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Chapter 5  Herbert Spencer  131

In the theoretical ideas of Herbert Spencer (1820–1903) we see a considerable 

advance over those of Auguste Comte. Not only was Spencer’s work important in 

the development of sociological theory, but many of his theoretical ideas stand 

up well from the vantage point of contemporary sociological theory. In spite of this, 

Jonathan Turner (1985b; see also Francis, 2007, 2011), who has agreed with many of 

Spencer’s ideas, pointed out that modern sociological theorists have been disinclined 

to take Spencer seriously, relegating him, like Comte, to the “dustbin” of history. 

(Actually, in superheated terms, Turner argued that contemporary social theorists 

have been inclined to “spit on the grave of Spencer” [1985b:71].) This negativity is, 

to a large extent, traceable to Spencer’s highly conservative libertarian (not liberal) 

 politics and to his belief in a sociological version of survival of the fittest. Although 

we do not fully share Turner’s enthusiasm for Spencer, there is much of merit in 

Spencer’s work. We demonstrate that a number of Spencer’s theoretical ideas con-

tinue to be important and relevant to sociological theory. However, there are also 

serious problems with Spencer’s theory that lead to the conclusion that although it 

represents an advance over Comtian theory, it is not quite up to the standard of the 

other major early theorists—Marx, Durkheim, Weber, and Simmel—to be discussed 

in the ensuing four chapters.

Spencer and Comte

A useful starting point for this discussion is the relationship between Spencer’s ideas 
and those of Auguste Comte. Although the lives of Spencer and Comte overlapped, the 
two men were separated by the English Channel (Spencer was British, and Comte was 
French), and there was a substantial difference in their ages (Comte was twenty-two 
years old when Spencer was born, and Spencer lived for forty-six years after Comte’s 
death and into the twentieth century). Thus, Comte had completed most of his work 
before Spencer published his first book, Social Statics, in 1850. However, almost as soon 
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132  Part II • Classical Sociological Theory

as Spencer had published Social Statics, comparisons were made between his theories 
and those of Comte. A number of seeming similarities exist between the works of the 
two men, but Spencer most often felt the need to distinguish his theories from those of 
Comte.

Spencer commented on Comte’s work in various places and even felt compelled 
to write an essay titled “Reasons for Dissenting from the Philosophy of M. Comte” 
(1864/1883/1968). Spencer began with great, if only obligatory, praise for Comte’s work: 
“In working out this conception [of positivism] he has shown remarkable breadth of 
view, great originality, immense fertility of thought, unusual powers of generalization” 
(1864/1883/1968:118). In spite of such an encomium, Spencer was concerned mainly 
with positioning himself as one of Comte’s “antagonists” and with distinguishing his 
own ideas from those of Comte because their work was “so utterly different in nature” 
(Spencer, 1904a:414).

Spencer did acknowledge his terminological debt to Comte by admitting, “I also 
adopt his word, Sociology” (1864/1883/1968:130). Both derived the terms structure and 
function largely from biology, and they tended to use them in similar ways. In utilizing 
these terms and the perspective they imply, both Spencer and Comte played key historic 
roles in the development of structural functionalism. However, regarding another set of 
terms, social statics and social dynamics, there are important differences between the ways 
in which the two men employed them. Although Spencer used these terms, he denied 
that they were drawn from or resembled Comte’s identical terms. In his autobiogra-
phy, Spencer contended that when Social Statics (1850/1954) was published, he “knew 
nothing more of Auguste Comte, than that he was a French philosopher” (1904a:414). 
For Comte, these terms referred to all types of societies, whereas Spencer related them 
specifically to his future ideal society. Spencer defined social statics as dealing with “the 
equilibrium of a perfect society” and social dynamics as relating to “the forces by which 
society is advanced toward perfection” (1850/1954:367). Thus, in Spencer’s work the 
terms social statics and social dynamics are normative, and in Comte’s work they are 
descriptive.

Spencer classified himself, like Comte, as a positivist interested in the discovery of 
the invariant laws of the social world, but he hastened to add that positivism was not 
invented by Comte. Although Spencer saw himself as a positivist, he did not accept 
Comte’s version of positivism, especially Comte’s sense of a positivist religion. Spen-
cer, like Comte, dealt with a wide range of sciences, but unlike Comte, he argued that 
“the sciences cannot be rightly placed in any linear order whatever” (1883:185). Rather, 
Spencer viewed the sciences as being interconnected and interdependent. Another 
major distinction made by Spencer is between Comte’s subjectivity (his concern with 
ideas) and Spencer’s objectivity (his concern with things):

What is Comte’s professed aim? To give a coherent account of the progress of 
human conceptions. What is my aim? To give a coherent account of the progress of 
the external world. Comte proposes to describe the necessary, and the actual, fili-
ation of ideas. I propose to describe the necessary, and actual, filiation of things. 
Comte professes to interpret the genesis of our knowledge of nature. My aim is to 
interpret, as far as it is possible, the genesis of the phenomena which constitute 
nature. The one end is subjective, the other is objective.

(Spencer, 1904b:570)
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Chapter 5  Herbert Spencer  133

HERBERT SPENCER
A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH

Herbert Spencer was born in Derby, England, on April 
27, 1820. He was not schooled in the arts and humani-
ties, but rather in technical and utilitarian matters. In 
1837 he began work as a civil engineer for a railway, an 
occupation he held until 1846. During this period, Spen-
cer continued to study on his own and began to publish 
scientific and political works (Francis, 2011; Haines, 
2005).

In 1848 Spencer was appointed an editor of The Econo-
mist, and his intellectual ideas began to solidify. By 1850, 
he had completed his first major work, Social Statics. 
During the writing of this work, Spencer first began to 
experience insomnia, and over the years his mental and 
physical problems mounted. He was to suffer a series 
of nervous breakdowns throughout the rest of his life.

In 1853 Spencer received an inheritance that allowed him to quit his job and live for the rest 
of his life as a gentleman scholar. He never earned a university degree or held an academic 
position. As he grew more isolated, and physical and mental illness mounted, Spencer’s 
productivity as a scholar increased. Eventually, Spencer began to achieve not only fame 
within England but also an international reputation. As Richard Hofstadter put it, “In the 
three decades after the Civil War it was impossible to be active in any field of intellec-
tual work without mastering Spencer” (1959:33). Among his supporters was the important 
industrialist Andrew Carnegie, who wrote the following to Spencer during the latter’s fatal 
illness of 1903:

Dear Master Teacher . . . you come to me every day in thought, and the everlasting 
“why” intrudes—Why lies he? Why must he go? . . . The world jogs on unconscious of 
its greatest mind. . . . But it will wake some day to its teachings and decree Spencer’s 
place is with the greatest.

(Carnegie, cited in Peel, 1971:2)

But that was not to be Spencer’s fate.

One of Spencer’s most interesting characteristics, one that was ultimately to be the cause 
of his intellectual undoing, was his unwillingness to read the work of other people. In this, 
he resembled another early giant of sociology, Auguste Comte, who practiced “cerebral 
hygiene.” Of the need to read the works of others, Spencer said: “All my life I have been a 
thinker and not a reader, being able to say with Hobbes that ‘if I had read as much as other 
men I would have known as little’” (quoted in Wiltshire, 1978:67). A friend asked Spencer’s 
opinion of a book, and “his reply was that on looking into the book he saw that its fundamental 
assumption was erroneous, and therefore did not care to read it” (Wiltshire, 1978:67). One  
author wrote of Spencer’s “incomprehensible way of absorbing knowledge through the 
 powers of his skin . . . he never seemed to read books” (67).

(Continued)
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134  Part II • Classical Sociological Theory

Thus, although both Spencer and Comte were concerned with the evolution of the 
world, Comte was mainly interested in the evolution of ideas, whereas Spencer focused 
on structural (and functional) evolution.

Finally, there are powerful political differences between Spencer and Comte. As we 
saw in the previous chapter, Comte wanted to construct a society, even a world, domi-
nated by a positivistic religion of humanity and led by the high priests of positivism. 
Spencer countered Comte’s faith that “the ‘Religion of Humanity’ will be the religion 
of the future,” declaring that it “is a belief countenanced neither by induction nor by 
deduction” (1873/1961:283). In addition, Spencer had little regard for centralized con-
trol, which he felt would do far more harm than good. Thus, Spencer’s ideal is a society 
in which the government is reduced to a minimum and individuals are allowed maxi-
mum freedom. We return to Spencer’s political ideas later in the chapter, but suffice it 
to say that they are radically different from Comte’s politics. Spencer mused about how 
“profoundly opposed” were Comte’s and his “avowed or implied ideals of human life 
and human progress” (1904a:414).

Comte believed that individuals could be taught morality, largely through the posi-
tivist religion, but Spencer ridiculed the idea that morality could be taught in any fash-
ion and by any means. Spencer believed that moral ideas emerge from individual action. 
In arriving at this conclusion, Spencer used here, as he did in many other places in his 
work, a survival-of-the-fittest perspective. In this specific case, he thought, the require-
ments of an orderly life will force people to act on the basis of their higher moral sen-
timents and repress their lower sentiments; in other words, people will be rewarded 
for moral behavior and penalized for immoral behavior. To put it another way, moral 
actions are likely to survive, whereas immoral actions are not. Spencer concluded that 
this “natural selection” of moral actions “alone is national education” (1873/1961:340).

HERBERT SPENCER (Continued)

If he didn’t read the work of other scholars, where, then, did Spencer’s ideas and insights 
come from? According to Spencer, they emerged involuntarily and intuitively from his mind. 
He said that his ideas emerged “little by little, in unobtrusive ways, without conscious inten-
tion or appreciable effort” (Wiltshire, 1978:66). Such intuition was deemed by Spencer to be 
far more effective than careful study and thought: “A solution reached in the way described 
is more likely to be true than one reached in the pursuance of a determined effort [which] 
causes perversion of thought” (66).

Spencer suffered because of his unwillingness to read seriously the works of other people. 
In fact, if he read other work, it was often only to find confirmation for his own independently 
created ideas. He ignored those ideas that did not agree with his. Thus, his contemporary, 
Charles Darwin, said of Spencer: “If he had trained himself to observe more, even at the 
expense of . . . some loss of thinking power, he would have been a wonderful man” (Wiltshire, 
1978:70). Spencer’s disregard for the rules of scholarship led him to a series of outrageous 
ideas and unsubstantiated assertions about the evolution of the world. For these reasons, 
sociologists in the twentieth century came to reject Spencer’s work and to substitute for it 
careful scholarship and empirical research.

Spencer died on December 8, 1903.
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Chapter 5  Herbert Spencer  135

In sum, although Spencer and Comte shared concerns with sociology, structures 
and functions, social statics and social dynamics, positivism, the relationships among 
the sciences, the evolution of the world, the future ideal society, and morality, there 
are profound differences in their views on most of these topics as well as in their 
overall theories. Given this relationship—or, more accurately, this lack of a strong  
relationship—we turn to a discussion of Spencer’s sociological theory.

General Theoretical Principles

Spencer’s thoughts on the social world are based on a series of general theoretical princi-
ples. He argued that in the early history of humankind, religious thinkers and scientists 
were unified in their efforts to analyze and understand the world (Spencer, 1902/1958). 
Gradually, the two began to separate, with religion coming to focus on the unknowable 
and science on that which can be known. However, this differentiation is far from com-
plete, even in the modern era, so religion and science continue to overlap and to con-
flict. In fact, Spencer saw his own work as involving elements of science (intelligence) 
and religion (morals).

Spencer’s main concern was with the knowable world and was therefore much more 
scientific than it was religious. (This is another contrast to Comte, whose later work 
became far more religious than scientific.) Science could never know the ultimate nature 
of things, but it could strive for the highest possible degree of knowledge. Before we 
can understand Spencer’s thoughts on science, we first need to understand his philoso-
phy, which Spencer saw as transcending the sciences in the search for the complete 
unification of knowledge, for “truths which unify concrete phenomena belonging to 
all divisions of Nature” (1902/1958:277). In this section we discuss Spencer’s “general 
philosophy,” in which he deals with “universal truths” for all the world, and later we 
analyze his “special philosophies” and the narrower, but still universal, truths of specific 
areas, especially those relating to the social world. In emphasizing the overarching char-
acter of philosophy, Spencer rejected the positivistic idea that the goal of science is the 
reduction of an array of complex laws to a simple law and accepted, instead, the goal of 
knowledge integrated from a range of specific scientific fields.

Spencer articulated a series of general truths about the world, including the facts that 
matter is indestructible, that there is continuity of motion and persistence of force, that 
the relations among forces persist, and that matter and motion are continually redistrib-
uted. By a process of deduction from these general laws, Spencer articulated a series of 
ideas that constitute his general evolutionary theory.

Evolutionary Theory

Spencer believed that all inorganic, organic, and superorganic (societal) phenomena 
undergo evolution and devolution, or dissolution. That is, phenomena undergo a pro-
cess of evolution whereby matter becomes integrated and motion tends to dissipate. 
Phenomena also undergo a process of devolution in which motion increases and matter 
moves toward disintegration. Having deduced these general principles of evolution and 
dissolution from his overarching principles, Spencer then turned to specific areas in 
order to show that his theory of evolution (and devolution) holds inductively, that is, 
that “all orders do exhibit a progressive integration of Matter and concomitant loss of 
Motion” (1902/1958:308).
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136  Part II • Classical Sociological Theory

The combination of induction and deduction led Spencer to his “final” evolutionary 
formula:

Evolution is an integration of matter and concomitant dissipation of motion; dur-
ing which the matter passes from an indefinite, incoherent homogeneity to a defi-
nite, coherent, heterogeneity; and during which the retained motion undergoes a 
parallel transformation.

(Spencer, 1902/1958:394)

Let us decompose this general perspective and examine each of the major elements of 
Spencer’s evolutionary theory.

First, evolution involves progressive change from a less coherent to a more coherent 
form; in other words, it involves increasing integration. Second, accompanying increas-
ing integration is the movement from homogeneity to more and more heterogeneity; 
in other words, evolution involves increasing differentiation. Third, there is a move-
ment from confusion to order, from indeterminacy to determined order, “an increase 
in the distinctness with which these parts are marked off from one another” (Spencer, 
1902/1958:361); in other words, evolution involves movement from the indefinite to 
the definite.

Thus, the three key elements of evolution are increasing integration, heterogeneity, 
and definiteness. More specifically, Spencer was concerned with these elements and his 
general theory of evolution as they apply to both structures and functions. At the most 
general level, Spencer associated structures with “matter” and saw them growing more 
integrated, heterogeneous, and definite. Functions are linked to “retained motion,” and 
they, too, are seen as growing increasingly integrated, heterogeneous, and definite. We 
will have occasion to deal with Spencer’s more concrete thoughts on the evolution of 
functions and structures in his work on society.

Having outlined his general theory of evolution, Spencer turned to the issue of the 
reasons for the occurrence of evolution. First, Spencer argued that homogeneous phe-
nomena are inherently unstable: “the absolutely homogeneous must lose its equilib-
rium; and the relatively homogeneous must lapse into the relatively less homogeneous” 
(1902/1958:426). One reason for this instability is that the different parts of a homo-
geneous system are constantly subjected to different forces, which tend to differentiate 
them from one another. Changes in one part of the once homogeneous system will 
inevitably result in changes in other parts, leading, in turn, to greater multiformity. A 
second factor in sequence, but not in importance, is the multiplication of effects. In 
Spencer’s view, the multiplication of effects proceeds in a geometric manner. In other 
words, a small change in a once homogeneous system has increasingly ramifying effects. 
Thus, over time, the once homogeneous system grows increasingly heterogeneous. 
Third, Spencer discussed the effects of segregation on evolution. A sector becomes segre-
gated from the others because of a likeness among its components, which are different 
from the components of other sectors. This segregation serves to maintain differences 
among the sectors, and this, in turn, furthers the multiplication of effects when one 
sector is exposed to and incorporates the distinguishing characteristics of other sectors.

Given that evolution is an inevitable process, the issue becomes: Where is evolu-
tion headed? While en route to their end state, phenomena move through a series of 
transitional states that can be described as “moving equilibria,” and the end state of the 
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Chapter 5  Herbert Spencer  137

process is a new equilibrium. It could be argued that we are moving to “a state of quies-
cence,” and it could then be asked: “Are we not manifestly progressing toward omnipres-
ent death” through the dissipation of moving forces (Spencer, 1902/1958:508)? Spencer 
responded negatively to this question, arguing that we are moving toward universal life 
through new stages in the evolutionary process. He did, however, posit an end state of 
the evolutionary process: “Evolution can end only in the establishment of the greatest 
perfection and the most complete happiness” (511). Spencer obviously had great faith 
in the evolutionary process, and its ultimate state of perfection gave him a standard by 
which he could assess all other steps in the evolutionary process.

In spite of his faith in evolution, Spencer recognized, in a dialectical fashion, that the 
process of dissolution complements the evolutionary process and periodically leads to 
its undoing. The dissolution process is likely to occur when evolution has ended and the 
evolved phenomenon has begun to decay.

Evolution constitutes the focus of Spencer’s work in a variety of realms, but our con-
cern is with the evolution of human societies in terms of their growth and with the 
evolution of structures and functions. Following Spencer’s approach, we look at the evo-
lution of society in general. Spencer’s rationale for devoting so much attention to the 
evolution of society (and its institutions) is his view that a fully adequate understanding 
of human social relations requires an understanding of their evolution (as well as their 
cycles and dissolution).

Sociology

Defining the Science of Sociology

Given Spencer’s focus on evolution, he defined “the study of Sociology as the study of 
Evolution in its most complex form” (1873/1961:350). To put it another way, sociology 
is “the natural history of societies” or, more specifically, “an order among those struc-
tural and functional changes which societies pass through” (63–64). However, Spen-
cer did not restrict sociology to historical societies but also accepted the study of the 
ways in which contemporary organizations and institutions “are severally related to other 
phenomena of their respective times—the political institutions, the class-distinctions, 
the family arrangements, the modes of distribution and degrees of intercourse between 
localities, the amounts of knowledge, the religious beliefs, the morals, the sentiments, 
the customs, the ideas” (120). But although Spencer sanctioned the need for contempo-
raneous research, he felt that the true meaning of his work could be found only when it 
was placed in a historical, evolutionary context. However, whether sociological research 
focuses on historical or contemporary issues, it is clear that Spencer’s sociology con-
centrates largely on macro-level social phenomena (social aggregates)—societies, social 
structures, social institutions—as well as the functions of each.1

Spencer (1873/1961:115) shared with Comte the view that sociology should deal 
with social questions in the same scientific manner in which we address issues in the 
natural sciences. Furthermore, Spencer, like Comte, saw sociology, especially in its evo-
lutionary concerns, as the most complex of sciences.

Although Spencer saw sociology as a (complex) science, he recognized that it is not 
an exact science, but he rhetorically wondered, how many sciences are exact sciences. 
To be a science, in Spencer’s view, a field of study need only consist of generalizations 
(laws) and interpretations based on those generalizations. Sociology seeks laws of social 
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phenomena in the same way that the natural sciences seek the laws of natural phe-
nomena. “Either society has laws or it has not. If it has not, there can be no order, 
no certainty, no system in its phenomena. If it has, then are they like the other laws 
of the universe—sure, inflexible, ever active, and having no exceptions?” (Spencer, 
1850/1954:40). Although sociology and other sciences seek to make predictions about 
the future on the basis of laws, in most cases all sciences must be satisfied with only the 
most general predictions.

Legitimizing Sociology In endeavoring to lay the groundwork for his kind of scientific soci-
ology, Spencer confronted the problem that many other early sociologists faced—the need 
to legitimize the field. For example, he felt compelled to argue that laypeople lack the capac-
ity to grasp the complex issues of concern to sociologists: one needs to be a trained sociolo-
gist in order to comprehend them. Because in their everyday lives they deal with the same 
issues that are of concern to sociologists, laypeople in Spencer’s day, and to this day as well, 
are convinced, erroneously, that they can do as good a job of social analysis as trained soci-
ologists can. Spencer also confronted the misplaced confidence of laypeople in their views 
and their hostility to sociologists by arguing that the incapacity of the layperson “is accom-
panied by extreme confidence of judgment on sociological questions, and a ridicule of those 
who, after long discipline, begin to perceive what there is to be understood, and how dif-
ficult is the right understanding of it” (1873/1961:115). As a result of these lay attitudes, 
Spencer saw many barriers to sociology’s receiving the recognition it deserves. These include 
the fact that few laypeople will be able to grasp the complexity of sociology’s subject matter, 
an unconsciousness on the part of laypeople that there are any such complex phenomena, 
the misplaced confidence of laypeople, and the fact that the minds of most laypeople are 
not adaptable and flexible enough to accept the new perspective offered by sociology.

Spencer felt that sociologists, in contrast to laypeople, require disciplined habits of 
thought and that those habits are to be derived from a careful study of other sciences. 
This need to study other sciences is buttressed by an argument similar to one made by 
Comte, that is, that the science of sociology encompasses the phenomena of concern in 
all other sciences. Spencer gave particular importance to the need for sociologists to be 
familiar with the fields of biology and psychology.

Sociology and Biology Spencer saw three basic linkages between biology and sociol-
ogy. First, he believed that all social actions are determined by the actions of individuals 
and that those actions conform to the basic laws of life in general. Thus, to understand 
social actions, the sociologist must know the basic laws of life, and it is biology that helps 
us comprehend those laws. Second, there are powerful analogies between sociology and 
biology. That is, society as a whole, like the living body, is characterized by, among other 
things, growth, structure, and function. Thus, an understanding of the biology of the liv-
ing organism, which after all is far easier to study than the social organism, offers many 
keys to understanding society. Spencer concluded, “There can be no rational apprehen-
sion of the truths of Sociology until there has been reached a rational apprehension of the 
truths of Biology” (1873/1961:305). Third, a kind of natural progression and linkage exist 
between the two fields because humans are the “terminal” problem for biology and the 
starting point for sociology.

A more specific similarity between biology and sociology is the operation of the sur-
vival-of-the-fittest process in both living and social organisms. Spencer felt that survival 
of the fittest occurs in both the biological and the social realms and that the lessons of 
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Chapter 5  Herbert Spencer  139

biology from the natural world are that there should be no interference with this process 
in the social world.

Sociology and Psychology Spencer also devoted considerable attention to psychology 
as another major base for sociology. He adopted the general position that “psychologi-
cal truths underlie sociological truths” (Spencer, 1873/1961:348). As he saw it, psychol-
ogy is the study of intelligence, feeling, and action. He believed that one of the great 
lessons of psychology is that feeling, not intelligence, is linked to action. This belief led 
Spencer to emphasize sentiments and to downgrade the importance of intelligence 
and cognition in his sociological analyses (see the preceding chapter, on Comte, for 
a similar view). Although people throughout history have been dominated by senti-
ments and desires, this was especially true in primitive societies. Primitive people were 
inherently impulsive, and because they were “not much habituated to associated life,” 
they were “habituated to that uncontrolled following of immediate desires” (Spencer, 
1908a:64). In contrast, people in the modern world, although still dominated by feel-
ings, emotions, and desires, were better able to control them because they were more 
habituated to collective life. Thus, Spencer argued that primitive people were charac-
terized by greater selfishness and that there was more altruism in the modern world. 
This general orientation led Spencer to focus substantively on collective phenomena, 
and politically this emphasis on the importance of feelings is one of the factors that 
caused him to oppose conscious and intelligent change of society.

Although Spencer embedded his sociology in a set of assumptions about the psycho-
logical characteristics of individuals, he did not accept the idea that these characteristics 
are fixed. Rather, he believed psychological characteristics change with the changes in 
society as well as with those in the larger environment.

From his study of psychology, and more generally from his basic philosophical ori-
entation, Spencer came to the “methodological individualist” conclusion that the units 
of society are individuals and that individuals are the source of social phenomena. 
Everything in society is derived from the motives of individuals, the combined similar 
motives of many individuals, or the conflict between those with one set of motives and 
others with another set. However, Spencer based his sociology on such psychological 
principles, but he did not spend much time analyzing the ways in which these psy-
chological phenomena lead to the development of society and its various institutions. 
Rather, Spencer assumed that individuals are the units, and the base, of society and 
institutions, and then he proceeded to the macro level to study the evolution of society 
and its institutions. This lack of concern (with a few exceptions; see the discussion of 
ceremonial institutions later in this chapter) for how macro-level phenomena (society 
and institutions) emerge from micro-level units (individuals and their motives) is a seri-
ous weakness in Spencer’s sociological theory.

Sociological Methods

Within the context of Spencer’s definition of sociology as a science, he addressed a range 
of methodological problems.

Difficulties Facing Sociology Spencer attempted to show “how greatly the advance of 
Sociology is hindered by the nature of its subject-matter” (1873/1961:66). He believed 
that sociology confronts several difficulties that differentiate it from natural sciences. To 
begin with, there are objective difficulties that involve the intrinsic nature of the facts that 
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sociologists must analyze. For example, social phenomena are not directly perceptible. 
Unlike natural phenomena, they cannot be studied and measured with such instruments 
as clocks, thermometers, scales, and microscopes. (Of course, modern sociology has demon-
strated that at least some social phenomena can be studied and measured with instruments 
[e.g., audiotapes and videotapes].) Another methodological difficulty for sociologists, in 
Spencer’s view, is that they, unlike psychologists, cannot utilize introspection as a method; 
social facts cannot be studied through introspection, but psychological facts can. (Again, at 
least some modern sociologists [e.g., phenomenologists] do use introspection as a method.)

The facts of concern to sociologists not only are different from those found in the 
natural sciences and psychology but also are far more complex and difficult to study. 
Sociologists inevitably deal with an enormous range of highly dispersed details. It is 
often difficult to gain a sense of what is happening, because things occur over a wide 
geographic area and over long periods of time. Thus, for example, Spencer contended 
that the increasing division of labor at the time was very difficult to study and was under 
way for quite some time before its development was recognized.

Another objective difficulty facing sociology is the untrustworthiness of its data, 
derived from both past and present societies. For one thing, the data are often distorted 
by the subjective states of the witnesses to the events under study, but sociologists must 
rely on the reports of such witnesses for their data. For another, the sociological observer 
is often misled by superficial and trivial facts and fails to see what is truly important. 
Spencer offered a number of cautions to sociologists: “In every case we have to beware 
of the many modes in which evidence may be vitiated—have to estimate its worth 
when it has been discounted in various ways; and have to take care that our conclusions 
do not depend on any particular class of facts gathered from any particular place or 
time” (1873/1961:102). Spencer recognized that the objective difficulties are formidable, 
but he still believed that sociology can deal scientifically with general classes of facts, 
although not with specific facts.

Sociologists must also confront the reality that they are the human observers of 
humanly created phenomena. As human beings, sociologists use modes of observation 
and reasoning in their daily lives, and such habits may not be useful in, or may even be 
impediments to, sociological study. Sociologists must be wary of assessing others on the 
basis of their own standards. They are likely to experience difficulties in their own society, 
and those difficulties are greatly magnified when sociologists examine other societies.

Biases Sociologists also have a very different relationship to the facts they observe 
than do natural scientists. Sociologists’ emotions may affect their judgments of social 
phenomena or lead them to make judgments without sufficient evidence. Spencer 
argued that “minds thus swayed by disproportionate hates and admirations, cannot 
frame those balanced conclusions respecting social phenomena which alone constitute 
Social Science” (1873/1961:144). In this context, Spencer dealt with a number of specific 
emotional biases such as those stemming from social class, politics, and religion.

Spencer’s Approach In seeking to exclude these and other biases from sociological 
research, Spencer articulated a “value-free” position for the discipline (see Chapter 8, on 
Weber, for a more complex view of this issue). He argued, for example, that

in pursuing our sociological inquiries . . . we must, as much as possible, exclude 
whatever emotions the facts are calculated to excite . . . trustworthy interpreta-
tions of social arrangements imply an almost passionless consciousness. Though 
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feeling cannot and ought not to be excluded from the mind when otherwise 
 contemplating them, yet it ought to be excluded when contemplating them as 
natural phenomena to be understood in their causes and effects.

(Spencer, 1908b:230, 232)

In his own work, Spencer employed what has come to be called the comparative-
historical method. That is, he engaged mainly in the comparative study of the different 
stages of societies over time as well as of various kinds of contemporary societies. His 
goal in this research was always to seek out, inductively, support (or, presumably, lack 
of support) for the theories derived deductively from his most general orientation. He 
was also interested in developing empirical generalizations based on his comparative, 
especially evolutionary, studies.

We must not close this section without mentioning the fifteen volumes of data on 
various societies (e.g., ancient Mexicans, ancient Romans) commissioned by Spencer but 
put together by others in accord with a category system developed by Spencer (J. Turner, 
1985b:95–104). Although these volumes have been little read or used by sociologists, 
and although they are almost impossible to find today, they reflect Spencer’s commit-
ment to empirical research of the comparative-historical variety in order to create a base 
whereby he and others could inductively support, or fail to support, theories derived 
deductively.

The Evolution of Society

Spencer employed his evolutionary theory in the writing of his massive three-volume 
work, The Principles of Sociology (1908a, 1908b, 1908c). (Much of this work had been 
published in serial form in magazines in the late 1800s.) In his more specific focus on 
the evolution of society and its major institutions, Spencer employed the three gen-
eral dimensions outlined earlier—increasing integration (increasing size and coalescence 
of masses of people), heterogeneity, and definiteness (clearly demarcated social institu-
tions). In addition, he employed a fourth dimension, the increasing coherence of social 
groups (modern civilized nations hold together far longer than early wandering groups 
of people). He offered the following statement as his general formula of social evolu-
tion: “There is progress toward greater size, coherence, multiformity and definiteness” 
(Spencer, 1908a:597).

Before we go any further, it is important to make clear that in spite of appearances, 
Spencer did not adopt an inevitable, unilinear view of social evolution. That is, evolution 
does not have to occur, and it does not always move in a single direction. Societies are 
constantly changing in light of changes in their environs, but these changes are not nec-
essarily evolutionary. “Only now and then does the environing change initiate in the 
organism a new complication, and so produce a somewhat higher structure” (Spencer, 
1908a:95–96). It is possible at any given moment for there to be no change, dissolution, 
or evolution. Not only is evolution not inevitable, but when it does occur, it does not 
take the form of a simple unilinear pattern; the stages do not necessarily occur in serial 
order (Haines, 1997).

Before discussing the actual evolution of society, we need a definition of society. Spen-
cer made the distinction between nominalism (society is nothing more than its compo-
nent parts) and realism (society is a distinct and separable entity), supporting realism 
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because of the “permanence of the relations among component parts which constitutes 
the individuality of a whole” (1908a:447). “Thus we consistently regard society as an 
entity, because, though formed of discrete units, a certain concreteness in the aggregate 
of them is implied by the general persistence of the arrangements among them through-
out the area occupied” (448). Thus, Spencer considered society a “thing” but unlike any 
other thing except for parallel principles in the way the component parts are arranged.

It should be pointed out here that there is an uncomfortable fit between Spencer’s 
social realism and his previously discussed methodological individualism. Methodologi-
cal individualism generally leads to, and is more compatible with, a nominalist posi-
tion on society. Conversely, methodological individualism generally rules out a realist 
orientation to society. Spencer’s work holds to both without telling us much about how 
he was able to adopt two such discordant perspectives or how they are linked to one 
another. In other words, how do individuals create a “real” society? Spencer’s explana-
tion begins with assumptions about individuals, imposes the existence of society, and 
then ends (as we will see later) with a series of concerns about the negative impact of 
society on individuals.

Spencer saw societies as being like organic bodies (but unlike inorganic bodies) 
in that they are characterized by permanent relations among the component parts 
(D. Levine, 1995b). Spencer’s organicism led him to see a number of parallelisms between 
society and organic entities. Among other similarities, both entities increase in size and 
are subject to structural and functional differentiation. Furthermore, both are character-
ized by an increasing division of labor, the development of interrelated differentiations 
that make still other differentiations possible. The component parts of both society and 
an organism are interconnected and in need of each other. In addition, if the whole of 
society or an organism dies, parts can live on; conversely, the whole can live on even if 
parts die (e.g., society continues even after individuals die).

One issue here is whether Spencer believed that society is an organism or that there 
are simply important analogies between the two. Although at times Spencer discussed 
society as an organism, his avowed position was that there are merely important paral-
lels between the two and that one could improve one’s understanding of society by bet-
ter understanding the parallelisms.

In a more concrete sense, Spencer (1908b) saw society as a gathering of people form-
ing a group in which there is cooperation to seek common ends. Cooperation in society 
implies some form of organization. In Spencer’s view, there are two basic types of coop-
eration. The first is the division of labor, which is a spontaneously and unconsciously 
developed system that directly serves the interests of individuals and indirectly serves 
the interests of society. Here we have a situation in which individuals consciously pur-
sue their private ends, and the unconsciously evolving organization is not coercive. The 
second cooperative system is the one for defense and government, that is, the politi-
cal organization, which is a consciously and purposefully created system that directly 
serves the interests of society and indirectly those of the individual. The political system 
involves the conscious pursuit of public ends, and this consciously evolving organiza-
tion is coercive in regard to individuals.

The first element in Spencer’s work on the evolution of society is society’s growth 
in size. In his view, societies, similar to living organisms, “begin as germs” (Spencer, 
1908a:463). “Superorganic” (social) phenomena, like organisms, grow through both the 
multiplication of individuals and the union (“compounding”) of groups (e.g., tribes), 
both of which may go on simultaneously.
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The increase in the size of society is accompanied by an increase in structure. Spencer 
defined a structure as “an organization” (1908c:3). Greater size requires more differen-
tiation, a greater unlikeness of parts. In fact, Spencer argued that “to reach great size 
[society] must acquire great complexity” (1908a:471). More generally, he contended 
that “all social structures result from specializations of a relatively homogeneous mass” 
(Spencer, 1908c:181). The first differentiation is the emergence of one or more peo-
ple claiming and/or exercising authority. This is followed soon after by the division 
between the regulative and the sustaining structures of society. We say more about these 
structures later, but at this early stage the regulative structure is associated with mili-
tary activities, whereas economic activities that maintain the group are linked to the 
sustaining structures. At first, this differentiation is closely linked to the division of 
labor among the sexes, with men handling the regulative structure (the military) and 
women the sustaining structures. As society evolves, each of these structures undergoes 
further differentiation; for example, the regulative agency acquires a system of kings, 
local rulers, petty chiefs, and so on. Then there are differentiations of social classes as 
the military, the priestly, and the slave classes emerge. Further differentiations occur 
within each social class; in the priestly class, for example, sorcerers, priests, diviners, and 
exorcists develop. Overall, society moves toward increasing structural differentiation 
and complexity.

The increasing differentiation of structures is accompanied by increasingly differen-
tiated functions. A function is “the need subserved” by a structure (Spencer, 1908c:3). 
Spencer argued that “changes of structures cannot occur without changes of functions” 
(1908a:485). More generally, he contended that one cannot truly understand structures 
without a clear conception of their functions, or the needs served by the structures. In 
a relatively undifferentiated state, the various parts of society can perform each other’s 
functions. Thus, in a primitive society the male warriors could raise food and the females 
could fight if it became necessary. However, as society grows increasingly complex struc-
turally, it is more and more difficult for highly specialized parts to perform each other’s 
functions. Evolution brings functional progress along with structural progress: “With 
advance of organization, every part, more limited in its office, performs its office [i.e., 
function] better; the means of exchanging benefits becomes greater; each aids all, and 
all aid each with increasing efficiency; and the total activity we call life, individual or 
national, augments” (Spencer, 1908a:489).

Having argued that societies evolve both structurally and functionally, Spencer 
returned to the sustaining and regulative systems mentioned previously and added a 
third, the distributing system. In the discussion of these three systems, Spencer made 
great use of analogies between social systems and organisms. In both social systems and 
organisms, the sustaining system is concerned with the internal matters needed to keep 
them alive. In the living body the sustaining system takes the form of the alimentary 
organs, whereas in the social system it adopts the form of the various elements of the 
industrial system. External matters for both social systems and organisms are handled 
by the regulative system. The regulative system takes the form of the neuromuscular 
system in organisms and the government-military apparatus in social systems. Both 
are concerned with warfare with other systems and conflicts with the environment. 
Finally, the distributive system links the sustaining and regulative organs and systems. 
Here Spencer saw an analogy between blood vessels (in organisms) and roads (in social 
systems), “channels which carry, in the one case blood-corpuscles and serum, and in 
the other case men and commodities” (1908a:510). In addition to describing each of 
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these structures and the functions they perform, Spencer also demonstrated how each is 
undergoing a process of evolution.

Simple and Compounded Societies

On the basis of what he claimed are inductions from the evolution of past and present 
societies, Spencer developed two systems for classifying societies. The first, or primary, 
method is based on the increasing number of members of the aggregate as well as the 
degree to which that aggregate is compounded, or added to, by combining with other 
aggregates through such means as conquest or peaceful merger. Although, as we saw 
earlier, Spencer argued in general against a simple unilinear theory of evolution, the 
latter is just what he seemed to offer: “The stages of compounding and recompound-
ing have to be passed through in succession. No tribe becomes a nation by simple growth; 
and no great society is formed by the direct union of the smallest societies” (1908a:555; 
italics added).

Spencer identified four types of societies on the basis of their degree of compounding. 
First, there are simple societies, which constitute single working entities that are not con-
nected with any other entities. These are relatively homogeneous and uncivilized soci-
eties that have not gone through a compounding process. Second, we find compound 
societies, in which there is some increase in heterogeneity. For example, in this type 
of society we may find the emergence of a supreme chief who rules over the chiefs of sev-
eral simple groups. Obviously, because there are now several groups, some compound-
ing has occurred either by conquest or by peaceful means. We also find in compound 
societies, as a result of increasing heterogeneity, an increase in the division of economic 
labor and in organization. Third, there are doubly compound societies, formed on the 
basis of the recompounding of compound groups. Here we find still more heterogene-
ity and further advances in civilization. Thus, in the political realm we find even more 
developed and stable governments. Spencer described many other advances in these 
societies, such as the development of an ecclesiastical hierarchy, a more complex divi-
sion of economic labor, law emerging from custom, more towns and roads, and more 
advanced knowledge and arts. Finally, there are the trebly compound societies, or the 
great nations of the world, which are even more advanced in the areas just mentioned, 
as well as in many others. Included in this category are both older societies, like the 
Roman Empire, and modern nations.

Militant and Industrial Societies

Spencer offered a secondary system of classifying societies, although this one became 
better known than his primary system of classifying societies by their degree of com-
pounding. This is his famous distinction between militant and industrial societies and 
the character of societies as they oscillate between the two. Militant societies tend to 
be dominated by the regulative system, whereas industrial societies are characterized 
by their more highly developed sustaining systems. These are ideal types, as Spencer 
recognized: “During social evolution there has habitually been a mingling of the two” 
(1908b:568). Spencer saw a long-term evolutionary trend from militant to industrial 
societies, although he was clear that this trend is not unilinear. Spencer also briefly men-
tioned the possibility of a future, “higher” type of society characterized by intellectual 
and aesthetic concerns (Perrin, 1976), but he had little to say of a substantive nature 
about the possibility of this third type of society.
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Spencer went into much more detail about militant societies than about industrial 
societies, and what he said about them is much clearer, because militant societies had 
long been in existence, whereas industrial societies were still emerging in his day.

Militant societies are characterized by highly structured organizations for offen-
sive and defensive warfare. In effect, the army and the nation are one: “The army is 
the nation mobilized while the nation is the quiescent army, and which, therefore, 
acquires a structure common to army and nation” (Spencer, 1908a:557). The militant 
society is dominated by its regulative system, with centralized and despotic govern-
ment control, unlimited political control over personal conduct, and a rigidly con-
trolled, disciplined, and regimented population. The cooperation that exists in society 
is a result of compulsion. The individual exists for the good of the collectivity: “Under 
the militant type the individual is owned by the state. While preservation of the soci-
ety is the primary end, preservation of each member is a secondary end” (Spencer, 
1908b:572). There is a rigid status hierarchy, and individual positions are fixed as to 
rank, occupation, and locality. Industry, such as it is, exists largely to fill the needs of 
the government-military.

Although he was critical of warfare, and he hoped for a future society in which war-
fare would be reduced or eliminated, Spencer believed that war is useful in militant 
societies in producing social aggregation (by, e.g., military conquest). It is also useful 
in laying the groundwork for industrial society: “Without war large aggregates of men 
cannot be formed, and . . . without large aggregates of men there cannot be a developed 
industrial state” (Spencer, 1873/1961:176). This attitude toward warfare is also linked to 
Spencer’s views on survival of the fittest: “We must recognize the truth that the struggles 
for existence between societies have been instrumental to their evolution” (1908b:241). 
However, with the development of industrial society, war becomes more dysfunctional 
than functional, as it serves to block industrial growth, consumes needed people and 
materials, draws off intellectual resources, and fosters antisocial attitudes and behaviors 
in a society that values harmony.

As was his normal pattern, Spencer arrived at the characteristics of the militant 
society deductively and then demonstrated that they are supported by induction from 
actual militant societies. However, he was forced to deviate from his usual pattern in the 
case of industrial societies because their characteristics are not fully emergent and con-
tinue to be hidden by the militant characteristics of society. Therefore, in his depiction 
of industrial societies, Spencer was forced to rely even more heavily on the deductive 
method, although he did find some support in data derived from societies with indus-
trial characteristics.

The industrial society is dominated by the sustaining system, and its industrial system 
is more developed and diverse. The regulative control that continues to exist tends to be 
negative (people shall not do certain things) rather than positive (people must do certain 
things). There is no need for despotic control, and the government tends to be demo-
cratic, with representatives of the people exercising power. The control that remains 
tends to be much more decentralized. There is voluntary cooperation among people, 
and the collectivity exists to serve the welfare of the people. Individuality is protected 
and permitted to flourish. The military system is subordinated to the needs of the indus-
trial system. Control is exercised by contracts voluntarily entered into by individuals. 
Harmony, rather than conflict and warfare, characterizes industrial societies. Although 
militant societies are forced to be economically autonomous because of the hostility 
from and toward their neighbors, industrial societies are much more interdependent 

Draf
t P

roo
f - 

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute

Copyright ©2017 by SAGE Publications, Inc.   
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.



146  Part II • Classical Sociological Theory

Even though Herbert Spencer coined the 
term survival of the fittest, naturalist Charles 
Darwin (1809–1882) is most closely associ-
ated with evolutionary theory. Darwin’s On the 
Origin of Species is one of the most influential 
books not only in the history of science, but 
in Western history. In her “biography” of On 
the Origin of Species, Janet Browne (2006:2) 
described Darwin as one of the “makers of 
present times.” He challenged the idea that 
humans are uniquely created by God and 
instead argued that humans had evolved from 
other species.

On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural 
Selection, or the Preservation of Favoured 
Races in the Struggle for Life was published 
in 1859. During Darwin’s lifetime, the book 
went through an impressive six editions, sold 
18,000 copies, and was translated into eleven 
languages (Browne, 2006:103). Despite its 
bold claims, the style of the book reflected 
Darwin’s humble personality: “He appeared 
in his book just as he appeared in life: as a 
reputable scientific gentleman, courteous, 
trustworthy and friendly” (68). Like other 
great books of the era (Marx’s Capital, Freud’s 
Interpretation of Dreams), On the Origin of 
Species was novelistic in style and complexity. 
It addressed great human themes. The book 
was read by a wide audience that included 
not only scientists and scholars but “journal-
ists, men of letters, merchants, businessmen, 
educators and ordinary men and women… 
Bishops, poets, kennel-hands and govern-
esses read the book. Even Queen Victoria took 
an interest” (85).

As Browne (2006) pointed out, it also stirred 
controversy. Most notably it challenged 
the idea that humans are God’s unique and 
distinct creation. A public debate at the 
1860 meeting of the British Association 
for the Advancement of Science exempli-
fies the clash between science and religion. 

Darwin’s most committed ally, Thomas 
Henry Huxley (“Darwin’s bulldog”), and the 
Bishop of Oxford, Samuel Wilberforce, faced 
off against each other. Browne (2006:96) 
describes Wilberforce’s attack:

How could anyone seriously believe that 
mankind had developed from oysters, he 
asked? At some point he turned to Hux-
ley and facetiously enquired “was Huxley 
related to an ape on his grandfather’s or 
grandmother’s side.” [Huxley responded 
that he] “would rather have a miserable 
ape for a grandfather than…a man who 
introduced ridicule into a grave scientific 
discussion.”

Darwin’s book exemplified a modern way 
of thinking about the relationship between 
humans and nature. Humans were not cre-
ated as part of a harmonious vision. Rather, 
they came into existence “little by little” 
through “struggle” (Browne, 2006:67). In this 
view “everything was linked by one and the 
same explanation” and “time, chance and 
reproduction rule[d] the earth” (67). No won-
der the book was controversial. It stripped 
humanity of all ideological comforts and 
placed people on the same playing field as all 
other animals.

Yet, the book resonated with the spirit of the 
time. It inspired developments in the natural 
and social sciences (including many theories 
covered in this book). It also supplied ideas 
that supported some of the darkest develop-
ments of the modern era. For example, it was 
used to justify the eugenics movement, and 
racist theories of human difference (Browne, 
2006).

Its various influences aside, the history of 
On the Origin of Species show how great 
books can enter into and shape the course 
of history.

DARWIN’S ON THE ORIGIN OF SPECIES
HISTORICAL CONTEXTS
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economically. Whereas militant societies tend to be rather inflexible, industrial societies 
are much more changeable and adaptable.

Of course, these societies are ideal types that vary greatly from one setting to another. 
Spencer made clear the ideal-typical character of his depiction of a militant society: 
“Having contemplated the society ideally organized for war, we shall be prepared to 
recognize in real societies the characteristics which war has brought about” (1908b:569; 
italics added). Spencer detailed a number of factors that contribute to variation within 
each of these types, including racial composition, the nature of the immediately pre-
ceding society, the habitat, and surrounding societies. Spencer also discussed “hybrid 
societies,” which are only partially militant or industrial, although he contended that 
hybrid societies are likely to be more like militant societies than industrial societies. 
In fact, he described the society in which he lived as such a transitional hybrid—
semi-militant and semi-industrial (Spencer, 1908c:551). Finally, although there is a gen-
eral evolutionary trend toward industrial societies, Spencer recognized that regression 
to more militant societies is possible. For example, an international conflict can cause 
an industrial society to grow more militant, engaging in more aggressive external acts 
and developing a more repressive internal government. Although Spencer saw a contin-
ual threat of rebarbarization, he hoped for some sort of federation of the nations of the 
world that would forbid wars among member nations. Thus, in his militant-industrial 
categorization system, Spencer did not offer a unilinear view of the evolution of society.

Ethics and Politics

In his earliest book, Social Statics (1850/1954), and in much later books, especially his 
two-volume The Principles of Ethics (1897/1978), Spencer articulated a rather consistent 
ethical and political position that informs, and is informed by, his substantive work. He 
subtitled Social Statics “The conditions essential to human happiness specified, and the 
first of them developed,” and he described The Principles of Ethics as a set of “rules of 
right conduct on a scientific basis” (Spencer, 1897/1978:xiv). We briefly examine in this 
section Spencer’s ethical and political ideas. A key issue is whether these ideas greatly 
enhanced or fatally injured his sociology.

Spencer’s moral and political ideas are derived, to a large extent, from his methodologi-
cal individualism. As we have seen throughout this chapter, Spencer focused on macro-
level phenomena, but he did so with the view that the basis for these phenomena was 
individual “units.” This specific view of the social world is deduced, like many others, from 
his general principles: “As a multitude is but an assemblage of units, and as the character-
istics of a multitude result from the properties of its units, so social phenomena are conse-
quences of the natures of individual men” (Spencer, 1902/1958:8). Or, more strongly, “The 
properties of the units determine the properties of the aggregate” (Spencer, 1873/1961:41).2 
The characteristics of people in an associated state are derived from the inherent properties 
of individuals: “No phenomenon can be presented by a corporate body but what there is 
a preexisting capacity in its individual members for producing” (Spencer, 1850/1954:17). 
Just as macro-level phenomena are derived from individuals, so too is the moral law of 
society: “The right ruling of humanity in its state of multitude is to be found in humanity in 
its state of unitude” (18). Spencer believed that individuals are endowed with a moral sense 
that dictates their actions and ultimately the structure and functioning of society.

Draf
t P

roo
f - 

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute

Copyright ©2017 by SAGE Publications, Inc.   
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.



148  Part II • Classical Sociological Theory

Although individuals are the proximate cause of social morality, the more distant 
cause is God. The things that people come to view as moral are in line with divine rule. 
Spencer castigated those who “doubt the foresight and efficiency of the Divine arrange-
ments” (Spencer, 1850/1954:47). He further argued that “human happiness is the divine 
will” (67). Thus, society is seen as evolving toward an increasing state of perfection and 
happiness.

Another factor in this evolution to a perfect moral state is that evil, in Spencer’s view, 
progressively disappears. To explain this disappearance, Spencer once again employed 
the survival-of-the-fittest argument.3 As he viewed it, evil is a result of nonadaptation to 
external conditions, or “unfitness to the conditions of existence.” However, such non-
adaptation is constantly diminishing and must ultimately disappear. More generally, 
Spencer argued that “all excess and all deficiency must disappear; that is, all unfitness 
must disappear; that is, all imperfection must disappear.” As a result of the survival-of-
the-fittest argument applied to evil, Spencer concluded that “the ultimate development 
of the ideal man is logically certain” (Spencer, 1850/1954:59).

Turning the argument around, Spencer contended that human happiness comes 
from the satisfaction of desires and that gratification can come only from an exercise 
of human faculties. Thus, people must be free to exercise their faculties; that is, they 
must have liberty. Spencer invoked God on the side of this viewpoint as well: “God 
intends he [the human] should have that liberty. Therefore he has a right to that liberty” 
(1850/1954:69). He also embedded this argument in his methodological individualism 
by contending that people are endowed with “an instinct of personal rights” (86). Further-
more, this liberty must not be the right of just a few; because everyone has these facul-
ties, all individuals have the right to exercise them freely.

However, there are limits on personal liberty, most important is the fact that an 
individual, in exercising his or her liberty, cannot be allowed to infringe on the liberty 
of others. However, because individuals are not endowed with the capacity to prevent 
their actions from infringing on the rights of others, society is needed to perform this 
function. This leads to Spencer’s libertarian political position that there is a role for the 
state but it is a highly limited one. In his view, the state must protect the liberty of indi-
viduals, but “it ought to do nothing more than protect” (Spencer, 1850/1954:264–265). 
Because he saw this limited role for the state, Spencer rejected the label “laissez-faire 
theorist” that some affixed to him.

Of course, such a libertarian position fits well with Spencer’s views on evolution and 
survival of the fittest. Other than protecting individual liberty, the state is to get out of 
the way and allow the “law” and dynamics of evolution to work themselves out. Here is 
one of the ways in which Spencer described that law:

The well-being of existing humanity and the unfolding of it into this ultimate 
perfection are both secured by that same beneficent, though severe, discipline to 
which animate creation at large is subject: a discipline which is pitiless in the work-
ing out of good: a felicity-pursuing law which never swerves for the avoidance of 
partial and temporary suffering. The poverty of the incapable, the  distresses that 
come upon the imprudent, the starvation of the idle, and those shoulderings aside 
of the weak by the strong, which leaves so many “in shallows and in miseries,” are 
the decrees of a large, far-seeing benevolence.

(Spencer, 1850/1954:288–289)
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Thus, Spencer did not view such “harsh realities” as hunger and disease as evil; rather, 
they “are seen to be full of the highest beneficence—the same beneficence which brings to 
early graves the children of diseased parents and singles out the low-spirited, the intem-
perate, and the debilitated as the victims of an epidemic” (Spencer, 1850/1954:289). 
Similarly, and more harshly, “Society is constantly excreting its unhealthy, imbecile 
slow, vacillating, faithless members” (289). To put it more directly, those who are not 
healthy, not smart, not steadfast, and not believers in the divine should, and will, for 
the benefit of the larger society, die, as long as the natural process of evolution is left 
to operate in accord with its basic laws. Spencer did not totally deny that some of the 
disadvantaged may need care, but they should be taken care of through what he called, 
“positive private beneficence” (Offer, 1999).

Thus, we return to Spencer’s libertarian politics. The state, as well as private philan-
thropists, is enjoined from preventing misery because to do so would cause greater mis-
ery for future generations. That is, if the unfit are allowed to survive, they will produce 
only similarly unfit offspring and that will only increase the magnitude of the problem 
for societies of the future. Those individuals, both in and out of the government, who 
think of themselves as doing good are in fact doing great harm to society. Interference 
by the state (and other agencies) serves only to encourage the multiplication of the 
unfit, to discourage the multiplication of the fit, and to stop the “purifying” process of 
natural evolution. Those who interfere “bequeath to posterity a continually increasing 
curse” (Spencer, 1850/1954:290).

Specifically, Spencer opposed state-administered charity (or any charity, for that mat-
ter) and state-run education. He even opposed government involvement in sanitation 
matters, such as garbage removal. Throughout his work, Spencer often returned to the 
theme of the evils of state intervention. In the end, the government is to refrain from 
intervention not only because such interference hampers the natural process of evolu-
tion but also because it curtails individual rights: “For a government to take from a 
citizen more property than is needful for the efficient defense of that citizen’s rights is 
to infringe his rights” (Spencer, 1850/1954:333). What Spencer sought was a “society 
organized upon the same [evolutionary] system as an individual being” (403).

In his autobiography, Spencer railed against the distortion of his libertarian position 
(“genuine liberalism”) by the “modern perversion of it which, while giving them nomi-
nal liberties in the shape of votes . . . is busily decreasing their liberties, both by the mul-
tiplication of restraints and commands, and by taking away larger parts of their incomes 
to be spent not as they individually like, but as public officials like” (1904a:487–488). 
Elsewhere, Spencer described the contrast in this way: “Liberalism habitually stood for 
individual freedom versus State-coercion” (1892/1965:5).

In response to the critics of his position, Spencer (1873/1961) expressed shock at being 
seen as an enemy of the poor and other unfortunate members of society. He depicted 
himself as more humane than that. He argued that he was not for inaction but rather for 
the use of “fit means” to deal with the problems of the unfortunate. Of course, one won-
ders about the credibility of such a position in light of views such as his concern that “the 
diligent and provident labourer had to pay that the good-for-nothings might not suffer” 
(Spencer, 1892/1965:113). Obviously, Spencer had little regard for those on the public 
dole and wished that those who worked hard should not have to pay for the poor, with 
the result, presumably, that the poor would be permitted to suffer and ultimately die.

Obviously, if Spencer was opposed to state intervention, he would certainly be 
opposed to any radical (e.g., socialist, communist) alteration of society. He believed that 
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sociology, with its focus on the long history of unintentional evolutionary changes, 
would help disabuse us of the notion that “social evils admit of radical cures” (Spencer, 
1873/1961:19). Societies arise by slow evolution, not by human manufacture and cer-
tainly not by human demolition and remanufacture. Spencer’s fears about the controls 
exercised by the capitalist state were nothing in comparison to his fears about socialistic 
control, which he equated with slavery and tyranny. As a result of this view, Spencer 
associated socialism with militant societies and argued that it would “cease to be normal 
as fast as the society becomes predominantly industrial in its type” (1908c:577).

Spencer differentiated his own ideal society from that of socialists and communists by 
arguing that he was not in favor of giving people equal shares of things but rather of giv-
ing “each an opportunity of acquiring the objects he desires” (Spencer, 1850/1954:118). 
Spencer saw socialism as standing in opposition to the selfishness that he felt was an 
inherent part of human nature. It is unrealistic to expect that selfish people will volun-
tarily surrender their excess productivity to others; selfish people cannot produce an 
unselfish system. Relatedly, as we saw earlier in this chapter, Spencer viewed people as 
being endowed with an “instinct for personal rights,” and one of those rights, which he 
saw as an element of human nature, is a desire for property. Therefore, socialism stands 
in opposition to this element of human nature and, as a result, cannot survive.

Spencer’s opposition to socialism and communism is also related to his opposition 
to any abrupt or revolutionary change. This follows from his oft-stated view that evolu-
tion is, and must be, a gradual process. Not only does abrupt change violate evolution, 
but it also leads to a radically altered society that would be out of harmony with human 
nature, which changes glacially.

Criticisms and Contemporary Applications

The moral and political views previously outlined, as well as many others, led many 
sociologists, as Jonathan Turner (1985b) argues, to dismiss Spencer’s theoretical perspec-
tive. That is, contemporary, often liberal or radical, sociological theorists tend to reject 
the kind of conservative morality and politics preached by Spencer. Their rejection of 
his morality and politics led to a rejection of his sociological theory. We agree with 
Turner that this is not a good reason to reject a theory. That is, one should not reject a 
theory merely because one opposes the morals or politics of its creator. However, there 
is another reason to question Spencer’s theory, and that is on the basis of the feeling 
that his scientific sociology is shaped and distorted by his moral and political views. 
From our perspective, there is a very suspicious fit between Spencer’s “scientific” sociol-
ogy and his moral and political views. In fact, it could be argued that Spencer’s claim to 
being scientific is vitiated by the fact that his work is biased by his moral and political 
proclivities. (Of course, similar things could be said about Marx, Weber, Simmel, and 
many other classical theorists.) Spencer cautioned sociologists about being biased in 
their work, but it seems clear that Spencer’s sociological theory is weakened by his own 
biases. Thus it is not Spencer’s specific morality or politics that leads us to question his 
work but rather the fact that they biased and distorted his theory.

Spencer’s theories also are limited because the version of evolutionary theory that 
drives much of his work is outdated. Nevertheless, it is worth taking note of contempo-
rary developments that carry forward Spencer’s important interest in evolution. Accord-
ing to Maryanski (Sanderson, 2007), there are two kinds of evolutionary perspectives in  
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contemporary sociology. The first, like Spencer’s theory, focuses on the “study of 
long-term social evolution” (Sanderson, 2007). For example, Sanderson developed an 
approach called “evolutionary materialism” in which he details the “role of economic, 
demographic, technological and economic factors as the principle causes of social evolu-
tion” (Sanderson, 1995, 2007). Not unlike Spencer’s attempt to distinguish evolutionarily 
distinct kinds of society (e.g. militant and industrial), Sanderson (2007) distinguishes 
three great evolutionary changes in human history: “the Neolithic Revolution, the rise of 
civilization and the state, and the transition to modern capitalism.”

The second variety of sociological evolutionary theory was developed out of neo-
Darwinian theories such as sociobiology and evolutionary psychology. This approach 
attempts to analyze the biological, especially genetic, foundations of social life 
 (Sanderson, 2007). Sociobiology, made famous by biologist E. O. Wilson in the 1970s, 
explains human behavior “as an organism’s attempt to maximize its reproductive suc-
cess” (Sanderson, 2007). One of the challenges for sociobiology was to demonstrate how 
evolution can favor co-operative and altruistic behaviors, especially among people who 
do not share “common genetic interests” (Machalek, 2007:292). Sociobiology was heav-
ily criticized because it too readily reduced complex, mindful behavior to biologically 
determined causes. Evolutionary psychology emerged in response to these criticisms 
and “emphasize[d] that it is our minds that have evolved, not our disembodied behav-
iors” (Mazur, 2007). This approach shifts the focus from the study of genetic fitness to 
the study of the evolution of minds and the way minds influence behavior. Although 
evolutionary psychology addresses the critiques made against sociobiology, the focus 
on the mind still leaves it several steps removed from the macrosociological problems 
of central concern to sociology, and favored by Spencer during his lifetime. Sanderson 
(2007) notes, then, that one of the pressing theoretical challenges for evolutionary soci-
ology is to develop a theory that brings together these “macro” and “micro” varieties of 
evolutionary thought.

Summary
Herbert Spencer’s theory is more powerful, and his work has more contemporary significance, than 

that of the other significant figure in the “prehistory” of sociological theory, Auguste Comte. Their 

theories have some similarities (e.g., positivism) but far more differences (e.g., Comte’s faith in a 

positivist religion and Spencer’s opposition to any centralized system of control).

Spencer offered a series of general principles from which he deduced an evolutionary theory: 

increasing integration, heterogeneity, and definiteness of both structures and functions. Indeed, 

sociology, in Spencer’s work, is the study of the evolution of societies. Although Spencer sought to 

legitimize sociology as a science, he also felt that sociology is linked to, and should draw upon, other 

sciences such as biology (especially the idea of survival of the fittest) and psychology (especially 

the importance of sentiments). In part from his concern with psychology, Spencer developed his 

methodological-individualist approach to the study of society.

Spencer addressed a number of the methodological difficulties confronting sociology as a science. 

He was especially concerned with various biases the sociologist must overcome—educational, patriotic, 

class, political, and theological. In seeking to exclude these biases, Spencer articulated a “value-free” 
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position for sociology. In much of his substantive work, Spencer employed the comparative-historical 

method.

The evolution of society occupies a central place in Spencer’s sociology. In his analysis of societal 

evolution, Spencer employed the three general aspects of evolution mentioned previously—increasing 

integration (increasing size and coalescence of masses of people), heterogeneity, and definiteness (here, 

clearly demarcated institutions)—as well as a fourth aspect—the increasing coherence of social groups. 

In his evolutionary social theory, Spencer traced, among other things, the movement from simple to 

compounded societies and from militant to industrial societies.

Spencer also articulated a series of ethical and political ideals. Consistent with his methodological 

individualism, Spencer argued that people must be free to exercise their abilities; they must have liberty. 

The only role for the state is the protection of individual liberty. Such a laissez-faire political perspective 

fits well with Spencer’s ideas on evolution and survival of the fittest. Given his perspective on the 

gradual evolution of society, Spencer also rejected the idea of any radical solution (e.g., communism) to 

society’s problems.

Notes
1. In his work, though, Spencer offered some insightful micro accounts, especially of rituals in his 

discussion of ceremonies (see pp. 133–134).

2. Although we see here (and have seen elsewhere) that individual units lie at the base of 

aggregates, Spencer also recognized a dialectic in which changes in the aggregate in turn 

alter the units. Spencer specified a number of superorganic products that serve to modify the 

individual, including material “appliances” (e.g., the steam engine), language, knowledge, 

science, customs and laws, aesthetic products (literature), and so on.

3. By the way, Spencer (1897/1978) later made it clear that his ideas on evolution were not 

indebted to Charles Darwin, whose book On the Origin of Species appeared in 1859, almost a 

decade after Spencer had published Social Statics. However, in the preface to the fourth edition 

of First Principles (1902/1958), Spencer admitted to altering some of his ideas as a result of 

Darwin’s influence.
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