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William Graham Sumner briefly pursued a career as a minister in postbellum America, but returned to his 
alma mater of Yale University to teach in the social sciences. He soon became a leading figure in the 
newly professionalizing study of human societies and one of the leading public intellectuals of the late 
nineteenth century. He was a forceful voice for laissez-faire economics and a critic of American imperial 
ambitions. At the time, the Republican Party was strongly committed to a system of protectionism 
enforced through high tariff duties on imported goods. Sumner supported free trade as part of his 
general rejection of political manipulation of the economy and fear of how government could be used to 
enrich favored special interests at the expense of the general welfare. 
 

. . . 
If a state well performed its functions of providing peace, order and security, as conditions 

under which the people could live and work, it would be the proudest proof of its triumphant success 
that it had nothing to do—that all went so smoothly that it had only to look on and was never called to 
interfere. . . . The people who think that it is proof of enterprise to meddle and “fuss” may believe that a 
good state will constantly interfere and regulate, and they may regard the other type of state as “non-
government.” The state can do a great deal more than to discharge police functions. If it will follow 
custom, and the growth of social structure to provide for new social needs, it can powerfully aid the 
production of structure by laying down lines of common action, where nothing is needed but some 
common action on conventional lines; or, it can systematize a number of arrangements which are not at 
their maximum utility for want of concord; or, it can give sanction to new rights which are constantly 
created by new relations under new social organizations, and so on. 

. . . 
By protectionism I mean the doctrine of protective taxes as a device to be employed in the art of 

national prosperity. The protectionists are fond of representing themselves as “practical” and the free 
traders as “theorists.” . . . The newspapers seem often to use the word theoretical as if they meant by it 
imaginary or fictitious. I use the word theory, however, not in distinction from fact, but, in what I 
understand to be the correct scientific use of the word, to denote a rational description of a group of 
coordinated facts in their sequence and relations. . . . 

Now free trade is not a theory in any sense of the word. It is only a mode of liberty; one form of 
the assault (and therefore negative) which the expanding intelligence of the present is making on the 
trammels which it has inherited from the past. Inside the United States, absolute free trade exists over a 
continent. No one thinks of it or realizes it. . . . It would be as reasonable to apply the word theory to the 
protestant reformation, or to law reform, or to anti-slavery, or to the separation of church and state, or 
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to popular rights, or to any other campaign in the great struggle which we call liberty and progress, as to 
apply it to free trade. . . . 

Protectionism is not a theory in the correct sense of the term, but it comes under some of the 
popular and incorrect uses of the word. It is purely dogmatic and a priori. . . . If then by theory we mean 
a speculative conjecture as to occult relations which have not been and cannot be traced in experience, 
protection would be a capital example. Another and parallel example was furnished by astrology. . . . 

. . . Of course, if a man should say: “I am in favor of protective taxes because they bring gain to 
me. That is all I care to know about them, and I shall get them retained as long as I can;”—there is no 
trouble in understanding him, and there is no arguing with him. So far as he is concerned, the only thing 
to do is to find his victims and explain the matter to them. . . . 

. . . 

. . . A protective tax is one which is laid to act as a bar to importation, in order to keep a foreign 
commodity out. It does not act protectively unless it does act as a bar, and is not a tax on imports but an 
obstruction to imports. . . . 

There are only three ways in which a man can part with his product, and different kinds of taxes 
fall under different modes of alienating one’s goods. 1st. He may exchange his product for the product 
of others. Then he parts with his property voluntarily, and for an equivalent. Taxes which are paid for 
peace, order and security, fall under this head. 2d. He may give his product away. Then he parts with it 
voluntarily without an equivalent. Taxes which are voluntarily paid for schools, libraries, parks, etc., etc. 
fall under this head. 3d. He may be robbed of it. Then he parts with it involuntarily and without an 
equivalent. Taxes which are protective fall under this head. The analysis is exhaustive and there is no 
other place for them. Protective taxes are those which a man pays to his neighbor to hire him (the 
neighbor) to carry on his own business. The first man gets no equivalent. Hence anyone who says that a 
tariff is not a tax would have to put it in some such category as tribute, plunder, or robbery. . . . 

. . . 

. . . Congress has never had any knowledge of the way in which the taxes which it passed were 
to do this beneficent work. It has never had, and has never seemed to think that it needed to get, any 
knowledge of the mode of operation of protective taxes. It passes taxes, as big as the conflicting 
interests will allow, and goes home, satisfied that it has saved the country. . . . 

. . . 
If, now, it was possible to devise a scheme of legislation which should, according to protectionist 

ideas, be just the right jacket of taxation to fit this country today, how long would it fit? Not a week. 
Here are 55 millions of people on 3 ½ million square miles of land. Every day new lines of 
communication are opened, new discoveries are made, new inventions produced, new processes 
applied, and the consequence is that the industrial system is in constant flux and change. How, if a 
correct system of protective taxes was a practicable thing at any given moment, could Congress keep up 
with the changes and readaptations which would be required. The notion is preposterous, and it is a 
monstrous thing, even on the protectionist hypothesis, that we are living under a protective system 
which was set up in 1864. . . . 

There is nothing then in the legislative machinery, by which the tariff is to be made, which is 
calculated to win the confidence of a man of sense, but everything to the contrary; and the experiments 
of such legislation which been made, have produced nothing but warnings against the device. . . . 

. . . 
If a protectionist shows me a woolen mill and challenges me to deny that it is a great and 

valuable industry, I ask him whether it is due to the tariff. If he says no, then I will assume that it is an 
independent and profitable establishment, but then it is out of this discussion as much as a farm or a 
doctor’s practice. If he says, yes, then I answer that the mill is not an industry at all. We pay sixty percent 
tax on cloth simply in order that that mill may be. It is not an institution for getting us cloth, for, if we 



3 
 

went into the market with the same products which we take there now and if there were no woolen 
mill, we should get all the cloth we want, but the mill is simply an institution for making cloth cost per 
yard sixty percent more of our products than it otherwise would. That is the one and only function which 
the mill has added by its existence, to the situation. I have called such a factory a “nuisance.” . . . 

Hence, once more, starting from the protectionist’s hypothesis, and assuming his own doctrine, 
we find that he cannot create an industry. He only fixes one industry as a parasite upon another, and 
just as certainly as he has intervened in the matter at all, just so certainly has he forced labor and capital 
into less favorable employment than they would have sought if he had let them alone. When we ask 
which “channels” those are which are to be “favored or created by law,” we find that they are, by the 
hypothesis and by the whole logic of the protectionist system, the industries which do not pay. The 
protectionists propose to make the country rich by laws which shall favor or create these industries, but 
these industries can only waste capital, so that if they are the source of wealth, waste is the source of 
wealth. . . . 

. . . 
The protected interests demand that they be saved from the trouble and annoyance of business 

competition, and that they be assured profits in their undertakings, by ”the State,” that is, at the 
expense of their fellow citizens. If this is not socialism, then there is no such thing. If employers may 
demand that “the State” shall guarantee them profits, why may not the employees demand that “the 
State” shall guarantee them wages? If we are taxed to provide profits, why should we not be taxed for 
public workshops, for insurance to laborers, or for any other devices which will give wages and save the 
laborer from the annoyances of life and the risks and hardships of the struggle for existence? The “we” 
who are to pay changes all the time, and the turn of the protected employers to pay will surely come 
before long. The plan of all living on each other is capable of great expansion. It is, as yet, far from being 
perfected or carried out completely. The protectionists are only educating those who are as yet on the 
“paying” side of it, but who will certainly use political power to put themselves also on the “receiving” 
side of it. The argument that “the State” must do something for me because my business does not pay, 
is a very far-reaching argument. If it is good for pig iron and woolens, it is good for all the things to which 
the socialists apply it. 

. . . 

. . . Under protectionism the government gives a license to certain interests to go out and 
encroach on others. It is an iniquity as to the victims of it, a delusion as to its supposed beneficiaries, and 
a waste of public wealth. There is only one reasonable question now to be raised about it, and that is, 
How can we most easily get rid of it? 


