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One hundred and fifty years ago, more precisely on the 24th of November of 1859, Darwin 
introduced a new paradigm in natural history with the publication of On the origin of species 
by means of natural selection, or the preservation of favoured races in the struggle for life. As 
epistemology has already acknowledged, the Darwinian theory of descent with modification or 
theory of natural selection took around twenty years to be formulated, roughly between 1837 and 
1859. The history of Darwinism and of evolution clearly illustrates the fertility of the theory of 
natural selection, in the field of the sciences of life and of man, as in the cultural field. Like almost 
everywhere else across the globe, Portugal’s reception of Darwin began in the 1860’s, featuring 
surprising novelties, especially if we take into account the country’s level of development at the 
time. The meeting “Darwin, Darwinisms and evolution” took place in Coimbra between the 22nd 
and the 23rd of September 2009. This meeting’s main purpose was to provide a space of open 
discussion to all of those interested in the issue, both on the national and the international level. 
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A presente colecção reúne originais de cultura científica resultantes da investigação no 
âmbito da história das ciências e das técnicas, da história da farmácia, da história da 
medicina e de outras dimensões das práticas científicas nas diferentes interfaces com a 
sociedade e os media.
Ciências e Culturas assume a complexidade das relações históricas entre as práticas 
científicas, o poder político e as utopias sociais.
A própria ciência é considerada uma cultura e fonte de culturas como a ficção científica, 
o imaginário tecnológico e outras simbologias enraizadas nas práticas científicas e 
fortemente comprometidas com os respectivos contextos históricos.
Em Ciências e Culturas  o e não é apenas união; é relação conjuntiva, fonte de inovação pelo 
enlace de diferentes, como dois mundos abertos um ao outro em contínuo enamoramento.
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nEo-darwInISm and polItIco-IdEologIcal concEptS In portugal 
durIng thE fIrSt half of thE 20th cEntury

The present paper is based on the assumption that world views that can generally be 
considered to be Neo-Darwinian or Socio-Darwinian play a central role in many dominant 
ideological trends in Western and Westernised countries, and that this was the case until at 
least the immediate aftermath of World War II. Except in the case of some Catholic sectors 
and most Socialist sub-universes, the tendency was to stratify peoples and individuals based 
on genetic and cultural criteria. The belief was that a countless number of behavioural 
attitudes and situations (both on an individual and on a collective level) resulted, directly 
or indirectly, from a certain set of “racial and environmental” characteristics.

The realisation of the great suffering caused by extreme cases of racism occurred just 
before the end of World War II and in the years immediately following the conflict. Before 
then, the hegemonic interpretation and assessment of “intrinsic characteristics” and the 
relative stratification of populations or nation states, groups of people and individuals, 
would have been “very radical or mildly radical” versions of Neo-Darwinian concepts. 
Some of the most telling examples of this outlook were the efforts made to physically 
eliminate European citizens of Jewish origin and other genocidal projects carried out 
by the National Socialist Third Reich, as well as the acts of mass violence inherent 
to Japanese militarist expansionism.

Thus, it could be said that social Darwinism played a core role in the transformation 
process of systemic ideological concepts (to a higher or lesser degree) into “truths 
demonstrated by science”. As forms of scientism (whether they be rationalist or 
irrationalist), practically all the ideologies that were born in the 19th and 20th centuries 
strove to legitimise themselves through attributes that were supposedly scientific, 
according to the modern paradigm. These were: objectivity and truth, unquestionability 
and perennity, social prestige and the ability to intervene and transform. 

In accordance with the context and with the needs of each one of the ideological 
trends (i.e. liberal conservative or autocratic, demoliberal, authoritarian or totalitarian), 
Neo-Darwinian readings took on different forms. Firstly, genetic – or racial – factors 
either played a crucial role or one that was only moderately relevant. On the other 
hand, the focus was either on the justification of profiles or individual behaviour 
(differentiation between “active citizens”, “passive citizens” and “marginal” ones; 
members of the “elite”, “intermediate segments” and “popular classes”), or on the 
explanation of the “operating mechanism” of human societies by analogy to “animal 
societies” (i.e. organic corporatism versus individualism and the “struggle for survival”) 
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and with the human body (i.e. intrinsic and benign values versus different, malignant 
or pathological sets of ideas from elsewhere). 

As to the dimension of observed social phenomena, interpreted in the light of social 
Darwinism, the following were considered: national aspects (i.e. the relative positioning 
of men and women, employers or senior executives and workers, the “educated” 
and “uneducated”, governors and the governed); colonial aspects (i.e. the guardianship 
of “primitive populations” by “civilized nations”) and international aspects (i.e. the 
leadership of “superior races” and the “natural hegemony” of the more powerful states’ 
interests). Even links “with the past” were conditioned by the wish to refer to or to 
highlight the founding moment of each “national race”, to identify and emphasize 
stages of “genetic regeneration”, and hide or deny moments of “contamination” 
by “inferior races and cultures”.

Despite the apparent contradiction between theoretical concepts, the present paper 
aims to prove that positions that are generically defined as Neo-Darwinian were the 
result not only of the application of evolutionist theories, but also of creationist ones. 
In the former case, reasoning in which metaphors of conflict and changes in the balance 
between individuals, “races” or states were preferred, whereas in the latter, rhetoric of 
preservation or of the reconstruction of “natural hierarchies”, resulting from “God’s 
will” was dominant. Both discourses were used (either alternatively or as complements 
to each other) to consolidate modernist, conservative or traditionalist ideologies.

Contrary to what most authors state, one could say that Portugal also experienced 
many of the phenomena that took place in other countries, namely the important presence 
of social Darwinism in Portuguese political and socio-economic thought during the 
first half of the 20th century. That same influence transpired in the manner in which 
the historic evolution of the Portuguese elites and popular classes was viewed, as well 
as in the position taken as to individual features and social inequalities, and finally, in 
the attitude towards the characteristics and operational rules of international relations.

Amongst other factors, such as the “influence of the geographic environment”, 
the history of Portugal was explained by successive degradation and regeneration 
processes of the elites’ “genetic heritage”, associated with a royal family of “superior 
race” (originating from the South Atlantic region in France). It was described 
as a succession of positive circumstances, which were glorified, and negative ones, 
which were forgotten about or hidden. Examples of negative stages included the 
presence of Jews (and later of “Conversos” or “Marranos”), Muslims, Black slaves and 
“malignant sets of ideas” because they were “foreign”, “contrary to tradition” and/or 
“contrary to scientific evidence”.

In the past as in the future, social inequalities were considered part of the core, 
unchangeable matrix of “national reality”, resulting from the different genetic heritage 
of every individual (disciplined or undisciplined, honest or dishonest, intellectually 
able or less able), or of the organic structure of human communities, whose balance 
and harmony depended on the presence of differing socio-economic functions, as well 
as a clear and stable hierarchy. These differences were considered to be the result of 
“God’s will” or to be “naturally unavoidable”. This trend can clearly be illustrated by the 
efforts made in terms of the observation and recording of “anthropomorphic indices” 
of the “lower classes” in general, and more particularly, of the “marginal segments” 
of the Portuguese population, i.e. criminals, prostitutes, alcoholics and beggars.
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Criteria of “racial order” played a decisive role in the international positioning of 
Portugal and in colonial relations. Without a shadow of a doubt, Portugal integrated 
the group of nations responsible for the construction and affirmation of “Western 
Civilization”. However, the “quality of genetic heritage” of the population (or even 
of the elites) was interpreted differently. At best, the Portuguese were considered 
a specific type of “superior race”, resulting from a mixture of several gene pools (i.e. 
from Southern and Central/Northern Europe, from pre and post-Roman times, from 
before and after the “Germanic invasions”) and successive adaptations to a particular 
geographic context. Alternatively, it was considered a community of intermediate 
“racial quality”, inferior to that of the “dominant populations” of Central and Northern 
Europe but equal or superior to that of all other populations, i.e. Southern Europe 
and the rest of the world.

Independently of the adopted perspective, both the role of Portugal as a colonising 
state and the legitimacy of this status were demonstrated by arguments of a historical 
and cultural nature, such as Portugal’s pioneering past and the scale of the country’s 
efforts since the 15th century to “discover new territories and peoples” and introduce 
millions of human beings to “Western Civilisation”. In addition, genetic reasons were 
used, such as the European character of the “Portuguese race” and “undisputable 
leadership” of the “Old Continent”, or that of “individuals of European origin” on 
a global scale. The preference for unilateral government modalities, or alternatively, 
multilateral modalities to govern unipolar, bipolar or multipolar international systems 
was associated to the “irrefutable truth” of the existence of a permanent struggle 
between “races” and states for world domination, or on the contrary, for “normal” 
cooperation between countries aiming to create a binding corps of international 
law. Portugal would have to choose between a preferential bilateral relation with the 
hegemonic power in the Atlantic and the membership in international organisations 
that guaranteed the fundamental rights of small nations.

Most foreign individuals who resided or visited Portugal explicitly interpreted 
the Portuguese situation and/or disseminated these readings, thus reinforcing the self-
-perception that we have tried to describe and interpret concisely. The said diplomats, 
military personnel, entrepreneurs or executives nearly always came from developed 
countries (especially Britain, France, Belgium, Germany, the USA) and saw the 
Portuguese as a “mixed race”, the fruit of a “superior genetic heritage” mixed with 
“Mediterranean European”, “North African” and “Negroid” traits. This resulted 
in the proximity of many Portuguese inhabitants to the populations of the colonial 
territories, protectorates or mandates and to Latin American states; to the unavoidable 
fact that Lisbon would be under the guardianship of a “Great Power”; to the advantages 
of the fact that the Government and state apparatus were led by members of the scarce 
“genetically and intellectually superior” elite – if necessary, by means of dictatorship. 

Typically, mass-scale or high levels of violence were not reached. However, during 
the first half of the 20th century, it is important to note that there were several signs 
of “systemic Neo-Darwinism”. Focusing on the “Metropolis” only, some of the concepts 
disseminated and options that materialised during the first stages of the Estado Novo 
(until the end of World War II) were: the Portuguese were divided into “elites”, 
“intermediate groups” and “popular classes”, all with differing features and roles; 
most individuals were considered to have a genetic heritage (i.e. cognitive, moral and 
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physiological abilities) compatible with their responsibilities; the global architecture 
of the “Government system” and sectoral politics (such as education and culture, 
economics and taxation, “social welfare” and health) should strengthen (and not 
weaken) the “historic proof ” and “scientific evidence” at stake.

Anti-Semitism, which took on several traits, is mentioned as well. In politico-
-ideological terms, Marxism was seen as a “Jewish world view” and/or part of the “Jewish 
conspiracy” for world domination. Liberalism, “plutocratic capitalism” and “Masonic 
agnosticism” were believed to be instruments of “international Judaism”. In socio-
-cultural terms, the Jews were believed to be a non-assimilable race, and Judaism a 
“false religion”. Condemnations of the “excessive presence of Jews” in certain strategic 
professional fields in other countries received Portuguese support. There was also 
hostility towards attempts to track down and rebuild “Crypto-Jewish” traditions 
and “Marrano” communities. On the diplomatic and military levels, the dissemination 
and agreement with “moderate anti-Semite positions and measures” from other states 
took place. There was practically no explicit criticism of radical racist ideas and 
practices, such as the Holocaust. 

The present paper concludes by highlighting the scientific values of a more in-
-depth study of the presence of social Darwinian readings in Portugal, and of their 
influence on a wide range of world views and activities. Issues such as the importance 
of Neo-Darwinism in Portugal during the first half of the 20th century have been 
sufficiently discussed, as well as the central position of this form of scientism (rationalist 
or irrationalist, modernising, conservative or traditionalist) in multiple sectors 
of Portuguese life, and the similarities between Portuguese social Darwinism and its 
evolution both in most European countries and in other states of the world. 
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