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Introduction 
 
Thorstein Veblen (1857-1929) is one of the most famous American economist of the early 
20th century. Veblen is essentially known for his socioeconomic study of the ostensible 
consumption and leisure in the American society of the late 19th century (Veblen, 1899). But 
he is also the founding father of the American institutionalist school, the leading school of 
thought in the United States from 1900 to the beginning of the Second World War. 
Institutionalism underlines the necessity to study the role played by systems of rules, norms 
and beliefs, in one word institutions, in economic interactions. Nevertheless, Veblen stands 
apart of others American institutionalists1 for two reasons : on the one hand, Veblen never 
used the term “institutionalism” but constantly prefered the word “evolutionism”. On the 
other hand, Veblen put a particular emphasis on the question of the institutions’ process of 
evolution and the importance taken by the Darwinian revolution for economics. This point 
must be noticed because Veblen was written at an epoch where Darwinian ideas were poorly 
understood2 and enjoyed very moderate popularity. But this didn’t deter Veblen to argue for 
the need for economics to become an “evolutionary science” in taking advantage of Darwin’s 
insights for understanding the evolutionary processes of economic institutions. 
 
In his ebaloration of the principles of an evolutionary economics, Veblen opened the way for 
new perspectives concerning the relation between economics and evolutionary biology. 
However, soon after Veblen death and following the Institutionalist school demise after the 
Second World War, economics and biology took opposite directions (Hodgson, 1993 ; 2004). 
Though we can find some evolutionary thinking in the work of Joseph Schumpeter, Edith 
Penrose and Friedrich Hayek, economics waits until the beginning of the heighties to see the 
emergence of evolutionary work along true Darwinian lines with the pioneering work of 
Robert Nelson and Sidney Winter (1982)3. It is at the same time that evolutionary thinking in 
the social science experienced a second life with the development of at least two streams of 
thinking : on the one hand, the beginning of the 1980s saw the importation of the use of 
                                                 
∗ ATER, laboratoire OMI, Université de Reims Champagne-Ardenne. 
1 There is at least one exception with John R. Commons (1897 ; 1934). 
2 The so call « Social Darwinism » had at this times prominent figures on its side like Herbert Spencer or 
William Graham Sumner. But Social Darwinism reduced Darwin’s insights to some false concepts (like the 
« survival of the fittest ») and uncritically and ideologically applied them to social and cultural phenomenas. 
Moreover, Social Darwinism is closer to Lamarckism than to true Darwinism (Hodgson, 2004). 
3 Penrose and Schumpeter have always made it clear that for them, biological analogies, especially Darwinian 
ones, were not appropriate for the subject of economics. The relation between Hayek and Darwin is more 
difficult to assess. On the one hand, there is in Hayek’s thinking a theory of cultural evolution which made use of 
some Darwinian ideas. The concept of « spontaneous order » is closer to the « natural selection » one than one 
may thinks. On the other hand, Hayek rarely cites Darwin and explicitly links his ideas to the Scottish 
enlightenment. Moreover, Hayek’s evolutionism is in great part found on the idea of group selection, the 
compatibility of which with Darwin’s natural selection is problematic (see Hodgson, 1993 ; Leathers, 1990).   
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evolutionary biology’s models to study social phenomena. This corresponds with the 
development of evolutionary game theory (Smith, 1982) and its important concept of 
evolutionary stable strategy. On the other hand, starting in the 1970s, several works tried to 
apply the major concepts and mechanisms of Darwin’s theory of evolution to numerous social 
and cultural problems : cultural evolution (Dawkins, 1975), scientific ideas (Hull, 1989 ; 
Popper, 1972), genetic determinants of social behavior of human psychology and economics. 
This last group of works is sometimes referred as “Generalized Darwinism” or “Universal 
Darwinism”.  
 
The purpose of this paper is twofold : first, we try to link Veblen’s use of Darwinian insights 
with the contemporary developments of evolutionary game theory and Generalized 
Darwinism. Second, we propose a critical assessment of Darwinian evolutionary thinking to 
the enhancement of our understanding of economic phenomenas. Therefore, in a first part, we 
describe Veblen’s evolutionism in its several dimensions. In a second part, we present the 
core principles of evolutionary game theory, link it with Veblen’s ideas and evaluate it in 
terms of relevance for the study of social objects. In a third part, we characterize the 
Generalized Darwinism and shows that despite its proximity with Veblen’s insights, it sufers 
of several difficulties relating to the specificity of social evolution. We conclude in a fourth 
part. 
 
1. Thorstein Veblen’s evolutionism : economics as an evolutionary science 
 
A critique of preconceptions of normality 
 
Veblen developed the core of his evolutionary thinking in one of his major article, “Why is 
Economics Not an Evolutionary Science ?” (Veblen, 1898). This writing is often describes as 
the historically first contribution of the Institutionalist school. Veblen argued that economics 
was not an evolutionary science yet, despite the facts that the Darwinian revolution has 
already been taken into account by several social and natural sciences. The main difference 
between evolutionary and non-evolutionary sciences is not a difference of method but a 
difference regarding the point of view of the scientist : “The difference is a difference of 
spiritual attitude or point of view in the two contrasted generations of scientists. (...) it is a 
difference in the basis of valuation of the facts for the scientific purpose or in the interest from 
which the fact are appreciated” (Veblen, 1898, 60). 
 
Veblen argued that economics was at his times a pre-Darwinian science. The major flaw of 
such science is its taxonomic character and the fact that it relies on “preconceptions of 
normality”4 : “the utimate term in their systematisation of knowledge is a “natural law”” 
(Veblen, 1898, 61). In other words, non evolutionary sciences relie on the idea that there is 
something as a natural trend or finality in the system puts under scrutiny. Any deviation 
observed from this trend is therefore interpeted as an accident or, in Veblen’s words, a 
“disturbing cause”. Veblen (1898 ; 1899b ; 1899c ; 1900) showed than classical as well as 
marginal economics fall in this category. Though he emphasized a progressive decline of 
animistic preconceptions in the history of economic ideas, from the Physiocrats and Adam 
Smith to the Marginalist economists (Veblen, 1899b ; 1899c ; 1900), Veblen kept considering 
that economics continued to relies on what he dubbed “ceremonial adequacy” : “The ultimate 
laws and principles which [the Classical economists] formulated were laws of the normal or 
the natural, according to preconception regarding the ends to which, in the nature of things, 

                                                 
4 Veblen also spoke of « animistic preconceptions ». 
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all thing tend” (Veblen, 1898, 65). The problem of non evolutionary economics is not that it 
doesn’t study the causal relationships between phenomenas but that it postulates the existence 
of some normal patterns along which all economic phenomenas have to corresponds. 
Therefore, there is not strictly speaking an evolutionary dimension : the direction and the pace 
of change is already known ; history is already written.  
 
A misconception of human behavior 
 
Veblen explicitly linked the misguided preconceptions of normality of economics5 with its 
erroneous representation of the individual and his behavior. Veblen attacked the marginalist’s 
conception of individual in several articles (see particularly Veblen, 1898 and 1909). The 
main target of Veblen attack is what he called the “hedonistic conception of man”. In a vivid 
fashion, Veblen said :  

« The hedonistic conception of man is that of a lightning calculator of pleasures and 
pains, who oscillates like a homogeneous globule of desire of happiness under the 
impulse of stimuli that shift him about the area, but leave him intact. He has neither 
antecedent nor consequent. He is an isolated, definitive human datum, in stable 
equilibrium except for the buffets of the impinging forces that displace him in one 
direction or another. Self-imposed in elemental space, he spins symmetrically about his 
own spiritual axis until the parallelogram of forces bears down upon him, whereupon 
he follows the line of the resultant. When the force of the impact is spent, he comes to 
rest, a self-contained globule of desire as before » (Veblen, 1898, 73-74). 

 
Marginalism conceives individuals as some sort of automata deprived of any consiousness 
and characterised by a natural tendency to respond to the stimulus of pleasure and pain : 
“human conduct is conceived of and interpreted as a rational and unprejudiced response to 
the stimulus of anticipated pleasure and pain” (Veblen, 1909, 234). The major drawback of 
this conception is that human nature is considered as given and immutable, principally put 
into motion by pecuniary motives. Though he doesn’t explicitly present things in this way, 
Veblen highlights a paradox : marginalism’s pseudo conception of evolution is of a 
teleological nature because it presuposes a natural trend in the way economic phenomena goes 
(for example, markets always clear at the equilibrium), interpreting any deviation as irrelevant 
or accidental. But, at the individual level, individual behavior is conceived in a passive way, 
as if the individual was like a leaf carried by the wind.  
 
Veblen argued that this conception of the individual is incorrect regarding the at the time new 
findings of anthropology and psychology. On the contrary, anthropology and psychology 
depict individual behavior as an active process through which individual constantly try to find 
new solutions to the problems he confronts6. But individual behavior doesn’t emerge from a 
vacuum : it is a joint product of the environment, through the influence of norms and habits 
(institutions), and of hereditary traits genetically transmitted (instincts). In return, individual 
behavior produces a feedback on this very environment : “The economic life history of the 

                                                 
5 We have to emphasize a point that cannot be more developed because of space considerations : the critic by 
Veblen of economists’ preconceptions normality is part of a more global theory of preconceptions which 
presents some difficulties of interpretation. Most commentators agreed that Veblen’s preconceptions theory 
should not be read on a normative stance. Rather, it seems that veblen was purely describing the evolution of 
economics’ preconceptions and applied his theory on his own evolutionary preconceptions. On this point, see 
Hodgson (2004, chap. X), Hédoin (2009), Lawson (2002) and Samuels (1990).     
6 Veblen’s conception of human nature and behavior is largely indebted to the findings of the American 
Pragmatist philosophy of Charles S. Peirce, William James and John Dewey. More particularly, the idea of 
behavior as solutions searching process is reminiscent of Dewey’s works (see Dewey, 1896 and 1922). 
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individual is a cumulative process of adaptation of means to ends that cumulatively change as 
the process goes on, both the agent and his environment being at any point the outcome of the 
last process” (Veblen, 1898, 74-75).  
 
Towards an evolutionary theory of economic  institutions 
 
What is therefore a truly evolutionary science ? What forms an evolutionary economics has to 
take ? Veblen defined a post-Darwinian science by the fact that it puts exclusive emphasis on 
the relations of cause and effect between different phenomenas, without constraining the 
result to adequation of some sort of natural law or tendency. The main focus of the 
evolutionary scientist is the cumulative causation (Veblen, 1898, 61) : the unfolding 
succession of causes and effects without starting point nor specific end. The evolutionary 
point of view give up any reference to some “natural” or “normal” tendencies : « The 
evolutionary point of view, therefore, leaves no place for a formulation of natural laws in 
terms of definitive normality, whether in economics or in any other branch of inquiry. Neither 
does it leave toom for that other question of normality, What should be the end of the 
development process under discussion ? » (Veblen, 1898, 76). Therefore, for economics to be 
a post-Darwinian science, it has to depart itself from any reference to the idea of equilibrium 
and of the natural tendency of demand and supply to equate through the determination of 
prices. 
 
Veblen considered the subject matter of economics to be the institutions’  process of evolution 
and more specifically the evolution of ways and means by which individuals satisfy their 
needs :  

“For the purpose of economic science the process of cumulative change that is to be 
accounted for is the sequence of change in the methods of doing things, - the methods of 
dealing with the material means of life”(Veblen, 1898, 71).    
 
“ it appears that an evolutionary economics must be the theory of a process of cultural 
growth as determined of cultural growth as determined by the economic interest, a 
theory of a cumulative sequence of economic institutions stated in terms of the process 
itself”. (Veblen, 1898, 77).  

 
Veblen’s evolutionist project is stated more fully in the heighth chapter of his famous work 
The Theory of the Leisure Class (Veblen, 1899a). Veblen spoke of a process of “natural 
selction” of institutions :  

“The life of man in society, just like the life of other species, is a struggle for existence, 
and therefore it is a process of selective adaptation. The evolution of social structure 
has been a process of natural selection of institutions. The progress which has been and 
is being made in human institutions and in human character may be set down, broadly, 
to a natural selection of the fittest habits of thought and to a process of enforced 
adaptation of individuals to an environment which has progressively changed with the 
growth of the community and with the changing institutions under which men have lived. 
Institutions are not only themselves the result of a selective and adaptive process which 
shapes the prevailing or dominant types of spiritual attitude and aptitudes; they are at 
the same time special methods of life and of human relations, and are therefore in their 
turn efficient factors of selection. So that the changing institutions in their turn make for 
a further selection of individuals endowed with the fittest temperament, and a further 
adaptation of individual temperament and habits to the changing environment through 
the  formation of new institutions” (Veblen, 1899a, 188). 
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This passage make some key statements. Human life, as well as animal one, is a process of 
selective adaptation through which it is organisms with the better propensities to adapt to a 
change in environment that proliferate. But, in the social world the unit of selection is not the 
individual or his genes, but institutions which Veblen defined as “prevalent habits of thought 
with respect to particular relations and particular functions of the individual and of the 
community” (Veblen, 1899a, ). Institutions have the peculiaritie of being at the same time the 
result of the process of selective adaptation and natural selection but also a factor of selection. 
Therefore, Veblen depicts a social world going through a twofold process of selection : on the 
one hand, institutions are selectioned by the social, technological and natural environment. 
Only those institutions that promote the most adaptative habits of thought survived. On the 
other hand, institutions themselves exerce a selective pressure on individual behaviors and 
habits of thought. In fact, the property of institutions is to generate self-enforcing habits and 
behavior. Those habits which does not correspond with dominant institutions progressively 
disappeared because there are not optimal given the prevalent norms and the behavior of other 
individuals. 
 
This evolutionary “model” is used by Veblen to interprete what he dubbed “ostensible 
consumption and leisure”, that is the prevalent habit in American society to use consumption 
as a signal of social prestige, at the cost of economic and social wastes for the community. In 
a nutshell, Veblen argued that the institution of private property induced the proliferation of 
predatory behaviors oriented towards acquisitive activities of the economic surplus generated 
by serviceable and productive activities (slavery, servage, financial predation). Ostensible 
consumption and leisure are secondary institutions emerging from private property because 
they result from similar “predatory” behaviors. Private property and its several manifestations, 
together with ostensible consumption, then favoured the development of other forms of 
behaviors and habits (sport, fashion) that, in turn, reinforced these institutions. Veblen (1899a) 
so presented us some sort of social phylogeny of American capitalism (see figure 1) :  
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Figure 1 : The phylogeny of American capitalism (inspired from Gislain, 1999 and 

2000) : 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
Veblen generalized this model in subsequent works, more particularly in The Theory of 
Business Enterprise (Veblen, 1904) and in The Instinct of Workmanship and the State of the 
Industrial Arts (Veblen, 1914). Veblen elaborates more particularly in the latter a theory of 
cultural evolution based on a multi-layered conception of human behavior. The starting point 
of his theory of human behavior is the notion of instinct : « A genetic inquiry into institutions 
will adress itself to the growth of habits and conventions, as conditioned by the material 
environment and by the innate and persistent propensities of human nature ; and for these 
innate propensities, as they take effect in the give and take of cultural growth, no better 
designation than the time-worn « instinct » is available » (Veblen, 1914, 2-3). Instincts are 
teleological in character (Veblen, 1914, 4) because they are oriented towards definite but also 
conscious ends. However, the more an organism is developed, lesser is the importance of 
instincts. Human beings are therefore are therefore essentially creatures of habits :  

« The higher the degree of intelligence and the larger the available body of knowledge 
current in any given community, the more extensive and elaborate will be the logic of 
ways and means interposed between these impulses and their realisation, and the more 
multifarious and complicated will be the apparatus of expedients and ressources 
employed to compass those ends that are instinctively worth while. This apparatus of 
ways and means available for the  pursuit of whatever may be worth seeking is, 
substantially all, a matter of tradition out of the past, a legacy of habits of though 
accumulated through the experience of past generations » (Veblen, 1914, 6-7). 
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Instinctive endowments of individuals induce human to adopt some basic behaviors but it is 
largely habits of thought that specify the way instincts will be satisfied7 . Institutions 
themselves emerged as the agregation of the more accepted habits of thought : « Under the 
discipline of habituation this logic and apparatus of ways and means falls into conventional 
lines, acquires the consistency of custom and prescription, and so takes on an institutional 
character and force » (Veblen, 1914, 7). Through a process of habituation, some ends and 
rules become so embedded in people’s conduct that they become largely unconscious and 
“natural”. Finally, institutionalized habits and behavior affect the natural and social 
environment, essentially through technological progress.  
 
The selective pressure of the environment and institutions materialized itself through a 
reconstitutive downward causation (Hodgson, 2004), though Veblen didn’t coined the term. 
Veblen illustrates more particularly this phenomena when he discusses of the impact of 
technology on individuals’ habits of thought (Veblen, 1914, Chap. VII).  Veblen argued that 
the development of technology (Veblen spoke of the “machine era”) induced a propagation of 
“matter-of-fact preconceptions”, that is habits of thought oriented toward impersonal, 
quantitative and causal reasoning :  
 

« The norm of systematisation is that given by the logic of the machine process, and the 
scope of it is that inculcated by statistical computation and the principle of material 
cause and effect » (Veblen, 1914, 311). 
 
« Both in its incidence on the workman and on the members of the community at large, 
therefore, the training given by this current state of the industrial arts is a training in 
the impersonal, quantitative apprehension and appreciation of things, and it tends 
strongly to inhibit and discredit all imputation of spiritual traits to the facts of 
observation. It is a training in matter-of-fact ; more specifically it is a training in the 
logic of the machine process » (Veblen, 1914, 318). 

 
This environmental and technological pressure brings a process of selection of habits of 
though which, by a feedback mechanism, generates a transformation of dominant institutions8. 
Veblen (1904) speculated that the machine process along with the development of science 
will put to an end the existence of the business enterprise and other pecuniary institutions, 
ground on animistic preconceptions and predatory habits of though. However, he put into 
perspective this prediction and gave two reasons to be not too confident in it : first, by 
definition, the path of the social evolutionary process is unknown. In accordance with his 
Darwinian preconceptions, Veblen saw the socioeconomic evolution as contingent and 
indeterminates. Second, he noted several times (Veblen, 1899a ; 1914) that institutions are 
factors of inertia and conservatism. Because institutions, by definition, favoured behaviors 
that reproduced them, they initiate what is known by contemporary economists as path 
dependency and lock-in effects. Institutional transformation is a slow process, except in the 
case where some exogenous factors change the path of evolution abruptly. 
                                                 
7 Veblen goes farther : habits of thought can make some instincts inactive or turn « good » instincts into harmful 
ones. This is especially the case with what he called the « instinct of workmanship » : initially, this propensity 
induces people to work hard for the benefit of the entire community. But surrounded by specific habits of 
thought and institutions, it can degenerates into predatory propensities like the pursuit of one wealth at the 
expense of others. 
8 Though this point is controversial, it seems that Veblen never pretended that the environment directly selects 
institutions. Rather, the environment selects what is the social equivalent of genes, that is habits of thought, 
which in turn determines the rate of reproduction of social organisms and species, i.e. institutions. 
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2. Evolutionary game theory in a Veblenian perspective : is evolutionary stable strategy 
a Veblen-like concept ? 
 
The next two sections discuss two important applications of evolutionary ideas and concepts 
to social phenomenas and relate them with the Veblenian approach. This section evaluates the 
relevance of evolutionary game theory in a Veblenian perspective. The next section treats of 
Generalized Darwinism. 
 
Evolutionary game theory (now EGT) is a fairly recent attempt to import ideas from 
evolutionary biology to the study of social phenomenas, especially economic ones. John 
Maynard Smith’s Evolution and the Theory of Games (Smith, 1982) is the first major effort in 
this direction9 and opened up the way for a impressive mass of literature trying to use 
evolutionary and game theoretic concepts to understand the evolution of behavior, norms and 
institutions10. We do not try here to go into the many details and complexities of EGT applied 
to economic phenomenas. We first present in a synthetic and largely discursive form the main 
ideas and principles underlying EGT, illustrate them with a simple example, and then put 
them in perspective with Veblen’s evolutionnist project to assess 1) if EGT is compatible with 
Veblenian ideas and 2) the relevance of EGT and its limits when it is applied to economic 
problems. 
 
What is EGT ? 
 
Despite its name, EGT has only superficial links with classical game theory. There are several 
points of departure (see for example Hargreaves Heap and Varoufakis, 2004) : first and 
foremost, EGT abandons the idea of perfect rationality and the common knowledge 
hypothesis which are at the core of classical game theory. Here, individuals are seen as 
“myopic” in the sense that they didn’t have the foresight to anticipate the behavior of others. 
Their rationality is at best adaptative : each individual proceeds by a process of trials/errors 
and sticks to the strategy that work the best in the past for him. Second, individuals are not 
the unit of the game. In absolute terms, EGT is not concern about human rationality and 
reasoning. It focuses on the evolution of phenotypes (Hargreaves Heap and Varoufakis, 2004), 
that is organism’s (individual, animal or bacteria) behaviors or traits. It is assumed either that 
“parents” transmit their strategy/trait to their offsprings (an organism which adopt a 
successful strategy/trait is more prone to reproduction that one with a bad strategy/trait) or 
that individuals have some mimetic capacities and progressively learned the fittest strategy. 
Finally, though EGT also relies on an equilibrium concept (see below), it is principally 
concerned with the question of the emergence of one or some dominant strategies/traits inside 
a given population of several individuals. In a simplified form, EGT uses 2x2 matrix (like 
conventional game theory) but it is only a convenient way to illustrate the propensity of a 
behavior or a trait to figure well in a large population, not in a one-on-one interaction. 
 

                                                 
9 In many ways, Smith’s book can be said to be the equivalent for EGT of Von Neumann and Morgenstern’s 
Theory of Games and Economic Behavior (1944) for classical game theory, though it should be note that Smith 
doesn’t apply EGT to economic or social problems, but to biological ones. However, Smith’s book is starting 
point of a growing literature which made use of EGT to study a wide range of problems, natural as well as social.  
10 There is numerous intesresting works that apply EGT to the study of institutions and social norms. A (non 
exhaustive) list should include : Aoki (2006), Bowles (1998 ; 2006), Gintis (2000), Sugden (1986 ; 1989), and 
Young (1996 ; 1998). 
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With these assumptions in mind, EGT seeks to offer us a better understanding of evolutionary 
processes which permeate the animal as well as the human worlds. It does so by formalizing 
the mechanisms by which some strategies or traits replicate themselves in a population until 
they reach in proportion inside the population some threshold value. EGT relies on replication 
dynamic (Jonker and Taylor, 1978), which states that the increasing/decreasing rate of a 
fraction p of a population adopting a strategy i is a function of the difference between the 
payoff yields by strategy i and the mean payoff ot the entire population (Larquier, Abecassis, 
Batifoulier, 2001). Formally, it gives : 

dpit/dt = pit.[r(i, pit) – r(pit)] 
with r(i, pit) the payoff yieds by strategy i when the proportion of i players in the system at 
moment t is pit and r(pit) the mean payoff in the population in the same state (i.e. when the 
proportion of i players in the system at moment t is pit). When dpit/dt > 0 (that is, strategy i 
yields better results that the mean of all other strategies), then i players proliferate and 
therefore the strategy i expands in the population. The proportion of i players in the 
population stabilizes when dpit/dt = 0.  
 
EGT relies on a key criteria of evolutionary stability. The evolutionary stability criteria 
enonces two conditions for a strategy to be evolutionary stable in a given population (Smith, 
1982 ; Villena and Villena, 2004). In a given population N, if individuals are randomly 
matched in a 2x2 symetric game and that a strategy s’ from a set of S strategy is played by the 
entire population, a mutant strategy s adopted by a small fraction of players cannot invade the 
population if the payoff yields by s is lower than the payoff yields by s’. Then, strategy s’ is 
said to be evolutionary stable because a small number of individuals are not able to induce the 
propagation of another strategy in the population (Villena and Villena, 2004) ; therefore, the 
population sticks to the evolutionary stable equilibrium represented by strategy s’. 
 
Formally, we can state this in distinguishing the two conditions of the criteria of evolutionary 
stability. If r(s’,s) is the payoff (number of offspring) received by an individual adopting 
strategy s’ against an individual adopting strategy s, strategy s’ is an evolutionary stable 
strategy (ESS) if one of these two conditions is meet (Smith, 1982 ; Hargreaves Heap and 
Varoufakis, 2004 ; Villena and Villena, 2004) :  

Condition 1 : s’ is strictly a best reply to s’, that is r(s’,s’) > r(s,s’), with s being all 
potential mutant strategies ; 
Condition 2 : if r(s’,s’) = r(s,s’) (i.e. it exists at least one strategy other than s’ that is the 
best reply to s’), then s’ should be a better reply to a mutant strategy s than this mutant 
strategy, that is r(s’,s) > r(s,s).  

 
If one of these conditions hold, then the strategy s’ is said to be evolutionary stable : the 
proportion of the population N adopting it cannot durably differs from the evolutionary stable 
equilibrium.  
 
A simple illustration : the case of social discrimination 
 
We illustrate what has been said above by applying a simple evolutionary model to the case of 
social discrimination. Our example draw on Varoufakis (2008) and Hargreaves Heap and 
Varoufakis (2004). 
 
The matrix below describes a game called “hawk-dove” (see figure 2) :  
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   Player 2  
  Hawk  Dove 
 Hawk -1 ; -1  5 ; 1 
Player 1     
 Dove 1 ; 5  3 ; 3 
 
Each players has two strategies : play “hawk” or play “dove”. In the generic game, the former 
means playing aggressively while the latter means playing safely. When the two players play 
aggressively against each other, they hurt each other and so get a negative payoff. When they 
both play safely, they stay healthy and so get a good payoff. Finally, when an agressive player 
meet a safe player, the former gets advantage of it and achieve a better payoff at the expense 
of the latter. In the simple one-shot game, this generic game admits two pure Nash 
equilibriums : (Dove, Hawk) and (Hawk, Dove). It means that, given the strategy adopted by 
the other player, one is always better by adopting the opposite strategy. This game also admits 
a mixed-strategy Nash equilibrium as we will discover below when we will study this game in 
its evolutionary form. Before getting farther, we have to note that this generic game find 
multiple applications in the socioeconomic world. For instance, Sugden (1986) used it to 
explain the emergence of property rights. More anecdotical, hawk-dove game also provides a 
good description of what could be car trafic interactions without explicitly stated trafic rules. 
Here we use this game in its evolutionary form to show how a social discrimination can 
emerge spontaneously in a given population. 
 
Say that a given population has N members. We can easily determinates what proportion of 
this population will play “hawk”. In fact, a given player should play “hawk” if he expects a 
payoff superior to the one yields by playing “dove”, that is if p.r(hawk, hawk) + 1-p.r(hawk, 
dove) > p.r(dove,hawk) + 1-p.r(dove, dove), with r(i,j) the payoff yields by playing strategy i 
against strategy j and p the probability to meet a player playing strategy “hawk”. Therefore, 
we have :  

-p + 5(1-p) > p + 3(1-p) 
-4p > -2 
p < ½ 

 
One should play agressively if the probability to meet a player playing also aggressively is 
inferior to ½. This means that when less than half of the population plays aggressively, one 
has to play aggressively ; on the contrary, when more than half of the population plays 
aggressively, one has to play safely. This means that the proportion p* of the population N 
playing aggressively will evolve around ½ ; p* = ½ is therefore the ESS in the population N11. 
Now, we make the assumption that the population N is divided between two sub populations, 
the red and the blue, and that interactions always involved one red player and one blue player. 
The players of these sub populations are perfectly identical except that their color allows their 
identification as a member of one or the other group. Because these two populations are 
identical, the proportion of aggressive players in each is the same, that is a = b = ½, with a the 
proportion of hawk players in the red population and b the proportion of hawk in the blue one. 
Despite being identical, a contingency can make temporarily a population more aggressive 
than the other. For example, it could be that a random shock made a > ½ > b.  
 
It is interesting to see what happen next in this case. A red player facing a blue one will gain a 
better payoff by playing “hawk” than if he played “dove”. In other words, because there is 
(temporarily) more safe blue players than agressive ones, red players which played 

                                                 
11 The ESS corresponds to the Nash equilibrium in mix strategy of the game above in its one shot version.  
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agressively will enjoyed better success than red players playing safely. Therefore, the 
proportion of agressive red players will be slowly increasing. On the other hand, because red 
players will tend to play more agressively against them, blue players playing safe will enjoyed 
better payoff than agressive one. After some time, the population N will exhibate an 
interesting pattern : the red population will tend to play agressively in its totality, while the 
blue population will be largely dominated by safe behavior. As a result, red players will 
benefits from better payoffs than blue players, and so it can be said that the red population 
will “dominate” the blue one. Despite being identical, blue and red players will not be treat in 
the same way, simply because of an initial random shock that makes blue population a little 
more prone to play dove than the red one12. 
This simple example illustrates the basic mechanisms behind every evolutionary process13 : a 
mutation mechanism and a selection mechanism (Heargraves Heap and Varoufakis, 2004). 
The mutation mechanism is described by the concept of evolutionary stable strategy : it 
indicates that, providing that specific assumptions are assumed, a specific behavorial trait will 
be able to resist the invasion of mutant strategies. The selection mechanism relates to the 
replicator dynamic presented above. It determines which traits will gain the upper hand at 
every point of time in the evolutionary process, and so will expands in the population. 
 
 
Relevance of EGT in a Veblenian perspective 
 
We should confront two questions : is EGT compatible with Veblen’s evolutionism ? is EGT 
relevant to study social and economic phenomenas ? The first question may appear curious 
because Old Institutionalism is traditionally skeptical towards mathematical formalism. 
However, what is at stakes here is a question of substance, not a form one : is EGT useful to 
describe mechanisms Veblen emphasized when studying the evolutionary process behind 
institutional evolution ? Villena and Villena (2004) provide a positive answer : « As a result 
of reviewing EGT with each of the key features of Veblen’s evolutionary framework, we 
conclude that EGT is indeed consistent with Veblen’s proposals and thus may be considered 
to be a Veblenian evolutionary approach » (Villena and Villena, 2004, 606). 
 

                                                 
12 This result is easily demonstrated using the replicator dynamic equation specified above. If proportion of blue 
hawk player pbt is between 0 and ½ (0 < pbt < ½), then a red hawk player obtain a payoff  rr(h, pbt) as 2 < rr(h, pbt) 
< 5. At the same time, mean payoff in the population r(pbt) is necessarily equal to 2. Therefore, rr(h, pbt) – r(pbt) 
is strictly positive, as well as pbt.[ rr(h, pbt) – r(pbt)] for pbt > 0. As a result, proportion of hawk players in the red 
population increases until all blue players became dove (i.e. pbt = 0).  
13 By the way, the theoretical result presented above has been corrobored in several controlled experiments. See 
Hargreaves Heap and Varoufakis (2004). See also Harford (2008), who relates an experiment made by 
University of Virginia’s economists Roland Fryer, Jacob Goeree and Charles Holt. They divided the participants 
of the experiment into two groups – “employers” and “workers”, and the group of workers into two sub groups – 
the green and the purple. Workers were given the choice to spend or not a specified sum to get an “education” 
which would improve their chance to succeed on a “test”. Then came the test, a random throw of dice with the 
odds loaded in favor of those who has taken an education. Finally, employers had to choose to hire or not a 
worker given two informations : whether or not the worker has successfully passed the “test”, and the color of 
the worker. As the experiment was repeated several times, a computer interface was revealing the average test 
scores and hiring rates for green and purple workers for all of the previous rounds. It turned out that during the 
first rounds of the game, more green than purple workers have paid to get an educattion, which make their test’s 
results slightly better. Employers so became more proned to hire green workers despite the fact differences 
between test’s scores was purely random. This gave an incentive to green workers to continue to invest in 
education but also deterated purple ones to do so. Therefore, a “discriminatory equilibrium” quickly appeared : 
green workers were getting an education and then were hired ; purple workers didn’t get an education and stayed 
“jobless”. 



 12 

These authors argued that EGT satisfies Veblenian requirements on two grounds : EGT 
satisfies the criteria of an evolutionary science and allows a similar institutional analysis. This 
two points are not uncontroversial. It’s true that EGT has an undisputable Darwinian nature. 
The concept of ESS highlights the mutation mechanism which characterizes all evolutionary 
process. It describes how a specific traits or behavior is able to resist the invasion of dissident 
behaviors and keep the system in a specific state. In this way, it seems that EGT rediscovers 
the conformist effect brings by dominant institutions and which Veblen describes lenghtly in 
the Theory of the Leisure Class (Veblen, 1899a). Replicator dynamic depicts the selection 
mechanism and seems to describe the process by which a given trait progressively develop 
and expand in a given population. Because it makes the success of a strategy depends of the 
state of the population (i.e. whether pit.[r(i, pit) – r(pit)] is > 0, < 0, or = 0), EGT seems to 
focus on what Veblen called the process of cumulative causation, that is the evolution of the 
system at the present moment of time depends of the state of this system, which itself is the 
result of passed evolution. Here, it is the idea of path dependency that spring to mind, despite 
Veblen never used the term. Therefore, a first look suggests that EGT satisfies the post-
Darwinian requisites which Veblen emphasized : don’t assume that evolution has some 
specific ends or natural equilibrium, concentrates only on causal relations and cumulative 
causation which make evolution a blind and contingent process. 
 
It also seems that EGT could be of helpful to develop an institutional analysis along 
Veblenian lines. On the one hand, replicator dynamic mimic natural selection process which 
favoured the relative fitness of traits and behaviors through an identification of payoff with 
fitness. Therefore, replicator dynamic measure the “reproductive success” (Vega-Redondo, 
1996) of behaviors or traits, as well as natural selection. EGT could be useful to describe 
Veblen’s great intuition that institutions both induce a natural selection of habits of thought 
and are themselves objects of natural selection by the environment. For example, following 
Bowles (1996 ; 1998), we can show that the more a population is segmented, the more 
cooperative behaviors are able to develop. If we admit that market institutions favored 
impersonal relations and so tend to diminish population’s segmentation, then we expect they 
will select fittest, that is less-cooperative, traits (see Appendix 1 for a formal exposition). On 
the other hand, the concept of ESS could be interpreted as an equivalent of concepts of 
institution, norms and conventions (Villena and Villena, 2004)14. Because institutions can be 
defined by the fact that they generates self-enforcing behaviors (Greif, 2006), ESS has the 
properties explaining the persistence of some behaviors through time, and so the stability of 
institutions.  
 
Nevertheless, it should be clear that EGT has some non-Veblenian character and also has 
some drawbacks when used to study social phenomenas. The most obvious critique, namely 
that social evolution can’t be explained by reference to the Darwinian natural selection, will 
be examined in the next section because it equally applies to Generalized Darwinism. Two 
other objections can be formulated. First, following Krugman (1999), we can make the 
(seemingly) paradoxical statement that what evolutionnists do with EGT is pretty similar with 
what microeconomists do. Given the Veblen’s attitude towards marginalism and neoclassical 
economics, this makes the claim that EGT is Veblenian difficult to sustain. In fact, questions 
of process appear to be secondary in EGT : as microeconomists are interested in equilibrium 
and its properties and not by the process by which it is reached, evolutionary biologists (and 
EGT for that matter) are primarily concerned with the equilibrium state the system studied 
will reach. EGT does not allow us to study the specific process by which a system converged 

                                                 
14 See for example the writings of Peyton Young (1996 ; 1999) or Robert Sugden (1986 ; 1989).  
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towards some evolutionary equilibrium. It only specifies the state of the population at this 
equilibrium15. Krugman (1999) goes farther : evolutionists proceed as if the equilibrium 
empirically observed is optimal in some sense, like microeconomists are used to do16. 
 
The second point is more general and cast some doubts on the relevance of EGT to study 
social phenomena : its a-historical character (Varoufakis, 2008). The biggest limit of EGT is 
that it describes evolutionary processes devoid of any historical substance. This problem is 
particularly relevant at the social level because beliefs, expectations and power are major 
factors17. More particularly, one of the major drawbacks of EGT is that it doesn’t explain the 
origin of mutations and variations (for instance, the fact that at some time red players were 
more agressive than blue ones in our “hawk-dove” example). EGT, as well as classical game 
theory, have to consideder as given some antecedent norms or values to explain the 
emergence of a new institution18. In other words, to avoid the problem of infinite regression 
(Hodgson, 2004), classical and evolutionary game theory have to used a storytelling (Grune-
Yanoff and Schweinzer, 2008). This means that EGT is not self-sufficient when used to 
explain social phenomenas19 : a historical story, lying on some other types of theories, 
concepts and data, has to be told. From an institutional point of view, reminiscent of 
Veblenian evolutionism, then EGT can be a useful tool to illustrate the generic mechanisms of 
social evolution. But it’s value is heuristical ; we need a more global approach to confront 
phenomenas Veblen and institutionalism confront. Generalized Darwinism might be this 
approach. 
 
 
3. Veblen’s Evolutionism and Generalized Darwinism 
 
Generalized Darwinism (now GD, the expression “Universal Darwinism” is also sometimes 
used) is a large, not well defined yet, approach which argue that the core principles of 
Darwin’s theory of evolution can be applied to all evolutionary processes, natural as well as 
social and cultural. First, we characterize more precisely GD. Then, we mention the main 
discussions and critics around it and link them with Veblen’s evolutionism and EGT. 
 
GD and the ontological universality of replication, variation and selection 
 

                                                 
15 For example, in the social discrimination example above, EGT help us to define which proportion of the 
population will play agressively in a « hawk-dove » game. When we divide the population into two sub groups, 
EGT determinates the equilibrium towards which the system will necessarily tend given initial conditions. We 
have no specific informations on the process other than these gave by replicator dynamic. For sake of 
exhaustivity, we have to note that it is possible to submit the system to some exogenous random shocks and to 
evaluate which equilibrium (called “stochastic stable equilibrium”) is the more susceptible to emerge. However, 
the focus rests on the state of equilibrium. 
16 Krugman (1999) cites more particularly the writings of William Hamilton. Note that is point is disputable : it 
is pretty easy with EGT to show how a system might converged towards a sub optimal equilibrium. For an 
example, see Larquier, Abecassis and Batifoulier (2001). Also, it should be note that some games don’t have any 
evolutionary equilibrium. 
17 This point overlaps with some critiques against Generalized Darwinism. See below.  
18 One way to avoid this difficulty is to start more or less explicitly from some state of nature. See for example 
Sugden (1986) who explains the emergence of informal property rights using a hawk-dove game in its 
evolutionary form. However, this option lays on a fable (the state of nature) and therefore can’t explain real 
historical processes and events. It has some heuristical value but has to be implemented in a more global 
historical analysis. 
19 It can be argued that it is also true regarding natural phenomenas. 
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GD has proponents coming from various scientific domains : biology and ethology (Richard 
Dawkins), philosophy (Daniel Dennett, David Hull), sociology (Howard Aldrich) and 
economics (Geoffrey Hodgson, Thorbjorn Knudsen, Joel Mokyr, Viktor Vanberg)20. As a first 
approximation, GD can de defined like this : natural and social worlds are made of complex 
population systems. These systems are made of numerous non-identical entities which interact 
with each others. Despite the fact that it exists several differences between each complex 
systems and that social systems and natural ones differ on many aspects, their dynamic 
invariably responds to three mechanisms at the core of Darwin’s theory of evolution : 
inheritance (or replication), variety and selection. 
 
A first point should be emphasized : GD is not akin to any form of biological reductionism. 
It’s true that proponents of GD like Richard Dawkins has defended the idea that genes are a 
shaping factor well beyond the biological world (Dawkins, 1982). Nevertheless, at least as it 
is used by economists and sociologists, GD pretends that socioeconomic behaviors and 
phenomenas can’t be reduced to biological determinants and don’t advocate any gene-
centered view (Hodgson, 2007b). Therefore, GD has to be distinguished from sociobiology 
and even from evolutionary psychology. Sociobiology and evolutionary psychology both try 
to explain social behavior by genetic human endowment which is the result of several 
thousands years of evolution. On the contrary, one of the key assumption of GD is that 
evolution occurs at multiple interdependent ontological levels (Hodgson, 2002b ; 2007b). In 
other words, three ideas are developed :  

i) There are several ontological level : the physical, the biological, the psychological, the 
cultural, etc. ; 
ii ) The state of a given ontological level is partly dependent of the evolutionary process 
which occurs at lower ontological levels. For instance, human behavior in business can’t 
be explained without any reference to specific human’s capacities. The most obvious one is 
the intentionality of human behavior, which is the product of the process of evolution at the 
biological and psychological levels ;  
iii ) We can’t explain the state of a given ontological level only by referring it to the process 
of evolution of lower ontological level. The scientific explanation has to produce specific 
analysis for each ontological level. 

 
The second point emphasized by our definition is that, despite the need to develop specific 
theories for each ontological level, Darwinian’s tryptic of replication, variation and selection 
can be generalized to all ontological levels when there is a complex population system. 
Complex population system “involves populations of entities. Populations are defined by 
members of a type that are similar in key respects, but within each type, there is some degree 
of variation, due to genesis or circumstances” (Hodgson, 2007b, 264-265)21. Therefore, all 
such complex systems are assumed to develop along Darwinian lines. GD identifies three core 
principles which, it is argued, apply universally : replication, variation and selection. 
Replication (or inheritance) “refers to a broad class of mechanisms, including those of 
“replication” and “descent”, by which information concerning adaptations is retained, 
preserved, passed on or copied through time” (Hodgson, 2007b, 266). It describes the 

                                                 
20 See Aldrich and al. (2008) for a plea made by several authors in favor of GD. In economics, Geoffrey 
Hodgson and Throbjorn Knudsen are clearly the most prolific advocates of GD. See Hodgson (2002a ; 2002b ; 
2003 ; 2006 ; 2007a ; 2007b) and Hodgson and Knudsen (2004a ; 2004b ; 2006a ; 2006b ; 2008). 
21 Or : “a complex population system involves populations of non-identical (intentional or non-intentional) 
entities that face locally scarce resources and problems of survival. Some adaptive solutions to such problems 
are retained through time and may be passed to other entities. They include every biological species, from 
amoebas to humans” (Hodgson and Knudsen, 2006a, 5). 
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capacity for an organism to retain some informations and to pass them to offspring or other 
organisms. These informations concerned solutions to specific adaptative problems which 
organisms has to face in the “struggle for existence”. To be effective, the principle of 
inheritance requires the existence of some replicators, that is “those entities that pass on their 
structure intact through successive replications” (Vromen, 2006, 6). In other words, it is 
necessary that entities carry some caracteristics to the next generation. Proponents of GD 
propose that in the social world, habits, rules, customs and routines play the same role of 
replicator as genes in biological matters (Hodgson, 2002b ; 2007a ; Hodgson and Knudsen, 
2006b ; 2008) as they satisfy to the three criterias for an entity to be a replicator : causality, 
similarity and informations transfer (Hodgson and Knudsen, 2006b). Therefore, habits and 
rules play the function of social genotype as genes play the role of biological genotype. 
 
The principle of variation is essential to explain variety inside a specific complex population 
system. In fact, Darwin introduced a population thinking (Hodgson, 2004) : for natural 
selection to proceed, it has to exist some varieties among organisms in the same ecosystem. If 
such varieties didn’t exist, then there will not be any selection : the system would stay the 
same until it disappeared because of some changes in the environment. At the biological level, 
sources of variation are well known though not totally explained : mutations and genetic 
recombinations22. At the social level, variation relies on different mechanisms like creativity, 
social learning, mimetism and imitation, errors, etc. Therefore, we need some specific theories 
to explain this variations. Nevertheless, the basic Darwinian mechanism is still true. Once we 
admit variations at the biological as well as at the social levels, it appears that the process of 
selection doesn’t exert itself on species (or genes) but on phenotypes, that is all observable 
traits charecterizing a living organism. At the social level, if it is admit that habits play the 
role of replicators and so are the social genotype, then it means that it is institutions that are 
the object of selection23. 
 
The principle of selection is therefore the third key component of Darwin’s theory of 
evolution. Darwin’s theory is sometimes reduced to the idea of “natural selection” but it is a 
major error, since without replication and variation, natural selection couldn’t exist. Selection 
is possible because entities are not eternal and can differ in longevities. For selection to 
proceed, there must be an antecedent set of entities interacting with their environment24 and 
that will be transform into a posterior set. Members of this posterior set should be sufficiently 
similar to at least some members of the antecedent set. Then, the frequencies of posterior 
entities depend upon their properties in the environmental context (Hodgson, 2007b, 267). 
Whatever the object of selection, it means that entities best adapt to some specific 
environment will be more prone to replicate themselves and so, through time, entities’ 
distribution in the population will change in their favor. This is the essence of the process of 
selection. GD argues that this process occurs at the biological as well as at the social levels. 
 
We have all the ingredients making GD : the idea of multiple ontological level at which 
evolutionary processes occur, the existence of complex population systems, and the three 
principles of replication, variety and selection. This framework is applicable to studied all 
phenomenas, biological as well as cultural and social. Proponents of GD have used it to study 
the evolution of scientific ideas (Hull, 1989) or of cultural traits (see particularly the work of 

                                                 
22 In EGT, such mutations and genetic recombinations are formalized through exogenous random shocks. 
23 As we will see below, this point is somewhat problematic regarding Veblen’s own conception of social 
evolution. 
24 By contrast with genes that are replicators, entities, because they interact with their environment, are usually 
called interactors. 



 16 

Richard Dawkins and his concept of “meme”). It has been also used in several algorythmic 
computer simulations, for example to see how a trafic convention could emerge more or less 
spontaneously (Hodgson and Knudsen, 2004a). It should be emphasizes again that the GD 
framework needs to be complemented by some other specific theories and concepts to be 
relevant. Therefore, the core of GD is the idea that Darwinian evolution is a generalized 
ontological pattern which characterize all biological and social processes. GD does not rely 
on any kind of metaphor or biological analogies (Hodgson, 2007b) : the purpose of GD is not 
only heuristic, it is ground on some kind of philosophical realist conception. The 
socioeconomic world is actually governed by Darwinian processes. 
 
Some major and minor objections to GD 
 
For several years now, GD is the subject of intense debates. We focus here on some of the 
critiques which have been put forward by economists and discuss some of the alternative 
evolutionary projects. For the sake of clarity, we arrange this elements in three groups : the 
objection of human intentionality and the idea of artificial selection, the idea that social 
evolution is of a Lamarckian character, and finally the so called “Continuity Hypothesis” of 
Ulrich Witt and Christian Cordes (Cordes, 2006 ; 2007). 
 
The first group of critiques oppose to GD the fact that one of the major peculiarites of the 
social world is that its entities act intentionally. Contrary to non human organisms, individuals 
have the capacities to form expectations and to voluntarily affect their environment. 
Institutional economist John Rogers Commons (1897 ; 1934) coined the term “artificial 
selection” (used by Darwin himself) and argued that it is more appropriate to study social 
evolution. The argument runs as follow : individuals make choices that lie on expectations, 
value and preferences. Therefore, institutions can’t be said to be imposed to individuals. At 
least to some extent, individuals choose the rules which governed them. This objection can be 
opposed in several ways. The more convincing one is simply to argue than Darwin never 
intend to oppose natural selection by introducing artificial selection (Hodgson, 2004 ; 
Hodgson and Knudsen, 2006a), nor are they contradictory. On the one hand, the capacity of 
choice which makes artificial selection possible is itself a product of natural selection ; on the 
other hand, despite the volitional character of human action social evolution rests on a process 
of natural selection because it is not the result of any form of unified planification. It’s true 
that individuals form plans and planify their actions, but at the agregate level it doesn’t make 
any difference. 
 
The second group of critiques argues that social evolution is not Darwinian but Lamarckian in 
character25. The main argument is that, at the social level, there is inheritance of acquired 
caracteristics. Since Mendelian genetics, it has been proved that such phenotypic inheritance 
is impossible at the biological level : acquired (phenotypic) caracteristics can’t pass to the 
genotype and transmit to offsprings26. On the contrary, at the social level, it seems that 
acquired characteristics could be transmitted. Learning and mimetic processes, as well as 
artefacts seem to allow an increasing rate of information gathering and therefore make the 
evolution of social systems faster than biological ones. GD opposes to this point two 
arguments (see e.g. Hodgson, 2004 ; Hodgson and Knudsen, 2006b). First, Darwin himself 
never explicitly opposed the idea of inheritance of acquired characteristics. Darwinism should 
not be conflated with Neo-Darwinism which has emerged from Mendelian genetics. From a 

                                                 
25 Richard Nelson and Sidney Winter, among others, made this point. 
26 This is the so called “Weismann barrier”, as the biologist August Weismann argued in 1890 that genotype and 
phenotype were totally separated (Hodgson, 2004). 
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Darwinian point of view, it is not necessary to deny such inheritance provided that a selection 
mechanism still operates. Second, some proponents of GD like David Hull interpret social 
learning has some kind of infection or epidemiological contagion, not as a true phenotypical 
inheritance. Therefore, GD is not incompatible with Lamarckism but still gives priority to the 
three principles of replication, variety and selection. 
 
The third group of objections use some of the critiques above. It originates from what 
constitutes one of the main alternative to GD, the “Continuity Hypothesis” (now CH)27. The 
main proponent of CH is german economist Ulrich Witt. It defends two ideas : social behavior 
is partly shaped by biological factors. Biological evolution responds to Darwinian processes. 
Therefore, there is an ontological continuity between between biological evolution and social 
evolution because the latter is ground on the former : « According to the continuity hypothesis, 
the historical process of economic evolution can be conceived as emerging from, and 
embedded in, the constraints shaped by evolution in nature. Darwinian theory explains the 
origins of economic evolution in human phylogeny and fosters the understanding of the 
lasting influence of innate elements, dispositions, and programs on behavior, which are 
results of the forces of natural selection and impose limitations on cultural evolution » 
(Cordes, 2007, 141-142)28. But, at the same time, Darwinian concepts are inadequate to 
describe social evolution : “In short, due to processes of cultural evolution people have 
transcended the state their ancestors were in (and that their cousin mammals still are in) 
when cultural evolution took off. Witt stresses that cultural knowledge differs considerably 
from genetically coded knowledge” (Vromen, 2008, 7). The main difference between 
sociocultural evolution and biological one relies on the relation between genotype and 
phenotype. In biological evolution, phenotype can’t modify genotype. But CH’s proponents 
argue that in cultural evolution there is a feedback process from phenotype to genotype : 
« Cultural evolution differs, due to the fact that the causes of cultural novelties are not 
independent of the wants, instincts, and longings of individuals, for example, the striving to 
avoid « selection pressure » »  (Cordes, 2007, 143). In other words, innovations and 
mutations in social evolution are not random but are answers to the environment pressure. 
Because individuals act intentionaly and form expectations, the evolutionary process take a 
radically different shape : « The sources of variety are fundamentally different. Novel artifacts  
or ideas are not generated randomly ; they are the result of conscious design or of 
deliberately conducted search for novelty, whose outcome is not yet entirely clear and may 
depend on a certain degree of serendipity » (Cordes, 2007, 533). CH also attacks GD on the 
ground that it doesn’t exist at the social level true replicators equivalent to genes in biological 
evolution. 
 
 
Is GD relevant ?  
 
This last group of critiques is more solid that the first two. It cast some doubt on the relevance 
of GD despite the fact that the latter has some counter-arguments to offer (see Hodgson, 
2007b). As Vromen (2008) underlines and Hodgson (2007b) admits, GD and CH largely 

                                                 
27 See Vromen (2008) for an extensive comparison between GD and CH. 
28 Elsewhere, the same author says : « The continuity hypothesis represents a different way of showing the way in 
which Darwinian theory can be relevant for economics : the human species is a result of natural (Darwinian) 
evolution ; natural evolution has shaped the ground and still defines the constraints for man-made, or cultural, 
evolution, despite the fact that mechanisms and regularities differ between these domains. Culture evolves 
following its own regularities on the foundations laid before by natural selection in the form of innate human 
dispositions » (Cordes, 2006, 531). 
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overlap. In itself, the continuity hypothesis is a part of GD because of its postulate of multiple 
interdependent ontological level. The main conflict occurs at the purely social level, not in the 
transition between the biological world and the social one. In some ways, GD answers the 
critiques of CH in similar manner as against proponents of lamarckism and artificial selection 
metaphor. It’s true that there is a feedback between phenotype and genotype at the social level. 
It has to be acknowledge that social evolution relies heavily on social learning, imitation, 
mimetism and intentional creativity. Nevertheless, GD is able to bring an answer. Core 
mechanisms of replication, variety and selection, if sufficiently loosely defined, are able to 
take into account these specificities. Intentionality doesn’t make variation and selection 
inoperant, providing that we identifiy the specific mechanims at work. Social learning and 
imitation are not incompatible with replication, providing that we accept a loose definition of 
replicators. 
 
Therefore, it is possible to maintain the main argument of GD. But at a great cost : the three 
principles of replication, variety and selection lose a great deal of their analytical and 
empirical relevance. When we confront GD with what has been said of EGT and Veblen’s 
evolutionism above, several insights appear. In the second section, we said that EGT suffers 
of its anhistorical character. We conclude that EGT is at best a tool which needs other 
theoretical elements. It seems that GD doesn’t achieve more. Because GD has to relie on very 
loosely defined concepts, it fails to bring any particular empirical insights. It has to be 
concede that proponents of GD have not necessarily bigger pretentions. But in this case, GD 
doesn’t offer more than EGT. It should also be remarked that, though proponents of GD rarely 
use game theoretic formalization, EGT and GD put forward the same mechanisms. In fact, the 
selection mechanism formalized by replicator dynamic describes the principles of replication 
and selection. Mutation mechanism (formalized by the evolutionary equilibrium concept) 
clearly relates to the principal of variety. Nevertheless, in both cases, the origin and 
specificities mechanisms of mutation have to be explain by specific theories. 
 
GD clearly overlaps with Veblen’s research program. In using Darwinian evolutionism to 
social evolution, it responds to Veblen’s ambitions to study institutions through Darwinian 
glasses. Nevertheless, while GD don’t use darwinian principles as analogies, it seems clear 
from his writings that Veblen considers natural selection as a metaphor to study the evolution 
of institutions. This is a first major difference. More technically, the way by which GD can 
reconciles with Veblen’s idea that selection are at the same time unit of and factor of selection 
is not obvious. In fact, if habits and routines are replicators and therefore form the social 
genotype, then by definition the selection process doesn’t directly select habits. However, in 
Veblen’s theory of cultural evolution, habits of though are select by institutions and it is this 
selection that explain institution’s stability. One of the main weakness of GD reappears : it is 
very difficult to identify true replicators at the social level. 
 
 
4. Conclusion 
 
Veblen is probably the first social scientist who understand the greatest insights of the 
Darwinian revolution for economics. However, is project has more or less totally faded after 
his death (Hodgson, 2004). It can be explained by the fact that Veblen never offers a 
systematic account of how Darwinism can be used by economists. As our first section 
demonstrates, Veblen actually developed an evolutionary theory along Darwinian lines. But 
this theory is mixed with several other, less relevant, analysis and is undeserved by a criptic 
and elliptic writing style. Futhermore, Veblen’s fellow institutionalists essentially retained 
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what Veblen said about the relations between industry and business, and between institutions 
and industry, but totally ignore Veblen’s evolutionary treatment of these questions29. Finally, 
Institutionalism own demises in the 1940’s definitely relegated Veblen’s evolutionary ideas 
far away from economists’ regards. 
 
The simultaneous developments of EGT and GD since the late seventies, along with several 
other works on evolutionary economics, seem to signal some sort of Veblen’s comeback. Our 
two last sections showed that that there is a clear parallel between Veblen’s evolutionism and 
the main concepts and ideas of both EGT and GD. EGT and GD themselves seem to have 
several overlaping points. Nevertheless we emphasized that, at this time, EGT and GD are not 
self-sufficient to ressuscitate Veblen’s evolutionism. They need to be complemented with 
some socioeconomic specific theories. 
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Appendix 1 : Markets, population segmentation and cooperation 
 
Following Bowles (1996 ; 1998), we can show how market institutions induce a selection of 
behavioral traits. Market institutions main effect is to diminish the segmentation of the 
population because they favored the development of impersonal relationships. It can be show 
that population segmentation favored the development of cooperation or, as Bowles (1996) 
call them, nice traits30. We develop a simple demonstration using the same hawk-dove game 
as in the text. 
 
There is the following parameters :  
r(i ; j) : the payoff yields by trait i against trait j  
p : proportion of trait i in the population, with i being the nice trait and 0 < p < 1 
β : the segmentation factor with 0 < β < 1. When β = 0, there is no segmentation 
U (p ; β) : the probability for an organism which has the i trait to meet a trait j as a function of 
p and β 
 
Segmentation results in altering the probability that two individuals with the same trait meet. 
When segmentation is complete (i.e. β =1), then the distribution of each trait in the population 
(measured by p and 1-p) doesn’t matter. In fact, we have :  
Uxx = β + (1- β)p 
Uxy = (1- β) (1-p) 
Uyx = (1- β)p 
Uyy = β + (1- β) (1-p) 
with Uij the probability for a i trait to meet a j trait given the segmentation of the population. 

                                                 
30 Bowles (1996) formally defines « nice traits » as a strategy x which, for all other strategies x’, satisfies to these 
conditions : r(x ; x) > r(x ; x’), r(x’ ; x) > r(x’ ; x’) et r(x ; x) > r(x’ ; x’), with r(i ; j) the payoff yields by strategy 
i against strategy j. 
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When β = 0, we can see that only traits’ distribution in the population matter. 
 
We use the same matrix as in the text :  
 
   Player 2  
  Hawk  Dove 
 Hawk -1 ; -1  5 ; 1 
Player 1     
 Dove 1 ; 5  3 ; 3 
 
Playing dove corresponds to the nice trait. It is easy to measure the effect of segmentation on 
the diffusion of this trait in the population. 
Hawk trait and dove trait give the following payoff R :  
Rhawk (p ; β) = Uhh*r(h ; h) + Uhd*r(h ; d) 
Rdove (p ; β) = Udh*r(d ; h) + Udd*r(d ; d) 
 
We know that agressive behavior (hawk trait) will develop in the population until dpht/dt = 0, 
that is Rhawk (p ; β) = Rdove (p ; β). Therefore, we have 
Rhawk = -1(β + (1- β)p) + 5(1- β) (1-p) 
Rhawk = 6 β p – 6 β - 6p + 5 
 
 
Rdove = (1- β)p + 3 (β + (1- β) (1-p))  
Rdove = p-  p β + 3 (β +1 – p- β + β p) 
Rdove = p - p β + 3 - 3p + 3 β p 
Rdove = -2p + 2p β + 3 
 
Hawk traits expands when Rhawk > Rdove 
6 β p – 6 β - 6p + 5 > -2p + 2p β + 3 
-6 β + 2 > 4p – 4 β p 
-6 β + 2 > p(4-4 β) 
(-6 β + 2)/(4-4 β) > p 
 
When p* = (-6 β + 2)/(4-4 β), the distribution of hawk and dove traits in the population 
stabilize. If &  = 0 (there is no segmentation), then we find p* = ½ which is our result in the 
text. We also find that p* = 0 (hawk trait has totally disappear from the population) when (-
6 β + 2)/(4-4 β), that is β = 1/3. When the population has a segmentation factor equal or 
superior to 1/3, then only nice trait survive. Graphically, it gives :  
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As market institutions favor impersonal relationships and diminished segmentation population, 
we can say that they tend to give adaptative advantage to agressive behaviors. Quite the 
contrary, institutions relying on an important segmentation favor the reproduction of nice 
traits. 
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