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To the great frowning of David Hume’s soul, philosophers and scientists in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries relinquished the commendation against drawing moral conclusions from nature, and, inspired largely by Darwin’s account of humanity’s biological descent, proclaimed the application of eugenics
, on the one hand, and social Darwinism, on the other, as guides for human behaviour, thereby hoisting up the banner of naturalistic social ethics. Of course, drawing values from naturalist theory was perhaps not as essential to these movements as much as the recognition and manipulation of certain inevitabilities
 in the progress of human society was. In any case, after the publication of the Origin (1859), the growth of eugenics and social Darwinism as—not merely natural explanations, but—detailed prescriptions for the betterment of society gave way to zealousness perhaps unmatched in the annals of social science. Given the modern re-emergence of dialogue regarding eugenics, it is important for us to understand exactly what methods these two programs offered for the refinement of society. In this vein, it will be apt to explore the points of their opposition and similarity; and also, to what extent and how they drew their conclusions from Darwin’s revolutionary idea.
Of immediate gravity in consideration of these movements, their opinions on the place of competition for scarce resources—that principle so essential in regulating the species for Darwin—are particularly endemic of the political ideals they draw support from. Although the term eugenics in the modern era is often imagined as an ultraconservative idiosyncrasy of Hitler-era Germany, in its time, it was not considered conservative, but in fact a thoroughly liberal alternative to the relatively cold disinterest of social Darwinism toward the survival of those less fortunate. It is true that both movements were concerned primarily with the elimination (or minimization) of weak traits passed on through heredity; however, social Darwinists belied their laissez-faire political leanings, at once, by their suggesting a hands-off approach to this genetic refinement—that same minimization of government promoted in conservative politics. The eugenicists, for their part, demanded not only that those of poor heredity be taken care of, but that genetic health be actively promoted on two fronts. Namely, by:
1. Reducing the racial contribution of the least desirable part of the population.
2. Increasing the racial contribution of the superior part of the population. (Popenoe 156)
Eugenics, then, was a proactive attempt to legislate the means of overcoming the need to rely on natural selection for humanity’s hereditary refinement. Darwin saw the usefulness of the above principles of eugenics, and in the Descent, he seems to have agreed with his cousin and eugenics pioneer, Francis Galton, regarding the restriction of marriage between the unfit, and the encouragement of marriage between the fit. He states, “Both sexes ought to refrain from marriage if in any marked degree inferior in body or mind,” but then adds pessimistically, “such hopes are Utopian and will never be even partially realised until the laws of inheritance are thoroughly known” (Descent, II. 403). It was this knowledge of inheritance that the eugenicist claims we are in possession of.
On the question of competition then, these two movements were largely opposed, but also agreed in remarkable ways. An example of the former, arguing (perhaps unconsciously) in support of social Darwinism in the Descent of Man (1871), Darwin proposes that the lack of a struggle for existence keeps man in a state of savagery (I. 180). Darwin suggests, furthermore, that man’s perfection cannot be realized without such a struggle. He states, “[I]f he is to advance still higher [man] must remain subject to a severe struggle. Otherwise he would soon sink into indolence, and the more highly-gifted men would not be more successful in the battle of life than the less gifted” (II, 403).
 Eugenicists fundamentally saw the result of this selection as beneficial, as well. The two groups agreed here. However, eugenicists vehemently opposed the inherent cruelty of the means that social Darwinism suggested was necessary to weed out the feeble-minded and epileptic people (for example), which is to leave them to fend for themselves. As Darwin proposes, “There should be open competition for all men,” (Descent, II. 403) since after all, “from the war of nature, from famine and death, the most exalted object which we are capable of conceiving [...] directly follows” (Origin 490). Eugenicists proposed, rather, to produce the same results that competition could bring about, “not by the death-rate but by the birth-rate” (Popenoe 159). Indeed, this, according to Professor Johnson of Pittsburgh, is the very principle of applied eugenics: “Nature lets a multitude of individuals be born and kills off the poorer ones; eugenics proposes to have fewer poor ones and more good ones born in each generation” (Popenoe 164).
Whereas social Darwinians took the struggle for existence as a deterministic law of nature, inescapable and inevitable, the eugenicist movement looked to the ideal of democratic involvement to avoid the need for natural selection as a refining agent. The eugenicist observes that although Darwin and Malthus taught that the exhaustion of resources in relation to excess population would put the greatest pressure on a species, in reality, reproductive selection is as effective an instrument for the perfection of humanity. To this, Andrew Carnegie contested, “But, whether the law [of competition] be benign or not, we must say of it […]: It is here; we cannot evade it; no substitutes for it have been found; and while the law may be sometimes hard for the individual, it is best for the race, because it insures the survival of the fittest in every department” (W 655). Carnegie commends us to “accept and welcome” great wealth in the hands of a few, so as to increase the production of high quality goods at lower prices than would be available if money was redistributed. Likewise, Professor Sumner states, “[L]iberty perishes in all socialistic schemes […]. The law of survival of the fittest was not made by man and cannot be abrogated by man. We can only, by interfering with it, produce survival of the unfittest” (Essays 177).

Among other philosophers, Thomas Hobbes, Darwin’s kinsman, proposed this idea
 of metaphysical egalitarianism that both eugenicists and social Darwinians find unfounded and contemptible. While the eugenicist agrees that some forms of socialism contain this unnecessary dogma of egalitarianism, he or she nevertheless objects to the social Darwinian’s universal derision of socialist politics. Rather, to the extent that wealth is “distributed according to man’s value to society,” (Popenoe 366) the refinement of society by selective means can be in concord with socialist politics, since such a system would reward the worker in proportion to his or her effort. As the American sociologist, Lester Ward rightly points out, “[I]t is customary to say that such matters must be left to regulate themselves, and that the fittest must be allowed to survive. […] Yet, to any one who will candidly consider the matter, it must be clear that the first and principal acts of government openly and avowedly opposed these same laws in preventing, through forcible interference, the natural results of all trials of physical strength” (False 371). Though a relatively recent development, from our vantage point, it seems that the relative success of the economic system proposed by John Maynard Keynes in preventing market crashes and sustaining economies through recessions goes to prove Ward and the eugenicists’ point about the proper role of the government as an active one.
Indeed, the eugenics movement was not the anomaly of just one country. In its day, it enamoured industrialized nations throughout the Western world. In the end, although Popenoe and Johnson do well to separate themselves from what would later be known as the German eugenic practices by clearly condemning genocide as outside the boundaries of applied eugenics and by declaiming the promotion of arbitrary fears and prejudices to the status of dysgenic factors (the main propaganda of the holocaust), the eugenics movement ultimately did not recover from the stigma it sustained as a result of the Second World War. However, with the advancement of genetic engineering and the researches into embryonic stem cells, discussions about eugenics are becoming relevant once more, and it will be the responsibility of the informed (and not merely reactionary) to cultivate reasoned argument about eugenics based on a sound knowledge of biology and ethics. The potential to rid humanity of so many hereditary ailments may rest on such a rational dialogue and, as such, we should hope to heed the lessons of history more carefully than perhaps we have.
� Although eugenics is distinguished from applied eugenics as science is distinguished from engineering, the term ‘eugenics’ is often equivocal on this distinction in modern usage.


� Carnegie’s conception of the struggle for existence as an inescapable law of nature (Wealth 654) was a common idea for social Darwinists more so than eugenicists. Cf. page 3, ¶1.


� By these contradictory sentiments, it seems that Darwin himself was confused, or at least conflicted, on the whether we ought to interfere with or allow free reign to natural selection. In any case, Darwin provided both parties with more than enough intellectual ammunition…


� Hobbes, Thomas; Leviathan, XIII: “Nature hath made men so equall, in the faculties of body, and mind; as that […] when all is reckoned together, the difference between man, and man, is not so considerable.”
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