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Abstract 

Mores represent a foundational category of social norms that embody the deeply held 

moral principles and values of a society. Distinguished from folkways and formal laws by their 

moral weight and social significance, mores function as mechanisms of social regulation and 

cohesion. Rooted in classical sociological theory, particularly the work of William Graham 

Sumner, mores structure expectations of right and wrong behavior within a group or society. 

This paper examines the theoretical origins of mores, analyzes their structural characteristics, 

and explores their relationship to law, social sanctions, and cultural change. Drawing upon 

classical and contemporary sociological scholarship, the study argues that mores serve as 

critical mediators between moral codes and institutional authority. While mores often promote 

social stability, they may also reinforce inequality and exclusion. Understanding mores as 

dynamic, culturally embedded systems of moral regulation provides insight into broader 

processes of social order and transformation. 

Introduction 

Social life depends upon shared expectations of behavior. These expectations, 

commonly referred to as social norms, regulate interactions and establish predictability within 

a society. Among the different types of norms, mores occupy a distinctive position due to their 

moral significance and strong social enforcement. Unlike casual conventions or etiquette, 

mores are deeply ingrained standards of morality that define what is considered right and wrong 

within a society. 

The concept of mores was first systematically articulated by sociologist William 

Graham Sumner in his seminal work Folkways (1906). Sumner argued that mores are norms 

rooted in the moral codes and values of a society. They carry strong social sanctions and are 

often considered essential for maintaining social cohesion. 
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This paper provides a comprehensive examination of mores from a sociological 

perspective. It traces their theoretical foundations, differentiates them from other forms of 

social norms, analyzes their role in social control, and evaluates their implications for cultural 

continuity and change. 

Theoretical Foundations of Mores 

Sumner’s Contribution 

William Graham Sumner introduced the term mores to distinguish between varying 

degrees of normative force. According to Sumner (1906), mores are norms that reflect 

collective moral judgments. While folkways represent everyday customs and conventions, 

mores are norms with moral weight and social significance. 

Sumner defined mores as behaviors regarded as morally binding and essential to the 

welfare of the group. Violating mores often results in severe disapproval, punishment, or 

expulsion from the community. 

Mores in Classical Sociology 

Classical sociological theorists emphasized the role of moral norms in maintaining 

social order. Émile Durkheim (1893/2014) argued that shared moral beliefs form the basis of 

social solidarity. In this sense, mores function as integrative mechanisms that bind individuals 

to collective values. 

Max Weber (1922/1978) analyzed the relationship between moral norms and rational-

legal authority, highlighting how some mores become formalized into written laws. Thus, 

mores can transition from informal moral expectations to institutionalized regulations. 

Mores as a Type of Social Norm 

Sociology identifies four types of social norms: 

1. Folkways 

2. Mores 
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3. Taboos 

4. Laws 

Distinguishing Mores from Folkways 

Folkways include customs such as etiquette and politeness. Violating a folkway may 

lead to mild disapproval but not severe consequences. For example, interrupting a conversation 

may be considered rude but not morally wrong. 

In contrast, mores carry strong moral significance. Violations are often regarded as 

immoral and may provoke severe sanctions. For instance, acts such as incest or cannibalism 

are widely condemned across cultures and often treated as criminal offenses. 

Mores and Laws 

Some mores are formally inscribed at the state or federal level as written laws. For 

example, prohibitions against violence or theft reflect deeply held moral principles that have 

become institutionalized. However, not all mores are codified into law; many remain enforced 

through social disapproval and informal sanctions. 

Social Sanctions and Enforcement 

Mores are enforced through both informal and formal sanctions. Informal sanctions 

may include: 

• Public disapproval 

• Social ostracism 

• Expulsion from a social group 

Formal sanctions may involve legal consequences, including fines or imprisonment. 

The severity of sanctions reflects the moral weight attributed to the violated norm. 

Because mores are deeply ingrained, violations are often perceived as threats to social stability. 
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Sociologists note that sanctions serve not only punitive functions but also symbolic 

functions. They reinforce shared moral codes and signal the boundaries of acceptable behavior 

within a society. 

Mores and Cultural Variation 

While some mores appear nearly universal—such as prohibitions against murder or 

incest—others vary across cultures. For example: 

• Attitudes toward monogamous marriage versus polygamy 

• Expectations surrounding cohabitation with a romantic partner before marriage 

• Norms governing gender roles 

These variations demonstrate that mores are culturally embedded and shaped by 

historical context. Although certain behaviors are considered morally and ethically wrong in 

nearly all cultures, many mores evolve over time. 

Cultural Change and Mores 

Mores are not static. Social transformations, economic shifts, and technological 

advancements can alter collective moral codes. For example, changing attitudes toward 

romantic partner relationships before marriage illustrate how mores may shift in response to 

broader societal changes. 

Nevertheless, because mores are deeply ingrained, change often occurs gradually and 

may provoke resistance. 

Mores, Power, and Social Control 

Mores are not neutral; they reflect the values of dominant groups within a society. 

Sociological theory emphasizes that norms may reinforce existing power structures. 

Conflict theorists argue that some mores benefit particular social groups while 

marginalizing others. For example, moral norms governing sexuality or family structure may 

privilege certain identities and exclude alternative lifestyles. 
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Thus, while mores promote social cohesion, they may also perpetuate inequality. The 

enforcement of moral norms can serve as a mechanism of social control, maintaining existing 

hierarchies. 

The Moral Significance of Taboos 

Taboos represent the most extreme form of mores. They prohibit behaviors considered 

profoundly immoral or dangerous to the social order. Violations may lead to severe punishment 

or social exclusion. 

Examples such as incest and cannibalism are often categorized as taboos due to their 

near-universal condemnation. Taboos illustrate the outer boundaries of acceptable behavior 

within a society. 

Mores in Contemporary Society 

In modern society, mores intersect with legal systems, religious traditions, and cultural 

movements. Debates concerning marriage, reproductive rights, and social equality demonstrate 

the ongoing negotiation of moral norms. 

As societies become increasingly pluralistic, the coexistence of multiple moral 

frameworks complicates the enforcement of shared mores. Nevertheless, certain moral 

standards remain essential for maintaining social order and collective trust. 

Digital communication and globalization have also transformed how mores are 

expressed and enforced. Social media platforms amplify public disapproval, intensifying 

informal sanctions and reshaping the dynamics of moral regulation. 

Conclusion 

Mores are deeply held moral norms that regulate behavior within a society. Rooted in 

classical sociological theory, mores reflect collective standards of right and wrong and carry 

strong social sanctions. 
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While mores promote social cohesion and stability, they also reflect power dynamics 

and may reinforce inequality. Their capacity to change over time demonstrates that moral codes 

are both culturally embedded and historically contingent. 

Understanding mores provides critical insight into the mechanisms of social control, 

the maintenance of cultural order, and the evolution of moral principles. As societies continue 

to confront rapid transformation, the study of mores remains central to sociological inquiry and 

the analysis of collective life. 
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