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The title of this 1883 classic of laissez-faire economics and sociology is ironic: the social
classes do not, the author concludes, owe each other anything. Demolishing the theory
of group obligation and fully embracing the concepts of dog-eat-dog social Darwinism,
Sumner rages against the notion that the educated and wealthy have any obligation to
the poor and uneducated, declares that the men should simply pull themselves out of
poverty, deems taxes an obscenity and universal suffrage "immoral and vicious,"
dismisses the idea of "natural rights," and decries anything other than "every man for
himself." A stunning evocation of modern libertarianism taken to its logical extreme,
What Social Classes Owe to Each Other presents a bleak vision of contemporary
industrial society... one valuable for those on all sides of the issue to understand and
appreciate. American academic and author WILLIAM GRAHAM SUMNER (1840-1910)
was an influential professor of sociology and politics at Yale College and president of
the American Sociological Association from 1908 to 1909. He wrote numerous and
varied books including Andrew Jackson as a Public Man (1882) and Folkways (1906).
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IT is commonly asserted that there are in the United States no classes, and any allusion
to classes is resented. On the other hand, we constantly read and hear discussions of
social topics in which the existence of social classes is assumed as a simple fact...
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