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4 Folkways
WILLIAM GRAHAM SUMNER

QK>

1. DEFINITION AND MODE OF ORIGIN
OF THE FOLKWAYS

If we put together all that we have learned from anthropology and ethnogra-
phy about primitive men and primitive society, we perceive that the first task
of life is to live. Men begin with acts, not with thoughts. Every moment brings
necessities which must be satisfied at once. Need was the first experience,
and it was followed at once by a blundering effort to satisfy it. It is generally
taken for granted that men inherited some guiding instincts from their beast
ancestry, and it may be true, although it has never been proved. If there were
such inheritances, they controlled and aided the first efforts to satisfy needs.
Analogy makes it easy to assume that the ways of beasts had produced chan-
nels of habit and predisposition along which dexterities and other psy-
chophysical activities would run easily. Experiments with newborn animals
show that in the absence of any experience of the relation of means to ends,
efforts to satisfy needs are clumsy and blundering. The method is that of trial
and failure, which produces repeated pain, loss, and disappointments. Nev-
ertheless, it is a method of rude experiment and selection. The earliest efforts
of men were of this kind. Need was the impelling force. Pleasure and pain, on
the one side and the other, were the rude constraints which defined the line
on which efforts must proceed. The ability to distinguish between pleasure
and pain is the only psychical power which is to be assumed. Thus ways of
doing things were selected, which were expedient. They answered the pur-
pose better than other ways, or with less toil and pain. Along the course on
which efforts were compelled to go, habit, routine, and skill were developed.
The struggle to maintain existence was carried on, not individually, but in
groups. Each profited by the other’s experience; hence there was concurrence
towards that which proved to be most expedient. All at last adopted the same
way for the same purpose; hence the ways turned into customs and became
mass phenomena. Instincts were developed in connection with them. In this
way folkways arise. The young learn them by tradition, imitation, and
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0 Relativism and Moral Diversity

uthority. The folkways, at a time, provide for all the needs of life then and
were. They are uniform, universal in the group, imperative, and invariable.
\s time goes on, the folkways become more and more arbitrary, positive, and
mperative. If asked why they actin a certain way in certain cases, primitive
eople always answer that it is because they and their ancestors always have
one so. A sanction also arises from ghost fear. The ghosts of ancestors would
e angry if the living should change the ancient folkways.

2. THE FOLKWAYS ARE A SOCIETAL FORCE

'he operation by which folkways are produced consists in the frequent repe-
ition of petty acts, often by great numbers acting in concert or, at least, acting
n the same way when face to face with the same need. The immediate motive
s interest. It produces habit in the individual and custom in the group. It is,
herefore, in the highest degree original and primitive. By habit and custom it
xerts a strain on every individual within its range; therefore it rises to a soci-
tal force to which great classes of societal phenomena are due. Its earliest
tages, its course, and laws may be studied; also its influence on individuals
:nd their reaction on it. It is our present purpose so to study it. We have to
ecognize it as one of the chief forces by which a society is made to be what it
s. Out of the unconscious experiment which every repetition of the ways
ncludes, there issues pleasure or pain, and then, so far as the men are capa-
Jle of reflection, convictions that the ways are conducive to societal welfare.
Fhese two experiences are not the same. The most uncivilized men, both in
he food quest and in wat, do things which are painful, but which have been
ound to be expedient. Perhaps these cases teach the sense of social welfare
setter than those which are pleasurable and favorable to welfare. The former
ases call for some intelligent reflection on experience. When this conviction
s to the relation to welfare is added to the folkways they are converted into
mores, and, by virtue of the philosophical and ethical element added to them,
they win utility and importance and become the source of the science and the

art of living.

3. FOLKWAYS ARE MADE UNCONSCIOUSLY

It is of the first importance to notice that, from the first acts by which men try
to satisfy needs, each act stands by itself, and looks no further than the imme-
diate satisfaction. From recurrent needs arise habits for the individual and
customs for the group, but these results are consequences which were never
conscious, and never foreseen or intended. They are not noticed until they
have long existed, and it is still longer before they are appreciated. Another
long time must pass, and a higher stage of mental development must be
reached, before they can be used as a basis from which to deduce rules for
meeting, in the future, problems whose pressure can be foreseen. The folk-
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ways, therefore, are not creations of human purpose and wit. They are like
products of natural forces which men unconsciously set in operation, or they
are like the instinctive ways of animals, which are developed out of experi-
ence, which reach a final form of maximum adaptation to an interest, which
are handed down by tradition and admit of no exception or variation, yet
change to meet new conditions, still within the same limited methods, and
without rational reflection or purpose. From this it results that all the life of
human beings, in all ages and stages of culture, is primarily controlled by a
vast mass of folkways handed down from the earliest existence of the race,
having the nature of the ways of other animals, only the topmost layers of
which are subject to change and control, and have been somewhat modified
by human philosophy, ethics, and religion, or by other acts of intelligent
reflection. We are told of savages that “It is difficult to exhaust the customs
and small ceremonial usages of a savage people. Custom regulates the whole
of a man'’s actions,—his bathing, washing, cutting his hair, eating, drinking,
and fasting. From his cradle to his grave he is the slave of ancient usage. In his
life there is nothing free, nothing original, nothing spontaneous, no progress
towards a higher and better life, and no attempt to improve his condition,
mentally, morally, or spiritually.”! All men act in this way with only a little
wider margin of voluntary variation. . . .

5. THE STRAIN OF IMPROVEMENT
AND CONSISTENCY

The folkways, being ways of satisfying needs, have succeeded more or less
well, and therefore have produced more or less pleasure or pain. Their qual-
Ity always consisted in their adaptation to the purpose. If they were imper-
fectly adapted and unsuccessful, they produced pain, which drove men on to
learn better. The folkways are, therefore, (1) subject to a strain of improvement
towards better adaptation of means to ends, as long as the adaptation is so
imperfect that pain is produced. They are also (2) subject to a strain of consis-
tency with each other, because they all answer their several purposes with less
friction and antagonism when they cooperate and support each other. The
forms of industry, the forms of the family, the notions of property, the con-
structions of rights, and the types of religion show the strain of consistency
with each other through the whole history of civilization. The two great cul-
tural divisions of the human race are the oriental and the occidental. Each is
consistent throughout; each has its own philosophy and spirit; they are sepa-
rated from top to bottom by different mores, different standpoints, different
ways, and different notions of what societal arrangements are advantageous.
In their contrast they keep before our minds the possible range of divergence
in the solution of the great problems of human life, and in the views of earthly
existence by which life policy may be controlled. If two planets were joined in
one, their inhabitants could not differ more widely as to what things are best

. worth seeking, or what ways are most expedient for well living. . . .
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15. ETHNOCENTRISM

Ethnocentrism is the technical name for this view of things in which one’s
own group is the center of everything, and all others are scaled and rated
with reference to it. Folkways correspond to it to cover both the inner and the
outer relation. Each group nourishes its own pride and vanity, boasts itself
superior, exalts its own divinities, and looks with contempt on outsiders.
Each group thinks its own folkways the only right ones, and if it observes that
other groups have other folkways, these excite its scorn. Opprobrious epi-
thets are derived from these differences. “Pig-eater,” “cow-eater,” “uncir-
cumcised,” “jabberers,” are epithets of contempt and abomination. The Tupis
called the Portuguese by a derisive epithet descriptive of birds which have
feathers around their feet, on account of trousers.? For our present purpose
the most important fact is that ethnocentrism leads a people to exaggerate
and intensify everything in their own folkways which is peculiar and which
differentiates them from others. It therefore strengthens the folkways. . . .

28. FOLKWAYS DUE TO FALSE INFERENCE

Furthermore, folkways have been formed by accident, that is, by irrational
and incongruous action, based on pseudo-knowledge. In Molembo a pesti-
lence broke out soon after a Portuguese had died there. After that the natives
took all possible measures not to allow any white man to die in their country.?
On the Nicobar islands some natives who had just begun to make pottery
died. The art was given up and never again attempted.* White men gave to
one Bushman in a kraal a stick ornamented with buttons as a symbol of
authority. The recipient died leaving the stick to his son. The son soon died.
Then the Bushmen brought back the stick lest all should die.’ Until recently
no building of incombustible materials could be built in any big town of the
central province of Madagascar, on account of some ancient prejudice.® A
party of Eskimos met with no game. One of them returned to their sledges
and got the ham of a dog to eat. As he returned with the ham bone in his hand
he met and killed a seal. Ever afterwards he carried a ham bone in his hand
when hunting.” The Belenda women (peninsula of Malacca) stay as near to
the house as possible during the [menstrual] period. Many keep the door
closed. They know no reason for this custom. “It must be due to some now
forgotten superstition.”® Soon after the Yakuts saw a camel for the first time
smallpox broke out amongst them. They thought the camel to be the agent of
the disease.? A woman amongst the same people contracted an endogamous
marriage. She soon afterwards became blind. This was thought to be on
account of the violation of ancient customs.!® A very great number of such
cases could be collected. In fact they represent the current mode of reasoning
of nature people. It is their custom to reason that, if one thing follows another,
it is due to it. A great number of customs are traceable to the notion of the evil
eye, many more to ritual notions of uncleanness.! No scientific investigation
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could discover the origin of the folkways mentioned, if the origin had not
chanced to become known to civilized men. We must believe that the known
cases illustrate the irrational and incongruous origin of many folkways. In
civilized history also we know that customs have owed their origin to “his-
torical accident,”—the vanity of a princess, the deformity of a king, the whim
of a democracy, the love intrigue of a statesman or prelate. By the institutions
of another age it may be provided that no one of these things can affect deci-
sions, acts, or interests, but then the power to decide the ways may have
passed to clubs, trades unions, trusts, commercial rivals, wire-pullers, politi-
cians, and political fanatics. In these cases also the causes and origins may
escape investigation.

29. HARMFUL FOLKWAYS

There are folkways which are positively harmful. Very often these are just the
ones for which a definite reason can be given. The destruction of a man’s
goods at his death is a direct deduction from other-worldliness; the dead man
is supposed to want in the other world just what he wanted here. The destruc-
tion of aman’s goods at his death was a great waste of capital, and it must have
had a disastrous effect on the interests of the living, and must have very seri-
ously hindered the development of civilization. With this custom we must
class all the expenditure of labor and capital on graves, temples, pyramids,
rites, sacrifices, and support of priests, so far as these were supposed to bene-
fit the dead. The faith in goblinism produced other-worldly interests which
overruled ordinary worldly interests. Foods have often been forbidden which
were plentiful, the prohibition of which injuriously lessened the food supply.
There is a tribe of Bushmen who will eat no goat’s flesh, although goats are the
most numerous domestic animals in the district.”? Where totemism exists it is
regularly accompanied by a taboo on eating the totem animal. Whatever may
be the real principle in totemism, it overrules the interest in an abundant food
supply. “The origin of the sacred regard paid to the cow must be sought in the
primitive nomadic life of the Indo-European race,” because it is common to
Iranians and Indians of Hindostan.?® The Libyans ate oxen but not cows.!4 The
same was true of the Phonicians and Egyptians.’® In some cases the sense of a
food taboo is not to be learned. It may have been entirely capricious.
Mohammed would not eat lizards, because he thought them the offspring of
a metamorphosed clan of Israelites.'s On the other hand, the protective taboo
which forbade killing crocodiles, pythons, cobras, and other animals enemies
of man was harmful to his interests, whatever the motive. “It seems to be a
fixed article of belief throughout southern India, that all who have willfully or
accidentally killed a snake, especially a cobra, will certainly be punished
either in this life or the next, in one of three ways: either by childlessness, or,
by leprosy, or by ophthalmia.”1” Where this faith exists man has a greater inter-
est to spare a cobra than to kill it. India furnishes a great number of cases of

. harmful mores. “In India every tendency of humanity seems intensified and
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exaggerated. No country in the world is so conservative in its traditions, yet
no country has undergone so many religious changes and vicissitudes.”
“Every year thousands perish of disease that might recover if they would take
proper nourishment, and drink the medicine that science prescribes, but
which they imagine that their religion forbids them to touch.” “Men who can
scarcely count beyond twenty, and know not the letters of the alphabet, would
rather die than eat food which had been prepared by men of lower caste,
unless it had been sanctified by being offered to an idol; and would kill their
daughters rather than endure the disgrace of having unmarried girls at home
beyond twelve or thirteen years of age.”!® In the last case the rule of obligation
and duty is set by the mores. The interest comes under vanity. The sanction of
the caste rules is in a boycott by all members of the caste. The rules are often
very harmful. “The authority of caste rests partly on written laws, partly on
legendary fables or narratives, partly on the injunctions of instructors and
priests, partly on custom and usage, and partly on the caprice and conven-
ience of its votaries.”? The harm of caste rules is so great that of late they have
been broken in some cases, especially in regard to travel over sea, which is a
great advantage to Hindoos.” The Hindoo folkways in regard to widows and
child marriages must also be recognized as socially harmful. ...

31. THE FOLKWAYS ARE “RIGHT.”
RIGHTS. MORALS

The folkways are the “right” ways to satisfy all interests, because they are tra-
ditional, and exist in fact. They extend over the whole of life. There is a right
way to catch game, to win a wife, to make one’s self appear, to cure disease,
to honor ghosts, to treat comrades or strangers, to behave when a child is
born, on the warpath, in council, and so on in all cases which can arise. The
ways are defined on the negative side, that is, by taboos. The “right” way is
the way which the ancestors used and which has been handed down. The tra-
dition is its own warrant. It is not held subject to verification by experience.
The notion of right is in the folkways. It is not outside of them, of indepen-
dent origin, and brought to them to test them. In the folkways, whatever is, is
right. This is because they are traditional, and therefore contain in themselves
the authority of the ancestral ghosts. When we come to the folkways we are
at the end of our analysis. The notion of right and ought is the same in regard
to all the folkways, but the degree of it varies with the importance of the inter-
est at stake. The obligation of conformable and cooperative action is far
greater under ghost fear and war than in other matters, and the social sanc-
tions are severer, because group interests are supposed to be at stake. Some
usages contain only a slight element of right and ought. It may well be
pelieved that notions of right and duty, and of social welfare, were first devel-
oped in connection with ghost fear and other-worldliness, and therefore that,
in that field also, folkways were first raised to mores. “Rights” are the rules of
mutual give and take in the competition of life which are imposed on com-
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rades in the in-group, in order that the peace may prevail ther ich i
Sssentxa} to the group strength. Thereforelr) rights ca}; I:1ever be i:ax}r:’}’l (;i
God-given,” or absolute in any sense. The morality of a group at a time is the
issu‘rin f(i)rf\ tl:le ;;boofs and preslzcriptions in the folkways by which right conduct
efined. Therefore morals can n intuiti istorical, insti
tetional, and empurical ever be intuitive. They are historical, insti-
World philosophy, life policy, right, rights, and morality are all products
of the folkways. They are reflections on, and generalizations from, the expe-
rie'nce of pleasure and pain which is won in efforts to carry on the séruggle for
existence um.ier actual life conditions. The generalizations are very crude and
vague in their germinal forms. They are all embodied in folklore, and all our
philosophy and science have been developed out of them. . .. ,

34. DEFINITION OF THE MORES

When the elements of truth and right are developed into doctrines of welfare
the folkyvays are raised to another plane. They then become capable of pro:
ducing inferences, developing into new forms, and extending their construc-
tive influence over men and society. Then we call them the mores. The mores
are thg folkways, including the philosophical and ethical generalizations as
to societal welfare which are suggested by them, and inherent in the

they grow. . .. ’ e

65. WHAT IS GOODNESS OR BADNESS
OF THE MORES

It is most important to notice that, for the people of a time and place, their
own mores are always good, or rather that for them there can be no qu,estion
of the goodness or badness of their mores. The reason is because the stan-
dards of good and right are in the mores. If the life conditions change, the tra-
ditional folkways may produce pain and loss, or fail to produce tltle same
good as formerly. Then the loss of comfort and ease brings doubt into the
judgment of welfare (causing doubt of the pleasure of the gods, or of war
power, or of health), and thus disturbs the unconscious philoso,phy of the
mores. Then a.later time will pass judgment on the mores. Another society
may also pass judgment on the mores. In our literary and historical study of
the mores we want to get from them their educational value, which consists
in the stimulus or warning as to what is, in its effects, societally good or bad
This may lead us to reject or neglect a phenomenon like infanticide slaver};
or witchcraft, as an old “abuse” and “evil,” or to pass by the crusades as a
folly which cannot recur. Such a course would be a great error. Everything in
the mores of a time and place must be regarded as justified with regard to that
time and place. “Good” mores are those which are well adapted to the situa-

" 4 s
- tion. “Bad” mores are those which are not so adapted. The mores are not so



76 Relativism and Moral Diversity

stereotyped and changeless as might appear, because they are forever mov-
ing towards more complete adaptation to conditions and interests, and also
towards more complete adjustment to each other. People in mass have never
made or kept up a custom in order to hurt their own interests. They have
made innumerable errors as to what their interests were and how to satisfy
them, but they have always aimed to serve their interests as well as they
could. This gives the standpoint for the student of the mores. All things in
them come before him on the same plane. They all bring instruction and
warning. They all have the same relation to power and welfare. The mistakes
in them are component parts of them. We do not study them in order to
approve some of them and condemn others. They are all equally worthy of
attention from the fact that they existed and were used. The chief object of
study in them is their adjustment to interests, their relation to welfare, and
their coordination in a harmonious system of life policy. For the men of the
time there are no “bad” mores. What is traditional and current is the standard
of what ought to be. The masses never raise any question about such things.
If a few raise doubts and questions, this proves that the folkways have
already begun to lose firmness and the regulative element in the mores has
begun to lose authority. This indicates that the folkways are on their way to
a new adjustment. The extreme of folly, wickedness, and absurdity in
the mores is witch persecutions, but the best men of the seventeenth century
had no doubt that witches existed, and that they ought to be burned. The
religion, statecraft, jurisprudence, philosophy, and social system of that age
all contributed to maintain that belief. It was rather a culmination than a
contradiction of the current faiths and convictions, just as the dogma that
all men are equal and that one ought to have as much political power in the
state as another was the culmination of the political dogmatism and social
philosophy of the nineteenth century. Hence our judgments of the good or
evil consequences of folkways are to be kept separate from our study of the
historical phenomena of them, and of their strength and the reasons for it.
The judgments have their place in plans and doctrines for the future, notina

retrospect. . . .

439. MEANING OF “IMMORAL”

When, therefore, the ethnographers apply condemnatory or depreciatory
adjectives to the people whom they study, they beg the most important ques-
tion which we want to investigate; that is, What are standards, codes, and
ideas of chastity, decency, propriety, modesty, etc., and whence do they arise?
The ethnographical facts contain the answer to this question, but in order to
reach it we want a colorless report of the facts. We shall find proof that
#immoral” never means anything but contrary to the mores of the time and
place. Therefore the mores and the morality may move together, and there is
no permanent or universal standard by which right and truth in regard to
these matters can be established and different folkways compared and criti-
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cised. Only experience produces judgments of the expediency of some
usages. For instance, ancient peoples thought pederasty was harmless and
tr.1v1al. It has been well proved to be corrupting both to individual and social
vigor, and harmful to interests, both individual and collective. Cannibalism,
polygamy, incest, harlotry, and other primitive customs have been discarde(i
by a very wide and, in the case of some of them, unanimous judgment that
thex are harmful. On the other hand, in the Avesta spermatorrhea is a crime
pur.ushed by stripes.2 The most civilized peoples also maintain, by virtue of
their superior position in the arts of life, that they have attained to higher
and. better judgments and that they may judge the customs of others from
their own standpoint. For three or four centuries they have called their own
customs “Christian,” and have thus claimed for them a religious authority
and sanction which they do not possess by any connection with the prin-
ciples of Christianity. Now, however, the adjective seems to be losing its
force. The Japanese regard nudity with indifference, but they use dress to
conceal the contour of the human form while we use it to enhance, in many
ways, the attraction. “Christian” mores have been enforced by the best
breechloaders and ironclads, but the Japanese now seem ready to bring supe-
rlority in those matters to support their mores. It is now a known and recog-
nized fact that our missionaries have unintentionally and unwittingly dor%e
great harm to nature people by inducing them to wear clothes as one of the
first details of civilized influence. In the usages of nature peoples there is no
correlation at all between dress and sentiments of chastity, modesty, decenc

and propriety.® ... , , Y

503. THE GREAT VARIETY IN THE CODES

All the topics which have been treated in this chapter are branches or out-
reachings of the social code. They show how deep is the interest of human
beings in.the sex taboo, and in the self-perpetuation of society. Men have
always tried, and are trying still, to solve the problem of well living in this
respect. The men, the women, the children, and the society have joint and
several interests, and the complication is great. At the present time popula-
tion, race, marriage, childbirth, and the education of children present us our
greatest problems and most unfathomable mysteries. All the contradictory
usages of chastity, decency, propriety, etc., have their sense in some assumed
relation to the welfare of society. To some extent they have come out of
eaprice, but chiefly they have issued from experience of good and ill, and are
due to efforts to live well. Thus we may discern in them policies and,philoso-
phies, but they never proceed to form any such generalities as do rationally
adopted motives. There is logic in the folkways, but never rationality. Given
the premises, in a notion of kin, for instance, and the deductions are made
directly and generally correctly, but the premises could never be verified, and
they were oftener false than true. Each group took its own way, makir{g its

_own assumptions, and following its own logic. So there was great variety and
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discord in their policies and philosophies, but within the area of a custom,
during its dominion, its authority is absolute; and hence, although the usages
are infinitely various, directly contradictory, and mutually abominable, they
are, within their area of dominion, of equal value and force, and they are the
standards of what is true and right. The groups have often tried to convert
each other by argument and reason. They have never succeeded. Each one’s
reasons are the tradition which it has received from its ancestors. That does
not admit of argument. Each tries to convince the other by going outside of
the tradition to some philosophic standard of truth. Then the tradition is left
in full force. Shocking as it must be to any group to be told that there is no
rational ground for any one of them to convert another group to its mores
(because this seems to imply, although it does not, that their folkways are not
better than those of other groups), yet this must be said, for it is true. By expe-
rience and science the nations which by name are Christian have reached
ways which are better fitted, on the whole, for well living than those of the
Mohammedan nations, although this superiority is not by any means so com-
plete and sweeping as current opinion in Christian countries believes. If
Christians and Mohammedans come together and argue, they never make
the slightest impression on each other. During the crusades, in Andalusia,
and in cities of the near East where they live side by side, they have come to
peace, mutual respect, and mutual influence. Syncretism begins. There is giv-
ing and taking. In Egypt at present the Moslems see the power of the English
to carry on industry, commerce, and government, and this observation pro-
duces effect on the folkways. That is the chief way in which folkways are
modified or borrowed. It was by this process that Greeks and Romans influ-
enced the folkways of barbarians, and that white men have influenced those
of negroes, Indians, Polynesians, Japanese, etc.
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