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Abstract

The purpose of this article is to analyse the way economists interested in social and
economic evolution cite, mention or refer to Darwin. We focus on the attitude of
economists towards Darwin’s theory of social evolution — an issue he considered as
central to his theory. We show that economists refer to and mention Darwin as a
biologist and neglect or ignore his theory of social and cultural evolution. Three types
of reference are identified: first, economists view and quote Darwin as having
borrowed concepts from classical political economists, Malthus and Smith. Darwin is
then mentioned to emphasize the existence of economic theories of social evolution.
Second, economists refer to and cite Darwin from the perspective of the use of
biological concepts in social sciences. Darwin's biological theories are then equated
with those of Spencer. From these two perspectives, Darwin's theory of social
evolution is ignored and Darwin considered as a biologist exclusively. Third,
economists acknowledge the existence of Darwin's general (biological and social)
theory of evolution. Darwin is then considered and quoted as a biologist and a social
evolutionist.
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Economists on Darwin’s theory of social evolution and human behaviour

1 Introduction

References to past authors, especially when these references imply crossing over
disciplinary boundaries, are complex matters. In this paper, we focus on Charles
Darwin and economists refer to him and to his different writings: how do economists
quote Darwin? Which of his works are mentioned, when they are, and from which
perspective are they referred to? More specifically, we analyse the attitude of
economists towards Darwin’s theory of social evolution — that is the theory he exposes
in a book he publishes in 1871, the Descent of Man — in comparison with his theory of
biological evolution as developed in the 1859 Origin of Species. These are indeed two
of the major books Darwin wrote and published?. These two books correspond to two

related but nonetheless different aspects of Darwin’s works.

In the Origin of Species, Darwin presents his well known theory of biological
evolution. Inspired by Thomas Malthus, as Darwin himself acknowledges it in his
notebooks, this theory exposes the concepts and mechanisms that guide biological
evolution. These concepts — “natural selection” and “struggle for life” — have also
been used by Herbert Spencer and other scholars to explain politics, economics, social
and morals, giving birth to what is called social Darwinism. Social Darwinism can
thus be described as a specific version of, a transference to human societies of
Darwin’s theory of biological evolution. Thus, a Darwinian or a biological theory of
social evolution, this doctrine argues that the functioning and evolution of human
societies follows the same mechanisms as nature or non human societies. However, to
refer to “natural selection” only is too broad a way to characterise social Darwinism,
In fact, a precise definition of this doctrine cannot be separated from the meaning it
received in the second half of the 19th century. Now, within the context of triumphant
capitalism, natural selection was closely associated with the survival of the fittest: “To

the Anglo-Saxon imperialist, or to the rising capitalist produced by the industrial

2 Among the 20 books Darwin wrote, 3 are of a major importance for economists and social
scientists: the Origin of Species by the Means of Natural Selection (1859), the Descent of Man
and Selection in Relation to Sex (1871) and the Expressions of Emotions in Man and Animals
(1872).



revolution, natural selection meant the survival of the fittest competitor”
(McConnaughy, 1950, p. 397). Then, social Darwinists used “survival of the fittest” to

[1]

transform Darwinism into a *“quasi-ontological racial discourse” based on “a
redefinition of “fitness’ as “intelligence’” and an identification of “intelligence’ with the
‘white’ races” (Claeys, 2000, p. 240). This is the reason why social is associated with
unregulated and uncontrolled capitalism and unrestricted laissez-faire and some of its
consequences such as racism, nationalism and imperalism, (see Crook, 1996;
Hodgson, 2003 c; Paul 2003). And this is the way this doctrine was defined by
Richard Hofstadter’s influential and much read Social Darwinism in American
Thought (1944)°. The latter gave a specific meaning to social Darwinism (Bannister,
1973), in particular emphasizing a strong connection Accordingly, Hofstadter
emphasized a strong connection between Darwin, Spencer and social Darwinism. It
thus contributed to the spreading of Darwin’s image as a social Darwinist among

economists.

Now, despite its ambiguities, Darwin’s biology can certainly not be interpreted as
social Darwinism defined so specifically. In particular, one of the most significant
aspect of social Darwinism — the role given to “survival of the fittest” — plays a
different and even minor role in Darwin’s theory of social evolution. Thus, not only
this expression — repeatedly attributed to Darwin — was coined by Spencer. Also,
Darwin hesitated to adopt Spencer’s concept to explain biological evolution: he
adopted it in the 6™ edition of the Origin of Species, in 1882 that is 25 years after
Spencer’s first use of the phrase. And, finally, he also criticised its use to in the
context of human societies. Thus, in the Descent of Man, Darwin explains that, “in the
earlier editions of my “Origin of Species’ | perhaps attributed too much to the action
of natural selection or the survival of the fittest” (1988).

The distance with Spencer and social Darwinism that Darwin seems cautious to put
forward illustrates the difference that exists between his theory of biological evolution
and his theory of social evolution, which we found in particular exposed in the
Descent of Man. In effect, although he was convinced that “man was part of the

® Hodgson (2003 c) shows that the definition of social Darwinism retained by economists and
social scientists changes with the publication of Hofstadter’s boo. He notes that “Richard
Hofstadter gave the use of the term a huge boost, in the context of a global anti-fascist war”.
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evolutionary process” and therefore that his theory was likely to apply to animals and
to man also?, Darwin nonetheless proposed a theory of social evolution that does not
consist in a biological theory of social evolution. There are important differences
between what happens in animal and human societies. Thus, the principle and target
of selection in human societies is different as in natural selection. In effect, in
Darwin’s theory of social selection the group — rather than the individual — is the

target of the selection process. Thus, Darwin notes that

“with strictly social animals, natural selection sometimes acts on
the individual, through the preservation of variations which are
beneficial to the community [...] With the higher social animals, 1
am not aware that any structure has been modified solely for the
good of the community [...] In regard to certain mental powers the
case [...] is wholly different; for these faculties have been chiefly, or

even exclusively, gained for the benefit of the community, and the

individuals thereof have at the same time gained an advantage
indirectly” (1988 b, p. 285-286; emphasis added).

That the group is the target of social evolution does not mean that social evolution
does not rest on “natural selection”; however, the role of this principle is
complemented by other factors such as moral sentiments and, more precisely, on

sympathy:

“When two tribes of primeval man, living in the same country,
came into competition, if (other circumstances being equal) the one
tribe included a great number of courageous, sympathetic and

faithful members, who were always ready to warn each other of

* In his Autobiography, Darwin notes: “As soon as | had become, in the year 1837 or 1838,
convinced that species were mutable productions, | could not avoid the belief that man must
come under the same law” (p. 131). Man was then “a leitmotiv” (Herbert, 1977, p. 197) and
also “an issue of its own merit” (1997, p. 197; emphasis added) for Darwin since 1837, thirty-
four years prior to the publication of the Descent of Man, when he filled his transmutation
notebooks (from 1837 to 1841). Why is it so? The importance of a theory of human behaviour
for Darwin “simply” rests in the possible generalisation of his theory of biological evolution.
Indeed, this early conviction indicates both his optimism and satisfaction “about the general
prospects ... and ... the explanatory powers of his theory” (Herbert, 1977, pp. 201-2). The
confidence thus gained led him to raison “questions concerning the evolution of instincts,
emotions, language and intelligence”, and to ask “how one can explain sociability and the



danger, to aid and defend each other, this tribe would succeed better
and conquer the other” (ibid., p. 322).

Thus, the theory of social evolution that Darwin indeed proposed departs (at least
slightly) not only from any (including his own or Spencer’s or the ones proposed by
social Darwinists) biological theory of evolution. As such, Darwin’s theory of social
evolution differs from the Darwinian or biological theories of social evolution
proposed by social Darwinists , as it has been stressed by many scholars (see among
others, Bowler, 1990; Gruber, 1981; Roger, 1972; Kaye, 1986; Alland Jr., 1985)°.
From this perspective, the Descent of Man is valuable. Furthermore, the book is also
interesting with regard to the connections with classical political economy, the
Descent of Man is interesting for it evidences a second but rarely noticed debt towards
political economists. In effect, it includes references to Adam Smith’s Theory of
Moral Sentiments — a book that Darwin actually read® —, stresses the importance of
sympathy and mentions precise passages from David Hume’s Treatise of Human

Nature (see Marciano and Pélissier, 2001).

How do economists treat these differences between Darwin’s theories of biological
and social evolution, and the complex links with Spencer and social Darwinism? Do
they take into account the different aspects of Darwin’s works? Do they mention the
many connections with classical political economists? These are the question we
address in this paper. More precisely, we analyse the way economists refer to Darwin,
mention his name and quote his writings to show how and how far these different

aspects of Darwin’s theories were taken into account.

We then identify three ways to answer this question; that is three different modes
of references to Darwin and thus three ways to depict Darwin. First, from the
perspective of the origins of Darwin’s theoretical framework and, in particular, with

regard to the influence of economists on his works and writings, Darwin is considered

evolution of human societies and their institutions” (Schweber, 1977, p. 232).

> There have been and still are ongoing debates over social Darwinism and, more specifically,
over Darwin’s social Darwinism. Many insist that there is no doubt that Darwin was social
Darwinist (Young, 1985; Greene, 1981). See also Weikart in the a presentation of “a Darwin
letter on social Darwinism” (1995).

® Darwin read the Theory of Moral Sentiments in 1838 and in 1842 (“I skimmed part of the
book”, Darwin writes in his notebooks).



as a biologist exclusively and quoted to evidence that his biological theory has its
roots in economic theories; economists mention Darwin, refer to his writings and even
quote him to remind the reader that his theory of biological evolution consists in a
transposition of a theory developed in social sciences; no mention is never made to a
possible theory of social evolution proposed by Darwin. Second, from the viewpoint
of the possible use of biological concepts to model social evolution; then, Darwin is
quoted as a biologist who inspired Spencer and social Darwinism; Spencer is
mentioned as having developed a Darwinian theory of social evolution but Darwin’s
theory of social evolution remains ignored. Third, Darwin’s general theory of
evolution, and its twofold aspects — biological and social; from this perspective,
Darwin is quoted as the first scholar who tried to bridge the gap between two

scientific domains — economics and biology.

2  The economic origins of Darwin’s theory of biological evolution: Darwin as a

borrower

We first propose to analyse the image of Darwin and the way economists quote him
within the framework of the discussions around the connection between economics
and biology. This image can be associated with the conviction shared by many
economists that their discipline “may ... count itself among the sources of modern
biology” (Houthakker, 1956, p. 181). In effect, and more precisely, the credit of the
foundation of modern biology is attributed to certain economists: “modern biology
was in a sense founded by the world’s first professor of economics, Malthus”
(Tullock, 1977, p. 502). Even more precise is the belief that economists were the first
to propose theories of social evolution: “one of the most satisfying evolutionary
discussion that | have read is in the 15 pages of the Wealth of Nations in which Smith
writes about the evolution of money” (Adelstein, 1982, p. 162). Therefore, the
concepts proposed by economists and the theories of evolution developed in the
context of social sciences at the end of the 18" century supposedly have preceded and
made possible the theories of biological evolution developed during the 19™ century,
in particular that of Darwin. Thus, the “conceptual apparatus” (Hayek, 1958, p. 242)
developed by classical political economists was ready for being transposed from one
discipline to the other; it “lay readily fashioned at hand for him [Darwin] to use”



(ibid.). This allowed him to develop his theory of biological evolution’. In other
words, in this view, Darwin is considered as a biologist — in fact, the most famous
representative of modern biology — who borrowed concepts from political economy.
Undoubtedly, Darwin was a biologist and the role economic theories played in the
birth and development of his theory can hardly be questioned; therefore, one cannot be
puzzled by the fact that economists refer to, and quotes him in such a way. Now, and
this is the point we would like to make, the attempts to shed light on the economists’
influence on Darwin’s biological theories, that is the focus on Darwin as a biologist,
cloud all the other — than biological — parts of Darwin’s writings. His theory of social
evolution is then ignored or evacuated. As a corollary, since Darwin’s theory of social
evolution seemingly does not exist, when a Darwinian theory of social evolution is

evoked, it is always in connection with Spencer and social Darwinism.

Within this context, references to Darwin are not aimed at evidencing his
theoretical contribution. They rather remind the readers of the economic origins of his
biological theory. Thus Darwin is named to stress the influence of classical political
economists: Malthus’s theory of population ‘inspired” (Hayek, 1991, p. 262) or
“partly inspired ... Charles Darwin’s work on evolution, according to his own
statement” (Houthakker, 1956, p. 181); alternatively, it is argued that *“economists
often take pride in the fact that Charles Darwin came to his theory of evolution as a
result of reading Thomas Malthus and Adam Smith” (Coase, 1985, p. 73).
Furthermore, because the role of past economists is particularly important, Darwin is
also named to insist that they were his predecessors. This is exactly what Hayek
suggests when he claims that “Hume may be called a precursor to Darwin in the field
of ethics” (1967, p. 107) because

“what he produced (...) became the basis of his case for liberty and
the foundation of the work of the great Scottish moral philosophers,
of Adam Ferguson, Adam Smith and Dugald Stewart, who are
recognised as the chief ancestors of modern evolutionary
anthropology” (ibid. p. 106)

" This debt to political economists has been subject to controversial debates. It ranges from
opinions assuming that the influence is almost negligible (de Beer, 1958) to statements about
the “enormous impact of Malthus on Darwin’s work” (Herbert, 1977, p. 216) and that



and may even be considered as “Darwinians before Darwin” (1973, p. 153).
Obviously, Darwin’s theory is not important as such but because it helps to bring
economists’ into light®. Thus, there is not need to enter into its details nor to quote
precisely any of Darwin’s writings. A reference to Darwin’s name is, most of the time,
considered as sufficient. Sometimes, either direct or indirect precise references are
used. They strengthen and clarify Darwin’s image. For instance, Hayek’s perception
of Darwin is illustrated and supported by the indirect references he utilises: Gladys
Bryson’s Man and Society: The Scottish Inquiry of the Eighteenth century (1945) and
Henry F. Osborn's From the Greeks to Darwin (1894). These two books present
Darwin as a biologist who made use of economic concepts (Bryson) and played a
relatively minor role in the development of a modern theory of evolution (Osborn)®.
Alternatively, when direct references to Darwin’s writings are added, besides
mentions to his notebooks, economists and other social scientists almost exclusively
quotes his biological works, that is the Origin of species (see among others,
Vorzimmer, 1969; Young, 1969; Herbert, 1971, 1977; Schweber, 1977, 1980; Jones,
1989).

Very rare but nonetheless significant are the references made to the Descent of
Man. And, in this regard, the presence of a mention is at least as significant as its
absence. In effect, within the context of the influence of economists’ writings on
Darwin, to refer to a book in which Darwin quotes Hume and Smith would obviously
have served to give more weight to the idea that there indeed exists a connection

between the former and the latter, showing that their influence goes beyond his theory

“biology remains permanently indebted to the field of political economy” (ibid).

® This perception echoes an image well and long established among biologists, namely that
Darwin imported the scientific methodology used by Scottish 18" century scholars in social
sciences and thus can be considered as responsible of the transformation of biology into
professional and scientific biology (Merton, 1938; Manier, 1978, 1987). Thus, during the first
third of the 20" century, Darwin’s theory was considered only as “an interesting but
unworkable intellectual gambit that warranted a footnote in the history of ideas but needed to
be quietly put aside while the real mechanics were worked out” (Brace, 1997, p. 106).

° It is interesting to note that Oshorn’s book dates back to a time when Darwin's image has not
yet changed under the influence of the synthetic theory of evolution. Now, although Hayek by
1958 was particularly well aware of this change, since he met, in particular, Julian Huxley
when participating in the preparation of the Darwin centennial celebration organised in
Chicago in 1959 (Caldwell, 2000; Angner, 2002), he nonetheless sticks to a quite old-
fashioned image of Darwin as a marginal contributor to modern biology.
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of biological evolution. It would also undeniably have thrown light on Darwin’s
theory of social evolution. He then could have been presented both as a biologist and a
social evolutionist, these two dimensions complementing each other. Now, this is
seemingly impossible. Thus, when the book is mentioned, it is always in passing. For
instance, Schumpeter stresses how important the Origin of Species and also the
Descent of Man are — “their secular importance for mankind’s cosmic conceptions is
comparable with that of the heliocentric system” (1954, p. 445); but he derives no
conclusion as to a possible theory of social evolution elaborated by Darwin.
Significantly, even a remarkably detailed account of the relationships between Darwin
and political economists such as Schweber’s (1977), based on a large use of the
different notebooks filed up by Darwin but also his books, refers to the Descent of
Man but only in a footnote (p. 278, n. 108). There, Schweber recalls that in 1909
Hoffding established a connection between Darwin, and Shaftsbury, Hutcheson,
Hume and Smith and then notes: “this attribution is, however, based primarily on
Darwin’s moral philosophy as expressed in the Descent” (ibid.; emphasis added).
Thus, when the connection between Smith’s Theory of Moral Sentiments and
Darwin’s Descent of Man is noted, one insists that there is no need to pay attention to
it. This is explained by the fact that the Theory of Moral Sentiments is “peripheral to
political economy” (Gordon, 1989, p. 451). Even Hayek notes that Darwin probably
read the Theory of Moral Sentiments and certainly not the Wealth of Nations; he
nonetheless continue to link Darwin, as a biologist, with Smith as an economic
theorist (1988, p. 10; also the appendix). There is nothing to gain from a reference to
the Descent of Man since it does not add to the representation of Darwin as a
biologist. In other words, what reveals this way of citing Darwin is that this image of a
biologist prevents economists to acknowledges the existence of other elements in his
writings. Economists stick to the image of a biologist influenced by the reading of
economists and, more specifically, of their economic writings. This emphasis even

leads them to reject other Darwin’s works, especially those on social evolution.

Not that any Darwinian theory of social evolution is deemed as impossible.
However, it is not that of Darwin. In may exist under the form developed by other
scholars, such as Spencer or other social Darwinists as a sequel of Darwin’s theory.
Thus, and this is revealed by the way Darwin is quoted in reference to past
economists, there is another aspect of his image among economists: the link between

9



his biology and Spencer or social Darwinism. This image clearly appears from the
concepts used to characterise his theory of biological evolution, that economists
describe rather narrowly around elementary ‘concepts’, one may even say catchwords.
Furthermore, the elements associated with Darwin’s name indifferently belong to
Darwin’s theoretical framework — “natural selection” — or more to that of Spencer’s
and social Darwinists” — “survival of the fittest”. Thus, no difference is made between
Darwin and Spencer or social Darwinism. Edith Penrose insists that “The idea of the
survival of the fittest ... was suggested to Darwin by a work in social sciences —
Malthus on population” (1952, p. 809, n. 14). On his side, Anatol Rapoport explains
that “the fundamental idea in the theory of natural selection, credited largely to
Darwin and Wallace, stems from an idea posed by Malthus in a social context: more
are born that can survive. From this principle came the notion of struggle for existence
and survival of the fittest” (1960, p. 74). These quotations are significant. They
confirm that Darwin is considered as a biologist who inherited concepts from
economists and transposed them from one context, or one discipline, into another one.
They also show that Darwin is viewed as the precursor of biological theories of social
evolution such as Spencer’s. Therefore, as a biologist, Darwin stands in the middle of
a tradition of social evolutionists that stretches from classical political economists to
social Darwinism. “Adam Smith, Darwin, Spencer, William Graham Sumner, and to a
certain extent, John Stuart Mill and even Alfred Marshall” are considered as “the
prophets” of

“values that set property higher than life (the life of nonproperty
owners, that rated freedom higher than equality, that considered
competition as of divine ordination and caveat emptor as a matter of
course, that believed that fighting for one’s own interest led to the
best result for the community at large, and that looked at money-
making as such as a worth-wile occupation” (Redlich, 1951, p.
272)%°.

% This seems to be the point of view defended by Hayek. He considered as “unfortunate”
(1958, p. 233) the use of biological concepts in theories of social evolution as in Spencer’s or
Bagehot’s social Darwinist theories. Hayek did not want to insist on a possible connection
between classical political economists and social Darwinism because he wanted to avoid to
“lead the reader to think that he [Hayek] is borrowing from biology” (Caldwell, 2001, p. 545).
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However, Darwin is not a social evolutionist himself.

The alleged lack of difference between Darwin’s theory of biological evolution and
Spencer’s theory of social evolution is the major feature of another of Darwin’s image

among economists, that of a social Darwinist.

3 Darwinian biological concepts in economics: Darwin as a biologist

The second and complementary Darwin’s image among economists that we present
emerges from the references to Darwin made in discussions about the (possible and
necessary or, by contrast, impossible and detrimental) transposition of certain
biological concepts in the social sciences. Now, historically, the first attempts to build
theories of social evolution on biological concepts date back to the mid-nineteenth and
are associated with Spencer: “This approach is already found in cruder form in the
social philosophy of Herbert Spencer, who relied heavily on analogies drawn between
biological and social evolution” (Rapoport, 1960, p. ix). Now, and this is implicit in
Rapoport’s remark, Spencer’s achievements were possible because there already
existed biological theories, and in particular that of Darwin. As a consequence, the
way economists perceive Darwin is associated with the conviction that Spencer has
been the first social scientist having modelled the functioning and evolution of human
societies with biological tools. Thus, the sequence is described as follows: “the
principles of biological evolution and natural selection were first put forth in a
comprehensive form by Darwin” (Penrose, 1952, p. 809) and the “application of these
principles to society” (ibid.) was initiated by “Spencer and his followers” (ibid.). In
other words, Darwin is considered as a biologist who first proposed a biological
theory of evolution and thus set up the conceptual matrix for social Darwinism.

To be more precise, Hayek “only” criticized social Darwinism but did not reject the use of
biological concepts in economics as such. To the contrary, he considered that the use of
Darwin’s biological ideas could be of interest to understand and model social evolution. Thus,
it is possible to say that Hayek expressed a clear affinity to the idea of socio-biology as a
modern version of Darwinism (see for instance, Hayek, 1971, 1988; | thank Ulrich Witt for
having suggested me to insist on this point). It even led him to propose a theory of social
evolution that is not so different from Darwin’s own theory of social evolution (see Marciano
and Pélissier, 2003). However, Hayek only insisted on Darwin’s biology and never mentioned
his theory of social evolution. This is where lies a difference between Hayek and the scholars
whose works are analysed in the fourth section of this paper.
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However, Darwin did not apply his theoretical framework to human societies: social
Darwinism and the explicit development of biological theories of social evolution is
due, in particular, to Spencer. More precisely, economists look on these two
complementary branches of social Darwinism, Spencer’s and Darwin’s theories of
evolution as identical. They are based on the same concepts or principles and use the
same mechanisms to explain how natural, on the one side, and human, on the other
side, societies evolve and function. Spencer’s theory is viewed as the counterpart of
Darwin’s theory of biological evolution in terms of social evolution. Therefore, and
this is the argument that we develop in this section, no Darwinian theory of social
evolution exists that could be different from Spencer’s and that would have been
developed by Darwin. Social scientists and economists consider Spencer’s theory as

the only existing Darwinian theory of social evolution.

Within this context, references to Darwin are still not made to insist on his own
contribution but rather to stress that his biological theory of evolution connects to that
of Spencer. Thus Darwin is named in association with concepts such as “survival of
the fittest”, thereby revealing that a social theory of evolution based on Darwinian
concepts is not different from that of Spencer. Karl Pribram thus notes that “most
adherents of the German Historical school ... applied the Darwinian principle of the
survival of the fittest to an alleged struggle waged between conflicting nations” (1953,
p. 256). Similarly, Morell Heald evokes the “social Darwinian concept of the survival
of the fittest” (1953, p. 301) when discussing the business attitudes towards European
immigration in the USA. The same year, another economic article associates “an
unfettered Darwinian struggle” with “survival of the fittest” (Adams, 1953, p. 489).
Finally, let us mention Van R. Potter who also refers to the “the Darwinian concept of
survival of the fittest” (1962, p. 4). Thus, as these quotations show it, Spencer’s
concept of “survival of the fittest” is openly and visibly associated with Darwin’s
name. These statements are not false but nonetheless ambiguous especially because

and when no mention is made to Spencer. Now, references to Spencer rather increase

' In a very different perspective, Solow discusses the evolution of economic theory in terms
of “survival”. Presenting himself as “a good Darwinian” (p. 373), he “believe[s]” that because
“Survival in the literature is a test of fitness, if an imperfect one” (ibid.), and “if mathematical
techniques continue to produce good economics” (ibid.) and “predict[s]... that most people
interested in economics will as a matter of course learn some mathematics” (p. 374).

12



than decrease the ambiguity; or, more precisely, they show that Darwin theory is
indeed equated with Spencer’s. Thus, one reads that “Darwin constantly referred to

the struggle for existence and quickly adopted the phrase coined by Spencer — the

survival of the fittest” (Potter, 1962, p. 3; emphasis in original). It would have been

difficult to find a precise reference acknowledging how *“quick” Darwin was to adopt
Spencer’s principle — since, as stressed above, it is only in a late edition of the Origin
of Species that this phrase appears. By contrast, it would have been possible to
illustrate Darwin’s hesitations towards Spencer’s explanation of social evolution in the

Descent of Man.

There is in one domain in which the references to Darwin’s biology in Spencerian
terms has been qualitatively even if not quantitatively important, namely economic
theories of the firm. Thus, as stressed by Sydney Winter, “in discussions on the role of
profit maximisation in the economic theory of the firm, reference is often made to the
Darwinian principle of ‘survival of the fittest’” (1964, p. 592). This dates back to the
publication, in 1950, of Armen Alchian’s “Uncertainty, Evolution and Economic
Theory”. Even if Alchian’s reference to a “Darwinian natural selection” is not rare in
the 1950s, his article is interesting because it marks the rediscovery of Darwinian
biological concepts in economics; and also because it gave birth to debates about the
question of the use of biological analogies in economics. With regard to the question
analysed in this article, Alchian’s article provides a clear illustration that to name
Darwin to remind that “natural selection” and “survival of the fittest” are biological
principles is sufficient. Thus, Alchian proposes “alternative” to the standard neo-
classical theory of firms’ behaviour and profit maximisation based on “the principles
of biological evolution and natural selection” (1950, p. 211). He proposes a
combination between *“a Marshallian type of analysis ... and ... the essentials of
Darwinian evolutionary natural selection” (ibid., p. 213, fn 7). Alchian’s explanation
consists in arguing that markets function rests on a “survival of the fittest” principle:
certain firms (“better than their actual competitors”, 1950, p. 211) survive in the
market competition (they “are the survivors; those who suffer losses disappear”,

ibid.)*2. Darwin is named but no precise reference is used. As Alchian explains, “I

12 Stephen Enke (1951) and then Milton Friedman (1953) extended and generalized Alchian's
conclusion. Enke was then member of the RAND Economics Division. On his side, Alchian
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thought everyone knew about Darwin and no reference was required ... | grew up in
the mid 1920s and remember well the big debate about evolution. My father was a
convinced Darwin enthusiast” (Alchian to author, 7 may 2003). Some concepts are SO
obviously Darwinian that no precision is required. Furthermore, one may add that
Darwinian concepts in the social context do not only refer to Darwin’s biology but
also to social Darwinism. From this perspective, Alchian does not want to lead the
reader to think that his approach belongs to social Darwinism. He thus insists that that
analogy plays a secondary role in his analysis. It is “merely expository, designed to
clarify the ideas in the theory” (1952, p. 601), which *“stands independently of the
biological analogy” (ibid.)*. Therefore, a more elaborate reference to Darwin is not
only useless (because Darwin is perfectly well known); it is also possibly harmful (by

pointing out a connection with social Darwinism)™.

Besides mentions to Darwin’s name, direct references to his works are very rare not
to say absent. When references are needed, they are indirect and rather involve
Spencer or other authors that have insisted on a connection between Darwin’s biology
and Spencer’s theory of social evolution. Two examples can be used to illustrate this
point. First, in his Fights, Games and Debates, Rapoport ignores Darwin’s own
attempts to develop a theory of social evolution. Obviously, Darwin appears to be
famous for his theory of biological evolution and Spencer worth being quoted for the
application of these concepts to human society. As a consequence, Rapoport mentions
Darwin twice in the book; in one of these two references, he puts him on the same

was also associated to the Rand Corporation. Enke is the sole person thanked by Alchian for
“criticisms and stimulation leading to improvements in both content and exposition” (Alchian,
1950, p. 211, fn 1). Enke, formerly professor at UCLA, has been hired by the RAND
Corporation thanks to Alchian.

3 In a later commentary, he even acknowledges that the reference to biology, absent in a first
version of the paper, was made explicit on the suggestion of readers of the earlier draft who
“urged that the analogy be included as helpful to an understanding of the basic approach”
(Alchian, 1952, p. 601, fn 4).

 That Darwinism and social Darwinism are not only connected but also particularly negative
theories can be illustrated by many books that were published in the 1950s in which
capitalism — under the form it took in post-bellum America — was compared as ‘a vast human
caricature of the Darwinian struggle for existence and survival of the fittest” (Hofstadter,
1944, p. 32). Businessmen were then considered as social Darwinists: social Darwinism “was
a balm to their impaired conscience to be told they enjoyed the riches simply because of the
working of natural laws over which neither they nor anyone else had control” (Holbrook,
1953, p. 320). See Wyllie, 1953 for a more detailed and discussed presentation of this thesis.
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footing as a novel character: “The distinction between Darwin and Sherlock Holmes is
more in their specific preoccupations than in the workings of their minds” (1960, p.
212; emphasis added). Therefore, part of social memory, Darwin does not need to be
quoted with much precision. He does not appear in the list of references. By contrast,
Spencer’s Principles of Sociology does (1960, p. 74). A second illustration is provided
by Penrose’s contribution to the debate around the use of biological analogies in social
sciences and, in particular, in the theory of the firm (1952). In this article, Penrose
criticises the use of biological analogies in economic reasoning — they “tend to
confuse the nature of the important issues” (ibid., p. 804) and then *“add to rather than
subtract from the difficulties of understanding social institutions” (ibid., p. 818). The
problem here is specifically that biological analogies are Darwinian and, as such,
imply a connection to Spencer and social Darwinism. In other words, a theory of
social evolution based on biological analogies unavoidably connects to Darwin and
therefore to Spencer and social Darwinism. In other words, Penrose sticks to the
image of Darwin given by Hofstadter: a biologist who invented concepts utilised by
others — *Spencer and his followers’ — in conservative, pro laissez-faire doctrines. This
IS no surprise since Penrose does not use references to Darwin’s nor even Spencer’s
writings to fuel her analysis. She ‘reads’ Darwin and Spencer through Hofstadter’s

Social Darwinism in American Thought, which appears in the references used in the
paper.

Therefore, it appears from the debates about the use of biological analogies in
economics that Darwin is considered and quoted as the predecessor of any doctrine of
social evolution based on biological concepts. No direct bibliographical references are
used to evidence a connection between biology and social sciences. Darwin’s name
only is mentioned and then associated with concepts that rather are those of Spencer,
the first to develop a biological or Darwinian theory of social evolution. Then, when
references are needed, they are found in Spencer’s writings or in any work that
correspond to this perspective. There is no need to look into Darwin’s writings to find
what has already be found in Spencer’s.
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4  Darwin’s theory of human behaviour accepted: Darwin as a bioeconomist

A third image can be put forward and discussed from the way economists cite Darwin
within the frame set by the debates around the reciprocal transfers of concepts or tools
between economics and biology that is proposed in bioeconomics or sociobiology —
two approaches respectively based upon Michael T. Ghiselin® The Economy of Nature
and the Evolution of Sex (1974) and Edward O. Wilson’s Sociobiology: The New
Synthesis (1975)™. The perspective then adopted goes beyond that of the use of
analogies in either sciences. This rather corresponds to the argument that the use of
economic tools to understand what happens in natural and animal societies or,
conversely, of biological tools in the context of human societies is possible, legitimate
and fruitful because nature and culture share the same features and that their
functioning obey to the same mechanisms. Now, because of the similarities that are
observed or assumed between nature and culture, economics (or social sciences) and
biology should no longer be envisaged as separate and even antagonistic disciplines.

To the contrary, “there is such a striking similarity between the basic problems

attacked by economics and by social biology, we can expect to find parallels in the
corresponding logical structures of thought” (Hirshleifer, 1978 b, p. 320; emphasis in

original). Economics and biology have thus to be considered from the perspective of a
unified theoretical framework, that is of a single discipline in which “natural economy
(biology) and “political economy (economics) ... constitute a single branch of
knowledge ... which we may call general economy” (Ghiselin, 1978, p. 233). Now,
this approach has its roots in Darwin’s theory. Thus, Hirshleifer considers that
sociobiology proceeds to the “recent revival of Darwinian evolutionary theory”

(ibid.); and on his side, Ghiselin argues that his 1974 book is “an up-dated version of

> In fact, the first articles in sociobiology or bioeconomics were published earlier (Hamilton,
1964; Alexander, 1974; Trivers, 1971; 1974; Tullock, 1970, 1971 a, 1971 b). Tullock’s
attempts are anterior to the actual birth of sociobiology and bioeconomics, which dates to the
publication of Ghiselin’s Natuure of Sex (1974) and Wilson’s Sociobiology (1975). In 1994,
Tullock recalls: “One specific piece of writing | did at that time, however, was never
published. | produced a book manuscript titled ’Coordination without Command: The
Organization of Insect Societies” which was an effort to use economic tools to analyze the
internal social structure of ants and termites and a few other species ... Thus, in a way, it is
too bad the book was not published. If it had come out well before Wilson, the uproar which
came from this attempt to draw lessons from animal societies would have been much less
significant” (1994, p. vii).
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the Descent of Man” (Ghiselin to author, 5 June 2003). In other words, the way
economists perceive Darwin is associated with the conviction that his theory
anticipated sociobiology and bioeconomics. He is considered as the first scholar
having attempted both to use economic concepts in biology and, reciprocally,
biological concepts in the social context. He is thus viewed, on the one hand, as a
biologist who borrowed concepts from economists; his theory of biological evolution
illustrates the possible transfers from economics to biology. On the other hand, it is
also considered that Darwin extended his own framework to develop a theory of social
evolution; his theory of social evolution evidences the transfers from biology to social
sciences. As a consequence, it is no longer sufficient to mention Darwin’s name only.
It becomes important to refer precisely to his writings to demonstrate the twofold

connection between bioeconomics and Darwin.

Within this context, references to Darwin are first aimed at reminding that he
inherited his biology from the theories developed by past economists. Thus,
economists still quote Darwin to remind us of the economic foundations of Darwin’s
theory of biological evolution and to insist that economists invented the concepts used
in biology. For instance, when Kenneth Arrow justifies the reprint of an article written
by Wilson®® in the December 1978 issue of the American Economic Review, he
explains that human and natural societies share the same features: “Resource scarcity
iIs a common characteristic of the biological world of which human are parts. It is
therefore not surprising that the same modes of analysis find applications in both
biology and economics” (1978, p. 25) and stresses that this idea was transferred from
Malthus to Darwin: “After all, Charles Darwin has reported that the idea of natural
selection came to him from a reading of Malthus” (ibid.). Similarly, Tullock stresses
that “Malthus was both the first official Professor of Economics and a major influence

on Darwin and Wallace” (1978, p. 3)*". Along the same lines, Jack Hirshleifer

18 Entitled “The Ergonomics of Caste in the Social Insects”, the article had previously
published in the American Naturalist in 1968.

" From Tullock’s perspective, references to Darwin are not that important. Tullock remains
sceptical as to what biological concepts may teach us about the functioning of human societies
work: “we are unlikely to learn very much about human society by studying animal societies”
(ibid., p. 10). Rather, what may be fruitful is the utilisation of economic tools to analyse
natural problems: “l have myself been writing articles, notes, comments etc. in biology ...
[and] ... it could be argued that I have never left economics, that all my ’biological’ articles
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mentions Malthus and Smith as predecessors of Darwin (1977, p. 2). In other words, it
is still admitted, and put forward that Darwin used economic concepts and tools to
analyse natural phenomena. From this perspective, the Origin of Species cannot but be

viewed as an example of a transfer of ideas from economics to biology.

However important it is, such a transfer is only partial; it only acknowledges that,
although he was a biologist, Darwin had understood and accepted economic concepts.
Now, bioeconomics or sociobiology are synthetic analyses which also require a
transfer of ideas from biology to economics. To put it in other words, Darwin can be
considered as a bioeconomist if and only if it can be shown that he has developed a
theory of social evolution based on biological concepts. Therefore, other Darwin’s
writings are important to mention because they evidence that Darwin indeed was a
bioeconomist or a sociobiologist. Hence, it is important to refer, in particular to the
Descent of Man. From this perspective, Hirshleifer is thus probably the first economist
making an explicit reference to Darwin’s theory of social evolution, even mentioning
The Descent of Man (1978 a, p. 240), although the book still does not appear in the list
of references (see also 1978 b, 1982, 1985). Hirshleifer thus presents Darwin’s book
as a crucial reference for both economists and biologists: he writes that “biologists, in
a long tradition starting with Darwin’s Descent of Man and recently flowering as a
topic under the heading of sociobiology, have been better economists than we” (1980,
p. 652). Thus, Hirshleifer does not only utilise a reference to Darwin’s book to justify
his own approach by a connection with attempts made by a celebrated biologist; he
also stresses Darwin’s attempts to develop a theory of social evolution. This is
explained by the fact that “Darwin though like an economist” (Hirshleifer, 1978 b, p.
1) as it is, particularly, illustrated by the fact that Darwin makes a frequent use of
expressions like ‘the economy of Nature’ (which appears 13 times in the Origin of
Species) as well as by Darwin’s opinion that “natural selection is trying to economise

on every part of the organisation” (1859, chap. 5)*. In other words, Hirshleifer is the

are simply economics articles in which | have rather unusual sets of entities maximising a
rather unusual utility function” (1979, p. 2). In other words, Tullock does not propose to use
biological and Darwinian concepts to shed new lights on economic phenomena. He rather
suggests that it is possible to use economic tools to understand natural problems.

'8 See the Concordance to Darwin’s Origin of Species (Barret, Weinshank and Gottleber, eds.
1981). I thank Jack Hirshleifer for having signaled me this reference.
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first, and still one of the rare, economist to use a direct reference to the Descent of
Man to stress the existence and explain Darwin’s theory of social evolution. More
precisely, in 1985, in his article about The Expanding Domain of Economics,
Hirshleifer insists on the fact Darwin’s theory of social evolution differs from his
theory of biological evolution. He notes the role that moral sentiments played in social
evolution and that Darwin had already pointed to the vexed question of altruism in
natural selection: “Darwin argued that, in primitive times, human group whose
members were ‘courageous, sympathetic, and faithful’ would have a selective
advantage. But he already appreciated that a free-rider problem would be at work:
individual selection for effective pursuit of self-interest would tend to subvert group

selection for benevolent traits” (1985, p. 65).

Therefore, Darwin’s theories can then be considered as illustrations of the twofold
connection between economics and biology — a connection that Darwin has then been
the first to propose and put in an explicit shape. The first aspect of the connection is
methodological while the second is much more substantive: not only Darwinism put
forward the possibility to use economic concepts such as scarcity and competition and
optimization to understand how nature works but, on the other hand, it also implies
that human capacities and preferences are themselves the outcome of mankind’s
biological heritage. As a consequence, rather than considering that Darwin’s theory of
social evolution is an aside to his theory of biological evolution, bioeconomists
considered it as a part of it. Therefore, besides the Origin of Species, the Descent of
Man and the Expression of Emotions are put together to be considered as great
Darwin’s books. This perspective has led many economists interested in social
evolution to include references to Darwin's theory of social evolution (see for
instance, Frank, 1988; Rubin, 2000). A more complete and precise image of Darwin

has emerged among economists.

5 Conclusion

In this paper, we have shown that economists adopt three complementary ways to
refer to Darwin and cite or quote his books. First, Darwin is quoted as a biologist who
used the theories of social evolution developed by classical political economists at the
end of 18™ century. Darwin is named to explicitly put forward this connection. From
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this perspective, Darwin’s theory of social evolution. There nonetheless exists a
Darwinian theory of social evolution, proposed by Spencer and seemingly identical to
Darwin’s theory of biological evolution. This feature forms the core of a second image
of Darwin’s work among economists: that of a biologist who indeed developed a
theory of biological evolution that has then been transposed by others in the context of
human societies. Darwin is, in this perspective, named as a biologist and associated
with Spencer or rather “Spencerian” concepts; that is with social Darwinism. Finally,
another image emerges within the context of sociobiology or bioeconomics. From this
third perspective, Darwin is viewed as a biologist who borrowed concepts from
economists to develop his theory of biological evolution and also developed a theory
of social evolution. Darwin’s books are quoted to evidence this two aspects of his

analyses.

Obviously, as we have seen it, these three images are complementary. Darwin may
be viewed as a biologist who borrowed concepts from classical political economists to
develop a biological theory that, in turn, was transposed by Spencer in social contexts.
Furthermore, Darwin may also be considered as a biologist influenced by Malthus or
Smith and also as the promoter of a theory of social evolution. The complexity of
Darwin’s image then depends on the aspect economists choose to emphasize.
However, it remains that Darwin remains most of the time considered as a biologist
exclusively, author of one book only, the Origin of Species. Undoubtedly true, such
statement nonetheless leaves in the dark one important aspect of Darwin’s work and

also authorizes ambiguous and controversial associations with social Darwinism.
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