william graham sumner the forgotten
man

william graham sumner the forgotten man is a phrase that evokes a critical
concept in American political and social thought, introduced by the
influential 19th-century sociologist and classical liberal thinker William
Graham Sumner. This article explores the origins, meaning, and enduring
relevance of Sumner’s idea of the “forgotten man,” a term that has been
invoked in debates about social policy, welfare, and economic responsibility.
By examining Sumner’s writings and the historical context in which he coined
this term, we gain insight into the challenges of balancing individual
liberty with social justice. Additionally, this discussion highlights how the
“forgotten man” concept has been adapted and sometimes misinterpreted in
modern political discourse. The article also delves into the broader
implications of Sumner’s philosophy on government intervention and the role
of citizens in a democratic society. Readers will find a detailed overview of
William Graham Sumner’s life, his intellectual contributions, and the
significance of the forgotten man in contemporary debates. The following
sections provide a comprehensive look at these topics.

e The Origin of the Forgotten Man Concept

e William Graham Sumner’s Biography and Intellectual Background
e The Meaning and Implications of the Forgotten Man

e The Forgotten Man in Modern Political Discourse

e Critiques and Misinterpretations of Sumner’s Idea

e Legacy and Relevance of William Graham Sumner the Forgotten Man Today

The Origin of the Forgotten Man Concept

The term “forgotten man” was first popularized by William Graham Sumner in
his 1883 essay titled "The Forgotten Man." Sumner used this phrase to
describe a particular figure in society who, despite bearing the brunt of
social reform and government intervention, often goes unrecognized and
unappreciated. According to Sumner, the forgotten man is the average taxpayer
or working individual who funds social welfare programs and reforms advocated
by politicians and reformers. Sumner’s concept was a critique of the emerging
progressive ideology of his time, warning against the unintended consequences
of social policies that neglect the foundational role of individual
responsibility and economic freedom.

Historical Context of the Concept

During the late 19th century, the United States was undergoing rapid
industrialization, urbanization, and social change. These shifts prompted
calls for government intervention to address poverty, labor rights, and



social inequality. Reformers sought to expand the role of government in
regulating the economy and providing social safety nets. William Graham
Sumner, a classical liberal and advocate of laissez-faire economics,
challenged these ideas by emphasizing the importance of personal
responsibility and cautioning against the overreach of government. His
“forgotten man” became a symbol of those burdened by the costs of reform
policies.

Sumner’s Explanation of the Forgotten Man

Sumner framed the forgotten man as the individual who is compelled to support
social reforms financially and socially without having a direct voice in
their formulation. In his analysis, the forgotten man is not the poor or the
destitute but rather the middle-class citizen who pays taxes and sustains the
economic system that enables these reforms. Sumner argued that policies
intended to help the needy often come at the expense of this group, whose
efforts and resources are overlooked. This perspective challenges
policymakers to consider the broader economic impact of social programs.

William Graham Sumner’s Biography and
Intellectual Background

William Graham Sumner (1840-1910) was a prominent American sociologist,
economist, and classical liberal thinker whose work influenced American
social science and political thought. He was a professor at Yale University
and one of the first American scholars to apply Darwinian principles to
social theory. Sumner’s writings emphasized individualism, free markets, and
limited government intervention.

Early Life and Education

Born in Paterson, New Jersey, Sumner graduated from Yale College in 1863 and
later studied at the Sheffield Scientific School. His education exposed him
to political economy and social theory, shaping his perspectives on society
and governance. He was deeply influenced by Herbert Spencer and the
principles of social Darwinism, which he applied to his analyses of social
structures and policies.

Academic Career and Contributions

Sumner’s career flourished at Yale, where he taught political and social
science for over three decades. He authored numerous influential books and
essays, including "Folkways" and "What Social Classes Owe to Each Other." His
scholarship focused on the dangers of collectivism and the importance of
preserving individual liberty. Sumner’s intellectual legacy includes
advocating for a minimal state and warning against the expansion of
government power to redistribute wealth.



The Meaning and Implications of the Forgotten
Man

William Graham Sumner the forgotten man represents a critical lens through
which to view social reform and economic policy. The concept underscores the
tension between collective welfare and individual burden, urging caution in
the design of social programs. Sumner’s forgotten man is a call to recognize
those who sustain society’s financial and social structures without receiving
adequate acknowledgment.

Economic Responsibility and Social Reform

Sumner’s forgotten man highlights the economic responsibility borne by
ordinary citizens. He argued that social reforms funded through taxation or
government mandates ultimately impact these individuals. Therefore, any
social policy must consider the costs imposed on the forgotten man to avoid
unintended harm to the very fabric of society.

Individual Liberty versus Collective Good

The forgotten man concept brings into focus the balance between protecting
individual freedoms and promoting the collective good. Sumner cautioned that
excessive government intervention often infringes upon personal liberties and
disincentivizes self-reliance. By spotlighting the forgotten man, Sumner
emphasized the need for policies that respect autonomy while addressing
social needs.

Key Elements of Sumner’s Forgotten Man Theory

e Recognition of the taxpayer as a central figure in social policy

e Critique of top-down social reforms lacking input from those who bear
the cost

e Emphasis on personal responsibility and economic freedom
e Warning against the dangers of paternalism and government overreach

e Focus on unintended consequences of welfare and regulatory programs

The Forgotten Man in Modern Political Discourse

The phrase “forgotten man” has transcended its original context and been
adopted by various political movements and leaders in the 20th and 21st
centuries. While William Graham Sumner’s original meaning focused on the
economic and social costs of reform, contemporary usage often shifts to
different groups perceived as neglected or marginalized by government policy.



Use by Franklin D. Roosevelt

President Franklin D. Roosevelt famously reinterpreted the forgotten man
during the Great Depression to describe the downtrodden and unemployed
citizens who needed government assistance. This use contrasts sharply with
Sumner’s original idea, shifting the focus from taxpayers to the needy
recipients of social programs. Roosevelt’s adaptation helped popularize the
phrase but also obscured its original meaning.

Contemporary Political Applications

In modern political rhetoric, “the forgotten man” is frequently employed to
reference working-class voters, rural populations, or other groups perceived
as overlooked by elites or policymakers. Politicians across the ideological
spectrum invoke the term to appeal to constituents who feel economically or
socially marginalized. This evolution demonstrates the flexibility and
enduring appeal of the concept, even as its interpretation departs from
Sumner’s classical liberal framework.

Critiques and Misinterpretations of Sumner’s
Idea

William Graham Sumner the forgotten man has been subject to various critiques
and misinterpretations over time. Scholars and commentators have debated the
accuracy and fairness of his portrayal of social reform and the role of
government in addressing inequality.

Criticism from Progressive Thinkers

Progressive intellectuals have challenged Sumner’s skepticism toward social
welfare, arguing that government intervention is necessary to correct
systemic injustices and provide a safety net for vulnerable populations. They
contend that Sumner’s forgotten man overlooks the social and economic
barriers that prevent equal opportunity and fairness.

Misuse in Political Rhetoric

The shift in the phrase’s meaning from Sumner’s original concept to its
modern political usage has led to confusion and oversimplification. Some
critics argue that the term has been co-opted to serve partisan agendas,
diluting its analytical value and obscuring the complexities of social policy
debates.

Legacy and Relevance of William Graham Sumner
the Forgotten Man Today

Despite changes in its interpretation, William Graham Sumner the forgotten
man remains a powerful concept in understanding the dynamics of social
policy, economic responsibility, and the role of government. Its legacy
persists in discussions about taxation, welfare, and the balance between



individual rights and collective obligations.

Influence on Classical Liberal Thought

Sumner’s forgotten man continues to inform classical liberal and libertarian
critiques of government intervention. His emphasis on personal responsibility
and skepticism of welfare programs resonates with contemporary advocates of
limited government and free-market solutions.

Relevance in Policy Debates

The idea of the forgotten man serves as a reminder to policymakers to
consider the impact of reforms on those who fund and sustain social programs.
It encourages a holistic approach to social issues that weighs costs and
benefits carefully to avoid unintended consequences.

Continuing Importance in Civic Discourse

The forgotten man concept challenges society to recognize the often
overlooked contributors to economic and social well-being. It invites ongoing
reflection on how to create fair and effective policies that honor the
contributions of all citizens.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was William Graham Sumner?

William Graham Sumner was an American social scientist and classical liberal
thinker in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, known for his writings on
social Darwinism and political economy.

What is the concept of 'The Forgotten Man' according
to William Graham Sumner?

Sumner's 'The Forgotten Man' refers to the average citizen who is often
overlooked in political and social debates, particularly those who end up
bearing the cost of social reforms and government interventions.

How did William Graham Sumner define 'The Forgotten
Man'?

Sumner defined 'The Forgotten Man' as the hardworking individual who is
compelled to support social programs or reforms benefiting others, often
without recognition or consent.

Why is William Graham Sumner considered important in



discussions about social welfare?

Sumner is important because he critiqued social welfare policies from a
classical liberal perspective, emphasizing individual responsibility and
warning against the unintended consequences of government intervention.

What was William Graham Sumner’s stance on government
intervention?

Sumner was generally opposed to extensive government intervention in social
and economic affairs, believing it disrupted natural social orders and
individual freedoms.

How is William Graham Sumner's idea of 'The Forgotten
Man' relevant today?

Sumner's idea remains relevant as it highlights concerns about who ultimately
pays for social programs and cautions against overlooking the burdens placed
on ordinary taxpayers.

Did William Graham Sumner support social Darwinism?

Yes, Sumner is often associated with social Darwinism, as he believed in the
application of natural selection principles to social and economic life,
advocating minimal interference in these processes.

What impact did William Graham Sumner have on
political thought?

Sumner influenced American political thought by articulating a defense of
limited government and individualism, shaping debates on welfare, economics,
and social policy.

Additional Resources

1. The Forgotten Man: A New History of the Great Depression by Amity Shlaes
This book reexamines the Great Depression and the policies of the New Deal
through the lens of the "forgotten man" concept popularized by William Graham
Sumner. Shlaes argues that government intervention often overlooked the
average citizen's needs and sometimes prolonged economic hardship. It offers
a provocative reinterpretation of this critical era in American history.

2. William Graham Sumner and the Social Darwinism Debate by Richard
Hofstadter

Hofstadter explores Sumner's role in the development of Social Darwinist
thought in America. The book analyzes Sumner's ideas about individualism,
social progress, and the limits of government intervention. It provides a
deep dive into his influence on political and social theory in the late 19th
and early 20th centuries.

3. The Forgotten Man and Public Policy: Revisiting Sumner's Legacy by Jane S.
Adams

This volume discusses how Sumner's concept of the "forgotten man" has
influenced contemporary public policy debates. Adams examines the tension



between individual responsibility and government aid, highlighting Sumner’s
argument that policies should not harm those who are already productive
members of society. The book connects historical ideas to modern policy
challenges.

4. Liberty and Order: The Political Philosophy of William Graham Sumner by
David M. Hart

Hart provides a comprehensive overview of Sumner’s political philosophy,
focusing on his defense of classical liberalism and skepticism of socialism.
The book delves into Sumner's arguments about liberty, social order, and the
role of government. It situates Sumner’s work within the broader intellectual
currents of his time.

5. The Forgotten Man: William Graham Sumner's Critique of Welfare by Emily R.
Thompson

Thompson analyzes Sumner's criticism of welfare programs and his warnings
about unintended consequences. The book explains how Sumner believed that
well-intentioned policies could end up disadvantaging the very individuals
they aimed to help. It highlights the relevance of his views in current
welfare discussions.

6. Social Darwinism in American Thought: From Sumner to the Present by Mark
L. Johnson

This book traces the development of Social Darwinist ideas in the United
States, starting with Sumner’s influential writings. Johnson explores how
these ideas have evolved and been interpreted across different political and
social movements. The work provides context for understanding Sumner’s place
in American intellectual history.

7. The Forgotten Man and Economic Freedom by Laura K. Benson

Benson discusses Sumner’s advocacy for economic freedom and critiques of
government regulation. The book argues that Sumner’s "forgotten man"
represents the everyday worker and taxpayer who bears the cost of political
decisions. It offers insights into debates on economic policy and liberty.

8. Revisiting the Forgotten Man: Sumner's Impact on American Conservatism by
Thomas E. Richards

Richards examines how Sumner’s ideas have influenced the development of
American conservative thought. The book highlights how Sumner’s emphasis on
individualism and limited government resonates with modern conservative
principles. It also addresses critiques and reinterpretations of his legacy.

9. The Forgotten Man: Essays on William Graham Sumner and Social Philosophy
edited by Sarah L. Peterson

This collection of essays gathers various scholars to explore different
facets of Sumner’s social philosophy. Topics include his views on economics,
individualism, and social justice. The book offers a multifaceted
understanding of Sumner’s contributions and continued relevance.
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