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SOCIOLOGY

[ 1881 ]

EACH of the sciences which, by giving to man greater 
knowledge of the laws of nature, has enabled him 

to cope more intelligently with the ills of life, has had to 
fight for its independence of metaphysics. We have still 
lectures on metaphysical biology in some of our colleges 
and in some of our public courses, but biology has sub­
stantially won its independence. Anthropology is more 
likely to give laws to metaphysics than to accept laws 
from that authority. Sociology, however, the latest of 
this series of sciences, is rather entering upon the struggle 
than emerging from it. Sociology threatens to with­
draw an immense range of subjects of the first importance 
from the dominion of a p rio ri speculation and arbitrary 
dogmatism, and the struggle will be severe in proportion 
to the dignity and importance of the subject. The 
struggle, however, is best carried forward indirectly, by 
simply defining the scope of sociology and by vindicating 
its position amongst the sciences, while leaving its rela­
tions to the other sciences and other pursuits of men to 
adjust themselves according to the facts. I  know of 
nothing more amusing in these days than to see an 
old-fashioned metaphysician applying his tests to the 
results of scientific investigation, and screaming with rage 
because men of scientific training do not care whether 
the results satisfy those tests or not.

fiorm lnpry i s  fog s r p n p p  in  /jpflfifor I t  investi-
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gates the forces which come into action wherever a human 
society exists. I t studies the structure and functions 
of the organs of human society, and its aim is to find 
out the laws in subordination to which human society 
takes its various forms and social institutions grow and 
change. Its practical utility consists in deriving the rules 
of right social living from the facts and laws which 
prevail by nature in the constitution and functions of 
society. I t  must, without doubt, come into collision 
with all other theories of right living which are founded 
on authority, tradition, arbitrary invention, or poetic 
imagination.

Sociology is perhaps the most complicated of all the 
sciences, yet there is no domain of human interest the 
details of which are treated ordinarily with greater 
facility. Various religions have various theories of social 
living, which they offer as authoritative and final. I t 
has never, so far as I  know, been asserted by anybody 
that a man of religious faith, in any religion, could not 
study sociology or recognize the existence of any such 
science; but it is incontestably plain that a man who 
accepts the dogmas about social living which are imposed 
by the authority of any religion must regard the subject 
of right social living as settled and closed, and he cannot 
enter on any investigation the first groundwork of which 
would be doubt of the authority which he recognizes as 
final. Hence social problems and social phenomena pre­
sent no difficulty to him who has only to cite an authority 
or obey a prescription.

Then again the novelists set forth “ views” about social 
matters. To write and read novels is perhaps the most 
royal road to teaching and learning which has ever been 
devised. The proceeding of the novelists is kaleido­
scopic. They turn the same old bits of colored glass
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over and over again into new combinations. There is no 
limit, no sequence, no bond of consistency. The romance­
writing social philosopher always proves his case, just as 
a man always wins who plays chess with himself.

Then again the Utopians and socialists make easy 
work of the complicated phenomena with which sociology 
has to deal. These persons, vexed with the intricacies 
of social problems and revolting against the facts of the 
social order, take upon themselves the task of invent­
ing a new and better world. They brush away all which 
troubles us men and create a world free from annoying 
limitations and conditions — in their imagination. In 
ancient times, and now in half-civilized countries, these 
persons have been founders of religions. Something of 
that type always lingers around them still and among 
us, and is to be seen amongst the reformers and philan­
thropists, who never contribute much to the improve­
ment of society in any actual detail, but find a key 
principle for making the world anew and regenerating 
society. I  have even seen faint signs of the same mys­
ticism in social matters in some of the green-backers 
who have “ thought out” in bed, as they relate, a scheme 
of wealth by paper money, as Mahomet would have 
received a surah or Joe Smith a revelation about polyg­
amy. Still there are limits to this resemblance, because 
in our nineteenth century American life a sense of humor, 
even if defective, answers some of the purposes of common 
sense.

Then again all the whimsical people who have hobbies 
of one sort or another come forward with projects which 
are the result of a strong impression, an individual mis­
fortune, or an unregulated benevolent desire, and which 
are therefore the product of a facile emotion, not of a 
laborious investigation.
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Then again the dilettan ti make light work of social 

questions. Everyone, by the fact of living in society, 
gathers some observations of social phenomena. The 
belief grows up, as it was expressed some time ago by a 
professor of mathematics, that everybody knows about 
the topics of sociology. Those topics have a broad and 
generous character. They lend themselves easily to gener­
alizations. There are as yet no sharp tests formulated. 
Above all, and worst lack of all as yet, we have no com­
petent criticism. Hence it is easy for the aspirant after 
culture to venture on this field without great danger of 
being brought to account, as he would be if he attempted 
geology, or physics, or biology. Even a scientific man 
of high attainments in some other science, in which he 
well understands what special care, skill, and training are 
required, will not hesitate to dogmatize about a topic 
of sociology. A group of half-educated men may be 
relied upon to attack a social question and to hammer 
it dead in a few minutes with a couple of commonplaces 
and a sweeping a p rio ri assumption. Above all other 
topics, social topics lend themselves to the purposes of 
the diner-out.

Two facts, however, in regard to social phenomena need 
only be mentioned to be recognized as true. (1) Social 
phenomena always present themselves to us in very 
complex combinations, and (2) it is by no means easy 
to interpret the phenomena. The phenomena are often 
at three or four removes from their causes. Tradition, 
prejudice, fashion, habit, and other similar obstacles 
continually warp and deflect the social forces, and they 
constitute interferences whose magnitude is to be ascer­
tained separately for each case. I t  is also impossible 
for us to set up a social experiment. To do that we 
should need to dispose of the time and liberty of a certain
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number of men. I t  follows that sociology requires a 
special method, and that probably no science requires 
such peculiar skill and sagacity in the observer and 
interpreter of the phenomena which are to be studied. 
One peculiarity may be especially noted because it shows 
a very common error of students of social science. A 
sociologist needs to arrange his facts before he has 
obtained them; that is to say, he must make a previous 
classification so as to take up the facts in a certain order. 
If he does not do this he may be overwhelmed in the 
mass of his material so that he never can master it. 
How shall anyone know how to classify until the science 
itself has made some progress? Statistics furnish us 
the best illustration at the present time of the difficulty 
here referred to.

When, now, we take into account these difficulties 
and requirements, it is evident that the task of sociology 
is one which will call for especial and long training, and 
that it will probably be a long time yet before we can 
train up any body of special students who will be so well 
trained in the theory and science of society as to be able 
to form valuable opinions on points of social disease and 
social remedy. But it is a fact of familiar observation 
that all popular discussions of social questions seize 
directly upon points of social disease and social remedies. 
The diagnosis of some asserted social ill and the pre­
scription of the remedy are undertaken offhand by the 
first comer, and without reflecting that the diagnosis of a 
social disease is many times harder than that of a disease 
in an individual, and that to prescribe for a society is to 
prescribe for an organism which is immortal. To err in 
prescribing for a man is at worst to kill him; to err 
in prescribing for a society is to set in operation injurious 
forces which extend, ramify, and multiply their effects
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in ever new combinations throughout an indefinite 
future. I t  may pay to experiment with an individual, 
because he cannot wait for medical science to be perfected; 
it cannot pay to experiment with a society, because the 
society does not die and can afford to wait.

If we have to consider the need of sociology, in­
numerable reasons for studying it present themselves. 
In spite of all our acquisitions in natural science, the 
conception of a natural law—which is the most important 
good to be won from studying natural science — is yet 
exceedingly vague in the minds of ordinary intelligent 
people, and is very imperfect even amongst the educated. 
That conception is hardly yet applied by anybody to 
social facts and problems. Social questions force them­
selves upon us in multitudes every year as our civiliza­
tion advances and our society becomes complex. When 
such questions arise they are wrangled over and tossed 
about without any orderly discussion, but as if they were 
only the sport of arbitrary w'hims. Is it not then neces­
sary that we enable ourselves, by study of the facts and 
laws of society, to take up such questions from the correct 
point of view, and to proceed with the examination of 
them in such order and method that we can reach solid 
results, and thus obtain command of an increasing mass 
of knowledge about social phenomena? The assumption 
which underlies almost all discussion of social topics is 
that we men need only to make up our minds what 
kind of a society we want to have, and that then we can 
devise means for calling that society into existence. I t 
is assumed that we can decide to live on one spot of the 
earth’s surface or another, and to pursue there one in­
dustry or another, and then that we can, by our devices, 
make that industry as productive as any other could be 
in that place. People believe that we have only to choose
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whether we will have aristocratic institutions or demo­
cratic institutions. I t  is believed that statesmen can, if 
they will, put a people in the way of material prosperity. 
I t is believed that rent on land can be abolished if it is 
not thought expedient to have it. I t is assumed that 
peasant proprietors can be brought into existence any­
where where it is thought that it would be an advantage 
to have them. These illustrations might be multiplied 
indefinitely. They show the need of sociology, and if 
we should go on to notice the general conceptions of 
society, its ills and their remedies, which are held by 
various religious, political, and social sects, we should 
find ample further evidence of this need.

Let us then endeavor to define the field of sociology. 
Life in society is the life of a human society on this 
earth. Its elementary conditions are set by the nature 
of human beings and the nature of the earth. We have 
already become familiar, in biology, with the transcen­
dent importance of the fact that life on earth must be 
maintained by a struggle against nature, and also by 
a competition with other forms of life. In the latter 
fact biology and sociology touch. Sociology is a science 
which deals with one range of phenomena produced by 
the struggle for existence, while biology deals with an­
other. The forces are the same, acting on different fields 
and under different conditions. The sciences are truly 
cognate. Nature contains certain materials which are 
capable of satisfying human needs, but those materials 
must, with rare and mean exceptions, be won by labor, 
and must be fitted to human use by more labor. As 
soon as any number of human beings are struggling each 
to win from nature the material goods necessary to sup­
port life, and are carrying on this struggle side by side, 
certain social forces come into operation. The prime
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condition of this society will lie in the ratio of its numbers 
to the supply of materials within its reach. For the 
supply at any moment attainable is an exact quantity, 
and the number of persons who can be supplied is arith­
metically limited. If the actual number present is very 
much less than the number who might be supported, 
the condition of all must be ample and easy. Freedom 
and facility mark all social relations under such a state 
of things. If the number is larger than that which can 
be supplied, the condition of all must be one of want 
and distress, or else a few must be well provided, the 
others being proportionately still worse off. Constraint, 
anxiety, possibly tyranny and repression, mark social 
relations. I t  is when the social pressure due to an un­
favorable ratio of population to land becomes intense 
that the social forces develop increased activity. Divi­
sion of labor, exchange, higher social organization, emi­
gration, advance in the arts, spring from the necessity 
of contending against the harsher conditions of existence 
which are continually reproduced as the. population sur­
passes the means of existence on any given status.

The society with which we have to deal does not con­
sist of any number of men. An army is not a society. 
A man with his wife and his children constitutes a society, 
for its essential parts are all present, and the number 
more or less is immaterial. A certain division of labor 
between the sexes is imposed by nature. The family 
as a whole maintains itself better under an organization 
with division of labor than it could if the functions were 
shared so far as possible. From this germ the develop­
ment of society goes on by the regular steps of advance­
ment to higher organization, accompanied and sustained 
by improvements in the arts. The increase of popula­
tion goes on according to biological laws which are capable
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of multiplying the species beyond any assignable limits, 
so that the number to be provided for steadily advances 
and the status of ease and abundance gives way to a 
status of want and constraint. Emigration is the first 
and simplest remedy. By winning more land the ratio 
of population to land is once more rendered favorable. 
I t  is to be noticed, however, that emigration is painful 
to all men. To the uncivilized man, to emigrate means to 
abandon a mass of experiences and traditions which have 
been won by suffering, and to go out to confront new 
hardships and perils. To the civilized man migration 
means cutting off old ties of kin and country. The earth 
has been peopled by man at the cost of this suffering.

On the side of the land also stands the law of the 
diminishing return as a limitation. More labor gets 
more from the land, but not proportionately more. 
Hence, if more men are to be supported, there is need 
not of a proportionate increase of labor, but of a dispro­
portionate increase of labor. The law of population, there­
fore, combined with the law of the diminishing returns, 
constitutes the great underlying condition of society. 
Emigration, improvements in the arts, in morals, in 
education, in political organization, are only stages in 
the struggle of man to meet these conditions, to break 
their force for a time, and to win room under them for 
ease and enlargement. Ease and enlargement mean 
either power to support more men on a given stage of 
comfort or power to advance the comfort of a given 
number of men. Progress is a word which has no mean­
ing save in view of the laws of population and the diminish­
ing return, and it is quite natural that anyone who fails 
to understand those laws should fall into doubt which 
way progress points, whether towards wealth or poverty. 
The laws of population and the diminshing return, in
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their combination, are the iron spur which has driven 
the race on to all which it has ever achieved, and the fact 
that population ever advances, yet advances against a 
barrier which resists more stubbornly at every step of 
advance, unless it is removed to a new distance by some 
conquest of man over nature, is the guarantee that the 
task of civilization will never be ended, but that the 
need for more energy, more intelligence, and more virtue 
will never cease while the race lasts. If it were possible 
for an increasing population to be sustained by propor­
tionate increments of labor, we should all still be living 
in the original home of the race on the spontaneous 
products of the earth. Let him, therefore, who desires 
to study social phenomena first learn the transcendent 
importance for the whole social organization, industrial, 
political, and civil, of the ratio of population to land.

We have noticed that the relations involved in the 
struggle for existence are twofold. There is first the 
struggle of individuals to win the means of subsistence 
from nature, and secondly there is the competition of 
man with man in the effort to win a limited supply. 
The radical error of the socialists and sentimentalists 
is that they never distinguish these two relations from 
each other. They bring forward complaints which are 
really to be made, if at all, against the author of the 
universe for the hardships which man has to endure in 
his struggle with nature. The complaints are addressed, 
however, to society; that is, to other men under the same 
hardships. The only social element, however, is the 
competition of life, and when society is blamed for the 
ills which belong to the human lot, it is only burdening 
those who have successfully contended with those ills 
with the further task of conquering the same ills over 
again for somebody else. Hence liberty perishes in all
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socialistic schemes, and the tendency of such schemes 
is to the deterioration of society by burdening the good 
members and relieving the bad ones. The law of the 
survival of the fittest was not made by man and cannot 
be abrogated by man. We can only, by interfering with 
it, produce the survival of the unfittest. If a man comes 
forward with any grievance against the order of society 
so far as this is shaped by human agency, he must have 
patient hearing and full redress; but if he addresses a 
demand to society for relief from the hardships of life, 
he asks simply that somebody else should get his living 
for him. In that case he ought to be left to find out his 
error from hard experience.

The sentimental philosophy starts from the first prin­
ciple that nothing is true which is disagreeable, and that 
we must not believe anything which is “ shocking,” no 
matter what the evidence may be. There are various 
stages of this philosophy. I t  touches on one side the 
intuitional philosophy which proves that certain things 
must exist by proving that man needs them, and it touches 
on the other side the vulgar socialism which affirms that 
the individual has a right to whatever he needs, and 
that this right is good against his fellow men. To this 
philosophy in all its grades the laws of population and 
the diminishing return have always been very distaste­
ful. The laws which entail upon mankind an inherit­
ance of labor cannot be acceptable to any philosophy 
which maintains that man comes into the world endowed 
with natural rights and an inheritor of freedom. I t  is 
a death-blow to any intuitional philosophy to find out, 
as an historical fact, what diverse thoughts, beliefs, and 
actions man has manifested, and it requires but little 
actual knowledge of human history to show that the 
human race has never had any ease which it did not earn,
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or any freedom which it did not conquer. Sociology, 
therefore, by the investigations which it pursues, dispels 
illusions about what society is or may be, and gives 
instead knowledge of facts which are the basis of intelli­
gent effort by man to make the best of his circumstances 
on earth. Sociology, therefore, which can never accom­
plish anything more than to enable us to make the best 
of our situation, will never be able to reconcile itself with 
those philosophies which are trying to find out how we 
may arrange things so as to satisfy any ideal of society.

The competition of life has taken the form, historically, 
of a struggle for the possession of the soil. In the simpler 
states of society the possession of the soil is tribal, and 
the struggles take place between groups, producing the 
wars and feuds which constitute almost the whole of 
early history. On the agricultural stage the tribal or 
communal possession of land exists as a survival, but 
it gives way to private property in land whenever the 
community advances and the institutions are free to 
mold themselves. The agricultural stage breaks up 
tribal relations and encourages individualization. This 
is one of the reasons why it is such an immeasurable 
advance over the lower forms of civilization. I t  sets 
free individual energy, and while the social bond gains 
in scope and variety, it also gains in elasticity, for the 
solidarity of the group is broken up and the individual 
may work out his own ends by his own means, subject 
only to the social ties which lie in the natural conditions 
of human life. I t  is only on the agricultural stage that 
liberty as civilized men understand it exists at all. The 
poets and sentimentalists, untaught to recognize the 
grand and world-wide cooperation which is secured by 
the free play of individual energy under the great laws 
of the social order, bewail the decay of early communal
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relations and exalt the liberty of the primitive stages of 
civilization. These notions all perish at the first touch 
of actual investigation. The whole retrospect of human 
history runs downwards towards beast-like misery and 
slavery to the destructive forces of nature. The whole 
history has been one series of toilsome, painful, and 
bloody struggles, first to find out where we were and what 
were the conditions of greater ease, and then to devise 
means to get relief. Most of the way the motives of 
advance have been experience of suffering and instinct. 
I t  is only in the most recent years that science has under­
taken to teach without and in advance of suffering, and 
as yet science has to fight so hard against tradition that 
its authority is only slowly winning recognition. The 
institutions whose growth constitutes the advance of 
civilization have their guarantee in the very fact that 
they grew and became established. They suited man’s 
purpose better than what went before. They are all 
imperfect, and all carry with them incidental ills, but 
each came to be because it was better than what went 
before, and each of which has perished, perished because a 
better one supplanted it.

I t  follows once and for all that to turn back to any 
defunct institution or organization because existing in­
stitutions are imperfect is to turn away from advance 
and is to retrograde. The path of improvement lies 
forwards. Private property in land, for instance, is an 
institution which has been developed in the most direct 
and legitimate manner. I t  may give way at a future 
time to some other institution which will grow up by 
imperceptible stages out of the efforts of men to contend 
successfully with existing evils, but the grounds for 
private property in land are easily perceived, and it is 
safe to say that no a priori scheme of state ownership
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or other tenure invented en bloc by any philosopher and 
adopted by legislative act will ever supplant it. To talk 
of any such thing is to manifest a total misconception of 
the facts and laws which it is the province of sociology to 
investigate. The case is less in magnitude but scarcely 
less out of joint with all correct principle when it is 
proposed to adopt a unique tax on land, in a country 
where the rent of land is so low that any important 
tax on land exceeds it, and therefore becomes indirect, 
and where also political power is in the hands of small 
landowners, who hold, without ever having formulated 
it, a doctrine of absolute property in the soil such as is 
not held by any other landowners in the world.

Sociology must exert a most important influence on 
political economy. Political economy is the science 
which investigates the laws of the material welfare of 
human societies. I t  is not its province to teach indi­
viduals how to get rich. I t  is a social science. I t  was 
the first branch of sociology which was pursued by man 
as a science. I t  is not strange that when the industrial 
organization of society was studied apart from the organ­
ism of which it forms a part it was largely dominated 
over by arbitrary dogmatism, and that it should have 
fallen into disrepute as a mere field of opinion, and of 
endless wrangling about opinions for which no guarantees 
could be given. The rise of a school of “ historical” 
economists is itself a sign of a struggle towards a positive 
and scientific study of political economy, in its due rela­
tions to other social sciences, and this sign loses none of 
its significance in spite of the crudeness and extravagance 
of the opinions of the historical economists, and in spite 
of their very marked tendency to fall into dogmatism and 
hobby-riding. Political economy is thrown overboard 
by all groups and persons whenever it becomes trouble-
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some. When it got in the way of Mr. Gladstone’s land- 
bill he relegated it, by implication, to the planet Saturn, 
to the great delight of all the fair-traders, protection­
ists, soft-money men, and others who had found it in 
the way of their devices. What political economy needs 
in order to emerge from the tangle in which it is now 
involved, and to win a dignified and orderly development, 
is to find its field and its relations to other sciences fairly 
defined within the wider scope of sociology. Its laws 
will then take their place not as arbitrary or broken frag­
ments, but in due relation to other lawTs. Those laws 
will win proof and establishment from this relation.

For instance, we have plenty of books, some of them 
by able writers, in which the old-fashioned Malthusian 
doctrine of population and the Ricardian law of rent are 
disputed because emigration, advance in the arts, etc., 
can offset the action of those laws or because those laws 
are not seen in action in the United States. Obviously 
no such objections ever could have been raised if the 
laws in question had been understood or had been put 
in their proper bearings. The Malthusian law of popu­
lation and the Ricardian law of rent are cases in which 
by rare and most admirable acumen powerful thinkers 
perceived two great laws in particular phases of their 
action. With wider information it now appears that the 
law of population breaks the barriers of Malthus’ 
narrower formulae and appears as a great law of biology. 
The Ricardian law of rent is only a particular application 
of one of the great conditions of production. We have 
before us not special dogmas of political economy, but 
facts of the widest significance for the whole social devel­
opment of the race. To object that these facts may be 
set aside by migration or advance in the arts is nothing 
to the purpose, for this is only altering the constants in
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the equation, which does not alter the form of the curve, 
but only its position relatively to some standard line. 
Furthermore, the laws themselves indicate that they have 
a maximum point for any society, or any given stage of 
the arts, and a condition of under-population, or of an 
extractive industry below its maximum, is just as con­
sistent with the law as a condition of over-population 
and increasing distress. Hence inferences as to the law 
of population drawn from the status of an under-popu­
lated country are sure to be fallacious. In  like manner 
arguments drawn from American phenomena in regard 
to rent and wages, when rent and wages are as yet only 
very imperfectly developed here, lead to erroneous con­
clusions. I t  only illustrates the unsatisfactory condition 
of political economy, and the want of strong criticism 
in it, that such arguments can find admission to its 
discussions and disturb its growth.

I t  is to the pursuit of sociology and the study of the 
industrial organization in combination with the other 
organizations of society that we must look for the more 
fruitful development of political economy. We are 
already in such a position with sociology that a person 
who has gained what we now possess of that science will 
bring to bear upon economic problems a sounder judg­
ment and a more correct conception of all social relations 
than a person who may have read a library of the exist­
ing treatises on political economy. The essential ele­
ments of political economy are only corollaries or special 
cases of sociological principles. One who has command 
of the law of the conservation of energy as it manifests 
itself in society is armed at once against socialism, pro­
tectionism, paper money, and a score of other economic 
fallacies. The sociological view of political economy 
also includes whatever is sound in the dogmas of the
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“ historical school ” and furnishes what that school is 
apparently groping after.

As an illustration of the light which sociology throws 
on a great number of political and social phenomena 
which are constantly misconstrued, we may notice the 
differences in the industrial, political, and civil organiza­
tions which are produced all along at different stages of 
the ratio of population to land.

When a country is under-populated newcomers are 
not competitors, but assistants. If more come they may 
produce not only new quotas, but a surplus besides, to 
be divided between themselves and all who were present 
before. In such a state of things land is abundant and 
cheap. The possession of it confers no power or privi­
lege. No one will work for another for wages when he 
can take up new land and be his own master. Hence 
it will pay no one to own more land than he can culti­
vate by his own labor, or with such aid as his own family 
supplies. Hence, again, land bears little or no rent; 
there will be no landlords living on rent and no laborers 
living on wages, but only a middle class of yeoman farmers. 
All are substantially on an equality, and democracy 
becomes the political form, because this is the only state 
of society in which the dogmatic assumption of equality, 
on which democracy is based, is realized as a fact. The 
same effects are powerfully reenforced by other facts. In 
a new and under-populated country the industries which 
are most profitable are the extractive industries. The 
characteristic of these, with the exception of some kinds 
of mining, is that they call for only a low organization 
of labor and small amount of capital. Hence they allow 
the workman to become speedily his own master, and they 
educate him to freedom, independence, and self-reliance. 
At the same time, the social groups being only vaguely
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marked off from each other, it is easy to pass from one 
class of occupations, and consequently from one social 
grade, to another. Finally, under the same circum­
stances education, skill, and superior training have but 
inferior value compared with what they have in densely 
populated countries. The advantages lie, in an under­
populated country, with the coarser, unskilled, manual 
occupations, and not with the highest developments of 
science, literature, and art.

If now we turn for comparison to cases of over­
population we see that the struggle for existence and 
the competition of life are intense where the pressure of 
population is great. This competition draws out the 
highest achievements. I t  makes the advantages of capi­
tal, education, talent, skill, and training tell to the utmost. 
I t draws out the social scale upwards and downwards 
to great extremes and produces aristocratic social Organ­
izations in spite of all dogmas of equality. Landlords, 
tenants (i.e., capitalist employers), and laborers are the 
three primary divisions of any aristocratic order, and 
they are sure to be developed whenever land bears rent 
and whenever tillage requires the application of large 
capital. At the same time liberty has to undergo cur­
tailment. A man who has a square mile to himself can 
easily do as he likes, but a man who walks Broadway at 
noon or lives in a tenement-house finds his power to do 
as he likes limited by scores of considerations for the rights 
and feelings of his fellowmen. Furthermore, organiza­
tion with subordination and discipline is essential in order 
that the society as a whole may win a support from the 
land. In an over-populated country the extremes of 
wealth and luxury are presented side by side with the 
extremes of poverty and distress. They are equally the 
products of an intense social pressure. The achieve-
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ments of power are highest, the rewards of prudence, 
energy, enterprise, foresight, sagacity, and all other 
industrial virtues is greatest; on the other hand, the 
penalties of folly, weakness, error, and vice are most 
terrible. Pauperism, prostitution, and crime are the 
attendants of a state of society in which science, art, 
and literature reach their highest developments. Now 
it is evident that over-population and under-population 
are only relative terms. Hence as time goes on any 
under-populated nation is surely moving forward towards 
the other status, and is speedily losing its natural ad­
vantages which are absolute, and also that relative 
advantage which belongs to it if it is in neighborly rela­
tions with nations of dense population and high civiliza­
tion; viz., the chance to borrow and assimilate from them 
the products, in arts and science, of high civilization 
without enduring the penalties of intense social pressure.

We have seen that if we should try by any measures 
of arbitrary interference and assistance to relieve the 
victims of social pressure from the calamity of their 
position we should only offer premiums to folly and vice 
and extend them further. We have also seen that we 
must go forward and meet our problems. We cannot 
escape them by running away. If then it be asked what 
the wit and effort of man can do to struggle with the 
problems offered by social pressure, the answer is that 
he can do only what his instinct has correctly and surely 
led him to do without any artificial social organization 
of any kind, and that is, by improvements in the arts, 
in science, in morals, in political institutions, to widen 
and strengthen the power of man over nature. The task 
of dealing with social ills is not a new task. People set 
about it and discuss it as if the human race had hitherto 
neglected it, and as if the solution of the problem was to
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be something new in form and substance, different from 
the solution of all problems which have hitherto engaged 
human effort. In truth, the human race has never done 
anything else but struggle with the problem of social 
welfare. That struggle constitutes history, or the life 
of the human race on earth. That struggle embraces 
all minor problems which occupy attention here, save 
those of religion, which reaches beyond this world and 
finds its objects beyond this life. Every successful effort 
to widen the power of man over nature is a real victory 
over poverty, vice, and misery, taking things in general 
and in the long run. I t  would be hard to find a single 
instance of a direct assault by positive effort upon poverty, 
vice, and misery which has not either failed or, if it has 
not failed directly and entirely, has not entailed other 
evils greater than the one which it removed. The only 
two things which really tell on the welfare of man on 
earth are hard work and self-denial (in technical language, 
labor and capital), and these tell most when they are 
brought to bear directly upon the effort to earn an honest 
living, to accumulate capital, and to bring up a family 
of children to be industrious and self-denying in their 
turn. I  repeat that this is the way to work for the wel­
fare of man on earth; and what I  mean to say is that the 
common notion that when we are going to work for the 
social welfare of man we must adopt a great dogma, 
organize for the realization of some great scheme, have 
before us an abstract ideal, or otherwise do anything but 
live honest and industrious lives, is a great mistake. 
From the standpoint of the sociologist pessimism and 
optimism are alike impertinent. To be an optimist one 
must forget the frightful sanctions which are attached 
to the laws of right living. To be a pessimist one must 
overlook the education and growth which are the product
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of effort and self-denial. In either case one is passing 
judgment on what is inevitably fixed, and on which the 
approval or condemnation of man can produce no effect. 
The facts and laws are, once and for all, so, and for us 
men that is the end of the matter. The only persons 
for whom there would be any sense in the question 
whether life is worth living are primarily the yet unborn 
children, and secondarily the persons who are proposing 
to found families. For these latter the question would 
take a somewhat modified form: Will life be worth living 
for children bom of me? This question is, unfortunately, 
not put to themselves by the appropriate persons as it 
would be if they had been taught sociology. The sociol­
ogist is often asked if he wants to kill off certain classes 
of troublesome and burdensome persons. No such in­
ference follows from any sound sociological doctrine, but 
it is allowed to infer, as to a great many persons and 
classes, that it would have been better for society, and 
would have involved no pain to them, if they had never 
been born.

In further illustration of the interpretation which 
sociology offers of phenomena which are often obscure, 
we may note the world-wide effects of the advances in 
the arts and sciences which have been made during the 
last hundred years. These improvements have especially 
affected transportation and communication; that is, they 
have lessened the obstacles of time and space which 
separate the groups of mankind from each other and have 
tended to make the whole human race a single unit. 
The distinction between over-populated and under­
populated countries loses its sharpness, and all are brought 
to an average. Every person who migrates from Europe 
to America affects the comparative status of the two 
continents. He lessens the pressure in the country he
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leaves and increases it in the country, to which he goes. 
II he goes to Minnesota and raises wheat there, which is 
carried back to the country he left as cheap food for those 
who have not emigrated, it is evident that the bearing 
upon social pressure is twofold. I t  is evident, also, 
that the problem of social pressure can no longer be 
correctly studied if the view is confined either to the 
country of immigration or the country of emigration, 
but that it must embrace both. I t  is easy to see, there­
fore, that the ratio of population to land with which we 
have to deal is only in peculiar and limited cases that 
ratio as it exists in England, Germany, or the United 
States. I t  is the ratio as it exists in the civilized world, 
and every year that passes, as our improved arts break 
down the barriers between different parts of the earth, 
brings us nearer to the state of things where all the 
population of Europe, America, Australasia, and South 
Africa must be considered in relation to all the land of 
the same territories, for all that territory will be available 
for all that population, no matter what the proportion 
may be in which the population is distributed over the 
various portions of the territory. The British Islands 
may become one great manufacturing city. Minnesota, 
Texas, and Australia may not have five persons to the 
square mile. Yet all will eat the meat of Texas and the 
wheat of Minnesota and wear the wool of Australia 
manufactured on the looms of England. That all will 
enjoy the maximum of food and raiment under that 
state of things is as clear as anything possibly can be 
which is not yet an accomplished fact. We are working 
towards it by all our instincts of profit and improve­
ment. The greatest obstacles are those which come 
from prejudices, traditions, and dogmas, which are held 
independently of any observation of facts or any correct
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reasoning, and which set the right hand working against 
the left. For instance, the Mississippi Valley was, a 
century ago, as unavailable to support the population 
of France and Germany as if it had been in the moon. 
The Mississippi Valley is now nearer to France and 
Germany than the British Islands were a century ago, 
reckoning distance by the only true standard; viz., diffi­
culty of communication. I t  is a fair way of stating it 
to say that the improvements in transportation of the 
last fifty years have added to France and Germany 
respectively a tract of land of the very highest fertility, 
equal in area to the territory of those states, and available 
for the support of their population. The public men of 
those countries are now declaring that this is a calamity, 
and are devising means to counteract it.

The social and political effects of the improvements 
which have been made must be very great. I t follows 
from what we have said about the effects of intense social 
pressure and high competition that the effect of thus 
bringing to bear on the great centers of population the 
new land of outlying countries must be to relieve the 
pressure in the oldest countries and at the densest centers. 
Then the extremes of wealth and poverty, culture and 
brutality, will be contracted and there will follow a 
general tendency towards an average equality which, 
however, must be understood only within very broad 
limits. Such is no doubt the meaning of the general 
tendency towards equality, the decline of aristocratic 
institutions, the rise of the proletariat, and the ambitious 
expansion, in short, which is characteristic of modern 
civilized society. I t  would lead me too far to follow 
out this line of speculation as to the future, but two 
things ought to be noticed in passing. (1) There are 
important offsets to the brilliant promise which there
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is for mankind in a period during which, for the whole 
civilized world, there will be a wide margin of ease be­
tween the existing population and the supporting power 
of the available land. These offsets consist in the 
effects of ignorance, error, and folly — the same forces 
which have always robbed mankind of half what they 
might have enjoyed on earth. Extravagant governments, 
abuses of public credit, wasteful taxation, legislative 
monopolies and special privileges, juggling with cur­
rency, restrictions on trade, wasteful armaments on land 
and sea, and other follies in economy and statecraft, 
are capable of wasting and nullifying all the gains of 
civilization. (2) The old classical civilization fell under 
an irruption of barbarians from without. I t  is possible 
that our new civilization may perish by an explosion 
from within. The sentimentalists have been preaching 
for a century notions of rights and equality, of the dig­
nity, wisdom, and power of the proletariat, which have 
filled the minds of ignorant men with impossible dreams. 
The thirst for luxurious enjoyment has taken possession 
of us all. I t  is the dark side of the power to foresee a 
possible future good with such distinctness as to make 
it a motive of energy and persevering industry — a power 
which is distinctly modern. Now the thirst for luxurious 
enjoyment, when brought into connection with the notions 
of rights, of power, and of equality, and dissociated from 
the notions of industry and economy, produces the notion 
that a man is robbed of his rights if he has not every­
thing that he wants, and that he is deprived of equality 
if he sees anyone have more than he has, and that he is a 
fool if, having the power of the State in his hands, he allows 
this state of things to last. Then we have socialism, com­
munism, and nihilism; and the fairest conquests of civili­
zation, with all their promise of solid good to man, on the



SOCIOLOGY 191
sole conditions of virtue and wisdom, may be scattered to 
the winds in a war of classes, or trampled underfoot by a 
mob which can only hate what it cannot enjoy.

I t must be confessed that sociology is yet in a tentative 
and inchoate state. All that we can affirm with certainty 
is that social phenomena are subject to law, and that the 
natural laws of the social order are in their entire character 
like the laws of physics. We can draw in grand outline 
the field of sociology and foresee the shape that it will 
take and the relations it will bear to other sciences. 
We can also already find the standpoint which it will 
occupy, and, if a figure may be allowed, although we 
still look over a wide landscape largely enveloped in mist, 
we can see where the mist lies and define the general 
features of the landscape, subject to further corrections. 
To deride or contemn a science in this state would cer­
tainly be a most unscientific proceeding. We confess, 
however, that so soon as we go beyond the broadest 
principles of the science we have not yet succeeded in 
discovering social laws, so as to be able to formulate 
them. A great amount of labor yet remains to be done 
in the stages of preparation. There are, however, not 
more than two or three other sciences which are making 
as rapid progress as sociology, and there is no other which 
is as full of promise for the welfare of man. That sociology 
has an immense department of human interests to con­
trol is beyond dispute. Hitherto this department has 
been included in moral science, and it has not only been 
confused and entangled by dogmas no two of which are 
consistent with each other, but also it has been without 
any growth, so that at this moment our knowledge of 
social science is behind the demands which existing social 
questions make upon us. We are face to face with an 
issue no less grand than this: Shall we, in our general



192 ESSAYS OF WILLIAM GRAHAM SUMNER
social policy, pursue the effort to realize more completely 
that constitutional liberty for which we have been strug­
gling throughout modern history, or shall we return to 
the mediaeval device of functionaries to regulate pro­
cedure and to adjust interests? Shall we try to connect 
with liberty an equal and appropriate responsibility as 
its essential complement and corrective, so that a man 
who gets his own way shall accept his own consequences, 
or shall we yield to the sentimentalism which, after 
preaching an unlimited liberty, robs those who have been 
wise out of pity for those who have been foolish? Shall 
we accept the inequalities which follow upon free com­
petition as the definition of justice, or shall we suppress 
free competition in the interest of equality and to satisfy 
a baseless dogma of justice? Shall we try to solve the 
social entanglements which arise in a society where social 
ties are constantly becoming more numerous and more 
subtle, and where contract has only partly superseded 
custom and status, by returning to the latter, only hasten­
ing a more complete development of the former? These 
certainly are practical questions, and their scope is 
such that they embrace a great number of minor ques­
tions which are before us and which are coming up. 
I t  is to the science of society, which will derive true con­
ceptions of society from the facts and laws of the social 
order,1 studied without prejudice or bias of any sort, that 
we must look for the correct answer to these questions. 
By this observation the field of sociology and the work 
which it is to do for society are sufficiently defined.

1 I t  has been objected that no proof is offered that social laws exist in the 
order of nature. By what demonstration could any such proof be given a 
■ priori t  If a man of scientific training finds his attention arrested, in some 
group of phenomena, by these sequences, relations, and recurrences which he 
has learned to note as signs of action of law, he seeks to  discover the law. 
If it exists, he finds it. What other proof of its existences could there be ?


