenced Darwin’s theory of natural se-
lection as well. As mentioned above, Victorian society was experienc-
ing a wave of free market capitalism in the works of Adam Smith and 
Thomas Malthus. It was Malthus, though, who likely had the most ef-
fect on Darwin and those around him. By arguing in his “Essay on 
Population” that society would always teeter between population and 
food supply, and that as a consequence some people would naturally 
be left in poverty, Malthus implied that social aid was redundant if suf-
fering was a natural occurrence. For Darwin and those around him, 
Malthus offered the justification of laissez-faire economics industrial-
ists had been waiting for. As Michael Ruse puts it, Malthus’ theory “was 
music to the ears of people like the Wedgwoods, whose manufactur-
ing empires depended upon low taxes—no large state welfare bills to 
pay—and lots of cheap and desperate labor. If they could be wrapped 
up in the guise of God’s stern, unbending laws, so much the better.”9 A 
frequently quoted passage from Charles Darwin’s autobiography dem-
onstrates how closely linked Malthus’ and Darwin’s theories were:

In October 1838, that is, fifteen months after I had begun my systematic 
inquiry, I happened to read for amusement Malthus on Population, and 
being well prepared to appreciate the struggle for existence which every-
where goes on from long-continued observation of the habits of animals 
and plants, it at once struck me that under these circumstances favour-
able variations would tend to be preserved, and unfavourable ones to be 
destroyed. The results of this would be the formation of a new species. 
Here, then I had at last got a theory by which to work.10

Just as Malthus was powerfully tied to industrialization, so Darwin was 
tied to Malthus. When Darwin returned from his voyage on the Beagle, 

18                  Trevor Nibbi



London had close to two million people living in it, many in the utter 
poverty we have come to associate with urban centers of the Indus-
trial Revolution. By the time Darwin died the population had nearly 
doubled. Living in these conditions would naturally have led Darwin 
to contemplate the conditions under which such a society existed and 
developed.11 Certainly Darwin’s research on his voyage with the Beagle 
provided him with the background of a revolutionary idea, but it was 
the twenty years after the voyage spent debating and being exposed to 
an industrializing society that led Darwin to his theory. 

Furthermore, Darwin’s theory reflected the overall trend of Liberal 
ideology prevalent in Victorian Britain. Between 1830 and 1886 anti-
conservative parties such as Whigs, Reformers, and Liberals lost only 
two of fourteen elections and held power for over forty years.12 It is 
easy to see how Liberal values of the party of business such as indi-
vidualism and popular suffrage affected Darwin’s writings. As Darwin 
remarks in Natural Theology: “Each individual, how many things must 
go right for it to be at ease; yet how large a proportion out of every spe-
cies is so in every assignable instant…[T]he plurality and the prepon-
derancy is in favor of happiness by a vast excess.”13 Darwin here reveals 
his belief (one shared by Liberals in general) that individual organisms 
are rational and self-interested, and will strive to increase their own 
happiness. Several lines later he continues: “We prize but little what 
we share only in common with the rest, or with the generality of our 
species.”14 Clearly, Darwin not only experienced industrialization, he 
shared its fundamental beliefs. The above quote indicates that Darwin 
saw humans not only as fundamentally similar beings (warranted be-
ing called a species) but also as individuals with unique traits that set 
them apart from the species as a whole. This in turn was an idea readily 
accepted by Victorian society.

Darwin shared Victorian society’s belief in the power of the individual 
as well as the more recent trend of laissez-faire competition. The fact 
that Darwin argued for a system of natural governance in which indi-
viduals with superior traits competed and thrived points to the values 
present in Victorian society during the nineteenth century.15 Science 
certainly does not occur in a vacuum, and Darwin’s theory of natu-
ral selection was no exception. The only counterargument to this no-
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tion that Darwin’s theory was most likely to originate in Britain is the 
case of Alfred Russel Wallace, a scientist from Wales who reached a 
theory of natural selection around the same time as Darwin. The prob-
lem with this example, though, is that while Wallace’s theory may have 
concerned the same subject, he emphasized environmental pressure 
rather than individual competition as the driving force for natural se-
lection. Combine this with the fact that Wallace was a noted critic of 
the social and environmental effects of industrialization, and it seems 
as if choice for whom to support was almost self-explanatory. Darwin 
not only supported the industrial entrepreneurs, he was practically one 
of them.

 If the similarities echoed in Darwin’s works were not enough to indicate 
industrialization’s effect on Darwin, the effects of his theory were. As 
businesses lobbied for decreased social aid (encouraged by the work of 
Malthus and Smith), frustration with industry grew, coupled by a rise 
in the popularity of Marxism. The immediate effect of Darwin’s theory 
was resounding success. The controversy The Origin of Species created 
within religious Britain made the book an instant bestseller, and Dar-
win received several prestigious awards, such as the Royal Society’s 
Copley Medal in 1864 and election to the French Academy of Sciences 
in 1878. By far the best indication of the theory’s success, however, was 
the rise of Social Darwinism, which despite the lack of any support 
from Darwin himself became one of the best-known parts of his legacy 
in the rise of colonialism and fascism. The success of Social Darwinism 
does, however, indicate that Darwin’s theory fit exactly with what Brit-
ain wanted to hear as it began to spread its industrial empire overseas. 
It’s easy to see where colonialists may have gotten their justification. As 
Darwin says himself, “It is chiefly through their power that the civi-
lized races have extended, and are now extending, their range so as to 
take the place of the lower races.” Darwin’s writings not only supported 
unjust profit in Britain but its spread on a global scale. When we think 
about where the theory of natural selection emerged, it seems obvious 
that it would be a society in which individual competition was regard-
ed as a fact of life. Darwin rose to the success we praise him with today 
because he was chosen by Victorian society as a justification of indus-
trialization and allowed its continued growth. Paradoxically, Darwin 
was both created by and created industrialization. 
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Science by its very nature is meant to be unchanging. Once a scientific 
theorem becomes accepted fact, it has and always will exist as the way 
the universe works. The conflicting lesson of history, though, is that 
science is as much tied to its creating culture as a social science like 
economics is. For Darwin and his industrializing society, the idea of 
natural selection fit with the rising values of Liberalism and Individu-
alism. We know Darwin as the face of evolution for a reason: Darwin 
was as beloved to Britain as money was to industrial entrepreneurs. As 
Ruse explains: 

It was no wonder the Victorians loved Charles Darwin and ended by 
burying him in Westminster Abbey. This was a man who spoke a language 
they could all understand. The coming of evolution was indeed a momen-
tous event, but you should not think that it faced united opposition and 
hostility. In respects, it lent itself very nicely to the most standard and 
basic of societal beliefs and prejudices and was welcomed accordingly.16  

In terms of science today, the recent reversal in stem cell research policy 
points to a new-coming age of Liberalism in the scientific community. 
The problem, of course, will be remembering which science is fact and 
which is money waiting to be made.
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