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INTRODUCTION

THE CIVIL WAR THRUST AMERICA into the modern world. When the first shots were fired in 1861, we were an unsettled country composed mostly of farm families and independent local industries and institutions, a young patchwork race, overwhelmingly Christian. We would kill 620,000 of our own—almost two percent of the population—to preserve our idea of ourselves as a united, God-fearing, freedom-loving people. By the time it was done we were hurtling toward becoming a world power. Yet as Lincoln pointed out in his immortal first phrase commemorating the battle of Gettysburg—where more than fifty thousand died in three days of fighting—the nation in the bloody summer of 1863 was just eighty-seven years old; old enough for its people to have conquered the continental lands and set up institutions to rule them, but on the cusp of another, even more colossal challenge: Now what?

What were we to become, and to think? After decades of struggling over slavery, a revolution in natural science, and an upheaval in the moral role of men and women in society—then the crisis of the terrible war itself—churches and colleges were convulsed over the old truths about the hand of God in human affairs, and about the nature of reason and sin. New York had taken over as the power center of finance, information, and business, and the Republicans controlled the national government, including most urgently how to treat the vanquished South and West. Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species, published two years before the war began, was read and obsessed over by scientists and theologians, but it was a biology book, and the country in its upheaval paid it only scant attention.

Traditional theology crumbled nearly to dust in the new postwar age. Many people craved an alternate system of beliefs—new principles to live and prosper by in the changing world, a creed—but Darwin, an English country gentleman, was a naturalist, not a philosopher. He had done more than anyone else to demonstrate the laws of change in nature, but during the war and for years afterward he publicly avoided the question of what evolution said about human behavior and society, and about right and wrong. It was Herbert Spencer, another Englishman and architect of the new system of science and reason, who first undertook that challenge. Spencer—a fearless and encyclopedic thinker and libertarian political theorist who privately was tortured, lonely, and consumed with his own frailties—set out nearly a decade before the war to explain the universality of evolution not only in nature but in man, society, behavior, morals, history, and ideas; that is, in the entire living world.

In 1851, in his first major work of political philosophy, Spencer proposed what he called the Law of Equal Freedom: “Every man is free to do that which he wills, provided he infringes not the equal freedom of any other man.” This was the ethical stance from which all Spencer’s social prescriptions proceeded. Earlier liberals had recognized liberty as the key to life in society, but Spencer alone made equal freedom a general law of nature, the social equivalent of gravity. And in the years after the war, as the nation boomed and anything seemed possible to the rising classes, his philosophy uplifted those who used it to justify and explain everything from their own success in life, to why the North defeated the South, to why some races dominate others, to why the government shouldn’t help the needy or interfere with trade; ultimately, to why America was destined to become the world’s preeminent society. Evolution elevated superiority to a natural imperative, a mark of fitness, and across the spectrum of ideas, thinkers looking both back through history and ahead to the future found Spencer irresistible.

His adherents extended wide power and influence. Carl Schurz, the country’s most powerful independent political figure, adapted Spencer’s Law of Equal Freedom to government; straddling the party divide, he helped thwart an early stab at imperialism, pressed the Republicans and President Grant to confront rampant corruption in their ranks, and reformed the management of the West, both of the land and of the Indians. The Brooklyn clergyman Henry Ward Beecher, storied equally for his progressive oratory and his scandalous personal life, used the most acclaimed pulpit in America to preach the gospel of evolution; that is, that it was God’s way to build better men and sort the worthy from the wretched. At Yale, Professor William Graham Sumner, a former minister, crusaded to bring economics and sociology under the Law of Equal Freedom by blending Christian virtue with the belief that unfettered competition is both natural and crucial for survival, while paleontologist Othniel Charles Marsh, discoverer of many of the great dinosaurs and of the first fossils to confirm evolutionary theory, transformed organized science by campaigning for and applying Darwin’s and Spencer’s ideas. Steel tycoon Andrew Carnegie exalted Spencer as a prophet of peace. Popular philosopher and historian John Fiske found in Spencer’s writing a basis for asserting that God’s destiny for America was to lead the world.

Most Americans still believed that sinners rotted in hell and tried to act accordingly, yet within a decade and a half after the war, Spencer influenced nearly every area of modern thought: science, ethics, sociology, anthropology, political theory, philosophy, psychology, metaphysics, economics, and religion. Darwin, who always hoped to see America, suffered from a range of chronic ailments that kept him from ever making the voyage. By the time Spencer, who expanded evolution into a far-reaching cosmology, visited the United States in 1882, he was hailed nearly as a conqueror. His three-month tour was a kind of victory lap for those mostly Republican men of science, religion, business, and government—his proselytizers—who in a few short decades had plugged Darwinism into the main circuitry of the industrial age. His visit climaxed in a grand farewell banquet at Manhattan’s finest and most venerable restaurant, Delmonico’s.


PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS
(in order of appearance)

HERBERT SPENCER

Influential British popular philosopher who adapted the theory of evolution to the study of human society, history, psychology, and ethics. Father of social Darwinism and archdefender of individual liberty and laissez-faire capitalism. Inventor of the phrase “survival of the fittest.”
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EDWARD LIVINGSTON YOUMANS

Leading writer, lecturer, editor, and scientific popularizer, whose evangelical crusade on behalf of Victorian science—Spencer in particular—evoked comparisons with John the Baptist. Founding editor and publisher of The Popular Science Monthly.
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JOHN FISKE

Ecstatic Faustian Harvard-based lecturer and author whose cosmic philosophy bridged science and theology, and who electrified audiences with his lectures on America’s divine destiny as the world’s crowning race. Ardent disciple of Spencer.
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LOUIS AGASSIZ

Swiss-born naturalist at Harvard, the most renowned and influential scientist in mid-nineteenth-century America. An avid anti-Darwinian whose views on separate creations among humans put him in league with the American School of Anthropology, which supported white supremacy and slavery.
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ASA GRAY

Harvard botany professor and orthodox Christian who, as Darwin’s strongest and most vocal scientific ally in the United States, sought to mediate between science and religion on the question of design in the natural world. Agassiz’s chief rival and antagonist.
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CHARLES DARWIN

British naturalist and codiscoverer of the theory of evolution through natural selection, whose “big book on species” in 1859 revolutionized nineteenth-century science, religion, society, and morality. Father of modern biology.
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THOMAS HENRY HUXLEY

Influential British physician/naturalist—self-anointed as “Darwin’s bulldog”—whose 1876 tour of the United States galvanized American science and scandalized creationists. Coiner of the term “agnosticism.”
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HENRY WARD BEECHER

“The most famous man in America,” the country’s leading liberal Christian minister, brother of abolitionist author Harriet Beecher Stowe, who said of Spencer’s works, “They have been meat and bread to me,” and whose adultery trial became the greatest social drama of the century.
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VICTORIA WOODHULL

America’s first woman candidate for president. Spiritualist, women’s rights advocate, first woman (along with her sister) on Wall Street, publisher, she exposed Beecher’s alleged infidelity.
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CARL SCHURZ

Transplanted German revolutionary; a Union general in the Civil War. As the nation’s most prominent political independent, became a senior statesman and reformer, serving as senator from Missouri, interior secretary, and intimate adviser to President Rutherford Hayes. Famous for saying, “Our country right or wrong. When right, to be kept right; when wrong, to be put right.” Devout follower of Spencer.
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ANDREW CARNEGIE

Rising titan of the business world and avatar of the Age of Steel; later, world’s richest man, leading anti-imperialist crusader, and educational philanthropist. Rivaled Youmans and Fiske as Spencer’s most prominent American follower.
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CHARLES HODGE

Orthodox Princeton theologian with a passion for the natural sciences. Believed Darwinism led logically to atheism because it denied intelligence (the argument from design) in the material world.
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WILLIAM GRAHAM SUMNER

Episcopal rector turned Yale professor of political economy who provoked the marquee academic freedom battle of the century by teaching Spencer’s works to undergraduates. America’s foremost social Darwinist.
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OTHNIEL CHARLES (O. C.) MARSH

Yale paleontologist whose discoveries in the American West were pronounced by Huxley to be the strongest physical evidence in support of evolutionary theory. Discoverer of giant dinosaurs including Tyrannosaurus and Apatosaurus. The country’s leading scientific spokesman after Agassiz’s demise.
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WILLIAM EVARTS

Powerful Boston-born lawyer, statesman, and orator. Defended Beecher at his adultery trial, President Andrew Johnson against impeachment, and the Republican Party in the contested 1876 presidential election; served as U.S. attorney general and secretary of state and New York senator. Touted Spencer as the smartest man in the world.
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PROLOGUE
NOVEMBER 8, 1882
New York


The ultimate result of shielding men from the effects of their folly is to fill the world with fools.

—HERBERT SPENCER



AFTER NEARLY THREE MONTHS in America, the English philosopher Herbert Spencer arose alone in his room at the Windsor Hotel in a fitful state. Always an intolerably poor sleeper, he dragged himself to the mirror, exhausted and out of sorts. Gaunt and angular, Spencer wore thick side-whiskers, his massive overarching crown was all but bald, and light locks of gray hair enswirled his ears. He guarded his time and privacy as if his life depended on it, yet pressures now intruded from all sides. All he hoped was to survive the next few days of crippling social obligations and board the White Star steamship Germanic for the voyage home. The whole expedition, he believed, had been unwise, a grievous blunder—“another step downwards1 towards invalid life” he should not have undertaken.

Little had gone right from the beginning, despite exaggerated efforts by his friends to shield him, at age sixty-two, from the public clamor generated by his first American visit. Here, unlike in Britain, Spencer was the most celebrated thinker of the day2; many of the most influential men in politics, law, industry, scholarship, and religion revered him and exalted his social and scientific doctrines. Probably no other man of ideas had ever enjoyed such a vogue. But Spencer had seldom felt weaker or less sure of himself. Since to say no was impossible, he had agreed to the unavoidable necessity of a farewell dinner in his honor. “The prospect before me3 was sufficiently alarming,” he would recall. “An occasion on which perhaps more than any other in my life I ought to have been in good condition, bodily and mental, came when I was in a condition worse than I had been in six-and-twenty years.”

Spencer had booked the trip in January after much hesitation, yielding to the mild but persistent urging of his irreplaceable friend and promoter, the American publisher Edward Livingston Youmans. Spencer took great pains never to do more than he ought to, while Youmans never ceased doing more than he should, immolating himself in work on Spencer’s behalf. Six months earlier, Spencer hinted in a letter that he was entertaining the thought of a visit, and Youmans at once took up the cause of selling him on the idea. “Our fifty million people4 will soon be a hundred million,” he replied, “and they are developing a continent at a rate which must be seen to be understood.” Anticipating Spencer’s need for rest and distraction, Youmans sought to tempt him further by offering to arrange a salmon fishing trip to Canada. Spencer declined, having heard that the place was infested with flies and mosquitoes. “I like to take my pleasure neat5,” he wrote back. “If the drawbacks are considerable, I would rather not have it at all.”

Spencer had likewise turned down a lucrative lecture tour. “I absolutely decline to make myself a show6,” he explained adamantly.


What I do while with you I mean to make entirely subordinate to relaxation and amusement; and I shall resist positively anything which in any considerable way entails on me responsibilities or considerable excitements. I suppose you have long ago discovered that I have a faculty of saying No, and that when I say No I mean No.



Foreign notables, especially those from mother England, could anticipate major crowds and front page headlines across America, but Youmans knew Spencer too well to allow him to be run after by the public and the press. For months, newspapers heralded his visit, even as they dampened expectations. “Being one of the great thinkers7 of the day,” The Washington Post warned, “he comes here not to exhibit himself [and] he is not available for tea parties… . We must remember that he will not only see us, but see through us.” Such forbidding obstinacy had its rewards: Spencer would see America on his own terms or not at all—yet only, it would turn out, at the price of yielding to Youmans’s suggestion in a subsequent letter that he submit to a public dinner with at least some of those who hungered to see him. “To decline,” he wrote Youmans in June, two months before setting out on the Cunarder Servia from Liverpool, “would be awkward.”8

Now in his room at the Windsor, Spencer cursed his decision to agree to the banquet: “Would that my boasted ability9 to say ‘No’ had been more fully justified!” Almost from the start, he had suffered the wear, tear, and aggravations of travel. Spencer prided himself, and was known, as an obsessively critical thinker: the class of Americans who considered him one of the great men and giant intellects of history—an Aristotle, a Newton—thought that his genius stemmed precisely from this thorough, exacting, and unconventional turn of mind. But when he arranged passage he had accepted the common wisdom that berths were best amidships because the pitching motion was least there, only to discover on retiring for the night—an elaborate ritual, according to a friend, in which he soaked his head with brine, covered his wet hair with a flannel nightcap, then donned a waterproof cap to keep the moisture from evaporating—the shrieks of the Servia’s fog whistle just overhead. “A horrible night from the noises,” he wrote in his diary. When Youmans came on board off Staten Island to greet him, he found Spencer “in so low a nervous state10 that the excitement of ordinary conversation was too much for him.”

Youmans managed to dodge several reporters in transporting Spencer to his residence on West Sixteenth Street, but Spencer dared not expose himself to the expectations of being a houseguest, and he and his companion, a lifelong friend named Edward Lott, quietly checked in to a hotel. “Am astonished by the grandeur of New York,” he noted in his diary, commenting that London had nothing to compare with Fifth Avenue. He originally hoped to travel as far west as Chicago, swinging up through the Adirondacks, Niagara Falls, Montreal, and the Great Lakes before looping back through Washington, Baltimore, Philadelphia, and on through New York to New England. After taking a steamer up the Hudson, he tried briefly to go incognito, ducking into one hotel as “Mr. Edward Lott and friend” until the host and some of the guests recognized him and he had to abandon the ruse as useless. In Saratoga, Youmans arranged for him to stay at the fifteen-hundred-room United States Hotel, said to be the largest in the world, but the dining room was so vast and multitudinous that the opulence was lost on him.

Spencer, who had found himself alternately bored and distressed at sea, soon discovered overland travel, even in the more domesticated regions of the wide-open continent, equally challenging to his shattered nerves. And so less than three weeks into his tour, he forswore the grueling train ride to Chicago and reluctantly opted to see Cleveland and Pittsburgh instead. The latter boasted of being the smokiest town in the world, but on the Servia’s tender at Liverpool, he’d been handed a letter of introduction by a fellow passenger, the financier and industrialist Andrew Carnegie, whose iron and steel mills there had made him a millionaire. Spencer normally avoided talking with people he didn’t know and resisted conventional niceties on principle. But he dined throughout the voyage with Carnegie, who more than any other American businessman advertised Spencer’s creed of unfettered competition and individualism and who revered Spencer as a prophet, and he now accepted Carnegie’s offer to tour his works and travel with him by private rail coach to his summer cottage in the Alleghenies. “The repulsiveness of Pittsburgh11,” he explained, “led me to break through my resolution always to stop at an hotel.”

In Washington, he toured the White House. To his relief, President Chester Arthur was at home in New York, where he spent more time than he did in the nation’s capital. In Baltimore, he reflected on the startled reaction of the hotel staff—“negro and half-caste”—to his grumbling assertiveness against their peremptory authority. “Avoidance of draught12, attainment of light, or other reason, often led me to reject the choice made for me, where no claims of other guests were in question,” he wrote. “Evidently the waiters were unused to this: for Americans commonly make no demurs either to the bedrooms assigned to them by the clerk at the bureau, or the tables they are motioned to by the head waiter.” In Philadelphia, where six years earlier the nation had celebrated its centennial with a triumphal display of industry and technology, he marveled at the vast Baldwin engine works, where a complete locomotive engine was turned out each day.

Reporters tailed him in every city13 he visited, clamoring for interviews. Lott rebuffed them, explaining that Spencer was too unwell to submit to questions; and so they derived what details they could from railway agents, porters, hotel clerks, and Spencer’s hosts. One paper reported that he subsisted entirely on dry toast and sardines; another that he toted around a bag of hops that he put under his pillow as a soporific. As reports spread that his health was so poor and his irritation at traveling so great that he had curtailed his itinerary and was considering an early return to England, a few publications speculated that his disappointment would cause him to blame the bustle of American life. Most Eastern papers were sympathetic, remarking on his eminence and accomplishments, but in the South and West a few played up his insomnia, demanding habits, and disagreeable nature—even his bachelorhood. “The great Spencer, now in America, is unmarried,” the New Orleans Picayune commented. “It is to be hoped that Mr. Spencer’s ice cream bills while he is with us will not frighten him away from the girls.” The St. Louis Post-Dispatch advised him to go west, to cure his dyspepsia and “find out what America was really like.”

Upon returning to New York after seven weeks, Spencer confessed to Youmans his annoyance at the poor publicity. The Louisville Courier-Journal, noting that his ill health prevented him from lecturing, quoted him as calling the British playwright and aesthete Oscar Wilde, then in the midst of his own nearly yearlong triumphal American lecture tour, “an outlandish person who attempts to reconcile idiocy with art.” Spencer fumed that the comment was “purely fictitious.” “I remarked14,” he later would write, “that it would be almost worth while to have an interview for the purpose of contradicting these false statements.” Ever poised to make the best of the occasion, Youmans offered to carry out the questioning himself, and the next morning he invited Spencer to share his impressions of America. Youmans distributed the interview the same day to papers in New York and Chicago, which ran it verbatim with the explanation that it had been conducted by “an intimate friend.”

Youmans quizzed Spencer15 just as Spencer would himself, as a scientific observer, albeit one biased by patriotism. “Has what you have seen,” Youmans began, “answered your expectations?”

“It has far exceeded them,” Spencer said, seeking to correct the negative impression of the secondhand stories. “The extent, wealth, and magnificence of your cities, have altogether astonished me.”

“I suppose you recognize in these results the great benefit of free institutions?”

“Ah,” Spencer replied, “now comes one of the inconveniences of interviewing.” On so little time and data, Spencer resisted offering a definite opinion, but he replied that “though free institutions have been partly the cause, I think they have not been the chief cause.” Spencer, even more than his contemporary Charles Darwin, was identified in America with the doctrine of evolution, which Darwin theorized explained the emergence of all living species, including man, but which Spencer had spent the past thirty years extending beyond nature to history, society, politics, economics, philosophy, psychology, and morals. His laboratory encompassed all human experience, and no scholar in any field of study could now ignore him. In his view, America had evolved quickly based on its good fortune and determination, but had not evolved as far as it could, or should. Noting the widespread acceptance of corruption, graft, and “wire-pullers,” he thought he detected a “lack of certain moral sentiments.” He called this failure to reckon with public malfeasance “the root of the evil.”

Pursuing the point, Youmans questioned whether that meant Americans lacked a sufficient sense of public duty. Esteemed guests as a rule avoid offending their hosts, but Spencer, a devout nonconformist, considered unvarnished honesty both a social necessity and proof of his personal independence and creativity. Despite being thin-skinned about criticism, he felt forever obligated to say what he thought.

“Well, that is one way of putting it,” Spencer replied.


But there is a more specific way… . That is what I mean by character. It is this easygoing readiness to permit small trespasses, because it would be troublesome or profitless or unpopular to oppose, which leads to the acquiescence in wrong and the decay of free institutions… . As one of your early statesmen said, “The price of liberty is eternal vigilance.” But it is far less against aggressions upon national liberty that this vigilance is required than against the insidious growth of domestic interferences with personal liberty.



Whether with imperious waiters or political bosses, American passivity in the face of authority kept the country from meeting its full promise. “The republican form of government is the highest form of government,” he went on, “but because of this it requires the highest type of human nature—nowhere at present existing. We have not grown up to it, nor have you.”

“Must I, then, understand you to think unfavorably of our future?” Youmans asked.

Spencer theorized that everything in the world, from molecules to societies, went through a process of change in form from simple and homogeneous to complex and diverse. The struggle for survival dictated which forms flourished and which ones failed. “It may, I think, be reasonably held that, both because of its size and the heterogeneity of its components, the American nation will be a long time in evolving its ultimate form, but that its ultimate form will be high,” he concluded.


One great result is, I think, tolerably clear. From biological truths it is to be inferred that the eventual mixture of the allied varieties of the Aryan race forming the population will produce a finer type of man than has hitherto existed, and a type of man more plastic, more adaptable, and more capable of undergoing the modifications needful for complete social life. I think that, whatever difficulties they may have to surmount, and whatever tribulations they may have to pass through, the Americans may reasonably look forward to a time when they will have produced a civilization grander than any the world has known.



AFTER A DAY in Central Park, two excursions to Brooklyn, sundry hours at the Century Club, and a couple of nights at the theater, Spencer felt refreshed, and his optimism impelled him on to New England, home of his spiritual forebears. Unitarians, transcendentalists, and scientists had paved his way by breaking up the old orthodoxies, and many of them, especially at Harvard and among the men of letters around Boston, had subscribed early and enthusiastically to his work.

In New Haven, he visited Othniel Charles Marsh, the blunt, baronial Yale paleontologist who co-pioneered the study of prehistoric remains out west during the final years of the conquest of the Indians. Independently wealthy, Marsh financed his own expeditions, unearthing fossilized skeletons of giant dinosaurs and flightless birds with teeth and a succession of horse species receding back millions of years, and exhibiting them at his Peabody Museum, now a premier stop for those in search of evolutionary evidence. After viewing Marsh’s “marvelous fossil mammals,” Spencer lunched at the bachelor professor’s hilltop mansion, an overstuffed eighteen-room Victorian brownstone with an enclosed porch overlooking hills breasted with sparkling autumn foliage and with a high octagonal reception hall that Marsh called his “wigwam.” Mementos and treasures from Marsh’s adventures crammed the room; stuffed birds, a peace pipe from Sioux chief Red Cloud, a Mormon bible from Brigham Young, paintings, Japanese and Chinese enamelware and bronzes, a frontier pistol, a scalp.

Spencer and Lott traveled on to Newport to relax and sightsee, then to Boston, arriving on October 28, less than two weeks before the banquet in New York. Since Spencer’s comments in the papers, Youmans had been deluged with urgent appeals from prominent men eager to attend, but the hall he had chosen seated no more than two hundred, and he was determined to make the event not only a testimonial gala to honor Spencer, but an occasion for setting forth the doctrine of evolution in America. Six pleasant and beneficial days at the shore had made Spencer almost jovial, and on his first evening in Boston he dined at the Saturday Club, the Olympian weekly dinner society founded by Emerson, Longfellow, and others. Spencer read the work of few other authors, but he was a penetrating student of Emerson, who after presiding over club dinners for nearly thirty years had died in February, leaving his friend Dr. Oliver Wendell Holmes at the head of the table. Spencer was also an admirer of Holmes, a medical pioneer, popular poet, and renowned Brahmin opinion maker. “It was pleasant to meet16, in company with others less known, one whose writings had given me so much pleasure,” Spencer would recall.

Among Bostonians, his most ardent champion and deepest interpreter was the freelance philosopher and historian John Fiske, who through his involvements at Harvard did much what Marsh did at Yale: help make evolution respectable to traditional Christians. Both on the lecture platform and in books, Fiske popularized Spencer’s system of evolution chiefly through his ability to reconcile it with orthodox religious beliefs and apply it to America’s sense of promise as a great nation and aspiring world power. Trained as a lawyer, Fiske had discovered natural selection as an undergraduate in 1860 on reading Darwin’s The Origin of Species, and he had recently enjoyed sudden great success and begun to make his first real money, as a historian of the early American period. Employing evolutionary theory, he elucidated the clash between civilization and savagery that resulted in the development of the nation’s advanced political institutions. His most popular lecture, “Manifest Destiny of the English Race,” explored how America’s rise reflected divine will.

Fiske lived in a clamorous household with his wife and six children, including four sons, the youngest of whom was christened Herbert Huxley after Spencer and Thomas Henry Huxley, evolution’s master proselytizer in England and champion of both Spencer and Darwin. Seated in a comfortable easy chair in front of an open wood fire in Fiske’s cluttered library, Spencer noted with annoyance his young friend’s cuckoo clock, another apparent American willingness to submit to intrusion. “Doesn’t it disturb you, Fiske17, to have so many books and things all about you, and this little monitor to remind you of the passing time? I couldn’t work at all under such conditions.” Spencer kept his own books behind curtains, needing to relieve his mind of all possible distractions: Fiske told him he enjoyed the stimulation, at times finding it inspirational. As they talked, Spencer admitted that his visit to America had broadened his understanding of the social and political problems the country faced—especially the mixing of races.

Here was the question of questions for the new sciences of society and politics. The speed, scale, and complexity of recent immigration in America was unprecedented in human history. After seeing various nationalities—Irish, German, Italian, Negroes, and others— intermingling with the dominant English race in New York, Spencer now wondered about the effect of this mixing under a democratic form of government on the future of the American people and, through them, the world. The immediate effect, he warned Fiske, would inevitably be to lower the standard of intelligence, of virtue, in the electorate, furthering bossism and civic corruption. Spencer opposed expanding governmental powers on the grounds that it thwarted the natural discipline wielded by life’s harsh challenges in weeding out the unfit, and thereby weakened the population, and in England he strongly opposed public education and sanitation, believing such “reforms” only fostered a spirit of dependence and undermined the class order that girded the nation.

Fiske believed America faced18 a higher evolutionary challenge. As society became more heterogeneous, it also required an ever increasing development in the power of the state to bring people together and integrate their activities. Such integrating power was “particularly noticeable in the provisions for public education, sanitation, and transportation; and for the protection of the public from unjust demands of capitalistic combinations and labor organizations, as well as the protection of the country from individual or capitalistic exploitation,” he explained. Spencer held the proper sphere of government to be enforcing contracts and keeping people from harming each other, but that was about all. Still, he conceded Fiske’s point, urging him to study how America’s staggering increase in wealth influenced political corruption, and to guard against the insidious growth of special privileges for the few.

At lunch, Spencer was inquisitive, importuning Fiske’s children about their interests. When a plate of raised biscuits was passed to him, he asked: “Fiske, do tell me, are these buckwheat cakes?” However selfinvolved, Spencer also was companionable when relaxed, and others, even children, could be charmed by the guilelessness of his intellect. In England, he sometimes19 “borrowed” the sons and daughters of friends, submitting them for several weeks to an experimental regimen of hot baths instead of cold ones, thick flannel clothing, increased exercise, and animal products at four daily meals, which seemed to improve their health, temperament, and behavior. Their mothers appear to have welcomed the arrangement.

Fiske took Spencer for a walking tour of Harvard, where they paid a courtesy call on the botanist Asa Gray. As Fiske was to Spencer, the spare, patriarchal, lushly bearded Gray was to Darwin—not just a friend, ally, and proxy, but an important scholar of deep religious faith who had spent the last two decades helping to define and defend a Christian evolutionism. Spencer “saw something” of Gray’s magnificent herbarium, but neglected to visit the more wondrous Museum of Comparative Zoology, founded by the naturalist Louis Agassiz, Gray’s erstwhile rival and foil who during the war years and for almost a decade afterward, up to his death, led the nation’s antievolutionary crusade.

Lott wanted to see a typical New England village, and so the following day the party traipsed to Lexington and Concord, in the western suburbs. They visited Emerson’s house, spending an hour with his widow, son, and daughter, and Spencer asked to be taken to the cemetery, to pay his respects. “The grave-heap was undistinguished by any monument,” he later wrote. “ ‘Sleepy Hollow’ is so beautiful and poetical a spot as to make one almost wish to die at Concord for the purpose of being buried there.”

Late in returning from the graveyard20, Spencer feared they were in danger of missing the train back to Boston. One of the benefits of his preoccupation with his health and iron determination not to overextend himself was a varied regimen of exercise—racquets, tennis, fishing, hiking—and he was in far better physical shape than, say, Youmans, who regularly broke down from overwork. Now, though, “there occurred a disaster,” Spencer wrote. He “thoughtlessly” ran some distance at full speed to catch the departing train. The effort was too much for him. Less than a week before his scheduled return to New York, he suffered a sleepless night “so wretched as to prompt the immediate resolution to leave Boston and its excitements.” Hastily writing his regrets to Holmes, with whom he was to dine, he decided to return at once to Newport, where he hoped that the off-season quiet and sea air would restore him.

Sequestered, Spencer at first improved, so much so that he still hoped he might have a few days’ strength to enjoy New York before going home. He’d been invited to spend Saturday with the renowned Brooklyn preacher and orator Rev. Henry Ward Beecher. The most controversial and appetitive minister in America, Beecher also was an evolutionist— a “cordial Christian Darwinist21,” he called himself—and he had promised, knowing neither Spencer nor his mood, an entire day of lavish entertaining, gushing in a note to Youmans on November 2:


I will ride with him22, talk with him, be silent with him, eat with him, or do anything but commit suicide with him. We dine at one o’clock. If he will, he shall have oysters and lobsters, beef or mutton, game or fish, or all of them: tea, coffee, or wine—and if the latter, I will give him better port than New York can produce; or he shall have Madeira, or sherry, or claret or champagne; or if the British blood calls for beer, he should have that—English ale, brown stout of the finest, German beer, lager beer; and such is my wish to please him that I will give him cold water. He shall have all of these, or, if, he prefer, he shall have none of them… . I have a complete set of his works, and he may read them if he likes… . Of course you are expected to come also… .



But after two more sleepless nights, despite taking increasing amounts of morphia, Spencer worried he could no more endure lunch or a carriage ride or a conversation than he could the thought of standing up and speaking at the banquet. “I went wrong again at Boston23,” he wrote Youmans from Newport on November 4, after considering Beecher’s invitation,


and my head has been quite as much disordered as at any time since my arrival. I stay here until Wednesday, because it is absolutely needful to shun all excitements save that of the dinner itself. I must peremptorily decline committing myself to anything else. I am sorry to disappoint you; but even as it is I look forward with some alarm to the state of brain with which I shall start on my return voyage.



As the next night’s banquet loomed, Spencer departed Newport by train for New York on November 8. “Five days did a little, but only a little, towards mitigating the mischief,” he recalled. Youmans, having seen “how serious an invalid” Spencer was upon first arriving in the city in August, feared the worst. Spencer’s chief concern was to recover enough strength to endure the return voyage to England, but Youmans needed him first to mount the dais in the ornately paneled function hall at Delmonico’s restaurant and, after a tweleve-course dinner, and the provision of an equal number of wines, speak with enough vitality to reward the audience for its faith and adoration. Marsh, Fiske, Beecher, and Holmes were set to deliver testimonials linking evolution to the highest interests of humanity. The enthusiastic German American orator, politician, journalist, and Civil War general Carl Schurz, the most acclaimed foreign-born figure in the country, would speak on the connection between evolution and international harmony. Yale economist William Graham Sumner, whose determination to teach Spencer’s book on sociology ignited the era’s premier battle over academic freedom and unleashed a surge of secularism at Christian colleges, would address America’s need for a new science of society. Former secretary of state and attorney general William Evarts, for whom Spencer was the smartest man alive, would preside. Elite politicians, jurists, publishers, religious leaders, scholars, and industrialists including Carnegie would lean in eagerly from their seats to hear what he had to tell them.

Spent and curdling in his room at the Windsor, Spencer doubted he could go on. At the defining, triumphal moment of his life’s journey, the peak of his influence, he was once again anxious, dilapidated, and frail—a ringing irony in that for thirty years he had expounded on how nature favored the strong and fit. But that was Spencer. He regarded his nervous condition as the result of his inability to stop himself from overdoing it, even when all he had done was to try futilely to rest and distract himself sufficiently to have a clear head for a few precious hours.

“Wretched night24; no sleep at all; kept in room all day,” he wrote in his diary. “Great fear I should collapse.”


CHAPTER ONE
CAMBRIDGE, 1871
Eleven years earlier


What a set of men you have in Cambridge. Both our universities put together cannot furnish the like. Why there is Agassiz—he counts for three.

—CHARLES DARWIN TO
HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW, 1868



EVEN AFTER HE WAS OUSTED as the premier naturalist of his age and the most celebrated man of science in America—even as he suffered, at age sixty-two, a cerebral hemorrhage that first paralyzed him, then required him to take to his bed for most of a year, forbidden by his doctors to smoke his beloved cigars or even to think1, either of which they predicted might kill him—Harvard professor Louis Agassiz never stopped spinning grand plans or forging ahead with them. Preternaturally ambitious, a large, vibrant man of murderous industry, deft political skill, and outsize charm, Agassiz identified himself as no less than a reflection of the universe, mirroring its magnificence through his ability to observe and explain the natural world. He also considered himself the herald of the rapid advance of knowledge in America, his adopted land—an intellectual high priest for a rising, if still uncertain, world power. And so, though it had been a year since he’d been all but marginalized on campus following the selection of a new president, Agassiz remained baldly optimistic about the future.

How could he not? Other than the risks to his health brought on by overwork with each new venture, fortune seemed to favor his every step. The son of a strong-willed assistant pastor to the Protestant congregation of a lakeside village in French-speaking Switzerland who married well, he was his parents’ fifth child but the first to survive infancy, and as a student he displayed a rare surplus of talent, energy, imagination, fearlessness, and determination. At twenty-nine, an intrepid adventurer studying glaciers in the Alps, he descended alone at one point 120 feet into a crystal-blue abyss, and mounted at another a massive section of the earth’s crust that had vaulted upward to almost fourteen thousand feet. He was the first scientist to propose that a prehistoric ice age had gripped the earth, and that extinct giant tropical quadrupeds such as mastodons had been wiped out by a worldwide Siberian freeze. “Their reign was over2,” he announced. “A sudden intense winter, that was also to last for ages, fell upon our globe.”

In an early triumph of paleontology, Agassiz conducted a comprehensive study of every fossil fish in every major collection on the Continent, establishing himself as a tireless investigator and winning him favor with two of Europe’s most influential naturalists, who delighted in opening doors for him. His bonhomie and good luck were inexhaustible: when his first wife, upset over his obsessive work habits and troubled finances, left him (she later died of tuberculosis), he took off to lecture in America, where Harvard promptly created a scientific school for him and where he married the daughter of a wealthy lawyer, a pillar of New England society.

Yet what most distinguished Agassiz’s career was his superiority at getting others—not just important individuals and adoring audiences, but institutions and, ultimately, governments—to adopt his outlook and objectives. Less than a decade after he arrived in America in 1846, outsiders began referring to the famous Saturday Club as “Agassiz’s Club3.” During the Civil War, he and his so-called Scientific Lazzaroni, a close network self-mockingly named for Florentine beggars, created a national scientific enterprise with themselves in charge, soliciting Congress to found the National Academy of Sciences. Dominated by Agassiz and his allies, it would serve as an equivalent of the French Academy, providing government subsidies, publications, and other spurs to selected research.

Agassiz’s faith in special creation informed his worldview. He believed the Almighty made species separately and successively, dismissing evolutionary theory as “folly.” If species descended from other species through slight modification, as Darwin himself was forced to acknowledge, there ought to be fossil remains of “innumerable transitional forms,” yet no scientist had ever found one. Agassiz believed that his discovery of the Ice Age amply explained the disappearance of some older extinct species and the emergence of more recent ones, and that in nature there existed specific “zoological provinces” with distinct plants and animals and “varieties” of men, also created separately. In other words, humans were all one species, but races from different zones did not share a common ancestry. He interpreted the history of man by the same logic he applied to the origin of plants and animals, and though such reasoning had become harder and harder to defend, he remained the nation’s foremost creationist and intellectual critic of Darwin and Spencer.

During the worst of his illness, Agassiz despaired of ever working again. All around him his celebrated friends seemed to be faring little or no better, sundered by age and grief. “The year ends with a club dinner4,” his neighbor Longfellow wrote dismally in his journal on December 31. “Agassiz was not well enough to be there. But Emerson and Holmes of the older set were, and so I was not quite alone.” Headlong change during and since the war had overtaken everything, especially America’s old guards and ideas. Longfellow, once a glamorous figure in Cambridge with his flowing hair, flowered waistcoats, and yellow gloves, had published his most important poems twenty years earlier. In 1861 his wife was sealing packages of their children’s curls with matches and wax when they burst into flame, killing her. Longfellow suffered severe burns to his own face and hands as he tried to save her, and with shaving painful and difficult, grew a biblical beard. Deeply withdrawn, he spent much of his last decade in Europe, translating Dante.

“It is time to be old5, / To take in sail,” wrote Emerson, still physically vigorous but with his own fiery mind lost, more and more, to senility.

Agassiz would not take in sail. As his health returned through the early winter, he grew restless and impatient. He raised public and private subscriptions for the one project at Harvard he still controlled, the Museum of Comparative Zoology, which his son, Alexander, an accomplished naturalist in his own right, had managed in his absence. Then, in mid-February, he received a letter from Benjamin Peirce, a Harvard mathematician, astronomer, and fellow Lazzarono who served as superintendent of the U.S. Coast Survey, which for more than two decades had put its resources at Agassiz’s disposal for research in marine biology.

“Now, my dear friend6, I have a very serious proposition for you,” Peirce wrote. “I am going to send a new iron surveying steamer round to California in the course of the summer. She will probably start at the end of June. Would you go in her, and do deep-sea dredging all the way round?”

Here lay a route out of Agassiz’s morass: his growing isolation at Harvard, his need to do original research to resume a place at the forefront of postwar science, his craving for a change of atmosphere after a year as a shut-in, the yawning imperative—shared by all scientists—of new experiments, new technologies, new data, new worlds to examine. Indeed: a future. That the journey would take him down the east coast of South America, up the west, and through the Galápagos Islands—virtually the same voyage taken by Charles Darwin aboard HMS Beagle four decades earlier—went unsaid, but could not fail to ignite his spirit and ambitions. Assuredly the one person in America who could slow the juggernaut of liberal science, Agassiz relished having a last chance to again dominate the fray.

“My darling Ben7,” he wrote back at once, “I am overjoyed by the prospect your letter opens before me. Of course I will go … as I feel there never was, and is not likely soon again to be, such an opportunity for promoting the cause of science generally, and that of natural history in particular.”

AS AGASSIZ’S NEMESIS in Cambridge, in the councils of organized research, and in the debate over the mysteries of the natural world, Asa Gray seemed conspicuously ill suited—not overmatched intellectually, for Gray possessed an exceptional mind, but in his relative lack of social connections, financial support, and charisma, endowments Agassiz enjoyed wielding against rivals. A few years Agassiz’s junior, Gray first trained as a physician in upstate New York during the boom years after the opening of the Erie Canal. Without formal education in botany, he collected and traded in and elucidated the structural relations of plant species so prodigiously that four years before Agassiz’s arrival in Cambridge he was called to Harvard to teach plant biology—a smooth-faced, wiry, kinetic figure who, at 135 pounds, half-sprinted around campus and up stairs, seeming more student than professor.

Gray’s work was a model of carefully observed science without prejudice, even though he himself was an orthodox Presbyterian and dutiful follower of the Nicene Creed, the most widely utilized brief statement of Christian faith: “We believe in one God, the Father, the Almighty, maker of heaven and earth, of all that is, seen and unseen. We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, the only Son of God… .” An indifferent teacher, Gray grimly tolerated his students: the labors of attending to their needs while developing and managing an herbarium of more than two hundred thousand specimens exhausted him, and his own original research and writing often languished.

What Gray had, besides uncommon intellectual ferocity and a zest for scientific combat equal to Agassiz’s, was his abiding, conflicted—and now famous—relationship with Darwin. During the twenty-five years after his voyage when Darwin developed his theory of natural evolution in reclusion and secrecy, the first American he told of it was Gray, and only then with crippling apprehension. Darwin, a painfully modest, cordial-to-a-fault English country gentleman, judged the risks of revealing such heterodox thinking prematurely, without ample proof, to be monumental, disastrous—“like confessing a murder.” “I daresay I said that I thought8 you would utterly despise me,” he told Gray in 1857, two years before circumstances forced him to publish his masterwork, The Origin of Species, “when I told you what views I had arrived at.”

By taking Gray into his confidence, Darwin ensured that Gray became his American gatekeeper, and Gray worked skillfully to guarantee that Darwin’s books were well published and widely disseminated, and that his ideas received a fair hearing in intellectual circles—despite disapproving of many of their implications. It was the publication of Origin, which Darwin called “one long argument9” for the view that new species develop gradually through random variations that help some organisms survive better than others, that had driven Gray twelve years earlier to confront Agassiz, then at the height of his power and fame. Agassiz defined a species as “a thought of God”—permanent, immutable, and designed specifically as part of a divine plan. Christian faith notwithstanding, Gray was too much of an empiricist to accept Agassiz’s metaphysical biology, and so even as he realized somewhat bitterly in recent years how far he and Darwin were from agreeing on the subject of intelligent design in nature, he stood staunchly by him as Darwin’s man in the New World, his first friend, collaborator, proxy, and shield. Gray longed to retire from Harvard so he could write and pursue his own research, but as Darwin became one of the world’s most famous and controversial men, his name synonymous with an intellectual cataclysm, he was not readily let go.

“My Dear Gray10,” Darwin wrote from his country haven near the village of Downe in Kent, twenty miles from London, days before Peirce invited Agassiz to go abroad. He apologized as always for adding to Gray’s burdens. “If you can, will you send the enclosed to anyone who has charge of Laura Bridgeman [sic] & beg for an answer.” As a near-invalid who seldom left his home and gardens except to seek seaside rest cures or visit close colleagues and family members in London, Darwin relied utterly on his scientific friends to assist his investigations. Laura Bridgman was something of a national treasure, a Victorian version of Helen Keller, whom she later would inspire. Though blind and deaf, she had been educated through sign language, and Darwin had read in Smithsonian Contributions to Knowledge, the new museum’s Lazzaroni-inspired journal for touting American science, that when astonished, she raised both her hands with her fingers extended and pressed her open palms toward the person causing her amazement. Since she couldn’t acquire expressions through imitation, Darwin theorized that such movements were traceable to animal behaviors. “I should very much like to know how this is,” he asked Gray.

Darwin had long avoided publishing his ideas on human evolution, letting Huxley and others speculate before him on the effects of natural selection and the universal linkages between people and animals. But by 1867, eight years after Origin and following two years of crushing illness—vomiting, nausea, eczema, and an “accursed stomach” that for months on end left him sleepless and all but unable to work—he decided he could wait no longer. His “man-essay,” as he had described it to Gray, had grown into two parts. The first, due to be published at the end of the month, addressed the conjoined questions of whether man, like any other species, descended from earlier forms; the manner of human development; and, most explosively, for this had been his urgent agenda since he first recorded his thoughts on evolution in secret notebooks thirty-five years earlier, “the value of the differences between the so-called races of man”—the race question. A follow-up book—a rare sudden respite from his health problems was now letting him surge ahead, writing four hundred pages in three months, and adding, for the first time, photographs—would address the similarities in feelings and expression between humans and animals. Hence his interest in Laura Bridgman.

Darwin informed Gray that he had finished work on the first volume—The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex, now at the printer’s—and would soon send him a copy. “Parts, as to the moral sense, will I daresay aggravate you,” he wrote, “and if I hear from you I shall probably receive a few stabs from your polished stiletto of a pen.”

Polite jests aside, Darwin and Gray had long since argued themselves into a stalemate on many fronts. Darwin had confessed to Gray11 a year earlier that he was having great difficulty explaining the animal underpinnings of civilized behavior—the “moral sense”—and he dreaded another onslaught of scalding criticism, public and private, from Gray and others. Many people might be prepared for Darwin to claim that man physically descended from apes, as Huxley and several other widely respected naturalists had already done, through the process of natural selection—“survival of the fittest,” to use Spencer’s phrase. But how did one explain a mechanism for discerning right from wrong? Good from evil? Righteousness from sin? What animal ancestry, he knew he’d be asked, could possibly account for such virtues as a love of justice, or of Jesus?

All these added up to the “highest and most interesting problem for the naturalist,” which Darwin now sought to answer. He had come to attribute morality to a combination of three evolutionary forces: instinctive sympathy born (as in many other species, notably dogs and monkeys) of family and tribal ties in the struggle for survival; habit ingrained by social behavior; and education. At the same time, natural science contained for Darwin, who grew up in a world of deep-seated antiroyalist and anti-Anglican leanings, a political thrust. Nothing so appalled him as blind Christian acceptance of the immorality and sufferings of genocide and slavery—nothing except the use of science to justify that indifference. Loath to offend a pious wife and friends like Gray, he withheld from making direct attacks on religion in his new work, seeking instead to show only how such creeds might have evolved. “How so many absurd rules12 of conduct, as well as so many absurd religious beliefs, have originated, we do not know,” he wrote in Descent,


but it is worthy of remark that a belief constantly inculcated during the early years of life, whilst the brain is impressible, appears to acquire almost the nature of an instinct; and the very nature of an instinct is that it is followed independently of reason.



Darwin had made up his mind about racial origins during his voyage, where he first encountered the “shocking barbarity” of slavery in Brazil, then primitive “savages” in Tierra del Fuego, but only now felt confident enough in his research to publish his theory. Two views of racial descent recently competed in Western thought, neither egalitarian. People either believed all humans descended from a single stock (monogenism), and that while the entire species had degraded since Creation, some races, usually those in hot climates, degraded more than others; or else that the races were created separately and hierarchically, with distinct and unequal endowments (polygenism). Either way, whites had no difficulty deeming themselves intellectually and morally superior. Darwin, though he shared in the general self-congratulation, held the radical notion that racial distinctions were fundamentally cosmetic: that features such as skin color and hair texture were simply caused by sexual selection—different beauty standards and mating preferences among different groups. However disturbing the notion to contemporary Western sensibilities, he believed that all mankind was one species. As he now predicted confidently in Descent, “when the principles of evolution are generally accepted13, as they surely will be before long, the dispute between the monogenists and the polygenists will die a silent and unobserved death.”

As Gray realized, Darwin intended Descent to smash both the science and the morality of the polygenists, most notably Agassiz, a culture hero alike to abolitionist Yankee intellectuals and Southern “niggerologists,” who justified slavery upon the alleged God-given inherent inferiority of Negroes. Agassiz discerned eight separately created human types—Caucasian, Arctic, Mongol, American Indian, Negro, Hottentot, Malay, and Australian—which he ranked in intelligence according to cranial capacity. He disputed the doctrine of the unity of man—which was supported, oddly, both by evolutionary logic and by the Holy Scriptures—as “contrary to all the modern results of science.”

After receiving his copy of The Descent of Man, Gray apologized in his return letter14 for having had only time to read Darwin’s preface and conclusion, and he promised not to examine the parts that might offend him until “I can get a good pull at it.” Checking around about Laura Bridgman, he’d discovered that her doctor was in “San Domingo, one of those Commissioners to see what sort of fellow citizens those tropical blacks will make,” and he vowed to keep after him. A month later, in mid-April, Gray wrote Darwin again:


Almost thou persuadest me to have been “a hairy quadruped, of arboreal habits, furnished with a tail and pointed ears” &c.

I have been besought to write notices of the book, but I decline. You don’t know how distracted I am in these days—doing the work of Professor, gardener, builder, financier and whatnot all at once.

But I must not let this mail pass without sending you the little I could get as to Laura Bridgman… . I got the queries out to the woman who now has personal charge of Laura [which] brought me the enclosed—which I think I should not much rely on. When Dr. Howe is on hand, some day, I will see if I can get anything authentic and particular,—not, I fear in time for you.



“THINGS ARE GOING here furiously,”15 Edward Livingston Youmans told Herbert Spencer, writing a week later from New York. As Gray was Darwin’s man in America, Youmans was Spencer’s, but incomparably more so; not an overextended academic, but a tireless lecturer, writer, editor, and impresario whose singular mission was to promote Victorian science—Spencer in particular—not only to scientists but to the education-obsessed working masses. It had been Spencer who in 1851 introduced the phrase “survival of the fittest,” which even Darwin now employed in place of “natural selection” in the latest edition of Origin. “I have never known anything like it,” Youmans went on:


Ten thousand Descent of Man have been printed and I guess they are nearly all gone… . The progress of liberal thought is remarkable. Everyone is asking for explanations. The clergy are in a flutter. McCosh told them not to worry, as whatever might be discovered he would find design in it and put God behind it. Twenty-five clergymen in Brooklyn sent for me to meet them on a Saturday night and tell them what they should do to be saved. I told them they would find the way of life in Biology and in the Descent of Man. They said “very good” and asked me to come again at the next meeting of the clerical club, to which I went and was again handsomely resoluted.



That the Reverend James McCosh, the president of the College of New Jersey (later Princeton) and a native Scot who’d become the semiofficial voice of American Presbyterianism, could reconcile human evolution and Christianity with little moral or intellectual fallout was not unusual: many on both sides of the divide between natural science and natural theology, like Gray, saw evidence of each in the other and worked to accommodate fact to faith, and vice versa. Spencer, who had beaten Darwin to publication with similar theories yet received far less notice, reacted less equably. He would breeze over these months16 in his memoir, recalling decades later that they “furnish no incidents calling for mention,” writing instead about having played billiards every afternoon and “chattings” with old friends at the Athenaeum Club, where he’d recently been elected. In truth, Spencer felt the stab of Darwin’s new upheaval keenly, and he strove hard to downplay and disguise his feelings.

Youmans’s excitement jarred him, reviving Spencer’s bitter experience in making public his own views on the evolution of mind and behavior, in 1855, in his second book, The Principles of Psychology. Self-published after he failed to interest publishers in the project, selling just 200 of 750 copies, thrashed by all but two critics as atheistic and impenetrable, “cod-liver oil” for the general reader (as he later conceded), the book had plunged him, at age thirty-four, into a nervous collapse from which sixteen years later he continued to suffer nightly bouts of dire sleeplessness and a pathological inability to work more than a few hours a day. Spencer’s father was a quarrelsome17, iconoclastic schoolteacher who was cold and impersonal with his only son, and Spencer grew up believing “that if he were to give free reins to his feelings he would be cruel,” his biographer Mark Francis observed. Lacking warmth and personality, he contrived to cloak his emotions with good-natured, if strained, cordiality. Now, dictating revisions to an amanuensis, he quietly scrambled to update the earlier volume and return to print with a new edition. “My Dear Youmans18,” he wrote in return, on June 3,


I inclose a brief article just out. I wrote it partly as a quiet way of setting opinion right on the matter. Since the publication of Darwin’s Descent of Man there has been a great sensation about the theory of the development of mind—essays in the magazines on Darwinism and Religion, Darwinism and Morals, Philosophy and Darwinism, all having reference to the question of mental evolution, and all proceeding on the supposition that it is Darwin’s hypothesis. And no one says a word in rectification, and as Darwin himself has not indicated the fact that the Principles of Psychology was published five years before the Origin of Species, I am obliged to gently indicate it myself.



Spencer proposed to Youmans that a similar published explanation “might not be amiss in America,” where, owing chiefly to Youmans’s self-sacrificing zeal, Spencer enjoyed a growing vogue far in excess of his standing in Europe. He and Darwin, albeit intellectual allies, were far from friends, and great gulfs separated their thinking. Many naturalists and philosophers before them had theorized that life evolved, but without identifying the mechanism by which the process worked. While Darwin and Spencer agreed on the fundamental idea that evolution resulted from the struggle to survive, they held radically different views on how it functioned and what it meant, especially regarding the tendency toward advancement. “For Darwin, evolution was directionless19 and morally neutral,” scientific historian Steven Shapin writes, “but for Spencer evolution was going somewhere: natural change was progressive, and it was good.” The forces behind Darwinian evolution were random, mindless, blind, but for Spencer survival of the fittest also meant survival of the best, suggesting a cosmic value system. Progress wasn’t accidental; it was imperative, even programmed.

Believing the universe to be inherently moral, Spencer could not have found a more devoted apostle than Youmans. Son of a pious mechanic, he showed an early enthusiasm for science that was all but extinguished when an infection ravaged his eyesight as a teen. Blind on and off for nearly twenty years, Youmans despaired as a young man20 that he was destined for “an eternity of tripled, yea quadrupled misery”—the dark, lonely life of a shut-in. It was science—and Spencer’s theory of an ever-improving cosmos—that rescued him. Youmans invented a device that enabled him to write, and with the help of his sister, Catherine, who read to him and conducted his experiments, he completed a medical degree, wrote a bestselling textbook on chemistry, and traveled widely as a popular lecturer on the lyceum circuit, handily translating abstruse science into ordinary language. At five foot ten and 190 pounds with a clear complexion, soft curly brown hair, and exorbitant side-whiskers, and peering narrowly through thick oval wire-rimmed glasses, Youmans was a riveting public speaker21, his voice booming and hands windmilling so emphatically that on a night in Faribault, Minnesota, the “amplitude of his excited gyrations … exceeded the rather narrow bounds of the platform,” Fiske recalled. “Twice he slipped to the floor.”

In 1856, after seeing a review of Spencer’s Principles of Psychology, Youmans sent to England for the book, read it, and—three years before Darwin’s Origin—pledged himself to a life of promoting and marketing the concept of evolution. This meant, by and large, sponsoring Spencer while tirelessly disseminating his work. By 1860, five years after his breakdown, Spencer was nearing the pitch of despair. Undeterred by the failure of Principles, he had decided to examine and unify through evolution the whole range of human history and thought—“Synthetic Philosophy,” he called it—but he was lonely, anxious, disappointed, and depressed. The sole survivor of his parents’ ten children, unmarried, a former civil engineer and writer and subeditor at The Economist who moved among rented quarters supported by a modest family inheritance, he envisioned producing a systematic nine-volume account of evolution in philosophy, biology, sociology, ethics, and politics. Taking morphia to sleep to little avail, he spent his days circulating a brief prospectus outlining the project. He hoped to raise enough money to support himself through the agency of friends and admirers including novelist George Eliot, who loved him, once telling him “If you become attached to someone else22, then I must die,” and Huxley, who invited him into England’s scientific clerisy, the X-Club, a national force equivalent to the Saturday Club and the Lazzaroni combined.

Youmans saw Spencer’s circular and contacted him the next day to offer his aid in procuring American subscriptions. A forerunner of the modern agent/impresario, he secured Spencer a New York publisher, Appleton and Co.; pressed for—and won—royalties on a par with native authors’ at a time when most American houses ignored international copyrights; churned out scores of reviews and notices with publication of each new volume, which he placed in newspapers and magazines across the country; pressed other reviewers into service; helped Spencer organize and popularize his most arcane thoughts; and cultivated literary clubs, college professors, editors, ministers, politicians, tycoons, and labor councils. In 1865, when Spencer doubted he could afford to go on with the project, Youmans made up his mind to raise subscriptions with the express purpose of getting Spencer out of debt, delivering in person $7,000 in American railroad stocks and the best gold watch he could
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