
contributions to theories of power in collectivities look
at relations of power between the dominant and the domi-
nated with an eye toward the balance of power between
them.

Whereas most theories of power stress the capacity of
powerholders to realize their objectives, Giddens proposes
a dialectic of control. In this concept, as in most others,
dominant groups hold their power through their control of
scarce resources, the nature of which varies depending on
historical circumstances. However, powerholders cannot
realize their objectives without the active compliance of the
dominated. Through their compliance or resistance to the
orders they receive, the dominated maintain some degree of
leverage over their political circumstances. When this lever-
age is skillfully employed, as is most easily illustrated in
the case of strikes and other tactics used by labor unions,
subordinate groups may claim some rights to autonomy
from the dictates of those who control the most powerful
resources. Beyond labor unions, one may see examples
of the dialectic of control on a large scale in the origins of
citizenship rights that commoners wrested from nobles and
aristocrats in Western polities and, on a small scale, in the
control of domestic arrangements by women in conven-
tional bourgeois families where men controlled the domi-
nant cultural and social capital as well as the bulk of the
economic resources.

No full-scale social ontology can avoid an account of
human consciousness and motivation. Giddens’s account
(see especially 1991, chap. 2) is both a strength and a weak-
ness of his thought. On one hand, it introduces a way of con-
ceiving consciousness that is well suited to the praxiological
orientation of structuration theory. On the other hand, it
leaves many human capacities for existential meaning and
emotional experience unaddressed (see Craib 1992). To
begin, Giddens divides human consciousness into three seg-
ments: (1) discursive consciousness, which is the familiar
idea of fully focused thought and fully engaged attention;
(2) practical consciousness; and (3) the unconscious.
Although fully focused thought plays a substantial role in
Giddens’s theoretical analyses of modernity, Giddens’s
conceptions of practical consciousness and the unconscious
are more central to the development of structuration theory.

Practical consciousness refers to the tacit form of aware-
ness that is all that actors require when they perform familiar
routines or when they recognize familiar elements of social
situations. Although this tacit form of consciousness takes
account only of the unexceptional and commonplace ele-
ments of human experience, it acquires great importance in
structuration theory on two grounds. First, practical con-
sciousness is maintained in the mundane routines that
reproduce social life in the duality of structure. Second,
practical consciousness is tied into what Giddens proposes
as a basic and generalized human need for ontological secu-
rity, a need that arises in the human unconscious.

Ontological security is a condition in which humans feel
comfortable with their activities, their environment and with
their fellow actors with whom they interact. The connection
between routine praxis and ontological security is obvious:
Routine praxis produces ontological security. However,
ontological security is an unconscious state of mind that is
generally inaccessible in everyday life. The existence of this
need becomes evident during wars and catastrophic disas-
ters. In these circumstances, when most of the practices that
structure social life are no longer possible, actors experience
the acute psychic effects of anomie. In these circumstances,
actors will go to great lengths to establish a new daily round
of activities. While some of these activities may be neces-
sary for material survival, the recurrent and predictable
familiarity of the routine quickly begins to serve as both a
social and psychological anchor for daily life. The powerful
urge to devise and maintain basic processes of structuration
that is so evident in these situations supports Giddens’s
insights into ontological security as a basic need. However,
Giddens has nothing to say about whether humans also have
ontological needs for meaning or emotional attachments.
Thus, primordial philosophical questions about human
ontology lie beyond the scope of structuration theory.

— Ira J. Cohen

See also Ethnomethodology; Giddens, Anthony; Individualism;
Social Action; Social Space; Social Structure; Time
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SUMNER, WILLIAM GRAHAM

William Graham Sumner (1840–1910) is credited with
teaching the first sociology course in the United States. He
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was one of the founders of the American Sociological
Society movement and its second president. Sumner was
greatly influenced by Herbert Spencer and became an
American proponent of social Darwinism and laissez-faire.

Sumner was born in Paterson, New Jersey, and spent his
childhood in Hartford, Connecticut. His parents had emi-
grated from England and raised William in a strict religious
environment. After spending four years at Yale (1859–1863),
Sumner attended the Universities of Geneva, Goettingen,
and Oxford (1863–1866) in preparation for the ministry.
While in Europe he changed his religion from the
Congregational to the Protestant Episcopal faith, becoming
ordained a deacon in 1867. Sumner began doubting mysti-
cal theory and shifted his focus to the concrete facts and
theories of social science. In 1872, he solidified his deci-
sion by accepting a position as professor of political and
social science at Yale. He taught Spencer’s Study of
Sociology and almost lost his position in 1881 because of it.
Sumner had become a complete advocate for social evolu-
tionism and the expansion of industrial and capitalist
society in the United States.

Sumner’s most significant contribution to sociological
theory rests with his best-known work, Folkways (1906), a
book that describes the origins of folkways found in society
and their consequential influence on manners, customs,
mores, and morals. Folkways are a societal force produced
by frequent repetition of petty acts, often by great numbers
acting collectively or, at least, when acting in the same way
when faced with the same need. As Sumner explained in
Folkways,

Folkways are habits of the individual and customs of the
society which arise from efforts to satisfy needs, they
are intertwined with goblinism and demonism and prim-
itive notions of luck and so they win traditional author-
ity. . . . they become regulated for future generations and
take on the character of a social force. (p. iv)

Folkways are made unconsciously, they are the product of
recurrent habits, guided by recurrent needs of the individ-
ual and of the group. As Sumner had learned from Spencer,
“guidance by custom” is the most common thread among
diverse groups of people. Custom is the product of concur-
rent action, over time, by mass actions driven by mass
needs and wants. Mass action is stimu-lated by the desire
of people to act collectively with one another. Sumner
stated that there are four great motives of human action:
hunger, sex passion, vanity, and fear (of ghosts
and spirits). Associated with each of these motives are
interests. Human life revolves around satisfying these
interests. Society dictates which courses of action (folk-
ways) are proper in the attempt to satisfy basic needs
and desires.

When certain folkways become associated with
philosophical and ethical issues of proper behavior, they are
elevated to another plane. These coercive and constraining
norms are called mores. Mores come down to us from the
past and take on the authority of facts. Each individual
is born into them and are subjected to their “legitimacy.”
Mores serve as regulators of the political, social, and reli-
gious behaviors of individuals, and they are not affected by
“scientific facts.” Mores often consist of taboos, which
indicate the things that must not be done. Taboos are linked
to past behaviors that have been proven to cause unwel-
come results and therefore contain reference to a reason as to
why specific acts should not be allowed. Sumner acknowl-
edged that folkways, mores, and taboos vary from society
to society and therefore promotes the field of ethology.
Ethology is the term he used for the study of manners, cus-
toms, usages, and mores, including the study of the way in
which they are formed; how they grow or decay; and how
they affect the interests of those who are affected by them.
The sociologist in particular must pay attention to the folk-
ways and mores of a society, for they have a great impact
on human behavior.

Sumner applied Spencer’s survival-of-the-fittest
approach to the social world. Those who work hard—the
fittest—will find a way to survive in society. He believed
that poverty could be eliminated in a few generations if
people simply worked hard; were industrious, prudent, and
wise; and raised their children to do likewise. Sumner felt
that it was the duty of everyone to be self-reliant, to look to
oneself for help and certainly not to look for aid from
others. One either survives or perishes. The “survival of the
fittest” concept is viewed as a natural law and not a social
creation. From this approach, society is viewed as con-
stantly improving, or evolving—the strong, or fit, survive,
while the weak, or unfit, die off. Consequently, any inter-
ference, especially by the government, could cause a nega-
tive disruption in the social order. Sumner opposed
governmental sponsorship, believing that each member
of society must bear his or her own burdens. Sumner
embraced the idea of laissez-faire, which he described as
the unrestrained action of nature without any intelligent
interference by man. Sumner stated that laissez-faire
means, “Do not meddle; wait and observe; be teachable. Do
not enter upon any rash experiments; be patient until you
see how it will work out” (Keller and Davie 1934b:472).
Sumner was against all forms of paternalism—state assis-
tance to the poor and needy—especially when applied
through legislative methods. Sumner’s worry over of the
role of government is reflected in his concern for individual
rights and liberties.

The concept of liberty is of great appeal to Sumner; he
used it over and over to justify his views on many issues. He
associated liberty primarily as a justification for the right of
competition and laissez-faire, even to the extent to justify

Sumner, William Graham———815

S-Ritzer-Encyclopedia.qxd  7/14/2004  5:40 PM  Page 815



industrial warfare. Sumner contended that individuals are
guaranteed the use of all their powers and means to secure
their own welfare. Consistent with the laissez-faire school
of thought, Sumner viewed property rights as a primary
concern and supported the human rights of traditional
democracy that does allow for governmental interference
with an individual’s pursuit of personal welfare. The
American ideal of such things as “natural” rights is due to
the fact that such rights originate in the mores of society.
Sumner stated, “the notion of ‘natural’ rights is the notion
that rights have independent authority in absolute right, so
that they are not relative or contingent, but absolute”
(Keller and Davie 1934a:358). Inevitably, interests of indi-
viduals come into conflict with the interests of others.
Determining rights arise from within the in-group. Sumner
believed that rights come with responsibilities. Rights and
liberties are to be protected by civil law. Law should not
restrict liberty, but it should provide proper discipline and
punishment to protect the rights of citizens. In addition,
Sumner recognized the right of individuals to protect them-
selves collectively.

As many sociological thinkers believe, Sumner felt that
conflict is a natural response to competition over scarce
resources. In the struggle for survival, life conditions
often create conflict situations between members of the
same society. Ironically, individual members of society
also depend on one another for their daily survival needs.
Sumner (1906) coined the term antagonistic cooperation
to draw attention to this paradoxical feature of human life.
He pointed out that individuals are brought into association
and held there by the compulsion of self-interest. He
believed that human cooperation exists simultaneously
with suppressed antagonisms. Thus, conflict and coopera-
tion are often intertwined and built-in realities of intra-
group behavior.

— Tim Delaney

See also Social Darwinism; Spencer, Herbert
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SURVEILLANCE AND SOCIETY

TRADITIONAL SURVEILLANCE

An organized crime figure is sentenced to prison based
on telephone wiretaps. A member of a protest group is dis-
covered to be a police informer. These are instances of tra-
ditional surveillance—defined by the dictionary as, “close
observation, especially of a suspected person.”

Yet surveillance goes far beyond its popular association
with crime and national security. To varying degrees, it is a
property of any social system—from two friends to a work-
place to government. Consider, for example, a supervisor
monitoring an employee’s productivity, a doctor assessing
the health of a patient, a parent observing his child at play
in the park, or the driver of a speeding car asked to show her
driver’s license. Each of these also involves surveillance.

Information boundaries and contests are found in all
societies and beyond that in all living systems. Humans are
curious and also seek to protect their informational borders.
To survive, individuals and groups engage in, and guard
against, surveillance. Seeking information about others
(whether within or beyond one’s group) is characteristic of
all societies. However, the form, content, and rules of sur-
veillance vary considerably—from relying on informers to
intercepting smoke signals to taking satellite photographs.

In the fifteenth century, religious surveillance was a
powerful and dominant form. This involved the search for
heretics, devils, and witches, as well as the more routine
policing of religious consciousness, rituals, and rules (e.g.,
adultery and wedlock). Religious organizations also kept
basic records of births, marriages, baptisms, and deaths.

In the sixteenth century, with the appearance and growth
of the embryonic nation-state, which had both new needs
and a developing capacity to gather and use information,
political surveillance became increasingly important rela-
tive to religious surveillance. Over the next several cen-
turies, there was a gradual move to a “policed” society in
which agents of the state and the economy came to exercise
control over ever-wider social, geographical, and temporal
areas. Forms such as an expanded census, police and other
registries, identity documents, and inspections appeared,
blurring the line between direct political surveillance and a
neutral (even in some ways) more benign, governance or
administration. Such forms were used for taxation, con-
scription, law enforcement, border control (both immigra-
tion and emigration), and later, to determine citizenship,
eligibility for democratic participation, and in social planning.

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, with the growth
of the factory system, national and international economies,
bureaucracy, and the regulated and welfare states, the con-
tent of surveillance expanded yet again to the collection
of detailed personal information to enhance productivity
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