
Take Care Of Ones Self 

William Graham Sumner "On the Value, As a Sociological Principle, Of the Rule to Mind One's Own 
Business," What the Social Classes Owe Each Other, 1883 

     ...Every man and woman in society has one big duty. That is, to take care of his or 
her own self. This is a social duty. For, fortunately, the matter stands so that the duty of 
making the best of one's self individually is not a separate thing from the duty of filling 
one's place in society, but the two are one, and the latter is accomplished when the 
former is done. The common notion, however, seems to be that one has a duty to 
society, as a special and separate thing, and that this duty consists in considering and 
deciding what other people ought to do. Now, the man who can do anything for or about 
anybody else than himself is fit to be head of a family; and when he becomes head of a 
family he has duties to his wife and his children, in addition to the former big duty. Then, 
again, any man who can take care of himself and his family is in a very exceptional 
position, if he does not find in his immediate surroundings people who need his care and 
have some sort of a personal claim upon him. If, now, he is able to fulfil all this, and to 
take care of anybody outside his family and his dependents, he must have a surplus of 
energy, wisdom, and moral virtue beyond what he needs for his own business. No man 
has this; for a family is a charge which is capable of infinite development, and no man 
could suffice to the full measure of duty for which a family may draw upon him....  

    The danger of minding other people's business is twofold. First, there is the danger 
that a man may leave his own business unattended to; and, second, there is the danger 
of an impertinent interference with another's affairs. The "friends of humanity" almost 
always run into both dangers. I am one of humanity, and I do not want any volunteer 
friends. I regard friendship as mutual, and I want to have my say about it. I suppose that 
other components of humanity feel in the same way about it. If so, they must regard any 
one who assumes the role of a friend of humanity as impertinent. The reference of the 
friend of humanity back to his own business is obviously the next step.  

    Yet we are constantly annoyed, and the legislatures are kept constantly busy, by the 
people who have made up their minds that it is wise and conducive to happiness to live 
in a certain way, and who want to compel everybody else to live in their way. Some 
people have decided to spend Sunday in a certain way, and they want laws passed to 
make other people spend Sunday in the same way. Some people have resolved to be 
teetotalers, and they want a law passed to make everybody else a teetotaler. Some 
people have resolved to eschew luxury, and they want taxes laid to make others eschew 
luxury. The taxing power is especially something after which the reformer's finger always 
itches....  

    The amateur social doctors are like the amateur physicians -- they always begin with 
the question of remedies, and they go at this without any diagnosis or any knowledge of 
the anatomy or physiology of society. They never have any doubt of the efficacy of their 
remedies. They never take account of any ulterior effects which may be apprehended 
from the remedy itself. It generally troubles them not a whit that their remedy implies a 
complete reconstruction of society, or even a reconstitution of human nature. Against all 
such social quackery the obvious injunction to the quacks is, to mind their own business.  



    The social doctors enjoy the satisfaction of feeling themselves to be more moral or 
more enlightened than their fellow-men. They are able to see what other men ought to 
do when the other men do not see it. An examination of the work of the social doctors, 
however, shows that they are only more ignorant and more presumptuous than other 
people. We have a great many social difficulties and hardships to contend with. Poverty, 
pain, disease, and misfortune surround our existence. We fight against them all the time. 
The individual is a centre of hopes, affections, desires, and sufferings. When he dies, life 
changes its form, but does not cease. That means that the person -- the centre of all the 
hopes, affections, etc. -- after struggling as long as he can, is sure to succumb at last. 
We would, therefore, as far as the hardships of the human lot are concerned, go on 
struggling to the best of our ability against them but for the social doctors, and we would 
endure what we could not cure. But we have inherited a vast number of social ills which 
never came from Nature. They are the complicated products of all the tinkering, 
muddling, and blundering of social doctors in the past. These products of social 
quackery are now buttressed by habit, fashion, prejudice, platitudinarian thinking, and 
new quackery in political economy and social science. It is a fact worth noticing, just 
when there seems to be a revival of faith in legislative agencies, that our States are 
generally providing against the experienced evils of over-legislation by ordering that the 
Legislature shall sit only every other year. During the hard times, when Congress had a 
real chance to make or mar the public welfare, the final adjournment of that body was 
hailed year after year with cries of relief from a great anxiety. The greatest reforms which 
could now be accomplished would consist in undoing the work of statesmen in the past, 
and the greatest difficulty in the way of reform is to find out how to undo their work 
without injury to what is natural and sound. All this mischief has been done by men who 
sat down to consider the problem (as I heard an apprentice of theirs once express it), 
What kind of a society do we want to make? When they had settled this question a priori 
to their satisfaction, they set to work to make their ideal society, and to-day we suffer the 
consequences. Human society tries hard to adapt itself to any conditions in which it finds 
itself, and we have been warped and distorted until we have got used to it, as the foot 
adapts itself to an ill-made boot. Next, we have come to think that that is the right way for 
things to be; and it is true that a change to a sound and normal condition would for a 
time hurt us, as a man whose foot has been distorted would suffer if he tried to wear a 
well-shaped boot. Finally, we have produced a lot of economists and social philosophers 
who have invented sophisms for fitting our thinking to the distorted facts.  

    Society, therefore, does not need any care or supervision. If we can acquire a science 
of society, based on observation of phenomena and study of forces, we may hope to 
gain some ground slowly toward the elimination of old errors and the re-establishment of 
a sound and natural social order. Whatever we gain that way will be by growth, never in 
the world by any reconstruction of society on the plan of some enthusiastic social 
architect. The latter is only repeating the old error over again, and postponing all our 
chances of real improvement. Society needs first of all to be freed from these meddlers -
- that is, to be let alone. Here we are, then, once more back at the old doctrine -- laissez 
faire. Let us translate it into blunt English, and it will read, Mind your own business. It is 
nothing but the doctrine of liberty....  

    I have said that we have an empirical political economy and social science to fit the 
distortions of our society. The test of empiricism in this matter is the attitude which one 
takes up toward laissez faire.... If the social doctors will mind their own business, we 
shall have no troubles but what belong to Nature.... They are always under the dominion 
of the superstition of government, and, forgetting that a government produces nothing at 
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all, they leave out of sight the first fact to be remembered in all social discussion -- that 
the State cannot get a cent for any man without taking it from some other man, and this 
latter must be a man who has produced and saved it. This latter is the Forgotten Man.  

    The friends of humanity start out with certain benevolent feelings toward "the poor," 
"the weak," "the laborers," and others of whom they make pets. They generalize these 
classes, and render them impersonal, and so constitute the classes into social pets. 
They turn to other classes and appeal to sympathy and generosity, and to all the other 
noble sentiments of the human heart. Action in the line proposed consists in a transfer of 
capital from the better off to the worse off. Capital, however, as we have seen, is the 
force by which civilization is maintained and carried on. The same piece of capital 
cannot be used in two ways. Every bit of capital, therefore, which is given to a shiftless 
and inefficient member of society, who makes no return for it, is diverted from a 
reproductive use; but if it was put to reproductive use, it would have to be granted in 
wages to an efficient and productive laborer. Hence the real sufferer by that kind of 
benevolence which consists in an expenditure of capital to protect the good-for-nothing 
is the industrious laborer.... There is an almost invincible prejudice that a man who gives 
a dollar to a beggar is generous and kind-hearted, but that a man who refuses the 
beggar and puts the dollar in a savings-bank is stingy and mean. The former is putting 
capital where it is very sure to be wasted, and where it will be a kind of seed for a long 
succession of future dollars, which must be wasted to ward off a greater strain on the 
sympathies than would have been occasioned by a refusal in the first place. Inasmuch 
as the dollar might have been turned into capital and given to a laborer who, while 
earning it, would have reproduced it, it must be regarded as taken from the latter. When 
a millionnaire gives a dollar to a beggar the gain of utility to the beggar is enormous, and 
the loss of utility to the millionnaire is insignificant. Generally the discussion is allowed to 
rest there. But if the millionnaire makes capital of the dollar, it must go upon the labor 
market, as a demand for productive services. Hence there is another party in interest -- 
the person who supplies productive services. There always are two parties. The second 
one is always the Forgotten Man, and any one who wants to truly understand the matter 
in question must go and search for the Forgotten Man. He will be found to be worthy, 
industrious, independent, and self-supporting. He is not, technically, "poor" or "weak, he 
minds his own business, and makes no complaint. Consequently the philanthropists 
never think of him, and trample on him....  

    ...The schemes for improving the condition of the working classes interfere in the 
competition of workmen with each other. The beneficiaries are selected by favoritism, 
and are apt to be those who have recommended themselves to the friends of humanity 
by language and conduct which does not betoken independence and energy. Those who 
suffer a corresponding depression by the interference are the independent and self-
reliant, who once more are forgotten and passed over; and the friends of humanity once 
more appear, in their zeal to help somebody, to be trampling on those who are trying to 
help themselves....  

    Almost all legislative effort to prevent vice is really protective of vice, because all such 
legislation saves the vicious man from the penalty of his vice. Nature's remedies against 
vice are terrible. She removes the victims without pity. A drunkard in the gutter is just 
where he ought to be, according, to the fitness and tendency of things. Nature has set 
up on him the process of decline and dissolution by which she removes things which 
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have survived their usefulness. Gambling and other less mentionable vices carry their 
own penalties with them.  

    Now, we never can annihilate a penalty. We can only divert it from the head of the 
man who has incurred it to the heads of others who have not incurred it. A vast amount 
of "social reform" consists in just this operation. The consequence is that those who 
have gone astray, being relieved from Nature's fierce discipline, go on to worse, and that 
there is a constantly heavier burden for the others to bear. Who are the others? When 
we see a drunkard in the gutter we pity him. If a policeman picks him up, we say that 
society has interfered to save him from perishing. "Society" is a fine word, and it saves 
us the trouble of thinking. The industrious and sober workman, who is mulcted of a 
percentage of his day's wages to pay the policeman, is the one who bears the penalty. 
But he is the Forgotten Man. He passes by and is never noticed, because he has 
behaved himself, fulfilled his contracts, and asked for nothing... 

   ... I fully believe that today the next most pernicious thing to vice is charity in its broad 
and popular sense... .It is the common frailty in the midst of a common peril which gives 
us a kind of solidarity of interest to rescue the one for whom the chances of life have 
turned out badly just now. Probably the victim is to blame. He almost always is so. A 
lecture to that effect in the crisis of his peril would be out of place, because it would not 
fit the need of the moment; but it would be very much in place at another time, when the 
need was to avert the repetition of such an accident to somebody else. Men, therefore, 
owe to men, in the chances and perils of this life, aid and sympathy, on account of the 
common participation in human frailty and folly. This observation, however, puts aid and 
sympathy in the field of private and personal relations, under the regulation of reason 
and conscience, and gives no ground for mechanical and impersonal schemes....  

    ...The law of sympathy, by which we share each others' burdens, is to do as we would 
be done by. It is not a scientific principle, and does not admit of such generalization or 
interpretation that A can tell B what this law enjoins on B to do. Hence the relations of 
sympathy and sentiment are essentially limited to two persons only, and they cannot be 
made a basis for the relations of groups of persons, or for discussion by any third party.  

    Social improvement is not to be won by direct effort. It is secondary, and results from 
physical or economic improvements. That is the reason why schemes of direct social 
amelioration always have an arbitrary, sentimental, and artificial character, while true 
social advance must be a product and a growth....  

    We each owe it to the other to guarantee rights. Rights do not pertain to results, but 
only to chances. They pertain to the conditions of the struggle for existence, not to any of 
the results of it; to the pursuit of happiness, not to the possession of happiness. It cannot 
be said that each one has a right to have some property, because if one man had such a 
right some other man or men would be under a corresponding obligation to provide him 
with some property....  

    The men who have not done their duty in this world never can be equal to those who 
have done their duty more or less well. If words like wise and foolish, thrifty and 
extravagant, prudent and negligent, have any meaning in language, then it must make 
some difference how people behave in this world, and the difference will appear in the 
position they acquire in the body of society, and in relation to the chances of life. They 
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may, then, be classified in reference to these facts. Such classes always will exist; no 
other social distinctions can endure. If, then, we look to the origin and definition of these 
classes, we shall find it impossible to deduce any obligations which one of them bears to 
the other. The class distinctions simply result from the different degrees of success with 
which men have availed themselves of the chances which were presented to them. 
Instead of endeavoring to redistribute the acquisitions which have been made between 
the existing classes, our aim should be to increase, multiply, and extend the chances. 
Such is the work of civilization.... In the prosecution of these chances we all owe to each 
other good-will, mutual respect, and mutual guarantees of liberty and security. Beyond 
this nothing can be affirmed as a duty of one group to another in a free state. 
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