PAGE  
2

Questions for Consideration 

1. Spencer and Sumner on the one hand and Ward on the other hand held fundamentally different views of the efficiency of nature. Spencer and Sumner held that nature had to be left alone if it progress was going to take place; Ward held that nature was remarkably inefficient and that planning and regulation were necessary if progress was to be made? Who had the more realistic view of the workings of nature? 

2. What role does social Darwinism have in American political thought today? Is it, as Hofstadter suggests, a foundational aspect of conservative thought today or are Hofstadter’s critics correct? Hofstadter suggested that conservatives used Social Darwinism to justify inequality and the accumulation of wealth. Was this true? Is it true today? Or are Hofstadter’s critics more correct when they suggest that inequality and the accumulation of wealth are justified by reference to the Protestant work ethic, the contention that the creation of wealth benefits society as a whole, and the suggestion that the accumulation of wealth is not improper if it is eventually used to aid others? 

3. Can Spencer’s defense of private charity be justified? Remember, he said that private charity would elevate the character of the person who was giving and hastened the development of altruism. But if private charity became widespread wouldn’t it also impede social progress by preventing nature from eliminating the weak and the poor? 

4. What role does social Darwinism have in liberal thought today? Are contemporary liberals the heirs of Lester Frank Ward? Do they justify government intervention and social planning by suggesting that the nature is inefficient and that shielding individuals from competition makes it possible for them to become stronger? Are contemporary liberals “closet” eugenicists, as is sometimes charged? 

5. What would be the ethical effect of a society in which no one had to work. If we could use machines to produce everything that we needed and had abundance for everyone in whatever they wanted and did not have to work for it, what effect would this have on the character of us as a people? Is work, as the Social Darwinists maintained, a crucible for character? 

6. Spencer and even more Sumner would doubtlessly have opposed the bailouts of major financial institutions and industries as the subsidization of businesses that should fail. Do their ideas provide decisive arguments against these policies? Have we spared ourselves the social and economic benefits of the consequences of “creative destruction” by bailing out these businesses? 
7. Is Eugenics the logical outcome of “reform Darwinism” or its perverse betrayal? If you accept the idea that intervention into the natural competition is necessary to improve the human condition, then are you also led to believe that such interventions should take place before birth through selective breeding on the one hand and mandatory sterilization on the other? 

8.  Agree or disagree with the following proposition: “Let every man be sober, industrious, prudent, and wise, and bring up his children to be so likewise, and poverty will be abolished in a few generations.”
