
Lester Frank Ward, “Mind as a Social Factor” (1884, abridged)  

The laissez faire doctrine is a gospel of inaction, the scientific creed is struck with 
sterility, the policy of resigning all into the hands of Nature is a surrender....The laissez 
faire doctrine fails to recognise that, in the development of mind, a virtually new power 
was introduced into the world.  

But what is the general result of all this? An entirely new dispensation has been given to 
the world. All the materials and forces of nature have been thus placed completely under 
the control of one of the otherwise least powerful of the creatures inhabiting the earth. He 
has only to know them in order to become their master. Nature has thus been made the 
servant of man. Thus only has man succeeded in peopling the entire globe while all other 
animals are restricted to narrow faunal areas. He has also peopled certain portions far 
more densely than any other species could have done, and he seems destined to continue 
multiplying his numbers for a long time yet in the future. But this quantitative proof is 
even less telling than the qualitative. When we confine our attention to the elite of man-
kind we do not need to have the ways specified in detail by which the powers of mind 
have exalted the intellectual being above all other products of creation. At the present 
moment the most dense and the most enlightened populations of the globe occupy what 
are termed temperate latitudes, which means latitudes in which for from three to five 
months each year vegetation ceases entirely, the waters are locked in ice, and the 
temperature frequently sinks far below the zero of the Fahrenheit thermo-meter. Imagine 
the thin-skinned, furless animal man subsisting in such a climate. Extinguish his fires, 
banish his clothing, blot out the habitations that deck the civilised landscape. How long 
would the puny race survive? But these are not products of nature, they are products of 
art, the wages of thought—fruits of the intellect.  

When a well-clothed philosopher on a bitter winter's night sits in a warm room well 
lighted for his purpose and writes on paper with pen and ink in the arbitrary characters of 
a highly developed language the statement that civilisation is the result of natural laws, 
and that man's duty is to let nature alone so that untrammeled it may work out a higher 
civilisation, he simply ignores every circumstance of his existence and deliberately closes 
his eyes to every fact within the range of his faculties. If man had acted upon his theory 
there would have been no civilisation, and our philosopher would have remained a 
troglodyte.  

But how shall we distinguish this human, or anthropic, method from the method of 
nature? Simply by reversing all the definitions. Art is the antithesis of nature. If we call 
one the natural method we must call the other the artificial method. If nature's process is 
rightly named natural selection, man's process is artificial selection. The survival of the 
fittest is simply the survival of the strong, which implies, and might as well be called, the 
destruction of the weak. And if nature progresses through the destruction of the weak, 
man progresses through the protection of the weak. This is the essential distinction.  

In human society the psychic power has operated to secure the protection of the weak in 
two distinct ways: first, by increasing the supply of the necessities of life, and, secondly, 
by pre-venting the destruction of life through the enemies of man. The immediate 



instrumentality through which the first of these processes is carried on is art, the product 
of invention. The second process takes place through the establishment of positive 
institutions.  

It is difficult to say which of these agencies has been most effective. Both were always 
indispensable, and therefore all comparison is unprofitable....If, on the other hand, we 
inquire into the nature of human institutions, we shall perceive that they are of three 
kinds, tend-ing to protect the weak in three ways, or ascending degrees. These three 
successively higher means through which this end is attained are, first, Justice, second, 
Morality, and third, Charity. These forms of action have been reached through the 
develop-ment, respectively, of the three corresponding sentiments: Equity, Beneficence, 
and Benevolence.  

All of these altruistic sentiments are wholly unknown, or known only in the merest 
embryo, to all animals below man, and therefore no such means of protection exist 
among them. They are strictly human, or anthropic. Many evolutionists fail to recognise 
this. Some sociologists refuse to admit it. They look about and see so much injustice, 
immorality and rapacity that they are led to suppose that only natural methods are in 
operation in society. This is a great mistake.  

If we consider the effect of these three codes of human con-duct in the direction of 
enabling the weaker ones to survive we shall see that it has been immense. Out of the first 
has arisen government, the chief value and function of which has always been and still is 
such protection. Great systems of jurisprudence have been elaborated, engrossing the 
attention of a large portion of the population of enlightened as well as of barbaric states. 
To say that these have been failures because often weighted with grave defects is to 
misinterpret history and misunderstand society. No one could probably be found to 
gainsay that the moral law of society has exerted a salutary influence, yet its aim is 
strictly altruistic, opposed to the law of the survival of the fittest, and wholly in the 
direction of enabling those to survive who would not survive without its protection. 
Finally, the last sentiment to be developed, and doubtless the highest, is so universally re-
cognised as peculiar to man that his very name has been given to it—the sentiment of 
humanity....[I]f ever humanitarian sentiments become diffused throughout the body 
politic, become the object of deep study, as have those of justice and right, it may be 
confidently predicted that society will prove itself capable of caring for the most 
unfortunate of its members in a manner that shall not work demoralisation.  

In all these ways man, through his intelligence, has laboured successfully to resist the law 
of nature. His success is conclusively demonstrated by a comparison of his condition with 
that of other species of animals. No other cause can be assigned for his superiority. How 
can the naturalistic philosophers shut their eyes to such obvious facts?  

Now, the human method of protecting the weak...not only increases the number but 
improves the quality.  

These ends will be secured in proportion as the true nature of mind is understood. When 
nature comes to be regarded as passive and man as active, instead of the reverse as now, 



when human action is recognised as the most important of all forms of action, and when 
the power of the human intellect over vital, psychic and social phenomena is practically 
conceded, then, and then only, can man justly claim to have risen out of the animal and 
fully to have entered the human stage of development.  

 

 


