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Introduction

Bernard Lightman

The	 year	 2009	 marked	 the	 150th	 anniversary	 of	 the	 publication	 of	 Charles	
Darwin’s	Origin of Species	(1859)	and	the	200th	anniversary	of	Darwin’s	birth.	
The	coinciding,	twin	anniversaries	generated	over	300	celebratory	events,	held	
across	the	globe.1	In	that	same	year	scores	of	publications	were	produced	on	all	
things	Darwin.2	Three	years	after	the	Darwin	Year	in	2009	another	anniversary	
in	the	history	of	evolution	took	place.	2012	marked	the	150th	anniversary	of	the	
publication	of	Herbert	Spencer’s	First Principles	(1862),	the	first	volume	of	his	
ambitious	System of Synthetic Philosophy	 (1862–1896).	 In	Spencer’s	mind	the	
theory	of	evolution	was	the	key	to	his	entire	system.	In	ten	dense	volumes	on	
biology,	 sociology,	 ethics,	 psychology	 and	 religion,	 Spencer	 presented	 a	 new	
intellectual	synthesis	by	interpreting	all	phenomena	according	to	the	law	of	
evolution.	 But	 in	 contrast	 to	 the	 extensive	 Darwin	 celebrations,	 2012	 passed	
with	no	fanfare.	No	major	events	were	held	to	draw	attention	to	Spencer’s	role	
in	the	dissemination	of	evolutionary	theory.	Instead	of	an	avalanche	of	publi-
cations	in	one	year,	as	 in	Darwin’s	case,	only	a	handful	of	books	on	Spencer	
have	appeared	over	the	last	decade,	including	Jones	and	Peel’s	edited	collec-
tion	Herbert Spencer: The Intellectual Legacy,	Francis’s	Herbert Spencer and the 
Invention of Modern Life,	and	Taylor’s	The Philosophy of Herbert Spencer.3	Both	
the	non-event	of	 the	2012	anniversary	and	the	paucity	of	recent	scholarship	
speak	volumes	about	Spencer’s	reputation	in	the	early	twenty-first	century.	He	
is	entirely	overshadowed	by	Darwin.

And	yet,	in	the	latter	part	of	the	nineteenth	century,	Spencer’s	vision	of	cos-
mic	 evolution	 was	 extremely	 appealing	 to	 his	 contemporaries.	 Peter	 Bowler	

1	 For	a	long	list	see:	“Darwin	Online”	<http://www.Darwin-online.org.uk/2009.html>.	Accessed	
July	13,	2014.

2	 Some	of	the	more	important	books	were	Adrian	Desmond	and	James	Moore,	Darwin’s Sacred 
Cause: How a Hatred of Slavery Shaped Darwin’s Views on Human Evolution	(Boston:	Houghton	
Mifflin	Harcourt,	2009);	Diana	Donald	and	Jane	Munro,	ed., Endless Forms: Charles Darwin, 
Natural Science and the Visual Arts	(New	Haven:	Yale	University	Press,	2009);	John	Holmes,	
Darwin’s Bards: British and American Poetry in the Age of Evolution	(Edinburgh:	University	of	
Edinburgh,	2009).

3	 Greta	Jones	and	Robert	A.	Peel,	ed.,	Herbert Spencer: The Intellectual Legacy	(London:	The	
Galton	Institute,	2004);	Mark	Francis,	Herbert Spencer and the Invention of Modern Life	(Ithaca,	
New	York:	Cornell	University	Press,	2007),	8;	Michael	W.	Taylor,	The Philosophy of Herbert 
Spencer	(London:	Continuum,	2007).
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has	 asserted,	 “Spencer’s	 writings	 were	 far	 more	 effective	 than	 Darwin’s	 in	
spreading	 the	 general	 gospel	 of	 evolutionism.”4	 Similarly,	 Mark	 Francis	 has	
pointed	 out	 that	 Spencer	 became	 “the	 world	 philosopher	 of	 the	 late-nine-
teenth	 century,”	 while	 Michael	 Taylor	 has	 referred	 to	 Spencer	 as	 “the	 first	
international	public	intellectual”	who	was	read	by	a	large	global	audience.5	In	
addition	 to	 admiring	 readers	 around	 the	 world,	 Spencer	 also	 had	 devoted	
British	 and	 Americans	 disciples,	 like	 John	 Fiske,	 Grant	 Allen,	 and	 Edward	
Youmans,	who	magnified	his	influence	by	praising	his	accomplishments	and	
actively	 disseminating	 his	 ideas.	 Through	 a	 donation	 of	 £1,000,	 Shyamaji	
Krishnavarma,	 one	 of	 Spencer’s	 Indian	 disciples,	 was	 responsible	 for	 the	
founding	 of	 the	 Herbert	 Spencer	 lectures	 at	 Oxford	 University.	 Spencer’s	
Chinese	 admirer,	 Yan	 Fu,	 translated	 Spencer’s	 The Study of Sociology	 and	
Principles of Sociology	into	Chinese.6	

In	 his	 counterfactual	 history	 of	 evolutionism,	 Peter	 Bowler	 has	 tried	 to	
imagine	what	 the	world	would	be	 like	 if	Darwin	had	died	after	being	swept	
overboard	while	on	the	Beagle voyage.	If	the	Origin of Species	had	never	been	
written,	where	would	Spencer	fit	into	the	story?	Bowler	argues	that	“a	hybrid	of	
liberal	 Christianity	 and	 Spencerism	 would	 have	 been	 the	 dominant	 form	 of	
evolutionary	thinking	during	the	1860s	and	1870s,	and	it	would	have	remained	
influential	in	America	long	after	that.”7	Without	the	Darwinian	theory	of	natu-
ral	selection,	Bowler	asserts,	Spencer’s	religiously	tinged	vision	of	struggle	as		
a	 stimulus	 to	 individual	 and	 racial	 self-improvement	 would	 have	 been		
even	more	attractive	to	liberal	Christian	thinkers.	Spencer’s	connection	with	
“Darwinian”	materialism	would	not	have	been	a	barrier	to	acceptance.	But	put-
ting	counterfactual	history	to	the	side,	Bowler	maintains	that	Spencer,	in	his	
day,	enjoyed	significant	support,	especially	from	liberal	Christians.8

Bowler’s	“what	if”	story	is	not	the	only	way	to	re-evaluate	Spencer’s	place	in	
the	 history	 of	 evolutionism.	 It	 is	 not	 necessary	 to	 kill	 off	 the	 Beagle’s	 most	
famous	passenger	to	remind	us	that	Spencer	didn’t	stand	in	Darwin’s	shadow	
in	the	latter	part	of	the	nineteenth	century.	Another	way	of	exploring	Spencer’s	
crucial	role	is	to	draw	on	recent	scholarly	developments	in	the	areas	of	print	
culture	and	global	history	of	science.	If	we	pay	more	attention	to	the	modes		

4	 Peter	Bowler,	Darwin Deleted: Imagining a World Without Darwin (Chicago	and	London:	
University	of	Chicago	Press,	2013),	245.

5	 Francis,	Herbert Spencer and the Invention of Modern Life,	8;	Taylor,	Philosophy of Herbert 
Spencer,	2.

6	 Taylor,	Philosophy of Herbert Spencer,	3.
7	 Bowler,	Darwin Deleted,	225.
8	 Ibid.,	224–225.
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of	communication	in	different	national	contexts,	as	well	as	the	circulation	of	
knowledge	worldwide,	then	we	can	more	clearly	see	how	Spencer	became	–	
for	a	time	–	a	significant	global	figure.	

Understandably,	 even	 Darwin	 scholarship	 has	 not	 treated	 Darwin	 in	 this	
light	 until	 recently.	 Thomas	 Glick’s	 pioneering	 edited	 collection,	 The Com
parative Reception of Darwinism	(1972),	examined	the	impact	of	Darwinism	in	
various	national	contexts.9	Glick	himself	acknowledged	the	problems	in	omit-
ting	national	traditions	from	Asia,	and	the	majority	of	the	chapters	focused	on	
Europe	and	the	United	States.10	There	was	little	attention	to	how	evolutionary	
ideas	were	communicated	and	the	emphasis	on	“reception”	tended	to	obscure	
the	 active	 appropriation	 of	 Darwin’s	 ideas	 by	 those	 claiming	 to	 be	 for,	 and	
against,	 evolution.	 Disseminating Darwinism	 (1999),	 co-edited	 by	 Ronald	
Numbers	and	John	Stenhouse,	aimed	to	complement	previous	work	by	draw-
ing	attention	to	previously	neglected	factors,	such	as	gender	and	race.11	Some	
of	the	chapters	offered	revisionist	accounts	of	the	role	of	religion	in	responses	
to	 evolution.	 Another	 strength	 of	 the	 collection	 was	 the	 incorporation	 of	
insights	from	the	new	scholarship	on	the	role	of	space	and	place	in	the	circula-
tion	of	scientific	knowledge,	as	well	as	covering	such	places	as	Australia,	New	
Zealand,	and	Canada.	But	there	was	little	use	of	insights	drawn	from	the	study	
of	print	culture	and	global	history	of	science.

More	 recently,	 James	 Secord’s	 chapter	 on	 “Global	 Darwin”	 (2010)	 does	
attempt	to	integrate	the	recent	scholarship	on	print	culture	and	global	histo-
ry.12	Secord	begins	by	pointing	out	that	an	examination	of	Darwin’s	extensive	
international	correspondence	shows	that	“even	the	most	intimate	aspects	of	
intellectual	 work	 were	 embedded	 in	 networks	 of	 cross-cultural	 exchange.”13	
He	also	reminds	us	that	Darwin’s	career	in	science	was	originally	forged	during	
his	trip	on	the	Beagle,	an	imperial	voyage	approved	by	the	British	Admiralty	to	
chart	the	southern	coasts	of	South	America	and	to	compile	a	chronometrical	

9	 Thomas	F.	Glick,	ed.,	The Comparative Reception of Darwinism	(Austin	and	London:	Uni-
versity	of	Texas	Press,	1972).	See	also	David	Kohn,	ed.,	The Darwinian Heritage	(Princeton:	
Princeton	University	Press,	1985),	chapters	22–24,	for	more	examples	of	early	scholarship	
on	the	reception	of	Darwin	in	diverse	national	contexts.

10	 Ibid.,	ix.	The	more	recent	edited	collection	by	Engels	and	Glick	focuses	on	the	reception	
of	Darwin	in	Europe.	See:	Eve-Marie	Engels	and	Thomas	F.	Glick,	eds.,	The Reception of 
Charles Darwin in Europe,	2	vols	(London:	Continuum,	2008).

11	 Ronald	L.	Numbers	and	John	Stenhouse,	ed.,	Disseminating Darwinism: The Role of Place, 
Race, Religion, and Gender	(Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press,	1992).

12	 James	A.	Secord,	“Global	Darwin,”	in	Darwin,	ed.	William	Brown	and	Andrew	C.	Fabian	
(Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press,	2010),	31–57.

13	 Ibid.,	32.
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survey	of	the	globe	to	help	determine	longitude	for	trading	vessels.14	But,	as	
Secord	 points	 out,	 understanding	 the	 “emergence	 of	 Darwinism	 throughout	
the	world”	is	more	difficult	than	analyzing	the	imperial	networks	and	global	
perspectives	underlying	Darwin’s	work.	The	previous	studies	of	the	reception	
of	Darwin,	organized	around	the	nation	state,	seem	to	present	a	similar	pat-
tern.	 Initially	 there	 are	 pro-Darwinians,	 who	 are	 opposed	 by	 a	 traditionalist	
group;	 this	 early	 stage	 gives	 way	 to	 a	 process	 of	 “accommodation	 and	
compromise.”15	Secord’s	solution	for	finding	a	way	out	of	this	repetitive	mode	
of	analysis	is	to

…	approach	evolutionary	texts	in	their	concrete	material	forms:	as	books,	
journals,	 letters,	 songs,	 scientific	 articles,	 cartoons,	 illustrated	 newspa-
pers,	public	lectures	and	reports	of	conversation.	We	need	to	think	about	
the	availability	of	these	works	and	their	audiences:	about	reviews,	trans-
lations,	textbooks	and	elementary	redactions.16	

Secord	suggests	that	the	best	way	to	make	sense	of	Darwin	and	Darwinism	is	to	
start	 with	 how	 evolutionary	 ideas	 were	 communicated.	This	 means	 treating	
Darwin,	those	who	called	themselves	Darwinians,	and	those	who	considered	
themselves	anti-Darwinians,	as	authors	who	were	part	of	a	commercial	system	
of	print,	and	not	as	disembodied	thinkers.	

The	idea	behind	this	collection	is	to	try	to	follow	out	Secord’s	suggestion	for	
Herbert	Spencer,	rather	than	Darwin,	while	incorporating	more	of	the	insights	
from	global	history	of	science.	This	means	taking	into	account	recent	work	on	
postcolonial	and	transnational	studies,	on	go-betweens,	and	on	centre-periph-
ery	issues.	The	chapters	will	focus	on	how	Spencerian	ideas	were	disseminated,	
communicated,	and	appropriated	around	the	globe,	primarily	from	the	1860s	
to	the	1920s.17	It	is	possible	to	separate	Spencerism	from	Darwinism,	although	
contemporaries	 sometimes	 conflated	 them.	 Spencer’s	 evolutionary	 theory,	
cosmic	in	nature,	and	based	as	it	was	on	Lamarckian	modes	of	thought,	was	
quite	 different	 from	 Darwin’s.	 Piers	 Hale,	 for	 example,	 has	 pointed	 to	 the	

14	 Ibid.,	34.
15	 Ibid.,	35–36.
16	 Ibid.,	37.
17	 Recent	Spencer	studies	tend	to	focus	on	Spencer	as	an	important	intellectual	figure.	The	

edited	collection	by	 Jones	and	Peel	does	contain	a	chapter	on	how	Spencer	was	 inter-
preted	in	France	and	Italy,	but	the	subtitle	of	the	book	is	“the	intellectual	legacy.”	Francis	
and	Taylor	are	primarily	interested	in	Spencer	as	scientific,	political,	sociological,	ethical,	
and	religious	thinker.	There	is	nothing	on	Spencer	comparable	to	Glick	or	Numbers	and	
Stenhouse’s	edited	collections	on	Darwin.
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importance	of	Darwin’s	debt	to	Thomas	Malthus,	in	contrast	to	Spencer’s	sym-
pathy	with	William	Godwin.	He	argues	that	this	had	profound	implications	for	
their	 political	 views	 and	 those	 of	 their	 followers,	 separating	 liberal	 radicals	
into	two	camps.18	Since	Darwin’s	theory	of	natural	selection	did	not	become	
fully	accepted	until	the	1920s,	Spencer’s	cosmic,	Lamarckian	form	of	evolution	
still	had	scientific	legitimacy	into	the	early	decades	of	the	twentieth	century.	In	
the	 last	 few	decades	of	 the	nineteenth	century	Spencer	was	 read	across	 the	
globe.	For	different	reasons,	different	audiences	were	fascinated	with	Spencer’s	
story	of	cosmic	evolution.

However,	ironically,	in	subjecting	Spencer	to	modes	of	analysis	developed	
by	scholars	working	on	the	global	history	of	science,	it	turns	out	that	his	evolu-
tionary	thought	was	not	what	necessarily	appealed	to	many	of	his	readers.	For	
Spencer,	 the	 idea	of	evolution	tied	together	all	of	his	 investigations	 into	the	
disparate	 fields	of	knowledge	covered	 in	his	system	of	synthetic	philosophy.	
But	Spencer’s	audiences	had	their	own	sense	of	his	identity	and	importance.	
They	often	focused	on	a	specific	area	of	his	thought	–	his	work	as	psychologist,	
or	sociologist,	or	philosopher,	or	religious	theorist,	or	educationalist	–	and	dis-
pensed	 with	 the	 rest.	 They	 could	 even	 ignore	 the	 evolutionary	 structure	
underlying	his	system.	Scholars,	by	focusing	primarily	on	Spencer	the	evolu-
tionist,	have	tended	to	concentrate	their	attention	on	a	rather	narrow	view	of	
him	 that	 has	 come	 out	 of	 Anglo-American	 appropriations	 of	 his	 thought.		
This	 view	 of	 Spencer	 does	 not	 match	 his	 earlier	 identities	 and	 reputation	
across	the	globe.	

In	 addition	 to	 recovering	 the	 varied	 experiences	 of	 readers	 who	 encoun-
tered	 Spencer,	 this	 collection	 aims	 to	 understand	 how	 his	 ideas	 were	
transmitted	within	a	variety	of	national	contexts.	This	means	examining	the	
state	of	publishing,	which	varied	considerably	from	country	to	country.	Britain	
is	generally	considered	to	have	been	in	the	forefront	of	publishing	in	the	nine-
teenth	century.	In	the	second	quarter	of	the	century	the	mode	of	communicating	
science	underwent	a	significant	transformation.	Far	more	cheap	works	on	sci-
ence	began	to	be	produced.	Starting	in	the	1830s,	British	publishers	could	reach	
out	to	a	growing	reading	audience	as	new	segments	of	the	population	became	
literate,	 especially	 members	 of	 the	 middle	 class	 and	 the	 wealthier	 working	
class.	If	the	nature	and	size	of	the	British	reading	audience	was	evolving	in	the	
first	half	of	the	nineteenth	century,	so	was	the	technology	of	publishers.	The	
new	steam	powered	publishing	technologies	under	development	would	even-
tually	allow	publishers	to	reach	the	rapidly	growing	reading	audience	through	

18	 Piers	J.	Hale,	Political Descent: Malthus, Mutualism, and the Politics of Evolution in Victorian 
England	(Chicago	and	London:	University	of	Chicago	Press,	2014),	68.
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books	and	periodicals.	The	growth	of	the	British	railway	system	provided	a	bet-
ter	transportation	system	for	publishers	and	the	reduction	of	the	cost	of	paper	
and	the	“taxes	on	knowledge,”	an	intricate	system	created	to	prevent	radicals	
from	publishing,	made	it	even	more	possible	to	produce	cheap	publications.	
James	 Secord,	 who	 has	 written	 extensively	 about	 Robert	 Chambers	 and	 the	
Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation,	has	argued	persuasively	that	all	of	
these	 developments	 combined	 to	 create	 a	 communication	 revolution.	 He	
asserts	that	this	revolution	represented	the	“greatest	transformation	in	human	
communication	since	the	Renaissance’	that	led	to	‘opening	the	floodgates	to	a	
vastly	increased	reading	public.”19	Although	Secord	may	be	right	about	when	
and	 how	 this	 communications	 revolution	 took	 place	 in	 Britain,	 we	 cannot	
assume	that	the	same	process	took	place	in	other	nations	around	the	world.	
The	way	that	Spencer’s	 ideas	were	circulated	through	books	and	periodicals	
within	individual	nation-states	very	much	depended	on	the	state	of	publishing	
in	each	case.	

Many	of	Spencer’s	readers	did	not	read	English,	so	translations	are	crucial	to	
the	 story.	 This	 brings	 us	 to	 how	 Spencer’s	 ideas	 were	 transmitted	 between	
national	contexts	–	the	transnational	dimension	of	global	Spencerism.	Recent	
scholarship	 has	 emphasized	 the	 important	 role	 of	 go-betweens	 in	 the	 con-
struction	 of	 the	 modern	 world.	 Brokers,	 missionaries,	 spies,	 entrepreneurs,	
messengers,	 and	 translators	 played,	 as	 Shaffer,	 Roberts,	 Raj	 and	 Delbourgo	
declare,	a	“crucial	role	in	making	sustained	encounter	and	interaction	across	
different	 cultures	 possible	 throughout	 history.”	 All	 go-betweens	 mediated	
between	disparate	cultures	“by	being	able	to	translate	between	them.”20	This	is	
especially	true	of	translators,	of	course.	We	have	tried	to	include	detailed	infor-
mation	on	the	translations	of	Spencer’s	work	that	were	available	to	different	
audiences.	Once	we	understand	the	crucial	role	of	translators	in	establishing	
new	networks	of	knowledge	it	becomes	clear	that	a	rigid	distinction	between	
center	and	periphery	is	profoundly	misleading.	As	Sivasundarum	has	argued,	
each	 locality	 can	 potentially	 become	 the	 central	 node	 of	 its	 own	 circuit	 of	
information.21	By	paying	close	attention	to	the	role	of	translators	we	can	remap	

19	 James	A.	Secord,	Victorian: Sensation: The Extraordinary Publication, Reception, and Secret 
Authorship of Vestiges	of	the	Natural	History	of	Creation	(Chicago:	University	of	Chicago	
Press,	2000),	2.

20	 Simon	 Schaffer,	 Lissa	 Roberts,	 Kapil	 Raj,	 and	 James	 Delbourgo,	 “Introduction,”	 in	 The 
Brokered World: GoBetweens and Global Intelligence, 1770–1820,	ed.	Simon	Schaffer,	Lissa	
Roberts,	Kapil	Raj,	and	James	Delbourgo	(Sagamore	Beach:	Science	History	Publications,	
2009),	xi,	xiv.

21	 Sujit	Sivasundarum,	“Sciences	and	the	Global:	On	Methods,	Questions,	and	Theory,”	Isis	
101,	no.	1	(March	2010),	158.
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the	 networks	 of	 knowledge,	 circulation,	 and	 exchange	 in	 last	 third	 of	 the		
nineteenth	century.

Finally,	 understanding	 the	 global	 dissemination,	 communication,	 and	
appropriation	 of	 Spencer’s	 work	 requires	 careful	 attention	 to	 the	 scientific,	
cultural,	social,	and	political	contexts	in	each	region.	There	are	a	series	of	ques-
tions	 that	 can	 be	 raised	 at	 the	 outset	 about	 each	 national	 context.	 Did	 a	
well-defined	 scientific	 community	 exist	 that	 could	 evaluate	 Spencer’s	 work	
and	possibly	disseminate	it?	Or	did	other	groups	within	the	intellectual	elite,	
such	as	journalists	or	novelists,	for	example,	take	on	this	role?	How	did	previ-
ous	 cultural	 traditions	 shape	 how	 Spencer	 was	 interpreted?	 What	 role	 did	
social	and	political	discontinuity	play	in	how	Spencer	was	appropriated?	Was	
it	 primarily	 liberals,	 who	 welcomed	 a	 break	 with	 the	 past,	 who	 looked	 to	
Spencer	as	providing	authority	for	their	plans	for	social	and	political	reform?	
How	 did	 colonialism	 factor	 into	 the	 way	 Spencer	 was	 taken	 up	 in	 different	
social	and	political	contexts?	In	the	Middle	East	Spencer’s	emphasis	on	grad-
ual	progressive	change	appealed	to	the	emerging	elite	of	colonial	intellectuals.	
Spencer’s	theories	also	provided	an	uncontroversial	way	for	nineteenth-cen-
tury	 Western	 science	 to	 be	 absorbed	 by	 Indian	 intellectuals.22	 Was	 this	 a	
common	response	to	Spencer	in	areas	that	were	part	of	a	colonial	empire?

There	are	twelve	chapters	and	an	afterword	in	this	collection.	The	chapters	
are	organized	roughly	by	global	region.	The	first	four	chapters	deal	with	Russia,	
the	Middle	East,	Japan	and	China.	Gordin’s	chapter	on	the	hostile	appropria-
tion	of	Spencer	in	Imperial	Russia	confronts	us	immediately	with	a	seeming	
contradiction.	Spencer	was	widely	read	in	Russia,	where	a	new,	vibrant	world	
of	 print	 existed	 in	 the	 wake	 of	 the	 Great	 Reforms.	 But	 his	 Russian	 readers	
reacted	negatively	to	his	ideas.	Both	radical	populists	like	Mikhailovskii,	and	
conservative	liberals	like	Chicherin,	treated	Spencer	as	a	straw	man	to	be	shred	
to	pieces.	Even	if	it	seems	that	the	Russian	intelligentsia	vehemently	rejected	
Spencer,	Gordin	argues	that	his	ideas	became	a	template	for	alternate	social	
visions.	 Gordin’s	 point	 is	 that	 the	 process	 of	 appropriation	 is	 seldom	
straightforward.	

Elshakry’s	 study	 of	 Spencer’s	 Arabic	 readers,	 focusing	 on	 the	 journal	 Al
Muqtataf,	underscores	the	crucial	role	of	periodicals.	The	editors	of	AlMuqtataf	
presented	Spencer	as	the	preeminent	philosopher	of	evolution	who	was	more	
important	than	Comte,	Mill,	and	even	Darwin.	Endorsing	his	attempt	to	recon-
cile	 science	 and	 religion	 helped	 them	 to	 avoid	 charges	 of	 materialism;	 his	
holism	resonated	with	traditional	Arabic	philosophies;	and	they	were	attracted	
to	 his	 emphasis	 on	 gradual,	 progressive	 change.	 Since	 only	 Education	 and	

22	 Shruti	Kapila,	“The	Enchantment	of	Science	in	India,”	Isis	101,	no.	1	(March	2010),	131.
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Philosophy of Style	were	translated	into	Arabic	at	this	time,	most	readers	came	
to	 Spencer	 through	 summaries	 of	 his	 ideas	 in	 journals	 like	 AlMuqtataf.	
Elshakry	argues	that	Spencer’s	“transcendental	positivism”	made	him	popular	
with	readers	of	the	early	twentieth	century	as	well.	In	sum,	Spencer	appealed	
to	 several	 generations	 of	 Arabic	 readers	 from	 the	 late	 nineteenth	 and	 early	
twentieth	century	because	he	offered	a	broad,	synthetic	social	and	natural	phi-
losophy	of	progress	and	of	the	cosmos.

In	his	chapter,	Godart	discusses	how	Spencer’s	ideas	flourished	in	Japan	in	
the	1870s	and	1880s,	after	the	Tokugawa	Shogunate	had	been	overthrown	and	
the	Meiji	era	had	begun	with	the	imperial	restoration.	In	his	desire	to	modern-
ize	the	country	rapidly,	the	Emperor	reversed	the	older	policy	of	closing	Japan	
to	the	outside	world.	The	result	was	the	dramatic	expansion	of	 journals	and	
newspapers,	 the	 adoption	 of	 new	 printing	 technologies,	 the	 formation	 of	 a	
new	national,	compulsory	education	system,	and	an	increase	in	literacy	rates.	
This	led	to	a	boom	in	translations	of	Spencer’s	works,	though	some	intellectu-
als	had	already	read	him	in	English.	Spencer	appealed	to	Japanese	liberals	who	
desired	a	political	system	that	embraced	popular	representation.	But	Spencer	
was	also	important	in	debates	concerning	psychology,	biology,	the	position	of	
women,	education,	and	religion.	Godart	also	analyses	the	“Spencer	bust”	from	
the	1890s	onwards.	In	this	period	Spencer’s	evolutionary	pattern	from	militant	
to	industrial	was	belied	by	later	historical	events,	which	seemed	to	discredit	
Spencerian	 pacifism.	 Also,	 when	 capitalism	 and	 industry	 took	 off,	 Spencer’s	
promised	moral	improvement	did	not	take	place.	

Ke	Zunke	and	Li	Bin	draw	our	attention	to	the	fascinating	two-part	story	of	
Spencer’s	appropriation	in	China	in	their	chapter.	In	general,	Spencer’s	educa-
tional	theory	interested	Chinese	intellectuals	more	than	his	relationship	with	
Darwin	and	evolution.	In	the	early	1880s	Yen	Yung	Kiung,	a	Chinese	minister	of	
the	American	Episcopal	Church	in	China	and	a	professor	of	natural	science,	
translated	Spencer’s	education	essays	as	part	of	his	argument	for	educational	
reform.	After	the	Sino-Japanese	War	in	1894,	a	publishing	revolution	occurred	
that	quickly	changed	the	character	of	Chinese	culture.	The	explosion	of	jour-
nals	had	a	major	impact	on	how	Spencer’s	ideas	were	appropriated.	After	1894,	
Yan	Fu,	an	important	translator	and	writer,	played	a	key	role	in	the	diffusion	of	
Spencer’s	 thought.	 He	 believed	 that	 Spencer’s	 sociological	 and	 educational	
ideas	showed	China	how	it	could	survive	in	the	future.	Like	Yen	Yung	Kiung,	
Yan	Fu	asserted	that	traditional	education	had	to	be	reformed	and	that	science	
had	to	be	given	a	much	larger	role.	Eventually,	in	1912,	Yan	Fu’s	endorsement	of	
Spencer’s	theories	shaped	educational	reform	and	led	to	the	development	of	a	
cadre	of	scientists	in	China.	The	Chinese	story	reminds	us	of	the	importance	of	
translators	and	periodicals.
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Francis’s	chapter	on	James,	Royce,	and	Dewey	signals	the	beginning	of	a	sec-
tion	containing	five	studies	of	Spencer	and	the	Americas.	Francis	focuses	on	
the	fight	between	two	groups	each	representing	themselves	as	the	legitimate	
heirs	 to	 Spencer’s	 synthesis	 of	 philosophy	 and	 science.	 One	 group,	 which	
included	Fiske	and	Youmans,	claimed	to	be	the	“orthodox”	group	and	had	the	
virtue	of	being	recognized	by	Spencer.	The	other	group,	which	included	James,	
Royce	and	Dewey,	were	the	revisionists,	who	rewrote	Spencer’s	philosophy	and	
psychology	so	that	they	would	be	metaphysically	sound.	Rather	than	just	being	
hostile	towards	Spencer,	as	some	scholars	have	claimed,	the	revisionists	were	
held	together	by	the	common	belief	that	evolutionary	psychology	posed	the	
chief	 challenge	 for	 American	 philosophy	 and	 by	 their	 desire	 to	 rewrite	
Spencer’s	psychology	in	order	to	blunt	its	materialist	qualities.	But,	as	Francis	
points	 out,	 the	 relationship	 between	 the	 three	 reformers	 and	 Spencer	 was	
complicated.	They	were	both	critics	and	appropriators.	

In	my	chapter	I	deal	with	the	other	group	of	American	Spencerians,	com-
posed	of	Fiske	and	Youmans.	They	were	among	Spencer’s	closest	friends	in	the	
United	States.	Initially	a	scientific	lecturer	and	writer,	and	later	an	advisor	to	
the	Appleton	publishing	house,	Youmans	became	Spencer’s	 literary	agent	in	
the	United	States.	The	younger	Fiske,	lecturer,	philosopher	and	historian,	wrote	
a	 two-volume	 outline	 of	 Spencer’s	 evolutionary	 system.	 Both	 of	 them	 first	
encountered	Spencer	during	the	tensions	leading	up	to	the	American	Civil	War	
(1861–1865).	To	Youmans,	Spencer’s	analysis	of	first	principles	in	the	cause	of	
mental	 emancipation	 was	 exactly	 what	 was	 needed	 to	 heal	 a	 nation	 on	 the	
brink	of	destruction.	For	Fiske,	Spencer’s	evolutionary	theory	could	be	applied	
to	American	history	to	understand	that	God’s	destiny	for	the	United	States	was	
to	 become	 the	 world’s	 leading	 national	 power.	 Both	 Fiske	 and	 Youmans	
believed	that	emphasizing	the	religious	dimensions	of	Spencer’s	thought	was	
the	best	way	for	him	to	win	a	large	American	readership.	

Ruiz	Gutiérrez,	Noguera	Solano,	and	Rodríguez	Caso	explore	the	appropria-
tion	of	Spencer	in	Mexico	during	the	presidency	of	Porfirio	Díaz.	They	argue	
that	 Spencer’s	 ideas	 were	 promoted	 primarily	 in	 the	 press	 and	 that	 they	
strengthened	an	already	existent	national	scientific	culture	based	on	positiv-
ism.	References	 to	Spencer	 in	 the	Mexican	press	appeared	relatively	 late,	 in	
1875.	 Though	 Spencer’s	 books	 were	 available	 previously	 in	 French,	 it	 wasn’t	
until	1894	that	Spencer	was	translated	into	Spanish.	Once	again,	a	periodical	
plays	an	important	role	in	the	dissemination	of	Spencer’s	views.	La Libertad	
(1878–1884),	 a	 liberal	 newspaper,	 looked	 to	 Spencer	 for	 inspiration.	 It	 con-
tained	articles	arguing	that	it	was	crucial	to	know	the	laws	of	nature	in	order	to	
establish	the	proper	development	of	a	social	organism	like	Mexican	society.	
Gutiérrez,	Solano,	and	Caso	point	out	that	Justo	Sierra,	one	of	the	founders	of	
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La Libertad,	should	be	considered	the	driving	force	behind	Spencerian	positiv-
ism	in	Mexico.	From	1881	onwards	Sierra	was	actively	involved	in	the	quest	to	
found	 a	 free	 and	 secular,	 public	 university.	This	 was	 finally	 achieved	 in	 1910	
when	the	National	University	of	Mexico	was	inaugurated.

The	story	of	Spencer’s	appropriation	in	Argentina,	as	told	by	Adriana	Novoa,	
is	quite	different.	Novoa	presents	a	detailed	account	of	the	arc	that	goes	from	
the	 quick	 adoption	 of	 Spencer	 as	 a	 thinker	 who	 perpetuated	 treasured	
European	ideas	on	progress,	morality,	education,	and	the	importance	of	civili-
zation,	to	the	dismissal	of	his	work	as	a	betrayal	of	true	enlightened	ideas.	After	
the	 military	 triumph	 of	 the	 liberals	 in	 1852,	 printing	 houses	 and	 bookstores	
were	opened	to	signal	the	importance	of	a	reading	culture.	The	expansion	of	
the	 printing	 business,	 which	 ran	 parallel	 to	 an	 education	 campaign	 that	
increased	 literacy	 by	 the	 1870s,	 both	 amplified	 the	 interest	 in	 Darwin	 and	
Spencer’s	 ideas.	 But	 Spencer’s	 synthetic	 philosophy	 was	 used	 to	 correct	 the	
perceived	materialism	of	Darwin’s	evolutionary	theory.	Spencer’s	adoption	of	
Lamarckian	 ideas	 on	 inheritance,	 and	 his	 concept	 of	 moral	 progress,	 also	
appealed	to	those	who	wanted	to	stress	the	notion	that	humans	could	shape	
their	evolutionary	future	through	social	and	educational	reform.	In	the	1880s	
the	influence	of	Spencer’s	work	was	widely	acknowledged.	The	importance	of	
his	work	was	connected	to	a	growing	number	of	science	publications,	which	
helped	spread	his	ideas.	But	in	the	1890s	there	was	a	growing	discomfort	with	
Spencer’s	 work.	 In	 Argentina,	 the	 theory	 of	 natural	 selection	 became	 domi-
nant	 among	 scientists.	 Moreover,	 Spencer	 was	 criticized	 for	 being	 too	
materialistic	and	too	individualistic.

In	late	nineteenth-century	Brazil,	as	in	Argentina	during	the	seventies	and	
eighties,	Spencer	was	preferred	over	Darwin.	Heloisa	Maria	Bertol	Domingues	
demonstrates	 that	 more	 of	 Spencer’s	 books	 were	 translated	 than	 Darwin’s.	
Moreover,	 Spencer’s	 books	 appear	 in	 larger	 numbers	 in	 Brazilian	 libraries.	
Taking	Silvia	Romero	and	Capistrano	de	Abreu	as	the	chief	representatives	of	
Spencerism,	 Domingues	 shows	 that	 both	 drew	 on	 Spencer	 to	 articulate	 a	
notion	of	national	identity	that	resonated	with	their	readers,	based	on	an	evo-
lutionary	 interpretation	 of	 Brazilian	 history.	 The	 political	 context	 makes	 it	
clear	why	such	appropriations	of	Spencer	would	have	been	attractive.	It	was	a	
time	 of	 transition	 from	 an	 imperial	 regime	 to	 a	 republican	 one,	 which	 pro-
duced	a	crisis	between	Church	and	State.	Later,	when	the	social	and	political	
context	had	changed,	the	relevance	of	Spencer	to	Brazil	was	soundly	rejected.	

The	final	three	chapters	on	Italy,	Scandinava,	and	France	take	us	back	across	
the	Atlantic	to	Europe.	Spencer	reached	Italy	late	as	the	first	translation,	from	
Education,	was	published	in	1876.	In	the	wake	of	Italian	unification	in	1861,	and	
the	tensions	between	the	Catholic	Church	and	liberal	elites,	Spencer’s	writings	



11Introduction

became	a	useful	resource	for	the	latter.	Paola	Govoni’s	study	of	the	“Spencer	
effect”	relies	on	the	metaphor	of	a	two-wave	pattern	to	describe	how	Spencer’s	
theories	were	appropriated	in	Italy.	The	first	wave	of	success	occurred	in	the	
1870s,	 when	 scientists	 supported	 Spencer’s	 ideas.	 Later,	 in	 the	 1880s,	 econo-
mists	and	politicians,	who	saw	themselves	as	part	of	a	liberal,	positivist	culture,	
also	enthusiastically	endorsed	Spencer.	Spencer	was	more	widely	read	in	Italy	
than	Darwin.	Politicians,	economists,	writers,	journalists	and	members	of	the	
well	educated	public	were	attracted	to	Spencer’s	politically	reassuring	system	
of	thought,	to	his	utilitarianism,	and	to	the	way	the	concept	of	personal	liberty	
was	 so	 central	 to	 his	 politics.	 After	 a	 decline	 in	 Spencer’s	 reputation	 in	 the	
1890s,	 a	 second	 wave	 of	 success	 took	 place	 from	 around	 1900	 to	 1920,	 when		
lay	 audiences	 continued	 to	 read	 his	 books,	 though	 scholarly	 interest	 was		
still	low.	When	fascism	became	influential,	Spencer	disappeared	from	the	pub-
lishers’	catalogues.

Hans	Henrik	Hjermitslev’s	chapter	provides	an	examination	of	how	Spencer	
was	 appropriated	 in	 Sweden,	 Denmark	 and	 Norway	 from	 1870	 to	 1920.	 The	
reception	of	Spencer’s	ideas	in	Scandinavia,	Hjermitslev	argues,	was	character-
ized	by	remarkable	heterogeneity	due	to	the	different	national	contexts	even	
though	 all	 three	 countries	 witnessed	 a	 gradual	 modernization.	 The	 most	
important	sites	for	understanding	Spencer’s	appropriation	were	the	national	
universities,	 where	 philosophy	 was	 compulsory	 for	 most	 students.	 But	 the		
philosophical	traditions	at	these	universities	differed.	In	Denmark,	where	rad-
ical-liberal	 literary	 critic	 George	 Brandes	 was	 influential,	 philosophers	 with	
positivist	 sympathies	 paved	 the	 way	 for	 Spencer’s	 ideas	 from	 the	 1870s.	
Brandes’s	“Modern	Breakthrough”	advocated	naturalism	in	literature,	positiv-
ism	in	science	and	liberalism	in	politics.	Declaring	a	clear	break	with	tradition,	
Brandes’s	followers	embraced	Spencer	and	Darwin	as	providing	the	principal	
ideological	material	for	their	revolution.	But	in	Norway	and	Sweden	philoso-
phy	departments	remained	strongholds	for	idealistic	and	conservative	trains	
of	 thought	well	 into	 the	twentieth	century,	preventing	Spencer’s	philosophy	
from	gaining	ground	in	the	universities.	It	was	left	to	radical	students	and	mod-
ernist	authors	to	popularize	Spencer’s	philosophy	in	Norway	and	Sweden.	

In	the	final	chapter	Nathalie	Richard	discusses	Spencer	and	France.	At	first,	
Richard	asserts,	Spencer	was	seen	as	an	ally	to	the	spiritualists.	But	after	the	
founding	of	the	Third	Republic	in	1870,	Spencer	was	enlisted	to	stabilize	the	
fragile	new	government.	The	political	context	of	the	time	fostered	and	directed	
the	 reception	 of	 Spencer’s	 philosophy.	 Republican	 supporters	 believed	 that	
Spencer’s	system	supplied	a	new	political	philosophy	based	on	the	social	and	
moral	sciences	that	did	not	fall	into	materialism.	A	new	generation	of	academ-
ics	who	began	their	careers	under	the	Third	Republic	also	became	interested	in	



12 Lightman

Spencer’s	Principles of Psychology and	Principles of Sociology.	French	publish-
ers	 like	 Baillière,	 an	 anticlerical	 republican,	 were	 important	 for	 Spencer’s	
academic	reception.	So	were	translators,	like	Cazelles,	a	republican	who	trans-
lated	Spencer	for	Baillière.	All	of	Spencer’s	major	books	were	translated	into	
French	 by	 the	 end	 of	 the	 1870s.	 The	 years	 1880	 to	 1885	 marked	 the	 peak	 of	
Spencer’s	influence	in	France.	Spencer’s	name,	even	more	than	Darwin’s,	stood	
for	 British	 liberal	 and	 evolutionary	 thought.	 In	 passing	 the	 Freedom	 of	 the	
Press	Act	 in	1881,	the	republicans	encouraged	the	growth	of	new	periodicals	
and	books,	which	benefited	Spencer’s	reputation.	In	the	1880s	Spencer’s	name	
was	introduced	in	crucial	controversies	over	secularization,	civic	morality	and	
educational	 reform.	 His	 philosophy	 was	 often	 referenced	 during	 parliamen-
tary	 debates,	 the	 popular	 press,	 and	 in	 novels.	 Spencer’s	 success	 faded	 in	
France	by	the	end	of	the	1880s.	A	series	of	crises	showed	that	civil	rights,	secu-
larization	and	education	reform	were	not	sufficient	to	ensure	the	future	of	the	
Republic.	Simultaneously,	 scientific	and	philosophical	agendas	had	changed	
due	to	a	revival	of	interest	in	spiritualism	and	the	development	of	more	spe-
cialized	social	sciences

The	 diversity	 of	 these	 stories	 about	 Spencer’s	 appropriation	 around	 the	
world	makes	it	clear	that	the	older	notion	of	“reception”	is	no	longer	adequate.	
Examining	the	process	of	appropriation	brings	to	the	fore	the	agency	of	writers	
who	created	new	networks	of	knowledge	that	challenge	the	traditional	notion	
of	 a	 center	 and	 a	 periphery.	 It	 also	 highlights	 the	 role	 of	 interpreters	 as	 go-
betweens.	 By	 focusing	 on	 the	 relation	 of	 Spencer’s	 readership,	 rather	 than	
Darwin’s,	 to	 revolutions	 in	 communication	 within	 a	 global	 context	 we	 gain	
fresh	insights	into	the	circulation	of	evolutionary	theory	in	the	second	half	of	
the	nineteenth	century	and	the	early	twentieth	century.	But	it	also	points	to	
the	way	that	aspects	of	Spencer’s	thought,	divorced	from	his	evolutionary	the-
ory,	also	appealed	to	a	significant	portion	of	his	audience.	There	 is	much	to	
learn	from	the	largely	untold	story	of	Global	Spencerism.


