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A Divergent Road to Modernity: The Thought of Social Darwinism

in the Late Qing and Early Republic Period
XU Ji-lin

(School of History, East-China Normal University, Shanghai 200241, China)
Keywords: Social Darw inism; Dynamism; M aterialism; Utilitarianism
Abstract: With the spread of Evolution in China Herbert Spencer s Social Darwinism offers an approach to wealth and
power through Natural Selection. Combined with Confucian’ s “ Jishi Zhiyong” and Legalist’ s “ Fuguo Qiangbing”,
Spencer s Evolution of Competition inspires the materialism and Utilitarianism in modern China. Social Darwinism
overthrows the“order of Morality”, which has been dominated the world of thought in ancient China for two thousand
years while substitutes the “order of Power”. This competition-centric order also evolves a pow er-oriented nationalistic
personality in modern China. Although this kind of non significant and non-moral order creates Republic of China, it de-

stroys the spirit of republic subsequently. In retrospect of this political aftermath the intellectuals at May Fourth era re-

think the road to the Chinese restoration and start their epochal transformation: from “ wealth and power” to “civiliza
tion”.
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