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Most historians of sociology would agree that Yale’s William Graham Sumner founded the
discipline of sociology in the United States. However, there has never been a widely
renowned “Yale school” of sociology as such. For this 2007 alumni reunion, “133 Years of
Sociology at Yale and Today,” we decided to delve into the archives and investigate the early
history of our department. The data we collected – lecture notes, syllabi, correspondence,
newspaper clippings, and so on – followed a genealogy from the legendary Sumner to his
Boswell, Albert G. Keller, to Maurice Davie, who took the department through WWII and
into its “re-founding” in the 1950s. This genealogy suggests an origin myth of Yale
sociology, providing a courageous hero and a dogmatic villain, and a telos firmly planted in
our discipline’s critical, anti-authoritarian search for social truth.
After presenting this symbolically freighted narrative, we describe how its hero, “Billy”
Sumner, institutionalized his vision as the lore, legend, personnel, and organizational
apparatus of Yale’s Sociology program, and how the very success of this heroic achievement
had, after some time passed, a very unheroic result. In the true spirit of Greek tragic drama,
the heroes’ tragic flaw was magnified. After Sumner’s death, his faithful followers became
dogmatic and could not sustain their founder’s powerful charisma. “Sumnerology” gave way
not only to the ravages of a World War, but also to local disciplinary battles waged within
the ivied walls in the Elm City.
Most of us connected to Yale sociology are aware of the Yale administration’s misbegotten
effort in the early 1990s to shut down our beloved department of Sociology. This
ignominious effort – our local and modern “day of infamy” – triggered a massive countermobilization campaign that reached out across the land and seas and numbered many heroes
and heroines. And many of us heard legendary recountings of this epoch struggle in the
course of the last departmental reunion in 1996, when its protagonists, fresh from battle,
were still stalking the land, including the saga’s “villains” – like Provosts and Presidents and
Deans, who were soon to become its martyr-victims.

*

Prepared for “133 Years of Sociology at Yale and Today,” a departmental reunion held in April 2007 and
attended by alumni from all over the world. One of the central themes for the weekend was a look back at
the department’s origins. See also: “Sumner’s Tales: Reflections on 133 Years of Sociology at Yale,”
Footnotes: Newsletter for the American Sociological Association. Vol 35, no. 7 (Sept-Oct 2007).
1

Very few are probably aware that this drama was a sequel, that it had, in fact, all happened,
or more or less happened, once before. Ravaging the Sterling Memorial Archives has
uncovered some documentary evidence of that earlier battle and has hinted at a kind of
origin myth of Yale sociology dating back to the 1870s. One legendary professor, who is said
to have taught 2,998 undergraduate students about the “Science of Society” during his
tenure at Yale, managed to radiate enough charisma to virtually single handedly found the
discipline of sociology in the United States. One of his first graduate students – Albert
Galloway Keller (PhD, 1899) – took such a shine to Sumner’s works and ideas that he
managed to prolong the “cult of Sumnerology” for nearly four decades after the founding
father’s death.
But the investment in this particular iconoclast was bankrupted, for reasons that we cannot
say for certain. Keller did his best to build a department of “social sciences,” one that
eventually spilt from economics, anthropology, and political science, with the remainder –
sociology – never really surviving the war years, both within the walls of the University and
on the Allied front. In the early 1950s, the department had to be re-established all over again;
new personnel arrived and new foundational narratives formed. August B. Hollingshead,
who had moved from human ecology to the study of social stratification with his classic
empirical study Elmtown’s Youth, arrived at Yale in 1947 and gave birth to a new field –
medical sociology – instituting the first PhD program in this sub-field in 1954. In the 1970s
and 80s, Albert Reiss put Yale at the forefront of the sociology of crime, law, and deviance,
and according to the Oxford English dictionary, coined the modern meaning of the word
“proactive” in his study of police interactions. All this and yet the department went into
near-extinction again, and had to be re-founded for a third time in the span of 133 years.
Having attended Yale College in the early 1860s, William Graham Sumner was hired as a
tutor in mathematics and Greek in 1866, and was appointed Chair in the Political and Social
Sciences in 1872. At first, he concentrated his teaching in political economy, but already by
1875, he introduced a graduate lecture in Sociology, the first such course ever taught by that
name in the United States. It was only a few short years after this (at least in retrospect)
extraordinary event that Sumner came into almost mortal combat with Yale President Noah
Porter. Porter ruled Yale, which at that time had no electives – the very word was shunned.
Only beginning in 1876 could upperclassmen select a four-hour-a-week “optional” in addition
to the required courses, which concentrated on transmitting ageless revealed tradition to its
wellborn students. Though highly educated, Reverend Porter was deeply steeped in the
pieties of New England transcendentalism, and he wanted Yale to stay that way.
On December 6, 1879, President Porter forbade Professor William “Billy” Sumner to assign
Herbert Spencer’s book The Study of Sociology to his Yale students. The reason, it seems,
was Spencer’s controversial skepticism about religious belief. The words of young Billy
Sumner take the matter up from here. The following is from “A private and personal
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communication to the members of the Corporation and to the permanent officers of Yale
College,” dated June 1881. The particular document we have in our possession is personally
addressed, in Sumner’s hand, to “Prof. Whitney.”
I am professor of political and social science. Four or five years ago, my studies led me to
the conviction that sociology was about to do for the social sciences what scientific
method has done for natural and physical science, viz. rescue them from arbitrary
dogmatism and confusion. It seemed to me that it belonged to me to give my students
the advantage of the new viewpoint and method just as fast as I could win command of it
myself, just as every competent professor aims to set before his students all the
speculations, anticipations, efforts, extensions, reconstructions, etc., etc., which mark the
growth of the sciences. Sociology is so new that only three or four persons in the world
have written upon it as an independent science….It is a case for using a textbook. When
I looked for one, Spencer’s Study of Sociology was the only one…
He goes on to recount,
Mr. Spencer’s religious opinions seem to me of very little importance in this
connection…The question whether it was a good or available book in a scientific point
of view occupied my attention exclusively. Neither did I take into account the horror of
Spencer’s name, which, as I have since learned, is entertained by some people. If I had
known of it however, I should not have thought that it was proper consideration to
weigh much…[Pres. Porter’s] position was that students might better get no sociology
than run the risk of getting agnosticism in getting sociology, and he even seems to
maintain that they might better get no sociology than get it from a book by Spencer…I
would not submit to a restraint the motive of which was consideration for metaphysical
and theological interests…I have no controversy about the merits of Herbert Spencer's
philosophy…I have taught sociology as a science, from second causes only, and have not
meddled with anything outside my department. In my controversy with Pres. Porter, I
did not defend agnosticism; I resisted obscurantism.
He concludes, in a moving personal testimony,
I have always considered that the Corporation did me great honor when they elected me,
a young and untried man, to this important chair…I threw myself into the work of my
department and of the college with all my might. I had no other interest or ambition. It is
impossible, however, for me to submit to interference in my work…I seek no action and
I deprecate none. I simply seek to place myself on the same plane in regard to this matter
on which Pres. Porter placed himself a year ago, and to correct any false impressions
which may exist as to my position in the minds of members of the Corporation who
heard his paper [read to the Corporation in June 1880].
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Sumner won this battle for science over religion, and as we are surely aware, Billy Sumner’s
battle was only the first in a long war between science and religion that continues to be
fought today.
Sumner went on to become “an instrumental figure in the reformation of the
American university system,” as an ASA biographer writes, working doggedly with Edward
S. Dana, Professor of the Physical Sciences, until the entire curriculum of Yale was
dramatically changed. Eschewing others’ innovations, such as the “haphazard grazing” of an
“elective system gone wild” at Eliot’s Harvard or the “divided-pastures systems” of Johns
Hopkins and Cornell, Sumner believed in the complete liberty to choose a “line or department
of study.” What constituted the program of a department however would be rigidly
prescribed by an (Enlightened, of course) university.
The problem, in Sumner’s view, grew directly out of the revolutionary truth claims of
sociology and the other “new” sciences of the late nineteenth century. There was a place for
the classics, among men of religion, philologists, modern language professors and the like,
but, in general, the mental discipline required for their study dulled the senses against “new
ideas”; thus, “clinging to the classics” was tantamount to wearing armor or studying alchemy.
“The scientific love of truth is something new and intense,” Sumner wrote in 1884,
describing the new state of mind, inspired by sociology, biology, and physics – “an
unquenchable thirst and affection for what is true in fact, word, character, and motive.” The
choice of venue for Sumner’s essay “Our Colleges before the Country,” The Princeton
Review, was literary shelter for traditional moralist philosophers of Porter’s ilk, and a serious
slap in the face of Yale’s President. It was just part of an assault that culminated in a faculty
committee parking themselves in Porter’s office until he finally acquiesced.
These types of confrontations made Billy Sumner into a hero, not only locally, but also
nationally, and it showed him at his best, a gutsy, iconoclastic, Enlightenment thinker
fighting for the truth, letting the chips fall where they may. It gave him the authority to
institutionalize sociology, and the status of a great man, at Yale (there is a bust of Sumner in
the Yale Club in New York) and beyond, in the public life of the United States and also in
the life of his intellectual peers. Columbia professor and another of sociology’s American
founders, Franklin Henry Giddings, thought that Sumner’s eventual book on the “science of
society” would be an “enlightenment hitherto unknown,” and called him the “most
sociological” if not “the greatest of sociologists of all time.”
University professors and presidents alike sought to discover the secret of his success in the
classroom. Dr. Nicholas Murray Butler came up to New Haven from Columbia after hearing
about how Sumner taught economics to his undergraduates via the trade and commerce
pages of the New York Times, and applied the same methods to his own course in logic:
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“Within a few days I had my class keenly interested in formal logic and in throwing the
argument of a newspaper editorial into syllogistic form…For the first time they began to see
[it] had formal application to the practical affairs and daily happenings of life.”
Sumner was wholeheartedly committed to his students and to his colleagues, but he was also
deeply involved in national politics, producing essays, editorials, and lectures, always in the
headlines of newspapers and magazines, and speaking to professional, government and lay
audiences all over the country. Students felt that if they hadn’t taken his course, they could
not be considered a “real” graduate of Yale College. And they remained devoted to him,
maintaining correspondence after they had moved on, often into old age.
When we turn to the content of what our founding father actually said and taught, however,
there is more that is problematic. The record is much more interesting and mixed, however,
than the proverbial verdict of history would suggest, for history has been more than unkind
to Sumner. We draw here from his course outlines and lecture notes from the 1890s. What
do we find in this record of the first records of courses taught in sociology?
We see that Sumner was a real sociologist, as we continue to understand that term today. “A
Free country is a matter of institutions,” he asserts, “not of declamation and resolutions.” He
was also a realist and a critic of the status quo, of American society as he found it in his own
time. Asserting the “failure of criminal law,” he cites as evidence “lynching, rioting,
megalomania, jingoism” and, last but not least, what passes for “political sense.”
He was a very public critic of America’s baby steps into imperialism, and he was decidedly a
non-conformist in matters of family and women. He opposed the double sexual standard
and questioned the stable Victorian consensus on sexuality. He supported humane divorce
policies, kinder treatment for prostitutes, and recognized women as sexual beings. On
February 18, 1900, the following item appeared in a Boston newspaper:
Leaders of public opinion in and about Boston express incredulity and displeasure at the
statement made by Prof. W. G. Sumner of the department of social science before the
Yale seniors on Thursday wherein he expressed his belief that 90 percent of the marriages
of the present day did not result in the “realization of ideals.” President Eliot of Harvard
said, "I don’t believe Prof. Sumner could have said so ridiculous a thing. It seems to me
quite impossible, but if what is attributed to him is true, I certainly do not agree with
him…” Mrs. Alice Freeman Palmer, former President of Wellesley College, hopes that
Prof. Sumner did not make such a statement; "My long experience … has covered
thousands of college graduates, women, married, and in their own homes, and I have
found them to be almost invariably happy.”
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Taking a strong stand in what was perhaps the most hate-filled and stereotyped struggle of
America’s late 19th and early 20th century, Sumner stood for open immigration. A major
opponent of the efforts to restrict entry into the United States, he asserted, “There is a
revival of Know-nothingism in each generation.” He attacked nativist presumptions that
immigrants were an “alleged peril to ‘American institutions’” and worked to disabuse his
pupils of the fallacy that migration reduces the standard of living and increases crime. His
lectures on immigration opened with an explanation of “the right of the individual to go out,
to come in, to stay out, or to stay in, and of the State to drive out or to force in, to keep out
or to keep in – in nature and the laws of the United States” – in other words, classic laissez
faire ideology. How could one call America a free country with passports and deportations?
Sumner reminded his audiences, “We are all immigrants. The motive of migration is
economic,” and to Sumner’s mind, this was possibly the most valid of all human drives
toward “self-perpetuation.”
Perhaps most important of all, Sumner was a crafty and sophisticated critic of modernity’s
often pretentious claims to being all about fairness, tolerance, and rationality. He put quotes
around the idea of talking about “our” group in relation to others, and in a decentered, ursociological manner told his students “our name is ‘Men’,” again putting quotations around
that term.
It should come as no surprise to learn – but it does, considering Sumner’s tarnished
reputation – that he introduced the term “ethnocentrism” into the vocabulary of modern
social thinking, a brilliant concept that he elaborated by emphasizing the normalcy of the
early tribal peoples and the pathological “in-group” and “out-group” behaviors of nations
that passed for civilized societies in his own day. Another important part of this relativizing
project was Sumner’s twin concepts of “folkways and mores,” neologisms that adumbrated
the anti-evolutionary concepts of norms, values, and beliefs as they came to be used in
anthropology and in the cultural sociology which has continued to find a home in the Yale
of today.
There is no doubt that we, today, would wish that Billy had just left it at that, that these
wonderful notions were the yin and the yang of his sociology, that Folkways, the great, if
old-fashioned, opus of cultural relativism he published in 1906, was the highest point of
Sumnerology that formed the basis of the Yale school.
That, however, was not to be.
Among our hero’s other beliefs was a fearsome commitment to “Evolution,” from Darwin
to Huxley. Evolutionism, of course, was perfectly consistent with the integrity and humanity
of natural scientific truth telling, and it took a lot of courage to propose the theory of
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evolution against the religious dogmatism of that day. But in its social science form, this
move was anything but progressive.
Old Billy was an elitist. He decried “the degeneration of democracy,” and he wasn’t thinking
about capitalism but about “Jacobinism, Sans Cullotesism, and Populism.” What “is true,”
he emphasized, “can never be a matter of votes,” and he opined, “All the achievements of
mankind have been won by the elite of the race.” Capitalism in its raw and brutal form
revealed a Darwinian plan, which Herbert Spencer had called “survival of the fittest.”
Sumner died in 1910, struggling through an epic snowstorm on his way to deliver a lecture
marking his second year as the second President of the American Sociological Society, the
national professional organization that eventually changed its name to the American
Sociological Association (ASA). He had spent decades and written thousands of un-collated
and apparently not terribly cumulative pages composing a magnum opus, The Science of
Society. It was left to his first Ph.D. student, A.G. Keller, who was also his successor as
Professor and Chair, to finish this great work, which he did seventeen years later!
Meanwhile, Keller started the “William Graham Sumner Club” in 1913, and he chose his
younger Yale colleagues carefully – they were all necessarily apostles of what he called
“Sumnerology.” It was a case of charisma and its institutionalization, of the ideas orally
presented by a man who was considered a “genius” by some of his peers, who had
developed a “staff” to try to make himself and them immortal. But it was also a case of
“socialism in one country,” for Sumnerism was institutionalized at Yale even as it was cut off
from the vitality of intellectual developments abroad – outside of Elm City and its own ivied
walls.
In 1924, in Keller’s sabbatical report, fourteen years after Sumner’s death, it was averred,
rather proudly, “there are almost no men in the country who teach the subject as it is taught
at Yale.” In her short memoir, a 1942 Ph.D. wrote that “Sumner’s influence was still strong,”
and that Maurice Davie, who was by then head of the department (he had been hired as
Keller’s assistant in compiling/writing the Science of Society in 1916 and as Professor in
1921), along with the newly appointed Raymond Kennedy, still taught the legendary work,
“The Science of Society,” assigning the full four volumes, “which we were all required to
read in toto.”
In 1947 – two World Wars, one Fascist and one Communist Revolution, and one Great
Depression after the master had passed from the scene – Keller wrote to the William
Graham Sumner Club, “Dr. Kennedy, who took over my elementary course, is making
frantic efforts to get Societal Evolution (Keller’s own opus on sociology) reprinted.” By this
time, interest in this outcome was conspicuously waning outside the confines of Yale itself.
If the books were not reprinted, Keller laments, “It would result in a vital weakening of
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Sumnerology at Yale.” This is in 1947, almost 40 years after Billy’s death; nevertheless, 400
students a year were taking the course! Five years later, in 1952, Professor Pierson, a
renowned professor in English, wrote of the “still-surviving cult of Sumnerology.”
When Talcott Parsons started writing The Structure of Social Action in 1937, he said that
Herbert Spencer was dead – “at the hand of a jealous god, the god of evolution.” In other
words, no one was an evolutionist by the late 1930s in the United States and hadn’t been for
a long time. Institutionalism, the great American school of economics, had already flowered
long before the death of Billy Sumner. The ecological theories of the Chicago school of
sociology had also developed powerfully, as did social psychology and study of mass media
and publics. And by the late 1930s and 40s, functionalism in anthropology and sociology had
formally pushed evolutionism off the historical stage.
The following reminiscences, from an alumna who came to the department in 1937 and, by
the time she finished her PhD, had witnessed “the beginning of the end” for Sumnerology,
describe its denouement:
I did return briefly to Yale in the year 1941-2 when my husband was a faculty member of
the Psychology Department…At that time, Dr. Leo Simmons was in the Sociology
Department and was conducting a large-scale correlational study. Quantification had
come to the Department!
…Also in that year, refugees from Europe were arriving in numbers and passing through
the Institute [of Human Relations]. Malinowski and Metraux were given positions and
taught classes. And for the first time, I heard rumors that studies of class structure were
being undertaken in New Haven…by Warner…or Hollingshead? Change was indeed in
the air!
Clearly, some of Sumner’s vision for sociology is best left in the archives. His mistaken
identity as a Social Darwinist is not happenstance – Sumner’s commitment to laissez-faire
seemed to favor society’s “fittest” elites. But a great deal of his legacy resonates with the
ethos of today’s department, and continues to be utterly relevant, politically and
intellectually, to today’s world. He was a comparativist, a culturalist, a rigorous researcher,
and a public intellectual. He saved the sociological study of society at Yale from religious
dogmatism, proclaimed the rights of women, provided a precociously realistic view of
marriage, and fiercely defended immigration as a major source of American creativity and
economic life. William Graham “Billy” Sumner savaged the know-nothings of his own time,
just as every thinking man and woman must do battle today. So we honor Sumner despite
his flaws, as a fitting father for Yale sociology much more than a century after he gave it
birth.
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