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THE THEORY OF THE LEISURE CLASS
Thorstein Veblen was born in 1857 on the Wisconsin frontier,
the sixth of twelve children of Thomas and Kari Veblen who emigrated from Norway in 1847. At 17 Veblen was sent away from the
family farm to Carleton College Academy, where he received his BA
in 1880. In the following years Veblen followed a largely unstructured life that included an early marriage, retirement to his wife’s
family farm, and on-and-oﬀ studies at Johns Hopkins, Yale, and
Cornell, before he picked up two doctoral degrees—one in philosophy, the other in economics. He was 35 when he procured his ﬁrst
academic post in 1892 at the newly established University of Chicago.
Although he had a reputation as an indiﬀerent lecturer, a diﬃcult
colleague, and a bit of a womanizer, he gained recognition as a man
with important new things to say about the relation of ever-evolving
cultural forces to current business transactions. Culled from the series
of papers he presented throughout the 1890s before academic audiences, The Theory of the Leisure Class was published in 1899. Received
with derision by those who clung to old-style formulas of economic
stability, it piqued the interest of members in the growing ﬁelds
of sociology, anthropology, and psychology, as well as the novelists
rising in protest against growing social inequities. Veblen went on to
write ten books and countless reviews and essays, to be dismissed
from the University of Chicago and Stanford University by administrators embarrassed over his romantic life, to remarry after his ﬁrst
wife divorced him, and to venture into non-academic areas in eﬀorts
to support himself. Finally, unemployable and in failing health, he
retired to a cabin in the California mountains where he died in 1929.
Martha Banta is Professor Emeritus, University of California,
Los Angeles. The author of six books and numerous essays on
American literature and cultural studies, she is the recipient of lifetime achievement awards from the Modern Language Association
and the American Studies Association. One True Theory & the Quest
for an American Aesthetic, her forthcoming book, treats in depth
Veblen’s role as the champion of new modes of scientiﬁc inquiry
that inﬂuenced many areas of social thought.
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INTRODUCTION
Veblen’s Pivotal Work
‘Everyone’ appears to acknowledge the importance of The Theory
of the Leisure Class, for has not Veblen’s 1899 analysis of the socioeconomics of afﬂuent American societies introduced into the vernacular provocative terms such as ‘conspicuous consumption’ still
operative in a world that embraces the notion that ‘greed is good’ and
celebrates the Donald Trumps and the Paris Hiltons who clutter our
‘pecuniary culture’? The question remains how well Veblen’s study
is really ‘known’—both for what it represents within the range of his
own long career and in the newly deﬁned disciplines he guided into
the modern world that have had a major impact upon our understanding of the relations between business, industry, and social mores.
When Maxwell Anderson, the well-known playwright, was asked if
he had read Veblen’s book, he replied ‘Why no. . . . why should I? All
my friends have read it. It permeates the atmosphere in which I live.’1
The Theory of the Leisure Class is indeed a pivotal work. It followed after
Veblen’s early essays promoting post-Darwinian methods of scientiﬁc
inquiry that replaced outmoded views of an unchanging universe with
theories capable of deciphering ever-evolving societies and institutions.
It began his championing of the heroic model of the engineer whose
selﬂess concern for the production of essential goods countered the
depredations of the predatory businessman solely interested in proﬁts
gained through selling useless products. What may still matter most is
that it represents a major literary achievement, a work that rearranges
how we look at our social structures and everyday behaviours. Besides
being a very ‘good read’, its narrative techniques, its stylistic innovations, its sheer guts raise The Theory of the Leisure Class well beyond the
level of other writings of its time that tried to ignite awareness that too
much money was in the hands of too few people who had too limited a
notion of what to do with their barbaric booty.
Veblen’s masterwork is deeply sociological in its implications,
and his immersion in late nineteenth-century debates over economic
1

Joseph Dorfman, Thorstein Veblen and His America (New York, 1961), 422.
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theories is searingly on view. Just as important is the fact of its narrative force that places it in the illustrious company of contemporary
social critics such as Jane Addams, Herbert Croly, Eugene Debs, and
literary ﬁgures numbering Henry James, Edith Wharton, Mark Twain,
Theodore Dreiser, Frank Norris, and Abraham Cahan. Veblen was
(to borrow James’s term) a ‘restless analyst’ of the American scene
whose non-ﬁction study opened the way for the insistence by the
novelists that sociology, economics, and literature share (and must
share) a common aim to expose (through satire, wit, and passion) the
lopsided nature of social institutions of power.
Even today there are those who do not know how to deal with all
the implications of Veblen’s classic study. Perhaps their quandary is
caused by the fact, as one observer has stated, ‘no one remotely like
Thorstein Veblen can ever be expected to appear again’.2 Certain
economists and sociologists prefer to look away from this volume,
ﬁnding themselves more at home with Veblen’s weighty series of articles on political economy, land systems, ﬁnance, business management, and the industrial arts. On the other hand, cultural historians
tend to focus on this single work as though it stands alone like a tall
tree in an empty clearing. More often than not it was the novelists of
Veblen’s day who cut to the core of the book’s insights, taking away
from it the impetus to make similar claims about socio-economic
structures after their own manner. But one way or another, the key
distinctions Veblen made between wasteful proﬁt-making and
eﬀective productivity still apply to the lives we live.

Critical Appraisals
It is both salutary and amusing to reﬂect upon the ﬁrst, highly
negative reactions to any book that eventually gains fame over
2 Bernard Rosenberg, Thorstein Veblen (New York, 1963), 1. It is heady to realize that
dealing with Veblen’s career prompts paying attention to the disparate work of (among
others) Lester Ward, Jacques Loeb, William James, William McDougall, James Frazer,
Franz Boas, Margaret Mead, Ruth Benedict, Edward Tylor, Lewis Mumford, Max Weber,
Karl Marx, Sigmund Freud, John Maynard Keynes, Charles S. Peirce, George Mead,
and John Dewey. Rick Tilman’s The Intellectual Legacy of Thorstein Veblen: Unresolved
Issues (Westport, Conn., 1996) makes this point very well, since ‘legacy’ is the key word
when it comes to assessing Veblen’s inﬂuence over the developing ﬁelds of biology, sociology, evolutionary psychology, physiology, political science, and anthropology.
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the years.3 Veblen’s book is a ﬁne example. At the time of its publication in 1899 the reviewer in the Yale Review contemptuously
viewed it as the work of a dilettante that brought sociology into ‘disrepute among careful and scientiﬁc thinkers’. Its pronouncements on
economics were judged to be ‘ill-considered and vicious’, ‘crowded
with ex-cathedra propositions, often of a revolutionary and startling
nature’. The reviewer concluded that The Theory of the Leisure Class
was no more than a ‘collection of “things that are not so”’. Its most
‘vicious distinction is that between pecuniary [i.e. business] and
industrial economic institutions’, by which ‘the ideal pecuniary man’
is compared to ‘the ideal delinquent, i.e. criminal’. This volley from the
Yale Review was followed by a thirty-page dismissal in the Journal of
Political Economy that argued that the links Veblen made between
the getting of wealth and the acts of ‘predatory’ men made Veblen
‘a master of sophistical dialectic’. Yet it is typical of the ironies that
fostered irate evaluations by American conservatives that, in the decades
to come, Veblen’s quasi-socialist views were under attack by European
radicals. Theodor Adorno rebuked Veblen for his so-called nostalgic
desire to return to a golden age, his anti-intellectualism, and his reactionary inability to hold out future possibilities for social change.4
Despite the critical snipings made against Veblen by fellow academics in the ﬁrst months after the publication of The Theory of the
Leisure Class, there was room for praise midst the bafﬂement of some
reviewers over the unusual manner in which he mounted his unsettling arguments.5 To this day it is necessary to grapple with what had
been set in motion by Veblen’s long, contentious career as a particular, peculiar student of the modes of modern barbaric practices.
Continuing fascination with Veblen’s thoughts are attested to by
heated discussions held by the members of the International Veblen
Association and by scholars inspired (and sometimes exasperated)
by Veblen’s continuing dominance over their diverse disciplines.
3
The following comments from the Yale Review and the Journal of Political Economy
are cited in Dorfman’s Thorstein Veblen and His America, 191–2.
4
Adorno, ‘Veblen’s Attack on Culture’ (1941), cited in Rick Tilman and Jo Lo
Simich (eds.), Thorstein Veblen: A Reference Guide (Boston, 1985), 50.
5
After Veblen’s death in 1929, a tabulation of the sales of his ten books over his
lifetime revealed that only 40,000 copies were ever sold. Of that number, one-half had
resulted from sales of The Theory of the Leisure Class. The ongoing publication of reprints
of this seminal work attest to its continuing popularity.

x

Introduction

There is general agreement over the impact of any number of his
contributions. He is credited with having recast ‘economics as the
cultural history of material life’. He pointed out that ‘clusters of
accumulated habits of thought’ and the ‘instinctual inheritance of
humankind’ have led to a drastic alteration of patterns of production
and distribution that in turn resulted in ‘socially validated waste’.
He spoke out against the static model of old-style classic economics.
He denounced the naïveté of the notion that the ﬁxed laws of the universe set the terms by which human behaviour is constantly altered
through the agency of ever-evolving social institutions. He argued
that so-called absolutes are disrupted by the ‘force, conﬂict, and exercise of power’ bedded in the structures of church, state, university,
and home. He made important distinctions between ‘industry’ (production methods that instinctively satisfy our needs) and ‘business’
(items of consumption manipulated for the sake of making proﬁts for
the few).6 Given the intellectual upheavals thrown by Veblen into the
minds of his contemporaries, few could rest easily upon old views,
old stabilities.

Veblen’s Career
Few question that Veblen shook up complacent notions over the
manner by which the power structures of American society go about
making money in ways that separate the haves from the have-nots.
But how did Veblen’s remarkable contributions come about? Had he
been the proverbial right man in the right place at the right time?
Or was he rather an odd man out, posed at the margins of American
intellectual life, who just happened to know how to interpret the
scattered evidence of economic extremes and sociological warps left
undetected by his contemporaries? Where was Veblen positioned in
relation to the social forms upon which he turned his acerbic scrutiny?
Had he inborn access to the upper-class social scene that led him to
become its most penetrating critic, primed to expose the fault lines
of the leisure class in the manner of Henry James, Edith Wharton, or
6 Remarks by Daniel Borus for Richard Wrightman Fox and James T. Kloppenberg
(eds.), A Companion to American Thought (London, 1995), 702. For another useful résumé
of Veblen’s ideas (both pros and cons), see Michael Splinder, in Veblen and Modern
America: Revolutionary Iconoclast (London, 2002), 144–6.
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a wannabe like F. Scott Fitzgerald? Or was he perhaps a respected
member of the intellectual class with the correct credentials that
ensured that his critiques would be given validation by the elites
of the academic world? Neither was the case. Veblen’s life history
provides its own compelling narrative of how not to succeed in the
conventional ways of the world.
Thorstein Veblen was born in 1857 of Norwegian immigrant parents on the Wisconsin frontier, the sixth of twelve children. He
would die in seclusion in the mountains near Palo Alto, California, in
1929. The years in between record a series of strivings, achievements,
and failures. A stark inventory of the trajectory of his life includes the
following facts. At the age of 17 his father had him literally yanked
from the ﬁelds, sending him by buggy without prior consultation to
study at Carleton College Academy in Wisconsin. After receiving a
BA from Carleton College, in 1879 he taught mathematics at a local
academy in Madison for a year. When the school closed, he attended
Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore for one semester in 1881,
but he was unable to continue his studies in philosophy when he
failed to receive a scholarship. Between 1881 and 1884 he was at Yale
University where he won a doctoral degree in philosophy. Upon
graduation, he was unable to ﬁnd a job since his agnosticism blocked
any chance of winning a post in a ﬁeld still linked to theological studies.7 He married Ellen Rolfe and moved onto her family’s farm where
he spent the next seven years. He and Ellen were actively engaged in
reading, thinking, and studying (Edward Bellamy’s socialist utopian
novel Looking Backward became an important part of their intellectual life), but the Rolfe and Veblen families were not pleased with
what they viewed as unproductive idleness. In 1891 he enrolled at
Cornell University, shifting his focus to economics. At the age of 35 he
followed J. L. Laughlin, who had been his instructor at Cornell, to
the University of Chicago, where he served as a lecturer in economics between 1892 and 1906. During that period he was turned down
for the position as head librarian at the Library of Congress, rejected
for a faculty post by Harvard University, and ﬁnally dismissed by
the University of Chicago as the result of scandals involving his
7
Veblen’s dissertation on ‘Kant’s Critique of Judgement’ is missing from the Yale
University Library.
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relationships with various women.8 He went to teach at Stanford
University in 1906. That year Ellen Rolfe Veblen divorced him after
twenty years of an oﬀ-and-on-again marriage. Since he continued to
attract women who longed to mother him, Stanford dismissed him in
1909 for ‘personal aﬀairs’. It appeared unlikely that he would ever be
hired by another university but friends procured him a position at
the University of Missouri where he taught between 1911 and 1918.
During this period he married Anne Fessenden Bradley, a divorcee
with two daughters. In 1918 he went oﬀ to Washington, DC to work
for the Food Administration before moving to New York to serve as
contributing editor to the Dial.9 In 1919 he received a teaching post
at the New School for Social Research in New York until he left in
1922 after a series of changes within the administrative policy. His
wife died, he had no further means of employment, and he experienced increasing ill health. He went to live as a recluse in a cabin in
the California mountains near Palo Alto, where he died in August of
1929 (two months before the Wall Street Crash that signalled the
beginning of the Great Depression). Surely, this résumé suggests
little that the world in general and the academic world in particular
considers success. Perhaps Veblen was wise to express his wish that
no obituary, no memorial, no tombstone, no biography, and no
edition of his letters follow upon his death.10
Throughout these tattered years Veblen wrote ten books and over
a hundred essays and review articles.11 The majority of his writings
8
Veblen lacked conventional good looks, the reason why ‘other profs couldn’t imagine why the girls fell for him’. When caught up in further scandals at Stanford
University over the women who swarmed around him, he wrote to a friend, ‘The president doesn’t approve of my domestic arrangements; nor do I.’ From John Dos Passos,
The Bitter Drink: A Biography of Thorstein Veblen (San Francisco, 1939), 12.
9
The original Dial was the voice for the Transcendentalists, edited by Margaret
Fuller and Ralph Waldo Emerson between 1840 and 1844. It reappeared in 1880 in
Chicago as a conservative magazine of literary criticism, but by 1918 with its move to
New York City it had become a radical journal featuring major writers and social critics.
10
Andrew Veblen, Veblen’s elder brother who became a well-known mathematician,
wrote a useful account, The Veblen Family: Immigrant Pioneers from Valdris. It corrects
the view that the Veblens lived a raw frontier life advanced by Joseph Dorfman’s
Thorstein Veblen and His America. Tilman’s The Intellectual Legacy of Thorstein Veblen
also demonstrates that Veblen’s father, Thomas, was hardly like a Thomas Lincoln
whose son was left to elevate his mind on his own.
11
Besides The Theory of the Leisure Class (1899), Veblen’s book-length studies include
The Instinct of Workmanship (1914), Imperial Germany and the Industrial Revolution (1915),
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laboured under titles such as ‘Bohm-Bawerk’s Deﬁnition of Capital
and the Source of Wages’ and ‘The Price of Wheat Since 1867’, or were
committed to reviews of Gustav Schmoller’s Über einige Grundfragen
der Socialpolitik und der Volkswirtschaftslehre and S. Tschierschky’s
Kartell and Trust. Yet the catchwords such as ‘pecuniary culture’ and
‘conspicuous consumption’, introduced by Veblen into The Theory of
the Leisure Class, were picked up with delight by his generation’s
college students. The same book was also studded with wake-up
words like ‘invidious’, ‘ruthless’, and ‘vicious’, applied without comment to the nation’s business class. That Veblen threw out words like
‘barbarian’ to describe America’s leading ﬁnancial giants upset, and
often angered, many readers for what they took to be an unmerited
assault against received wisdom. American business was good for
America, was it not? Was there any better proof of the validity of the
American dream than that shrewd men unburdened by scruples could
make a great deal of money by producing ‘things’ people are led to
believe they want?12
How did the actual writing of The Theory of the Leisure Class come
about? There is a nice correlation between Veblen’s interest in the
evolutionary sciences and the fact that his is an excellent example of
ideas evolving over years of ﬁts and starts. (In this, Veblen provides
an abbreviated version of the drawn-out process by which Charles
Darwin struggled to express ideas sparked by his experiences on the
Beagle that appeared more than twenty years later in On the Origin
of the Species by Means of Natural Selection.) Like many an academic,
Veblen laid the groundwork for his theories in 1891 with the ﬁrst of
a series of essays. Over the next eight years he wrote further papers
delivered before the Graduate Club of the University of Chicago.
Published in the American Journal of Sociology between September
1898 and January 1899, this material appeared as separate chapters in
the work completed in draft form by 1898 but which had been set
aside out of dissatisfaction.
The Higher Learning in America (1918), and The Vested Interests and the State of the
Industrial Arts and The Place of Science in Modern Civilisation and Other Essays (1919).
12
Veblen speaks of the desire for the men of his generation to display success through the
posh clothes they could aﬀord to wear. Today’s self-consciously elegant males of the leisure
class display their ‘cool’ when they don expensive jeans of ‘distressed denim’ and brandname tennis shoes, supplemented by electronic ‘toys’ such as iPods and high-end watches.
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By the ﬁnal decades of the nineteenth century others had begun
to question the ethics of ‘plutocrats’ such as John D. Rockefeller,
J. P. Morgan, Cornelius Vanderbilt, Jim Fisk, Jay Gould, Andrew
Carnegie, Henry Clay Frick, and Collis Huntington. On the heels of
the publication in 1873 of The Gilded Age, the satiric novel centred on
ﬁnancial corruption co-authored by Mark Twain and Charles Dudley
Warner, ‘muckraking’ exposés of the Big Money men began to be
featured in newspapers and magazines, even as President Theodore
Roosevelt vigorously moved to regulate the Trusts and curtail the
Monopolies. Yet public anger against the questionable means by
which millionaires grasped their wealth continued to be coupled with
avid interest in the Big Money men who lived Big Lives surrounded
by lavishly uniformed servants, pure-bred racehorses, sleek yachts,
and expensive wives in Big Houses along New York’s Fifth Avenue,
Big Cottages at Newport, and Big Estates in Tuxedo Park.

Darwin and Social Darwinism
By the 1890s the initial uproar over Charles Darwin’s theories of evolution viewed as the enemy of religious doctrine had calmed down.
Many professionals in the ﬁelds of economics and sociology, as well
as members of the general public, happily took up the arguments
advanced by Social Darwinism popularized by Herbert Spencer and
William Graham Sumner throughout the 1880s. Darwin’s theories
of Natural Selection and the Survival of the Species derived from his
biological studies were appropriated by sociologists as the means to
explain why competitive actions on the human scene worked to the
advantage of men who gave themselves over to aggressive business
practices. If Darwin’s Nature was red-in-tooth-and-claw, so was Wall
Street with an ethic that prompted hardy, ruthless ‘barbarians’ to forge
upwards towards ﬁnancial success, leaving the weak to fall by the wayside. Darwin’s theories of survival in the natural world might be frightening but Americans were encouraged to feel proud of social systems
that bred men capable of making vast amounts of money hand over ﬁst.
Thorstein Veblen did not concur that the practice of greed is a good
thing under any guise. The ways of Wall Street and those of the jungle
were too similar to be ignored. For him evolution was process, strictly
amoral in its consequences. It was hardly a programme of progress
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mounting toward moral perfection. Veblen’s position struck a blow
against the economic theories that pre-dated Darwin—theories that
conﬁdently assumed that natural laws (as the Newtonian mindset
understood them) neatly regularized interdependences in the money
market for the general good. Veblen said No to all that. For him, the
study of economics must take into account the brutal pattern of force,
conﬂict, and power, in which the main players are ruthless predators,
not admirable citizens.13

Stages of Social Barbarism
Veblen was alert to new evidence that raised new questions, such as
the ﬁndings of anthropology, one of the rising sciences that provided
fresh ways to examine patterns of social change. Inspired by the challenge to look back to the origins of human institutions, Veblen opens
The Theory of the Leisure Class with an ‘Introductory’ chapter, presented as a narrative akin to the ‘Genesis’ tradition, although his
version lacks any promise that the story will conclude happily with
the revelation that the original Fall was a fortunate one.14 Starting
with the earliest stages of pre-lapsarian, pre-predatory greed, Veblen
works forward through the centuries to trace the intervening stages
leading to the proﬂigate ‘waste’ of contemporary ‘barbarism’. According
to Veblen’s account (one that had no need to call upon Jean-Jacques
Rousseau’s version in the ‘Second Discourse’ of 1755), there were,
once upon a time, the ‘savages’—peaceable, easygoing, non-reﬂective.
13
Veblen’s views on evolution not only shook up the complacency of conventional
economic and sociological ideas, they helped deﬁne the post-Darwinian programme of
inquiry into all the sciences. In the decade between 1898 and 1908, he published three
seminal essays, all included in The Place of Science in Modern Civilisation and Other
Essays (1919): ‘Why is Economics Not an Evolutionary Science’ (1898) that set down the
essential groundwork for The Theory of the Leisure Class, ‘The Place of Science in Modern
Civilisation’ (1906), and ‘The Evolution of the Scientiﬁc Point of View’ (1908) that hammered further nails in the coﬃn of all that Veblen considered outdated and unmodern.
14
The Education of Henry Adams, posthumously published in 1918, contains another
famous backward glance upon the origins of the Son of Adam whose successors must
exist in a universe of Chaos rather than Unity. Inﬂuenced by Darwin’s replacement of
theology with geology, Adams’s quest ends with the discovery of the Ptersaspis, the ﬁsh
who was the ﬁrst vertebrate—‘the father’ after which he has so desperately searched. This
powerful autobiography by Henry Adams (1848–1918), the great-grandson and grandson of US presidents, ponders the part played throughout the 19th cent. by Darwinian
evolutionary theory, politics, economics, the New Woman, and modern technology.
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Next came the ﬁrst of the ‘barbarians’—warlike, given to violent
seizures of others’ lives and property. In turn, early forms of capitalism were introduced by institutions backed by power ﬁgures of the
quasi-predatory, overtly bellicose type. Veblen’s story, brought into
the present, features the modern barbarians of the ‘pecuniary culture’
who displace on to the market place the brutal ruthlessness of the
previous warrior class. Once humans had only needed ‘just enough’
to get by, but with time the aggressive urge to want ‘more’ did away
with contentment over maintaining basic norms of subsistence. For
Veblen’s generation the sign of masculine success was linked to
obsession with ‘ownership’ and the competition to gain things whether
they are necessary or not.15
Lest Veblen’s readers lull themselves into believing that violent
urges were lost over time as the days of feudal warriors waned, The
Theory of the Leisure Class insists on the continuing presence of ‘vestiges’ from the past. Archaic traits are merely overlaid by subsequent
traditions and conventionalities introduced by latter-day barbarians
as they adjust to the demands of ‘civilized life’. The acquisitive methods of the feudal period are still visible, carried over into the tawdry,
self-aggrandizing world of late nineteenth-century business enterprise or today’s service economy that has forgotten how best to provide
basic services. Only the disinterested technologist (the truly ‘modern
man’) is capable of attaining the level of eﬃcient productivity
required for the common good. If much of the initial outrage against
Darwin’s The Descent of Man came from those who recoiled at the
notion that their ancestors had once been apes, in Veblen’s telling,
evolutionary ‘progress’ suggests that apes are what we have become.
The only diﬀerence between earlier and later forms of barbaric action
is that ‘fraud and prudence’ have replaced smash and grab.
Veblen’s references to the ‘dolicho-blond’ as the racial type who
furnished the most successful predators among the original barbarian class were drawn from contemporary studies of ancient races and
tribes; in this case, the Nordic type.16 But although Veblen’s family
15
During Veblen’s generation many Americans viewed masculinity as being under
grave threat. Emasculation was taking place caused by the pressures exacted upon men
by urban living and the eﬀorts of the New Woman to gain her independence.
16
To get a sense of the overtly racist views taken toward ‘lesser’ racial types, consider
the following books (packed with illustrations of so-called ethnic inferiority) published
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was of Nordic descent, the emphasis he places upon the ruthless
nature of the ‘dolicho-blond’ shares none of the pride later expressed
by members of the Nazi Party. Instead, Veblen’s negative remarks
anticipate the attacks launched in 1918 by Cyril Briggs, editor of the
radical black journal The Crusades, against ‘the blond beast’—the
bloodthirsty, ape-like predator of the ‘mongrel’ European race.
The Theory of the Leisure Class is not, however, a ‘penny-dreadful’
piece of sensationalism determined to entertain the general reading
public through calculated shock-values. Nor does it fall under the
category of the (excellent) journalistic exposés of the era, such as Ida
Tarbell’s scorching indictment of the Standard Oil Company and
John D. Rockefeller’s rapacious rise to power. Veblen’s book follows
the model of scholarly analysis that casts its intelligence over an
entire social system. In a tone that is sharp but not shrill, Veblen
names no names and singles out no speciﬁc villains. His seemingly
impartial observations fall alike on business tycoons and their footmen, men of the cloth and college football players. Veblen only
overtly reveals his distaste when describing the dogs and horses put
on display by members of the leisure class.17

Veblen on the Sorry Plight of Women
After the introductory chapter, The Theory of the Leisure Class strides
forward with a series of detailed examinations of the human costs
during Veblen’s lifetime: Arnold Henry Guyot, Physical Geography (1866); Arnold Von
Steinwehr and D. G. Brinton, An Intermediate Geography (1878); Josiah Strong, Our
Country: Its Possible Future and Its Present Crisis (1885, 1891); Josiah Simms, Physiognomy
Illustrated; or, Nature’s Revelations of Character: A Description of the Mental, Moral, and
Volitive Dispositions of Mankind, as Manifested in the Human Form and Countenance (1891);
V. G. Rocine, Heads, Faces, Types, Races (1910). In 1909–10 Franz Boas of Chicago’s Field
Museum led the counter-attack against the ‘old’ anthropology by means of the newest
ﬁeld studies. See Martha Banta, Imaging American Women: Idea and Ideals in Cultural
History (New York, 1987), ch. 2.
17
Savour the following denunciations against ‘the way of uselessness’ of dogs who
give ‘unquestioning subservience and a slave’s quickness in guessing his master’s mood’.
The dog is ‘the ﬁlthiest of the domestic animals in his person and the nastiest in his
habits. For this he makes up in a servile, fawning attitude towards his master, and a
readiness to inﬂict damage and discomfort on all else.’ The thoroughbred horse fares no
better in Veblen’s description of a creature that, however beautiful, represents all that is
‘expensive, or wasteful and useless’ (pp. 94–5).
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paid when social institutions (banks, churches, academies) exploit
the consumption of unessential goods for the sake of personal proﬁt,
while ignoring disinterested modes of productivity and the pride of
workmanship that furnish a sound society with its true necessities.
Veblen takes a keen-eyed look at a society where things and people
that ought to be valued for their usefulness are pushed aside for
things and people that endow their owners with spurious ‘honour’.
Veblen’s second chapter, ‘Pecuniary Emulation’, goes deep into the
consequences of the desire to emulate the status held by others.
However, he does not rest with simply pointing out anxious eﬀorts
put into ‘keeping up with the Joneses’. One of the more startling
aspects of Veblen’s assessment is the stress he places on the male’s
‘ownership’ of women achieved through the retention of entrenched
customs. In Veblen’s overview, the story of the Rape of the Sabine
Women cannot be stuﬀed away in the musty archives of ancient history. No matter what reﬁnements have been added to contemporary
modes of seizure, men continue to appropriate women to aﬃrm their
sex’s prerogatives. Veblen called upon recent disclosures by anthropologists that the women in the most primitive societies once wielded
great power.18 It was the later ‘advanced’ societies controlled by members of the warrior class that set the pattern for centuries to come. As
for the wives of late nineteenth-century business tycoons, they were
ﬂaunted as trophies, their bared bosoms draped with jewels, as proof
of their men’s wealth and success.
In 1898, the year before The Theory of the Leisure Class, Charlotte
Perkins Gilman published Women and Economics: A Study of the Economic
Relation between Men and Women as a Factor in Social Evolution.19
The groundwork for many of her slap-in-the-face arguments had
been laid in 1888 by Lester F. Ward’s essay ‘Our Better Halves’ in
18
Clear-sighted appraisals of the plight of women as ‘conspicuous commodities’ were
being oﬀered by others in the 1870s. Henry Adams’s Lowell Lecture on ‘The Primitive
Rights of Women’ was delivered the evening before Susan B. Anthony’s ringing suﬀrage
address before another Boston audience in Dec. 1876. The publication in 1877 of Lewis
Henry Morgan’s Ancient Societies also solidiﬁed the argument that women’s early power
had suﬀered a severe decline over the centuries.
19 In 1911 Gilman published The Man-Made World: Or Our Androcentric Culture,
another indictment against the socio-economic limbo into which women were placed.
In 1915 her novel Herland pictured a utopian society in which women were not ‘the
property of the man’.
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the Forum. It was no coincidence that Ward’s 1900 review of Veblen’s
Theory of the Leisure Class singled out what it was about books like
Veblen’s and Gilman’s that upset the general reader: they contain too
much truth.20 The year 1905 saw the appearance of Henry James’s The
American Scene, an unblinking critique of America’s ‘pecuniary culture’ ﬁlled with notations on the social mores that entrap upper-class
women in New York City and Washington DC. Edith Wharton’s
signature novel The House of Mirth was also published in 1905, followed later by her Pulitzer Prize novel, The Age of Innocence (1920).
All three accounts reject the ‘barbarism’ that stiﬂes women’s lives
and leaves men adrift in a sea of status without value.

Further Unsettling Arguments and Insights
Do not think that the ideas Veblen introduced in his ﬁrst two chapters complete the shocks The Theory of the Leisure Class has to oﬀer.
Twelve more tightly packed chapters lie ahead, each with insights
(both subtle and biting) into matters that aﬀect (and infect) our own
times. Among his conclusions are the following: (1) to be seen doing
work is to be lowered in social esteem; (2) ceremonial labour is executed only for show, in concert with the busy idleness of conspicuous leisure; (3) the superﬁcial display of good manners and good
forms is a waste of time, yet clung to as an enhancement of one’s
social prestige; (4) although modern-day gentlemen may not wolf
down their caviar, their gluttony is merely more discreet than that of
feudal lords who gnawed on beef-bones; (5) the host who displays
expensive forms of hospitality expects this to demonstrate that he
owns so much he cannot consume it all himself; (6) the obsessive
decoration of homes is too often the sad result of desperate housewives whose lives are deﬁned by the wasteful expenditure of time
and money; (7) the poor cling to cheap gewgaws in an attempt to
emulate upper-class habits accepted as the sign of social respectability; (8) when educated to believe that to save their earnings is not a
good, people buy useless products that only bring proﬁt to their
manufacturers; (9) the age-old craving for gold and diamonds (breeders of wars and misery, lacking all social use) is supplemented by the
20

From Ward’s review in American Journal of Sociology, 5 (May 1900), 829–37.
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modern hunger for brand-names that give objects a value they do not
actually possess.
By Chapter VI—‘Pecuniary Canons of Taste’ where the intensity
of Veblen’s critiques continues to be quietly raised to new levels of
outrage—the trajectory of his thesis is well underway. Church worship
encouraged by religious institutions is yet another form of ‘honoriﬁc
waste’. The worship of God is based on the public’s attempt to emulate His high status in the hope of winning His esteem, despite the
fact that He is but another genteel gentleman of leisure.21 Team sports
and gambling follow the same impulse that leads to belief in God, since
all are based on ‘animistic beliefs and anthropomorphic creeds’.22
Veblen likens the ornate robes worn by churchmen to the clothes
that restrict women’s mobility (those corsets!) to suggest that neither
group has any useful work to pursue. He names the mutual devotion
by priests and women to ‘doing good’ through ineﬀectual reforms
and philanthropies as further proof of their social inadequacies.23 As
for the ritualistic pursuit of academic honours by university professors, their eﬀorts—like those of fraternities and college athletics—
have little use in the modern world. (Note that Veblen frequently
employs Latin phrases and cites the classic texts of Juvenal and
Horace, but for him and others of his generation, this is an essential
vocabulary, not to be dismissed as lacking in utility.)
Throughout his chequered career, it appeared that Veblen, whom
John Dos Passos called a ‘masterless man’,24 was able to oﬀend everyone at some point or another. Since scepticism was his middle name,
and to think through all situations with a pliant mind was his primary
charge, it was inevitable that he caused displeasure when he detailed
the errors of the social structures of his times. But was Veblen no
more than a curmudgeonly contrarian, or did he hold out any hope
21
In Chapter XII, ‘Devout Observances’, Veblen categorizes saints and angels as
members of ‘a superhuman vicarious leisure class’, ranked in an ‘elaborate system of status’.
22
Veblen likens the animistic rituals of college football, which claims to enhance
physical prowess, to spurious connections between bullfighting and agricultural breeding practices (p. 170).
23
Veblen believed that most philanthropic projects reveal their donors’ ignorance as
to the true nature of poverty. Although the reform-minded are convinced of their
‘purity’ of intention, this is a prime social asset that was, and still is, made public by selfcongratulatory plaques and names attached to the walls of the institutions they inaugurated (pp. 222, 225).
24 Dos Passos, Bitter Drink, 18.
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for the future? Yes, hope, if people would act in the name of good
fellowship and would forgo seeking personal gain. He named the two
groups in which he placed his faith: the New Woman and the
Engineer. The New Woman valued eﬃciency and peace in deﬁance
of the male penchant for waste and conﬂict. The Engineer had the
technological training and disinterested will needed to put into practice
eﬀective industrial procedures; his kind would replace the businessman who knelt down (in the words of William James) before ‘the bitch
goddess success’. After all, Veblen was there to witness the advent of the
telephone (1876), the light bulb (1879), the Wright brothers’ experiments in aviation (1903), and Henry Ford’s Model T (1909), as well as
the winning of a woman’s right to vote in 1920. But only time could
tell whether the trust Veblen put in the two potent cultural forces of
the Engineer and the New Woman would prove that he possessed
uncommon sagacity or was done in by rare moments of naïveté.25

Veblen and the Novelists
Novelists prefer to tell stories that revolve around conﬂict, betrayals,
self-deception, and the unholy drive to win the social race against all
competitors. Although of some ﬁctive use, ﬁgures of the New Woman
or the Engineer were unable to supply enough protagonists for authors
dedicated to relating how well the American Dream functions or how
often it fails.26 It was everything else that Veblen put into his book that
made it a treasure-lode rich in plot ideas for novelists of his generation and those who came after.
Contemporary interest in Veblen’s The Theory of the Leisure Class
received its greatest boost from the Dean of American Letters, William
Dean Howells, rather than from economists and sociologists. Howells’s
two-part review, titled ‘An Opportunity for American Fiction’, focused
on a single aspect of Veblen’s multilayered argument. What mattered
25
John Dos Passos described Veblen as one who ‘still had a hope that the engineers,
the technicians, the nonproﬁters whose hands were on the switchboards might take up
the ﬁght where the working class had failed’ (Bitter Drink, 18). Further interest in
Veblen came with the rise of advanced technologies in the 1930s.
26
For accounts of a group of novels that lauded the engineer and the new woman, see
Martha Banta, Taylored Lives: Narrative Productions in the Age of Taylor, Veblen, and
Ford (Chicago, 1993), which also treats Veblen’s relationship to methods of industrial
production newly established by Frederick Winslow Taylor and Henry Ford.
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most to the narrative imagination was the spectacle of ‘the ﬂower of
the American leisure class’, complete with its ‘American magnate’, the
‘monarchical conditions’ of his home, and his daughters bargained
oﬀ in marriage to European aristocrats.27 Howells was excited by the
chance opened up by Veblen to portray ‘the necessary logic of great
wealth and leisure in a democracy’. Without question, an authentic
part of ‘the perpetual and universal drama of our daily life’ features
those who make money in order to waste it.
It is far the most dramatic social fact of our time, and if so many of creative imagination were to seize upon it, he would ﬁnd in it the material of
that great American novel which after so much travail has not yet seen the
light. [Veblen’s study] sums up and includes in itself the whole American
story: the relentless will, the tireless force, the vague ideal, the inexorable
destiny, the often bewildered acquiescence . . . [It is] the most profoundly
interesting spectacle which life has ever oﬀered to the art of ﬁction, with
elements of equal tragedy and comedy, and a pathos through all which
must be expressed, if the full signiﬁcance of the spectacle was to be felt.

Howells was clearly gripped by enthusiasm over the possibilities
he found in a book that might otherwise be thought of as a somewhat
turgid academic treatise about ﬁnance and industry. The second part
of his review extols Veblen’s gift to the creative imagination of ‘the
most dramatic moment, the most psychological moment which has
ever oﬀered itself to ﬁction; this is the supreme opportunity of the
American novelist’. Opportunity stems from the delicious irony that
American democracy, ‘the proudest, the most sincere, the most ardent
that history has ever known’, has yet ‘evolved here a leisure class’.
Should we think that Howells had overdone his praise, his perceptions, however gushing by nature, were proven in practice.
Edith Wharton and Henry James ﬁrst come to mind, but Veblen’s
concepts also permeate the novels of Theodore Dreiser, Sinclair Lewis,
27
Howells’s ‘An Opportunity for American Fiction’, First and Second Papers,
Literature: An International Gazette of Criticism (New York, April and May 1899), n.p.
To prove Howells’s point that the emphasis placed by American literature on the
nation’s democratic ideals meant that its novelists came late to the sharp analysis of social
distinctions that cleave the middle class from the leisure class, think of the earlier display
in Charles Dickens’s novels with Veblenian themes: Mr Micawber’s faulty economic
system that thwarts his desire to enter the genteel classes; the gold-value of Mr Boﬃn’s
‘dust heaps’—a euphemism for street excrement; and the place in society staked by the
Veneerings through their show of masses of silver plate.
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Willa Cather, John Dos Passos, and F. Scott Fitzgerald. Chapter 6
of Michael Splindler’s Veblen and Modern America: Revolutionary
Iconoclast closely examines Veblen’s impact on modern American
ﬁction, and Clare Virginia Eby’s Dreiser and Veblen: Saboteurs of the
Status Quo presents a full-length study of the mating between
Veblen’s theories and Dreiser’s ﬁctive practices. And did not Max
Lerner’s important essay, ‘Veblen’s World’, state emphatically that
‘Any anthology of American prose in the future and any history of
American literature will ignore Veblen at its peril’?28
Fond readers of post-Veblenian novels constantly encounter traces
of Veblen’s presence, and not simply in plot lines made familiar by
James and Wharton. One gains new slants on William Faulkner’s
‘The Bear’ from Veblen’s questioning of the honoriﬁc values credited to the hunter’s pursuit after wild game;29 on John Steinbeck’s
Ma Joad in The Grapes of Wrath for the pain she feels when she must
discard much-loved trinkets that have no utility for life on the road,
yet represent the last shreds of decency to which the poor cling;30 the
conﬂicted responses experienced by Undine Sprague’s parents in
Edith Wharton’s The Custom of the Country as they try to ‘live up’ to
society’s nobs, laid against the feelings expressed by Lily Bart in The
House of Mirth and by Frank Norris’s McTeague who must acclimatize themselves to ‘living down’;31 the decision by Lambert Strether
in James’s The Ambassadors not to gain anything for himself—an act
of disinterest that ranks him among Veblen’s heroes, despite the
many negative views expressed about Strether’s choice of action.32
28
Lerner’s essay is reprinted in Ideas Are Weapons: The History and Uses of Ideas
(New York, 1939), 138–41. Although Veblen did not enter the lists as a writer of ﬁction,
the fictive mode was not far from his thoughts. ‘Economic Factors in Civilization’, one of
the courses he taught at the University of Chicago, approached business economics
through ‘religion, art, literature, race theory, the family, philosophy, psychology’.
During his later years he worked on the translation of ‘The Laxdaela Saga’, an ancient
Icelandic tale that was published in 1925. His stepdaughter said that at the close of his
life he admitted he wished he could have written ‘just one good novel’. (See Clare Virginia
Eby, Dreiser and Veblen: Saboteurs of the Status Quo (Columbia, Mo., 1998), 3, 5.)
29
Hunting is an ‘exploit’ with no use (p. 31).
30
‘Very much of squalor and discomfort will be endured before the last trinket or the
last pretence of pecuniary decency is put away’ (p. 59).
31
‘It is much more diﬃcult to recede from a scale of expenditure once adopted, than
it is to extend the accustomed scale in response to an accession of wealth’ (p. 70).
32
There is a rare ‘divergence between the self-regarding interest and the interests of
the generically human life process’ (p. 217).
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Veblen’s Verbal Strategies
Veblen’s Theory of the Leisure Class has more than just great thematic
plot lines to oﬀer. Besides the what of his arguments, there is the how
of what he said—the pleasure and inspiration readers gain through
noting Veblen’s attention to matters of style and the play of language.33 To the editors at Macmillan, his original publisher, his writing
seemed mired in dissertationese—so much so that he had to rewrite
his drafts for The Theory of the Leisure Class several times over before
its style was deemed acceptable for publication.34 But from the ﬁrst,
his book has drawn attention to the unique and compelling vitality
of his idiom. Lester Ward spoke of Veblen’s use of ‘terse expressions’
and ‘sharp antithesis’ in a ‘language as plain and unmistakable as it
should be’. Charles Henderson, another early reviewer, noted Veblen’s
‘cool temper of pure intelligence’ that gave his writings the quality of
‘chilled steel: hard, cold, and sharp. Its light is dry and frosty.’35 The
Bitter Drink, John Dos Passos’s biography-as-paean to ‘the masterless
man’ pays close attention to the nature of Veblen’s vocabulary. In ‘long
spiral sentences, reiterative like the Edda’, Veblen used ‘a mixture of
mechanics’ terms, scientiﬁc latinity, slang and Roget’s Thesaurus’.36
Clare Virginia Eby’s analysis of Veblen’s style emphasizes his ‘double
voicedness’, deﬁned by the literary critic M. M. Bakhtin as the liberating eﬀect one gains from speaking from both sides of one’s mouth,
since it allows a man like Veblen (whom Dos Passos constantly viewed
as an observer on the margins) to attack oﬃcial views while remaining
outside those views.37
Veblen’s was ‘The Rhetoric of Confrontation’, the description
employed by Eby to underscore the purpose of his use of everyday
33 Veblen’s library contained the works of Darwin, Spencer, Ricardo, Marx, and also
Shakespeare, Swift, Dante, Carlyle, Balzac, Shaw, Hardy, Knut Hamsun, and Jack London.
34 Dorfman, Thorstein Veblen and His America, 175. Macmillan had so little faith in
the book’s commercial prospects Veblen was obliged to put up a guarantee.
35 See Ward in Dorfman, Thorstein Veblen and His America, 194, and Henderson in
Tilman and Simich (eds.), Veblen: Reference Guide, 436–40. H. L. Mencken, himself a
famous stylist of a certain kind, mocked Veblen’s writing in 1919 for being ‘grandiose
and rococo’, marked by the ‘tediousness and ﬂatulence of the learned schoolmaster’s
prose’. He later admitted that his remarks should not be taken seriously. See Tilman and
Simich (eds.), Veblen: Reference Guide, 138–44.
36 Dos Passos, Bitter Drink, 11–12.
37 Eby, Dreiser and Veblen, 14.
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words and plain speech that requires readers to look hard at the
empirical facts. Nevertheless, the directness that marks the language
of Veblen’s text is supplemented by the shrewd use of several stylistic techniques, eﬀective tricks of a writer’s trade. Note the sentences
that start with ‘It is . . .’, or ‘Of course . . .’, followed down the line
by the insertion of ‘But . . .’. Veblen adds even more loops to the
mind-play when—having skewered a particular act—he remarks that
‘of course’ this might have been done from better motives, before
concluding this was not the sole motive. And how often Veblen inserts
the words ‘derangements’ and ‘readjustments’. In a world experiencing the throes of constant change, his repetition of these destabilizing terms undercuts faith in the status quo so desired by followers of
neoclassical economics. His argumentative strategies almost will his
readers to think through layers of ideas, to recognize that any object can
contain both usefulness and waste, waste and usefulness. He drives home
the fact that we are never completely free of subjective responses, since
what matters is what matters to us. Indeed, The Theory of the Leisure
Class has helped make a diﬀerence in how we respond to our apparently conventional social structures because it so forcefully illustrates
the importance of the radical diﬀerences that mar smooth surfaces.

Veblen’s Character
Lying behind the what and the how by whose means Veblen shaped
The Theory of the Leisure Class there is the nature of the man who
wrote this all-important analysis of our society. Although Thorstein
Veblen can be viewed as ‘a character’, more to the point is the kind
of ‘character’ he possessed. Perhaps it is John Dos Passos who best
ﬁlls out the spaces between the somewhat dry inventory that traces
the occasional ups and frequent downs of Veblen’s life. In the brief
but succinct biography titled The Bitter Drink, Dos Passos’s own wily
way with words reveals what Veblen meant to him and others
engaged in ‘The Rhetoric of Confrontation’.38
38 In 1935, at the time Dos Passos was working on his novel, The Big Money (the third
volume of his USA trilogy), ‘The Bitter Drink’ was printed as an article for Esquire.
(Further references to Veblen and The Theory of the Leisure Class appear throughout USA.)
The year 1939 saw the publication of The Bitter Drink. Drink the Bitter. Bitter the Drink.
The Drink Bitter (a title whose sequence is repeated twice more on the opening page).
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Dos Passos makes full use of the likeness he ﬁnds between Socrates
who was forced to his death by drinking hemlock and Veblen who also
experienced worldly repudiation because he ‘asked too many questions, suﬀered from a constitutional inability to say yes’.39 But whereas
Socrates ‘drank down the bitter drink one night when the ﬁrst cock
crowed’, Veblen
drank it in little sips through a long life in the stuﬃness of classrooms, the
dust of libraries, the staleness of cheap ﬂats such as a poor instructor can
aﬀord. He fought the boys all right, pedantry, routine, time-servers at
oﬃce desks, trustees, college presidents, the plump ﬂunkies of the ruling
businessmen, all the good jobs kept for yesmen, never enough money,
every broadening hope thwarted. Veblen drank the bitter drink all right.40

On the one hand, Dos Passos’s Veblen is a martyr when deﬁned by
the standards of his barbaric age: the ‘masterless man’ who had failed
to gain wealth and social status, who did not belong, who resisted to
the end the entrapments that bind other men to
the business of the day, which was to buttress property and proﬁts with
anything usable in the debris of Christian ethics and eighteenth century
economics that cluttered the minds of college professors, and to reinforce
the sacred, already shaky ediﬁce with the new strong girderwork of science
Herbert Spencer was throwing up for the beneﬁt of the bosses.41

Yet Veblen was also a victor. His mind could not be contained; nor
could his language that reaﬃrmed
the logical inescapable rope of matteroﬀact for a society to hang itself by,
dissecting out the century with a scalpel so keen, so comical, so exact that
professors and students ninetenths of the time didn’t know it was there,
and the magnates and the respected windbag and the applauded loudspeakers never knew it was there.42

Take it or leave it, The Theory of the Leisure Class was and is still
intended to be read by those capable of responding fully to the
‘matteroﬀact’43 that is out ‘there’ in the social orders that surround us.
39

Dos Passos, Bitter Drink, 1. 40 Ibid. 2.
42 Ibid. 1.
43 Ibid. 6.

41

Ibid. 8.

NOTE ON THE TEXT
The Theory of the Leisure Class was simultaneously published in New York
and London by the Macmillan Company in 1899. This text is reprinted
from the New York book edition. In 1912 Macmillan issued a special
cheap edition, but Veblen, having become dissatisﬁed by the publisher’s handling of this and his other books, arranged for the ﬁrm of
B. W. Huebsch to take over the original plates, which were used for
subsequent reprints.
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A CHRONOLOGY OF
THORSTEIN BUNDE VEBLEN
Life
1857 Born 30 July on the Wisconsin
frontier, the sixth of twelve
children of Thomas and
Kari Veblen who immigrated
to America from Norway
in 1847.
1860
1861
1863

1865 Veblen family moves further
westward into the Minnesota
territory.
1874 Taken from the family farm
to be enrolled in Carleton
College Academy.
1876

1880s

1880 Earns BA from Carleton
College; teaches mathematics
at Monoma Academy,
Madison, Wisconsin, for one year
until the school closed down.
1881‒4 After transferring to Yale
University, he receives his
Ph.D. in philosophy, but—as
an agnostic—is unable to ﬁnd
a job in an academic ﬁeld
strongly linked to theology.

Historical and Cultural Background

Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass,
3rd edn.
Start of the American Civil War
Emigration Proclamation signed. Battles
of Chancellorsville, Gettysburg, and
Chattanooga. Lincoln’s Gettysburg
Address.
Union victory in the Civil War.
Assassination of President Lincoln.

Custer’s last stand at the Battle of
Little Big Horn.
Mark Twain, The Adventures of
Tom Sawyer
Spread of Social Darwinism led by
Herbert Spencer that encourages
no-holds-barred competition in the
business world.

Chronology
Life
1881 Accompanies elder brother
Andrew to Johns Hopkins
University for one semester
but is denied the scholarship
he needs to continue his
studies in philosophy.
1884
1886

1887
1888 Marries Ellen Rolfe and
moves in with her family in
Iowa; lacking employment,
is considered a ne’er-do-well
by both the Rolfes and the
Veblens.
1889
1890

1891 Enrols at Cornell University
as a student under Professor
J. L. Laughlin; receives a
second Ph.D. in economics.
1892‒1906 Lecturer in economics
when he follows Laughlin to
the University of Chicago
newly endowed by funds
given by John D. Rockefeller.
1893

xxxi

Historical and Cultural Background
Henry James, Washington Square

Mark Twain, Adventures of Huckleberry
Finn
Haymarket Riot in Chicago, a random
bombing incident that resulted in
several deaths and concluded with trials,
prison sentences, and executions—
representing increased anger of the
lower classes and the fears of the general
population over class unrest.
Henry James, The Bostonians
Lewis Henry Morgan, Ancient Societies
Edward Bellamy, Looking Backward
2000–1887

Andrew Carnegie, The Gospel of Wealth
William James’s The Principles of
Psychology theorizes how instincts,
habits, and our unconscious impulses
shape human behaviour.

Columbian Exposition in Chicago, site
of the White City designed by Daniel
Burnham in celebration of the
‘discovery’ of America in 1492; features
popular displays of anthropological and
technological wonders.

xxxii

Chronology

Life
1893‒7
1894

1895 Continues work on The Theory
of the Leisure Class begun
in 1891.
1896
1898

1899 Publication of The Theory of
the Leisure Class:
An Economic Study of the
Evolution of Institutions,
title later changed to The
Theory of the Leisure Class:
An Economic Study of
Institutions.
1900
1901‒9

Historical and Cultural Background
America plunged into the latest in a
series of ﬁnancial panics, following
those of 1873–7 and 1882–5.
Founding of National American
Women Suﬀrage Association; march by
Coxey’s Army of the unemployed to
Washington DC; violent labour
upheavals including the Pullman Strike;
Franz Boas as curator of Chicago’s Field
Museum furthers new anthropological
studies; Lester F. Ward advances
studies in the new sociology.
Karl Marx, Das Kapital, 3rd and ﬁnal
volume
Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Woman’s Bible

Presidential campaign won by William
McKinley, backed by business interests.
National war fever aroused by start of
the Spanish-American War in Cuba,
militaristic moves that spread across the
Paciﬁc to the Philippines and China.
Charlotte Perkins Gilman, Women and
Economics

Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of
Dreams; Theodore Dreiser, Sister Carrie
Progressive Era ‘muckrakers’ protest
against social evils in the press;
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THE THEORY OF THE
LEISURE CLASS
An Economic Study of Institutions

PREFACE
It is the purpose of this inquiry to discuss the place and value of the
leisure class as an economic factor in modern life, but it has been
found impracticable to conﬁne the discussion strictly within the limits
so marked out. Some attention is perforce given to the origin and the
line of derivation of the institution, as well as to features of social life
that are not commonly classed as economic.
At some points the discussion proceeds on grounds of economic
theory or ethnological generalisation that may be in some degree
unfamiliar. The introductory chapter indicates the nature of these
theoretical premises suﬃciently, it is hoped, to avoid obscurity. A more
explicit statement of the theoretical position involved is made in a
series of papers published in Volume IV of the American Journal of
Sociology, on “The Instinct of Workmanship and the Irksomeness
of Labour,” “The Beginnings of Ownership,” and “The Barbarian
Status of Women.” But the argument does not rest on these—in part
novel—generalisations in such a way that it would altogether lose its
possible value as a detail of economic theory in case these novel generalisations should, in the reader’s apprehension, fall away through
being insuﬃciently backed by authority or data.
Partly for reasons of convenience, and partly because there is less
chance of misapprehending the sense of phenomena that are familiar
to all men, the data employed to illustrate or enforce the argument
have by preference been drawn from everyday life, by direct observation or through common notoriety, rather than from more recondite sources at a farther remove. It is hoped that no one will ﬁnd
his sense of literary or scientiﬁc ﬁtness oﬀended by this recourse to
homely facts, or by what may at times appear to be a callous freedom
in handling vulgar phenomena or phenomena whose intimate place in
men’s life has sometimes shielded them from the impact of economic
discussion.
Such premises and corroborative evidence as are drawn from
remoter sources, as well as whatever articles of theory or inference
are borrowed from ethnological science, are also of the more familiar
and accessible kind and should be readily traceable to their source by
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fairly well-read persons. The usage of citing sources and authorities
has therefore not been observed. Likewise the few quotations that
have been introduced, chieﬂy by way of illustration, are also such as
will commonly be recognised with suﬃcient facility without the
guidance of citation.
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CHAPTER I
introductory
The institution of a leisure class is found in its best development at
the higher stages of the barbarian culture; as, for instance, in feudal
Europe or feudal Japan. In such communities the distinction between
classes is very rigorously observed; and the feature of most striking
economic signiﬁcance in these class diﬀerences is the distinction
maintained between the employments proper to the several classes.
The upper classes are by custom exempt or excluded from industrial
occupations, and are reserved for certain employments to which a
degree of honour attaches. Chief among the honourable employments
in any feudal community is warfare; and priestly service is commonly
second to warfare. If the barbarian community is not notably warlike,
the priestly oﬃce may take the precedence, with that of the warrior
second. But the rule holds with but slight exceptions that, whether
warriors or priests, the upper classes are exempt from industrial
employments, and this exemption is the economic expression of their
superior rank. Brahmin India aﬀords a fair illustration of the industrial exemption of both these classes. In the communities belonging
to the higher barbarian culture there is a considerable diﬀerentiation
of sub-classes within what may be comprehensively called the leisure
class; and there is a corresponding diﬀerentiation of employments
between these sub-classes. The leisure class as a whole comprises the
noble and the priestly classes, together with much of their retinue. The
occupations of the class are correspondingly diversiﬁed; but they have
the common economic characteristic of being non-industrial. These
non-industrial upper-class occupations may be roughly comprised
under government, warfare, religious observances, and sports.
At an earlier, but not the earliest, stage of barbarism, the leisure
class is found in a less diﬀerentiated form. Neither the class distinctions nor the distinctions between leisure-class occupations are so
minute and intricate. The Polynesian islanders generally show this
stage of the development in good form, with the exception that, owing
to the absence of large game, hunting does not hold the usual place
of honour in their scheme of life. The Icelandic community in the
time of the Sagas also aﬀords a fair instance. In such a community
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there is a rigorous distinction between classes and between the occupations peculiar to each class. Manual labour, industry, whatever has
to do directly with the everyday work of getting a livelihood, is the
exclusive occupation of the inferior class. This inferior class includes
slaves and other dependents, and ordinarily also all the women. If there
are several grades of aristocracy, the women of high rank are commonly exempt from industrial employment, or at least from the more
vulgar kinds of manual labour. The men of the upper classes are not
only exempt, but by prescriptive custom they are debarred, from all
industrial occupations. The range of employments open to them is
rigidly deﬁned. As on the higher plane already spoken of, these employments are government, warfare, religious observances, and sports.
These four lines of activity govern the scheme of life of the upper
classes, and for the highest rank—the kings or chieftains—these are
the only kinds of activity that custom or the common sense of the
community will allow. Indeed, where the scheme is well developed
even sports are accounted doubtfully legitimate for the members of
the highest rank. To the lower grades of the leisure class certain other
employments are open, but they are employments that are subsidiary
to one or another of these typical leisure-class occupations. Such are,
for instance, the manufacture and care of arms and accoutrements and
of war canoes, the dressing and handling of horses, dogs, and hawks,
the preparation of sacred apparatus, etc. The lower classes are excluded
from these secondary honourable employments, except from such as
are plainly of an industrial character and are only remotely related to
the typical leisure-class occupations.
If we go a step back of this exemplary barbarian culture, into the
lower stages of barbarism, we no longer ﬁnd the leisure class in fully
developed form. But this lower barbarism shows the usages, motives,
and circumstances out of which the institution of a leisure class has
arisen, and indicates the steps of its early growth. Nomadic hunting
tribes in various parts of the world illustrate these more primitive
phases of the diﬀerentiation. Any one of the North American hunting tribes may be taken as a convenient illustration. These tribes can
scarcely be said to have a deﬁned leisure class. There is a diﬀerentiation
of function, and there is a distinction between classes on the basis of
this diﬀerence of function, but the exemption of the superior class
from work has not gone far enough to make the designation “leisure
class” altogether applicable. The tribes belonging on this economic
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level have carried the economic diﬀerentiation to the point at which
a marked distinction is made between the occupations of men and
women, and this distinction is of an invidious character. In nearly all
these tribes the women are, by prescriptive custom, held to those
employments out of which the industrial occupations proper develop
at the next advance. The men are exempt from these vulgar employments and are reserved for war, hunting, sports, and devout observances. A very nice discrimination is ordinarily shown in this matter.
This division of labour coincides with the distinction between the
working and the leisure class as it appears in the higher barbarian
culture. As the diversiﬁcation and specialisation of employments
proceed, the line of demarcation so drawn comes to divide the industrial from the non-industrial employments. The man’s occupation as
it stands at the earlier barbarian stage is not the original out of which
any appreciable portion of later industry has developed. In the later
development it survives only in employments that are not classed
as industrial,—war, politics, sports, learning, and the priestly oﬃce.
The only notable exceptions are a portion of the ﬁshery industry
and certain slight employments that are doubtfully to be classed as
industry; such as the manufacture of arms, toys, and sporting goods.
Virtually the whole range of industrial employments is an outgrowth
of what is classed as woman’s work in the primitive barbarian
community.
The work of the men in the lower barbarian culture is no less indispensable to the life of the group than the work done by the women.
It may even be that the men’s work contributes as much to the food
supply and the other necessary consumption of the group. Indeed, so
obvious is this “productive” character of the men’s work that in the
conventional economic writings the hunter’s work is taken as the type
of primitive industry. But such is not the barbarian’s sense of the
matter. In his own eyes he is not a labourer, and he is not to be
classed with the women in this respect; nor is his eﬀort to be classed
with the women’s drudgery, as labour or industry, in such a sense as
to admit of its being confounded with the latter. There is in all
barbarian communities a profound sense of the disparity between
man’s and woman’s work. His work may conduce to the maintenance
of the group, but it is felt that it does so through an excellence and
an eﬃcacy of a kind that cannot without derogation be compared
with the uneventful diligence of the women.
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At a farther step backward in the cultural scale—among savage
groups—the diﬀerentiation of employments is still less elaborate and
the invidious distinction between classes and employments is less
consistent and less rigorous. Unequivocal instances of a primitive
savage culture are hard to ﬁnd. Few of these groups or communities
that are classed as “savage” show no traces of regression from a more
advanced cultural stage. But there are groups—some of them apparently not the result of retrogression—which show the traits of primitive savagery with some ﬁdelity. Their culture diﬀers from that of
the barbarian communities in the absence of a leisure class and the
absence, in great measure, of the animus or spiritual attitude on which
the institution of a leisure class rests. These communities of primitive savages in which there is no hierarchy of economic classes make
up but a small and inconspicuous fraction of the human race. As
good an instance of this phase of culture as may be had is aﬀorded by
the tribes of the Andamans, or by the Todas of the Nilgiri Hills. The
scheme of life of these groups at the time of their earliest contact with
Europeans seems to have been nearly typical, so far as regards the
absence of a leisure class. As a further instance might be cited the
Ainu of Yezo, and, more doubtfully, also some Bushman and Eskimo
groups. Some Pueblo communities are less conﬁdently to be included
in the same class.* Most, if not all, of the communities here cited may
well be cases of degeneration from a higher barbarism, rather than
bearers of a culture that has never risen above its present level. If so,
they are for the present purpose to be taken with the allowance, but
they may serve none the less as evidence to the same eﬀect as if they
were really “primitive” populations.
These communities that are without a deﬁned leisure class resemble one another also in certain other features of their social structure
and manner of life. They are small groups and of a simple (archaic)
structure; they are commonly peaceable and sedentary; they are poor;
and individual ownership is not a dominant feature of their economic
system. At the same time it does not follow that these are the smallest
of existing communities, or that their social structure is in all respects
the least diﬀerentiated; nor does the class necessarily include all primitive communities which have no deﬁned system of individual ownership. But it is to be noted that the class seems to include the most
peaceable—perhaps all the characteristically peaceable—primitive
groups of men. Indeed, the most notable trait common to members
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of such communities is a certain amiable ineﬃciency when confronted
with force or fraud.
The evidence aﬀorded by the usages and cultural traits of communities at a low stage of development indicates that the institution of a
leisure class has emerged gradually during the transition from primitive savagery to barbarism; or more precisely, during the transition
from a peaceable to a consistently warlike habit of life. The conditions apparently necessary to its emergence in a consistent form are:
(1) the community must be of a predatory habit of life (war or the
hunting of large game or both); that is to say, the men, who constitute the inchoate leisure class in these cases, must be habituated to
the inﬂiction of injury by force and stratagem; (2) subsistence must
be obtainable on suﬃciently easy terms to admit of the exemption of
a considerable portion of the community from steady application to
a routine of labour. The institution of a leisure class is the outgrowth
of an early discrimination between employments, according to which
some employments are worthy and others unworthy. Under this
ancient distinction the worthy employments are those which may be
classed as exploit; unworthy are those necessary everyday employments into which no appreciable element of exploit enters.
This distinction has but little obvious signiﬁcance in a modern
industrial community, and it has, therefore, received but slight attention at the hands of economic writers. When viewed in the light of
that modern common sense which has guided economic discussion,
it seems formal and insubstantial. But it persists with great tenacity
as a commonplace preconception even in modern life, as is shown,
for instance, by our habitual aversion to menial employments. It is a
distinction of a personal kind—of superiority and inferiority. In the
earlier stages of culture, when the personal force of the individual
counted more immediately and obviously in shaping the course of
events, the element of exploit counted for more in the everyday
scheme of life. Interest centred about this fact to a greater degree.
Consequently a distinction proceeding on this ground seemed more
imperative and more deﬁnitive then than is the case to-day. As a fact
in the sequence of development, therefore, the distinction is a substantial one and rests on suﬃciently valid and cogent grounds.
The ground on which a discrimination between facts is habitually
made changes as the interest from which the facts are habitually
viewed changes. Those features of the facts at hand are salient and
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substantial upon which the dominant interest of the time throws its
light. Any given ground of distinction will seem insubstantial to any
one who habitually apprehends the facts in question from a diﬀerent
point of view and values them for a diﬀerent purpose. The habit of
distinguishing and classifying the various purposes and directions of
activity prevails of necessity always and everywhere; for it is indispensable in reaching a working theory or scheme of life. The particular
point of view, or the particular characteristic that is pitched upon
as deﬁnitive in the classiﬁcation of the facts of life depends upon
the interest from which a discrimination of the facts is sought. The
grounds of discrimination, and the norm of procedure in classifying
the facts, therefore, progressively change as the growth of culture
proceeds; for the end for which the facts of life are apprehended
changes, and the point of view consequently changes also. So that
what are recognised as the salient and decisive features of a class of
activities or of a social class at one stage of culture will not retain the
same relative importance for the purposes of classiﬁcation at any
subsequent stage.
But the change of standards and points of view is gradual only, and
it seldom results in the subversion or entire suppression of a standpoint once accepted. A distinction is still habitually made between
industrial and non-industrial occupations; and this modern distinction is a transmuted form of the barbarian distinction between exploit
and drudgery. Such employments as warfare, politics, public worship,
and public merry-making, are felt, in the popular apprehension, to
diﬀer intrinsically from the labour that has to do with elaborating the
material means of life. The precise line of demarcation is not the same
as it was in the early barbarian scheme, but the broad distinction has
not fallen into disuse.
The tacit, common-sense distinction to-day is, in eﬀect, that any
eﬀort is to be accounted industrial only so far as its ultimate purpose
is the utilisation of non-human things. The coercive utilisation of man
by man is not felt to be an industrial function; but all eﬀort directed
to enhance human life by taking advantage of the non-human environment is classed together as industrial activity. By the economists
who have best retained and adapted the classical tradition, man’s
“power over nature” is currently postulated as the characteristic fact
of industrial productivity. This industrial power over nature is taken
to include man’s power over the life of the beasts and over all the
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elemental forces. A line is in this way drawn between mankind and
brute creation.
In other times and among men imbued with a diﬀerent body of
preconceptions this line is not drawn precisely as we draw it to-day.
In the savage or the barbarian scheme of life it is drawn in a diﬀerent
place and in another way. In all communities under the barbarian
culture there is an alert and pervading sense of antithesis between
two comprehensive groups of phenomena, in one of which barbarian
man includes himself, and in the other, his victual. There is a felt
antithesis between economic and non-economic phenomena, but it is
not conceived in the modern fashion; it lies not between man and
brute creation, but between animate and inert things.
It may be an excess of caution at this day to explain that the barbarian notion which it is here intended to convey by the term “animate”
is not the same as would be conveyed by the word “living”. The term
does not cover all living things, and it does cover a great many others.
Such a striking natural phenomenon as a storm, a disease, a waterfall,
are recognised as “animate”; while fruits and herbs, and even inconspicuous animals, such as house-ﬂies, maggots, lemmings, sheep, are
not ordinarily apprehended as “animate” except when taken collectively. As here used the term does not necessarily imply an indwelling
soul or spirit. The concept includes such things as in the apprehension of the animistic savage or barbarian are formidable by virtue of
a real or imputed habit of initiating action. This category comprises
a large number and range of natural objects and phenomena. Such a
distinction between the inert and the active is still present in the habits
of thought of unreﬂecting persons, and it still profoundly aﬀects the
prevalent theory of human life and of natural processes; but it does
not pervade our daily life to the extent or with the far-reaching practical consequences that are apparent at earlier stages of culture and
belief.
To the mind of the barbarian, the elaboration and utilisation
of what is aﬀorded by inert nature is activity on quite a diﬀerent
plane from his dealings with “animate” things and forces. The line of
demarcation may be vague and shifting, but the broad distinction is
suﬃciently real and cogent to inﬂuence the barbarian scheme of life.
To the class of things apprehended as animate, the barbarian fancy
imputes an unfolding of activity directed to some end. It is this teleological unfolding of activity that constitutes any object or phenomenon
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an “animate” fact. Wherever the unsophisticated savage or barbarian
meets with activity that is at all obtrusive, he construes it in the only
terms that are ready to hand—the terms immediately given in his
consciousness of his own actions. Activity is, therefore, assimilated
to human action, and active objects are in so far assimilated to the
human agent. Phenomena of this character—especially those whose
behaviour is notably formidable or bafﬂing—have to be met in a
diﬀerent spirit and with proﬁciency of a diﬀerent kind from what
is required in dealing with inert things. To deal successfully with
such phenomena is a work of exploit rather than of industry. It is an
assertion of prowess, not of diligence.
Under the guidance of this naïve discrimination between the inert
and the animate, the activities of the primitive social group tend to
fall into two classes, which would in modern phrase be called exploit
and industry. Industry is eﬀort that goes to create a new thing, with
a new purpose given it by the fashioning hand of its maker out of
passive (“brute”) material; while exploit, so far as it results in an outcome useful to the agent, is the conversion to his own ends of energies previously directed to some other end by another agent. We still
speak of “brute matter” with something of the barbarian’s realisation
of a profound signiﬁcance in the term.
The distinction between exploit and drudgery coincides with a
diﬀerence between the sexes. The sexes diﬀer, not only in stature and
muscular force, but perhaps even more decisively in temperament, and
this must early have given rise to a corresponding division of labour.
The general range of activities that come under the head of exploit falls
to the males as being the stouter, more massive, better capable of a
sudden and violent strain, and more readily inclined to self-assertion,
active emulation, and aggression. The diﬀerence in mass, in physiological character, and in temperament may be slight among the members
of the primitive group; it appears, in fact, to be relatively slight and
inconsequential in some of the more archaic communities with which
we are acquainted—as for instance the tribes of the Andamans. But so
soon as a diﬀerentiation of function has well begun on the lines marked
out by this diﬀerence in physique and animus, the original diﬀerence
between the sexes will itself widen. A cumulative process of selective
adaptation to the new distribution of employments will set in, especially if the habitat or the fauna with which the group is in contact
is such as to call for a considerable exercise of the sturdier virtues.
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The habitual pursuit of large game requires more of the manly qualities of massiveness, agility, and ferocity, and it can therefore scarcely
fail to hasten and widen the diﬀerentiation of functions between the
sexes. And so soon as the group comes into hostile contact with other
groups, the divergence of function will take on the developed form of
a distinction between exploit and industry.
In such a predatory group of hunters it comes to be the able-bodied
men’s oﬃce to ﬁght and hunt. The women do what other work there
is to do—other members who are unﬁt for man’s work being for this
purpose classed with women. But the men’s hunting and ﬁghting are
both of the same general character. Both are of a predatory nature;
the warrior and the hunter alike reap where they have not strewn.
Their aggressive assertion of force and sagacity diﬀers obviously
from the women’s assiduous and uneventful shaping of materials;
it is not to be accounted productive labour, but rather an acquisition
of substance by seizure. Such being the barbarian man’s work, in
its best development and widest divergence from women’s work, any
eﬀort that does not involve an assertion of prowess comes to be
unworthy of the man. As the tradition gains consistency, the common
sense of the community erects it into a canon of conduct; so that no
employment and no acquisition is morally possible to the self-respecting
man at this cultural stage, except such as proceeds on the basis of
prowess—force or fraud. When the predatory habit of life has been
settled upon the group by long habituation, it becomes the able-bodied
man’s accredited oﬃce in the social economy to kill, to destroy such
competitors in the struggle for existence as attempt to resist or elude
him, to overcome and reduce to subservience those alien forces that
assert themselves refractorily in the environment. So tenaciously and
with such nicety is this theoretical distinction between exploit and
drudgery adhered to that in many hunting tribes the man must not
bring home the game which he has killed, but must send his woman
to perform that baser oﬃce.

As has already been indicated, the distinction between exploit and
drudgery is an invidious distinction between employments. Those
employments which are to be classed as exploit are worthy, honourable, noble; other employments, which do not contain this element
of exploit, and especially those which imply subservience or submission, are unworthy, debasing, ignoble. The concept of dignity, worth,
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or honour, as applied either to persons or conduct, is of ﬁrst-rate
consequence in the development of classes and of class distinctions,
and it is therefore necessary to say something of its derivation and
meaning. Its psychological ground may be indicated in outline as
follows.
As a matter of selective necessity, man is an agent. He is, in
his own apprehension, a centre of unfolding impulsive activity—
“teleological” activity. He is an agent seeking in every act the accomplishment of some concrete, objective, impersonal end. By force of
his being such an agent he is possessed of a taste for eﬀective work,
and a distaste for futile eﬀort. He has a sense of the merit of serviceability or eﬃciency and of the demerit of futility, waste, or incapacity.
This aptitude or propensity may be called the instinct of workmanship. Wherever the circumstances or traditions of life lead to an
habitual comparison of one person with another in point of eﬃciency,
the instinct of workmanship works out in an emulative or invidious
comparison of persons. The extent to which this result follows depends
in some considerable degree on the temperament of the population.
In any community where such an invidious comparison of persons is
habitually made, visible success becomes an end sought for its own
utility as a basis of esteem. Esteem is gained and dispraise is avoided
by putting one’s eﬃciency in evidence. The result is that the instinct
of workmanship works out in an emulative demonstration of force.
During that primitive phase of social development, when the community is still habitually peaceable, perhaps sedentary, and without
a developed system of individual ownership, the eﬃciency of the
individual can be shown chieﬂy and most consistently in some employment that goes to further the life of the group. What emulation of an
economic kind there is between the members of such a group will be
chieﬂy emulation in industrial serviceability. At the same time the
incentive to emulation is not strong, nor is the scope for emulation
large.
When the community passes from peaceable savagery to a predatory
phase of life, the conditions of emulation change. The opportunity
and the incentive to emulation increase greatly in scope and urgency.
The activity of the men more and more takes on the character of
exploit; and an invidious comparison of one hunter or warrior with
another grows continually easier and more habitual. Tangible evidences
of prowess—trophies—ﬁnd a place in men’s habits of thought as an
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essential feature of the paraphernalia of life. Booty, trophies of the
chase or of the raid, come to be prized as evidence of preëminent
force. Aggression becomes the accredited form of action, and booty
serves as prima facie* evidence of successful aggression. As accepted
at this cultural stage, the accredited, worthy form of self-assertion
is contest; and useful articles or services obtained by seizure or compulsion, serve as a conventional evidence of successful contest.
Therefore, by contrast, the obtaining of goods by other methods than
seizure comes to be accounted unworthy of man in his best estate.
The performance of productive work, or employment in personal
service, falls under the same odium for the same reason. An invidious distinction in this way arises between exploit and acquisition by
seizure on the one hand and industrial employment on the other
hand. Labour acquires a character of irksomeness by virtue of the
indignity imputed to it.
With the primitive barbarian, before the simple content of the
notion has been obscured by its own ramiﬁcations and by a secondary growth of cognate ideas, “honourable” seems to connote nothing
else than assertion of superior force. “Honourable” is “formidable”;
“worthy” is “prepotent”. A honoriﬁc act is in the last analysis little if
anything else than a recognised successful act of aggression; and where
aggression means conﬂict with men and beasts, the activity which
comes to be especially and primarily honourable is the assertion of
the strong hand. The naïve, archaic habit of construing all manifestations of force in terms of personality or “will power” greatly
fortiﬁes this conventional exaltation of the strong hand. Honoriﬁc
epithets, in vogue among barbarian tribes as well as among peoples
of a more advanced culture, commonly bear the stamp of this unsophisticated sense of honour. Epithets and titles used in addressing
chieftains, and in the propitiation of kings and gods, very commonly
impute a propensity for overbearing violence and an irresistible devastating force to the person who is to be propitiated. This holds true
to an extent also in the more civilised communities of the present day.
The predilection shown in heraldic devices for the more rapacious
beasts and birds of prey goes to enforce the same view.
Under this common-sense barbarian appreciation of worth or
honour, the taking of life—the killing of formidable competitors,
whether brute or human—is honourable in the highest degree. And
this high oﬃce of slaughter, as an expression of the slayer’s prepotence,
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casts a glamour of worth over every act of slaughter and over all the
tools and accessories of the act. Arms are honourable, and the use of
them, even in seeking the life of the meanest creatures of the ﬁelds,
becomes a honoriﬁc employment. At the same time, employment in
industry becomes correspondingly odious, and, in the common-sense
apprehension, the handling of the tools and implements of industry
falls beneath the dignity of able-bodied men. Labour becomes irksome.
It is here assumed that in the sequence of cultural evolution primitive groups of men have passed from an initial peaceable stage to a
subsequent stage at which ﬁghting is the avowed and characteristic
employment of the group. But it is not implied that there has been
an abrupt transition from unbroken peace and good-will to a later or
higher phase of life in which the fact of combat occurs for the ﬁrst
time. Neither is it implied that all peaceful industry disappears on the
transition to the predatory phase of culture. Some ﬁghting, it is safe
to say, would be met with at any early stage of social development.
Fights would occur with more or less frequency through sexual competition. The known habits of primitive groups, as well as the habits
of the anthropoid apes, argue to that eﬀect, and the evidence from
the well-known promptings of human nature enforces the same view.
It may therefore be objected that there can have been no such initial
stage of peaceable life as is here assumed. There is no point in cultural
evolution prior to which ﬁghting does not occur. But the point in question is not as to the occurrence of combat, occasional or sporadic, or
even more or less frequent and habitual; it is a question as to the
occurrence of an habitual bellicose frame of mind—a prevalent habit
of judging facts and events from the point of view of the ﬁght. The
predatory phase of culture is attained only when the predatory attitude has become the habitual and accredited spiritual attitude for the
members of the group; when the ﬁght has become the dominant note
in the current theory of life; when the common-sense appreciation
of men and things has come to be an appreciation with a view to
combat.
The substantial diﬀerence between the peaceable and the predatory
phase of culture, therefore, is a spiritual diﬀerence, not a mechanical
one. The change in spiritual attitude is the outgrowth of a change in the
material facts of the life of the group, and it comes on gradually as the
material circumstances favourable to a predatory attitude supervene.
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The inferior limit of the predatory culture is an industrial limit.
Predation cannot become the habitual, conventional resource of any
group or any class until industrial methods have been developed to
such a degree of eﬃciency as to leave a margin worth ﬁghting for,
above the subsistence of those engaged in getting a living. The transition from peace to predation therefore depends on the growth of
technical knowledge and the use of tools. A predatory culture is
similarly impracticable in early times, until weapons have been
developed to such a point as to make man a formidable animal. The
early development of tools and of weapons is of course the same fact
seen from two diﬀerent points of view.
The life of a given group would be characterised as peaceable so
long as habitual recourse to combat has not brought the ﬁght into the
foreground in men’s everyday thoughts, as a dominant feature of the
life of man. A group may evidently attain such a predatory attitude
with a greater or less degree of completeness, so that its scheme of life
and canons of conduct may be controlled to a greater or less extent
by the predatory animus. The predatory phase of culture is therefore
conceived to come on gradually, through a cumulative growth of
predatory aptitudes, habits, and traditions, this growth being due to
a change in the circumstances of the group’s life, of such a kind as to
develop and conserve those traits of human nature and those traditions and norms of conduct that make for a predatory rather than a
peaceable life.
The evidence for the hypothesis that there has been such a peaceable stage of primitive culture is in great part drawn from psychology
rather than from ethnology, and cannot be detailed here. It will be
recited in part in a later chapter, in discussing the survival of archaic
traits of human nature under the modern culture.

CHAPTER II
pecuniary emulation
In the sequence of cultural evolution the emergence of a leisure class
coincides with the beginning of ownership. This is necessarily the
case, for these two institutions result from the same set of economic
forces. In the inchoate phase of their development they are but diﬀerent
aspects of the same general facts of social structure.
It is as elements of social structure—conventional facts—that
leisure and ownership are matters of interest for the purpose in hand.
An habitual neglect of work does not constitute a leisure class; neither
does the mechanical fact of use and consumption constitute ownership.
The present inquiry, therefore, is not concerned with the beginning
of indolence, nor with the beginning of the appropriation of useful
articles to individual consumption. The point in question is the origin
and nature of a conventional leisure class on the one hand and the
beginnings of individual ownership as a conventional right or equitable
claim on the other hand.
The early diﬀerentiation out of which the distinction between a
leisure and a working class arises is a division maintained between
men’s and women’s work in the lower stages of barbarism. Likewise
the earliest form of ownership is an ownership of the women by the
able-bodied men of the community. The facts may be expressed in
more general terms, and truer to the import of the barbarian theory
of life, by saying that it is an ownership of the woman by the man.
There was undoubtedly some appropriation of useful articles before
the custom of appropriating women arose. The usages of existing
archaic communities in which there is no ownership of women is
warrant for such a view. In all communities the members, both male
and female, habitually appropriate to their individual use a variety
of useful things; but these useful things are not thought of as owned
by the person who appropriates and consumes them. The habitual
appropriation and consumption of certain slight personal eﬀects goes
on without raising the question of ownership; that is to say, the question of a conventional, equitable claim to extraneous things.
The ownership of women begins in the lower barbarian stages of
culture, apparently with the seizure of female captives. The original
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reason for the seizure and appropriation of women seems to have been
their usefulness as trophies. The practice of seizing women from the
enemy as trophies, gave rise to a form of ownership-marriage, resulting
in a household with a male head. This was followed by an extension
of slavery to other captives and inferiors, besides women, and by an
extension of ownership-marriage to other women than those seized
from the enemy. The outcome of emulation under the circumstances of
a predatory life, therefore, has been on the one hand a form of marriage
resting on coercion, and on the other hand the custom of ownership.
The two institutions are not distinguishable in the initial phase of
their development; both arise from the desire of the successful men
to put their prowess in evidence by exhibiting some durable result of
their exploits. Both also minister to that propensity for mastery which
pervades all predatory communities. From the ownership of women
the concept of ownership extends itself to include the products of
their industry, and so there arises the ownership of things as well as
of persons.
In this way a consistent system of property in goods is gradually
installed. And although in the latest stages of the development, the
serviceability of goods for consumption has come to be the most
obtrusive element of their value, still, wealth has by no means yet lost
its utility as a honoriﬁc evidence of the owner’s prepotence.
Wherever the institution of private property is found, even in a
slightly developed form, the economic process bears the character of
a struggle between men for the possession of goods. It has been customary in economic theory, and especially among those economists
who adhere with least faltering to the body of modernised classical
doctrines, to construe this struggle for wealth as being substantially
a struggle for subsistence. Such is, no doubt, its character in large part
during the earlier and less eﬃcient phases of industry. Such is also its
character in all cases where the “niggardliness of nature” is so strict
as to aﬀord but a scanty livelihood to the community in return for
strenuous and unremitting application to the business of getting the
means of subsistence. But in all progressing communities an advance
is presently made beyond this early stage of technological development. Industrial eﬃciency is presently carried to such a pitch as to
aﬀord something appreciably more than a bare livelihood to those
engaged in the industrial process. It has not been unusual for economic
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theory to speak of the further struggle for wealth on this new industrial
basis as a competition for an increase of the comforts of life,—primarily
for an increase of the physical comforts which the consumption of
goods aﬀords.
The end of acquisition and accumulation is conventionally held to
be the consumption of the goods accumulated—whether it is consumption directly by the owner of the goods or by the household
attached to him and for this purpose identiﬁed with him in theory. This
is at least felt to be the economically legitimate end of acquisition,
which alone it is incumbent on the theory to take account of. Such
consumption may of course be conceived to serve the consumer’s
physical wants—his physical comfort—or his so-called higher wants—
spiritual, aesthetic, intellectual, or what not; the latter class of wants
being served indirectly by an expenditure of goods, after the fashion
familiar to all economic readers.
But it is only when taken in a sense far removed from its naïve
meaning that consumption of goods can be said to aﬀord the incentive from which accumulation invariably proceeds. The motive that
lies at the root of ownership is emulation; and the same motive of
emulation continues active in the further development of the institution to which it has given rise and in the development of all those
features of the social structure which this institution of ownership
touches. The possession of wealth confers honour; it is an invidious
distinction. Nothing equally cogent can be said for the consumption
of goods, nor for any other conceivable incentive to acquisition, and
especially not for any incentive to the accumulation of wealth.
It is of course not to be overlooked that in a community where
nearly all goods are private property the necessity of earning a livelihood is a powerful and ever-present incentive for the poorer members
of the community. The need of subsistence and of an increase of
physical comfort may for a time be the dominant motive of acquisition for those classes who are habitually employed at manual labour,
whose subsistence is on a precarious footing, who possess little and
ordinarily accumulate little; but it will appear in the course of the
discussion that even in the case of these impecunious classes the predominance of the motive of physical want is not so decided as has
sometimes been assumed. On the other hand, so far as regards those
members and classes of the community who are chieﬂy concerned in
the accumulation of wealth, the incentive of subsistence or of physical
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comfort never plays a considerable part. Ownership began and grew
into a human institution on grounds unrelated to the subsistence
minimum. The dominant incentive was from the outset the invidious
distinction attaching to wealth, and, save temporarily and by exception,
no other motive has usurped the primacy at any later stage of the
development.
Property set out with being booty held as trophies of the successful
raid. So long as the group had departed but little from the primitive
communal organisation, and so long as it still stood in close contact
with other hostile groups, the utility of things or persons owned lay
chieﬂy in an invidious comparison between their possessor and the
enemy from whom they were taken. The habit of distinguishing
between the interests of the individual and those of the group to which
he belongs is apparently a later growth. Invidious comparison between
the possessor of the honoriﬁc booty and his less successful neighbours within the group was no doubt present early as an element of
the utility of the things possessed, though this was not at the outset
the chief element of their value. The man’s prowess was still primarily the group’s prowess, and the possessor of the booty felt himself to
be primarily the keeper of the honour of his group. This appreciation
of exploit from the communal point of view is met with also at later
stages of social growth, especially as regards the laurels of war.
But so soon as the custom of individual ownership begins to gain
consistency, the point of view taken in making the invidious comparison on which private property rests will begin to change. Indeed, the
one change is but the reﬂex of the other. The initial phase of ownership, the phase of acquisition by naïve seizure and conversion, begins
to pass into the subsequent stage of an incipient organisation of industry on the basis of private property (in slaves); the horde develops
into a more or less self-suﬃcing industrial community; possessions
then come to be valued not so much as evidence of successful foray,
but rather as evidence of the prepotence of the possessor of these
goods over other individuals within the community. The invidious
comparison now becomes primarily a comparison of the owner with
the other members of the group. Property is still of the nature of
trophy, but, with the cultural advance, it becomes more and more a
trophy of successes scored in the game of ownership carried on
between the members of the group under the quasi-peaceable methods
of nomadic life.
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Gradually, as industrial activity further displaces predatory activity
in the community’s everyday life and in men’s habits of thought,
accumulated property more and more replaces trophies of predatory
exploit as the conventional exponent of prepotence and success.
With the growth of settled industry, therefore, the possession of
wealth gains in relative importance and eﬀectiveness as a customary
basis of repute and esteem. Not that esteem ceases to be awarded on
the basis of other, more direct evidence of prowess; not that successful predatory aggression or warlike exploit ceases to call out the
approval and admiration of the crowd, or to stir the envy of the less
successful competitors; but the opportunities for gaining distinction
by means of this direct manifestation of superior force grow less
available both in scope and frequency. At the same time opportunities for industrial aggression, and for the accumulation of property
by the quasi-peaceable methods of nomadic industry, increase in
scope and availability. And it is even more to the point that property
now becomes the most easily recognised evidence of a reputable
degree of success as distinguished from heroic or signal achievement.
It therefore becomes the conventional basis of esteem. Its possession
in some amount becomes necessary in order to any reputable standing
in the community. It becomes indispensable to accumulate, to acquire
property, in order to retain one’s good name. When accumulated
goods have in this way once become the accepted badge of eﬃciency,
the possession of wealth presently assumes the character of an independent and deﬁnitive basis of esteem. The possession of goods,
whether acquired aggressively by one’s own exertion or passively by
transmission through inheritance from others, becomes a conventional basis, of reputability. The possession of wealth, which was at
the outset valued simply as an evidence of eﬃciency, becomes, in
popular apprehension, itself a meritorious act. Wealth is now itself
intrinsically honourable and confers honour on its possessor. By a
further reﬁnement, wealth acquired passively by transmission from
ancestors or other antecedents presently becomes even more
honoriﬁc than wealth acquired by the possessor’s own eﬀort; but this
distinction belongs at a later stage in the evolution of the pecuniary
culture and will be spoken of in its place.
Prowess and exploit may still remain the basis of award of the
highest popular esteem, although the possession of wealth has become
the basis of commonplace reputability and of a blameless social standing.
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The predatory instinct and the consequent approbation of predatory
eﬃciency are deeply ingrained in the habits of thought of those
peoples who have passed under the discipline of a protracted predatory culture. According to popular award, the highest honours within
human reach may, even yet, be those gained by an unfolding of
extraordinary predatory eﬃciency in war, or by a quasi-predatory
eﬃciency in statecraft; but for the purposes of a commonplace decent
standing in the community these means of repute have been replaced
by the acquisition and accumulation of goods. In order to stand well
in the eyes of the community, it is necessary to come up to a certain,
somewhat indeﬁnite, conventional standard of wealth; just as in the
earlier predatory stage it is necessary for the barbarian man to come
up to the tribe’s standard of physical endurance, cunning, and skill
at arms. A certain standard of wealth in the one case, and of prowess
in the other, is a necessary condition of reputability, and anything in
excess of this normal amount is meritorious.
Those members of the community who fall short of this, somewhat indeﬁnite, normal degree of prowess or of property suﬀer in the
esteem of their fellow-men; and consequently they suﬀer also in their
own esteem, since the usual basis of self-respect is the respect accorded
by one’s neighbours. Only individuals with an aberrant temperament
can in the long run retain their self-esteem in the face of the disesteem
of their fellows. Apparent exceptions to the rule are met with, especially
among people with strong religious convictions. But these apparent
exceptions are scarcely real exceptions, since such persons commonly
fall back on the putative approbation of some supernatural witness of
their deeds.
So soon as the possession of property becomes the basis of popular esteem, therefore, it becomes also a requisite to that complacency
which we call self-respect. In any community where goods are held
in severalty it is necessary, in order to his own peace of mind, that an
individual should possess as large a portion of goods as others with
whom he is accustomed to class himself; and it is extremely gratifying to possess something more than others. But as fast as a person
makes new acquisitions, and becomes accustomed to the resulting
new standard of wealth, the new standard forthwith ceases to aﬀord
appreciably greater satisfaction than the earlier standard did. The
tendency in any case is constantly to make the present pecuniary
standard the point of departure for a fresh increase of wealth; and
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this in turn gives rise to a new standard of suﬃciency and a new
pecuniary classiﬁcation of one’s self as compared with one’s neighbours.
So far as concerns the present question, the end sought by accumulation is to rank high in comparison with the rest of the community in
point of pecuniary strength. So long as the comparison is distinctly
unfavourable to himself, the normal, average individual will live in
chronic dissatisfaction with his present lot; and when he has reached
what may be called the normal pecuniary standard of the community, or of his class in the community, this chronic dissatisfaction will
give place to a restless straining to place a wider and ever-widening
pecuniary interval between himself and this average standard. The
invidious comparison can never become so favourable to the individual
making it that he would not gladly rate himself still higher relatively
to his competitors in the struggle for pecuniary reputability.
In the nature of the case, the desire for wealth can scarcely be satiated in any individual instance, and evidently a satiation of the average or general desire for wealth is out of the question. However widely,
or equally, or “fairly,” it may be distributed, no general increase of
the community’s wealth can make any approach to satiating this
need, the ground of which is the desire of every one to excel every one
else in the accumulation of goods. If, as is sometimes assumed, the
incentive to accumulation were the want of subsistence or of physical
comfort, then the aggregate economic wants of a community might
conceivably be satisﬁed at some point in the advance of industrial
eﬃciency; but since the struggle is substantially a race for reputability
on the basis of an invidious comparison, no approach to a deﬁnitive
attainment is possible.
What has just been said must not be taken to mean that there are
no other incentives to acquisition and accumulation than this desire
to excel in pecuniary standing and so gain the esteem and envy of
one’s fellow-men. The desire for added comfort and security from
want is present as a motive at every stage of the process of accumulation in a modern industrial community; although the standard of
suﬃciency in these respects is in turn greatly aﬀected by the habit of
pecuniary emulation. To a great extent this emulation shapes the
methods and selects the objects of expenditure for personal comfort
and decent livelihood.
Besides this, the power conferred by wealth also aﬀords a motive
to accumulation. That propensity for purposeful activity and that
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repugnance to all futility of eﬀort which belong to man by virtue of
his character as an agent do not desert him when he emerges from
the naïve communal culture where the dominant note of life is the
unanalysed and undiﬀerentiated solidarity of the individual with
the group with which his life is bound up. When he enters upon the
predatory stage, where self-seeking in the narrower sense becomes
the dominant note, this propensity goes with him still, as the pervasive
trait that shapes his scheme of life. The propensity for achievement
and the repugnance to futility remain the underlying economic
motive. The propensity changes only in the form of its expression
and in the proximate objects to which it directs the man’s activity.
Under the régime of individual ownership the most available means
of visibly achieving a purpose is that aﬀorded by the acquisition and
accumulation of goods; and as the self-regarding antithesis between
man and man reaches fuller consciousness, the propensity for
achievement—the instinct of workmanship—tends more and more to
shape itself into a straining to excel others in pecuniary achievement.
Relative success, tested by an invidious pecuniary comparison with
other men, becomes the conventional end of action. The currently
accepted legitimate end of eﬀort becomes the achievement of a
favourable comparison with other men; and therefore the repugnance
to futility to a good extent coalesces with the incentive of emulation.
It acts to accentuate the struggle for pecuniary reputability by visiting with a sharper disapproval all shortcoming and all evidence of
shortcoming in point of pecuniary success. Purposeful eﬀort comes
to mean, primarily, eﬀort directed to or resulting in a more creditable
showing of accumulated wealth. Among the motives which lead men
to accumulate wealth, the primacy, both in scope and intensity, therefore, continues to belong to this motive of pecuniary emulation.
In making use of the term “invidious,” it may perhaps be unnecessary to remark, there is no intention to extol or depreciate, or to
commend or deplore any of the phenomena which the word is used
to characterise. The term is used in a technical sense as describing
a comparison of persons with a view to rating and grading them in
respect of relative worth or value—in an æsthetic or moral sense—
and so awarding and deﬁning the relative degrees of complacency
with which they may legitimately be contemplated by themselves
and by others. An invidious comparison is a process of valuation of
persons in respect of worth.

CHAPTER III
conspicuous leisure
If its working were not disturbed by other economic forces or other
features of the emulative process, the immediate eﬀect of such a
pecuniary struggle as has just been described in outline would be to
make men industrious and frugal. This result actually follows, in
some measure, so far as regards the lower classes, whose ordinary
means of acquiring goods is productive labour. This is more especially
true of the labouring classes in a sedentary community which is at an
agricultural stage of industry, in which there is a considerable subdivision of property, and whose laws and customs secure to these
classes a more or less deﬁnite share of the product of their industry.
These lower classes can in any case not avoid labour, and the imputation of labour is therefore not greatly derogatory to them, at
least not within their class. Rather, since labour is their recognised
and accepted mode of life, they take some emulative pride in a reputation for eﬃciency in their work, this being often the only line of
emulation that is open to them. For those for whom acquisition and
emulation is possible only within the ﬁeld of productive eﬃciency
and thrift, the struggle for pecuniary reputability will in some measure work out in an increase of diligence and parsimony. But certain
secondary features of the emulative process, yet to be spoken of,
come in to very materially circumscribe and modify emulation in these
directions among the pecuniarily inferior classes as well as among the
superior class.
But it is otherwise with the superior pecuniary class, with which
we are here immediately concerned. For this class also the incentive
to diligence and thrift is not absent; but its action is so greatly
qualiﬁed by the secondary demands of pecuniary emulation, that any
inclination in this direction is practically overborne and any incentive to diligence tends to be of no eﬀect. The most imperative of
these secondary demands of emulation, as well as the one of widest
scope, is the requirement of abstention from productive work. This
is true in an especial degree for the barbarian stage of culture. During
the predatory culture labour comes to be associated in men’s habits
of thought with weakness and subjection to a master. It is therefore
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a mark of inferiority, and therefore comes to be accounted unworthy
of man in his best estate. By virtue of this tradition labour is felt to
be debasing, and this tradition has never died out. On the contrary,
with the advance of social diﬀerentiation it has acquired the
axiomatic force due to ancient and unquestioned prescription.
In order to gain and to hold the esteem of men it is not suﬃcient
merely to possess wealth or power. The wealth or power must be put
in evidence, for esteem is awarded only on evidence. And not only
does the evidence of wealth serve to impress one’s importance on
others and to keep their sense of his importance alive and alert, but
it is of scarcely less use in building up and preserving one’s selfcomplacency. In all but the lowest stages of culture the normally constituted man is comforted and upheld in his self-respect by “decent
surroundings” and by exemption from “menial oﬃces.” Enforced
departure from his habitual standard of decency, either in the paraphernalia of life or in the kind and amount of his everyday activity, is
felt to be a slight upon his human dignity, even apart from all conscious
consideration of the approval or disapproval of his fellows.
The archaic theoretical distinction between the base and the honourable in the manner of a man’s life retains very much of its ancient
force even to-day. So much so that there are few of the better class
who are not possessed of an instinctive repugnance for the vulgar
forms of labour. We have a realising sense of ceremonial uncleanness
attaching in an especial degree to the occupations which are associated in our habits of thought with menial service. It is felt by all
persons of reﬁned taste that a spiritual contamination is inseparable
from certain oﬃces that are conventionally required of servants.
Vulgar surroundings, mean (that is to say, inexpensive) habitations,
and vulgarly productive occupations are unhesitatingly condemned
and avoided. They are incompatible with life on a satisfactory spiritual
plane—with “high thinking.” From the days of the Greek philosophers to the present, a degree of leisure and of exemption from contact
with such industrial processes as serve the immediate everyday purposes of human life has ever been recognised by thoughtful men as a
prerequisite to a worthy or beautiful, or even a blameless, human life.
In itself and in its consequences the life of leisure is beautiful and
ennobling in all civilised men’s eyes.
This direct, subjective value of leisure and of other evidences of
wealth is no doubt in great part secondary and derivative. It is in part
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a reﬂex of the utility of leisure as a means of gaining the respect of
others, and in part it is the result of a mental substitution. The performance of labour has been accepted as a conventional evidence of
inferior force; therefore it comes itself, by a mental short-cut, to be
regarded as intrinsically base.
During the predatory stage proper, and especially during the
earlier stages of the quasi-peaceable development of industry that
follows the predatory stage, a life of leisure is the readiest and most
conclusive evidence of pecuniary strength, and therefore of superior
force; provided always that the gentleman of leisure can live in
manifest ease and comfort. At this stage wealth consists chieﬂy of
slaves, and the beneﬁts accruing from the possession of riches and
power take the form chieﬂy of personal service and the immediate
products of personal service. Conspicuous abstention from labour
therefore becomes the conventional mark of superior pecuniary
achievement and the conventional index of reputability; and conversely, since application to productive labour is a mark of poverty
and subjection, it becomes inconsistent with a reputable standing in
the community. Habits of industry and thrift, therefore, are not
uniformly furthered by a prevailing pecuniary emulation. On the
contrary, this kind of emulation indirectly discountenances participation in productive labour. Labour would unavoidably become
dishonourable, as being an evidence of poverty, even if it were not
already accounted indecorous under the ancient tradition handed
down from an earlier cultural stage. The ancient tradition of the
predatory culture is that productive eﬀort is to be shunned as being
unworthy of able-bodied men, and this tradition is reinforced rather
than set aside in the passage from the predatory to the quasi-peaceable
manner of life.
Even if the institution of a leisure class had not come in with the
ﬁrst emergence of individual ownership, by force of the dishonour
attaching to productive employment, it would in any case have come
in as one of the early consequences of ownership. And it is to be
remarked that while the leisure class existed in theory from the
beginning of predatory culture, the institution takes on a new and
fuller meaning with the transition from the predatory to the next
succeeding pecuniary stage of culture. It is from this time forth a
“leisure class” in fact as well as in theory. From this point dates the
institution of the leisure class in its consummate form.
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During the predatory stage proper the distinction between the
leisure and the labouring class is in some degree a ceremonial distinction only. The able-bodied men jealously stand aloof from whatever
is, in their apprehension, menial drudgery; but their activity in fact
contributes appreciably to the sustenance of the group.The subsequent stage of quasi-peaceable industry is usually characterised by an
established chattel slavery, herds of cattle, and a servile class of
herdsmen and shepherds; industry has advanced so far that the community is no longer dependent for its livelihood on the chase or on
any other form of activity that can fairly be classed as exploit. From
this point on, the characteristic feature of leisure-class life is a conspicuous exemption from all useful employment.
The normal and characteristic occupations of the class in this
mature phase of its life history are in form very much the same as in
its earlier days. These occupations are government, war, sports, and
devout observances. Persons unduly given to diﬃcult theoretical
niceties may hold that these occupations are still incidentally and
indirectly “productive”; but it is to be noted as decisive of the question in hand that the ordinary and ostensible motive of the leisure
class in engaging in these occupations is assuredly not an increase of
wealth by productive eﬀort. At this as at any other cultural stage,
government and war are, at least in part, carried on for the pecuniary
gain of those who engage in them; but it is gain obtained by the honourable method of seizure and conversion. These occupations are of
the nature of predatory, not of productive, employment. Something
similar may be said of the chase, but with a diﬀerence. As the community passes out of the hunting stage proper, hunting gradually
becomes diﬀerentiated into two distinct employments. On the one hand
it is a trade, carried on chieﬂy for gain; and from this the element of
exploit is virtually absent, or it is at any rate not present in a suﬃcient
degree to clear the pursuit of the imputation of gainful industry. On
the other hand, the chase is also a sport—an exercise of the predatory
impulse simply. As such it does not aﬀord any appreciable pecuniary
incentive, but it contains a more or less obvious element of exploit. It
is this latter development of the chase—purged of all imputation of
handicraft—that alone is meritorious and fairly belongs in the scheme
of life of the developed leisure class.
Abstention from labour is not only a honoriﬁc or meritorious act,
but it presently comes to be a requisite of decency. The insistence on
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property as the basis of reputability is very naïve and very imperious
during the early stages of the accumulation of wealth. Abstention
from labour is the conventional evidence of wealth and is therefore
the conventional mark of social standing; and this insistence on the
meritoriousness of wealth leads to a more strenuous insistence on
leisure. Nota notæ est nota rei ipsius.* According to well-established
laws of human nature, prescription presently seizes upon this conventional evidence of wealth and ﬁxes it in men’s habits of thought
as something that is in itself substantially meritorious and ennobling;
while productive labour at the same time and by a like process
becomes in a double sense intrinsically unworthy. Prescription ends by
making labour not only disreputable in the eyes of the community,
but morally impossible to the noble, freeborn man, and incompatible
with a worthy life.
This tabu on labour has a further consequence in the industrial
diﬀerentiation of classes. As the population increases in density and
the predatory group grows into a settled industrial community, the
constituted authorities and the customs governing ownership gain in
scope and consistency. It then presently becomes impracticable to
accumulate wealth by simple seizure, and, in logical consistency,
acquisition by industry is equally impossible for high-minded and
impecunious men. The alternative open to them is beggary or privation.
Wherever the canon of conspicuous leisure has a chance undisturbed
to work out its tendency, there will therefore emerge a secondary,
and in a sense spurious, leisure class—abjectly poor and living a precarious life of want and discomfort, but morally unable to stoop to
gainful pursuits. The decayed gentleman and the lady who has seen
better days are by no means unfamiliar phenomena even now. This
pervading sense of the indignity of the slightest manual labour is
familiar to all civilised peoples, as well as to peoples of a less advanced
pecuniary culture. In persons of delicate sensibility, who have long
been habituated to gentle manners, the sense of the shamefulness of
manual labour may become so strong that, at a critical juncture, it
will even set aside the instinct of self-preservation. So, for instance,
we are told of certain Polynesian chiefs, who, under the stress of
good form, preferred to starve rather than carry their food to their
mouths with their own hands. It is true, this conduct may have been
due, at least in part, to an excessive sanctity or tabu attaching to the
chief’s person. The tabu would have been communicated by the
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contact of his hands, and so would have made anything touched by
him unﬁt for human food. But the tabu is itself a derivative of the
unworthiness or moral incompatibility of labour; so that even when
construed in this sense the conduct of the Polynesian chiefs is truer
to the canon of honoriﬁc leisure than would at ﬁrst appear. A better
illustration, or at least a more unmistakable one, is aﬀorded by a certain
king of France, who is said to have lost his life through an excess of
moral stamina in the observance of good form. In the absence of the
functionary whose oﬃce it was to shift his master’s seat, the king sat
uncomplaining before the ﬁre and suﬀered his royal person to be
toasted beyond recovery. But in so doing he saved his Most Christian
Majesty from menial contamination.
Summum crede nefas animam præferre pudori,
Et propter vitam vivendi perdere causas.*

It has already been remarked that the term “leisure,” as here used,
does not connote indolence or quiescence. What it connotes is nonproductive consumption of time. Time is consumed non-productively
(1) from a sense of the unworthiness of productive work, and (2) as
an evidence of pecuniary ability to aﬀord a life of idleness. But the
whole of the life of the gentleman of leisure is not spent before the
eyes of the spectators who are to be impressed with that spectacle of
honoriﬁc leisure which in the ideal scheme makes up his life. For
some part of the time his life is perforce withdrawn from the public
eye, and of this portion which is spent in private the gentleman of
leisure should, for the sake of his good name, be able to give a convincing account. He should ﬁnd some means of putting in evidence
the leisure that is not spent in the sight of the spectators. This can be
done only indirectly, through the exhibition of some tangible, lasting
results of the leisure so spent—in a manner analogous to the familiar
exhibition of tangible, lasting products of the labour performed for
the gentleman of leisure by handicraftsmen and servants in his employ.
The lasting evidence of productive labour is its material product—
commonly some article of consumption. In the case of exploit it is
similarly possible and usual to procure some tangible result that may
serve for exhibition in the way of trophy or booty. At a later phase of
the development it is customary to assume some badge or insignia of
honour that will serve as a conventionally accepted mark of exploit,
and which at the same time indicates the quantity or degree of exploit
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of which it is the symbol. As the population increases in density, and
as human relations grow more complex and numerous, all the details
of life undergo a process of elaboration and selection; and in this
process of elaboration the use of trophies develops into a system of
rank, titles, degrees and insignia, typical examples of which are
heraldic devices, medals, and honorary decorations.
As seen from the economic point of view, leisure, considered as an
employment, is closely allied in kind with the life of exploit; and the
achievements which characterise a life of leisure, and which remain
as its decorous criteria, have much in common with the trophies of
exploit. But leisure in the narrower sense, as distinct from exploit
and from any ostensibly productive employment of eﬀort on objects
which are of no intrinsic use, does not commonly leave a material
product. The criteria of a past performance of leisure therefore commonly take the form of “immaterial” goods. Such immaterial evidences
of past leisure are quasi-scholarly or quasi-artistic accomplishments
and a knowledge of processes and incidents which do not conduce
directly to the furtherance of human life. So, for instance, in our time
there is the knowledge of the dead languages and the occult sciences;
of correct spelling; of syntax and prosody; of the various forms of
domestic music and other household art; of the latest proprieties
of dress, furniture, and equipage; of games, sports, and fancy-bred
animals, such as dogs and race-horses. In all these branches of
knowledge the initial motive from which their acquisition proceeded
at the outset, and through which they ﬁrst came into vogue, may
have been something quite diﬀerent from the wish to show that one’s
time had not been spent in industrial employment; but unless these
accomplishments had approved themselves as serviceable evidence
of an unproductive expenditure of time, they would not have survived
and held their place as conventional accomplishments of the leisure
class.
These accomplishments may, in some sense, be classed as branches
of learning. Beside and beyond these there is a further range of social
facts which shade oﬀ from the region of learning into that of physical habit and dexterity. Such are what is known as manners and
breeding, polite usage, decorum, and formal and ceremonial observances generally. This class of facts are even more immediately and
obtrusively presented to the observation, and they are therefore
widely and more imperatively insisted on as required evidences of a
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reputable degree of leisure. It is worth while to remark that all that
class of ceremonial observances which are classed under the general
head of manners hold a more important place in the esteem of men
during the stage of culture at which conspicuous leisure has the
greatest vogue as a mark of reputability, than at later stages of the
cultural development. The barbarian of the quasi-peaceable stage of
industry is notoriously a more high-bred gentleman, in all that concerns decorum, than any but the very exquisite among the men of a
later age. Indeed, it is well known, or at least it is currently believed,
that manners have progressively deteriorated as society has receded
from the patriarchal stage. Many a gentleman of the old school has
been provoked to remark regretfully upon the under-bred manners
and bearing of even the better classes in the modern industrial
communities; and the decay of the ceremonial code—or as it is otherwise called, the vulgarisation of life—among the industrial classes
proper has become one of the chief enormities of latter-day civilisation
in the eyes of all persons of delicate sensibilities. The decay which
the code has suﬀered at the hands of a busy people testiﬁes—all
deprecation apart—to the fact that decorum is a product and an
exponent of leisure-class life and thrives in full measure only under
a régime of status.
The origin, or better the derivation, of manners is, no doubt, to be
sought elsewhere than in a conscious eﬀort on the part of the wellmannered to show that much time has been spent in acquiring them.
The proximate end of innovation and elaboration has been the higher
eﬀectiveness of the new departure in point of beauty or of expressiveness. In great part the ceremonial code of decorous usages owes
its beginning and its growth to the desire to conciliate or to show
goodwill, as anthropologists and sociologists are in the habit of
assuming, and this initial motive is rarely if ever absent from the conduct of well-mannered persons at any stage of the later development.
Manners, we are told, are in part an elaboration of gesture, and in
part they are symbolical and conventionalised survivals representing
former acts of dominance or of personal service or of personal contact. In large part they are an expression of the relation of status,—a
symbolic pantomime of mastery on the one hand and of subservience
on the other. Wherever at the present time the predatory habit of mind,
and the consequent attitude of mastery and of subservience, gives its
character to the accredited scheme of life, there the importance of all
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punctilios of conduct is extreme, and the assiduity with which the
ceremonial observance of rank and titles is attended to approaches
closely to the ideal set by the barbarian of the quasi-peaceable nomadic
culture. Some of the Continental countries aﬀord good illustrations
of this spiritual survival. In these communities the archaic ideal is
similarly approached as regards the esteem accorded to manners as a
fact of intrinsic worth.
Decorum set out with being symbol and pantomime and with having
utility only as an exponent of the facts and qualities symbolised; but
it presently suﬀered the transmutation which commonly passes over
symbolical facts in human intercourse. Manners presently came, in
popular apprehension, to be possessed of a substantial utility in
themselves; they acquired a sacramental character, in great measure
independent of the facts which they originally preﬁgured. Deviations
from the code of decorum have become intrinsically odious to all
men, and good breeding is, in everyday apprehension, not simply an
adventitious mark of human excellence, but an integral feature of the
worthy human soul. There are few things that so touch us with
instinctive revulsion as a breach of decorum; and so far have we progressed in the direction of imputing intrinsic utility to the ceremonial observances of etiquette that few of us, if any, can dissociate an
oﬀence against etiquette from a sense of the substantial unworthiness
of the oﬀender. A breach of faith may be condoned, but a breach of
decorum can not. “Manners maketh man.”
None the less, while manners have this intrinsic utility, in the
apprehension of the performer and the beholder alike, this sense of
the intrinsic rightness of decorum is only the proximate ground of
the vogue of manners and breeding. Their ulterior, economic ground
is to be sought in the honoriﬁc character of that leisure or nonproductive employment of time and eﬀort without which good manners are not acquired. The knowledge and habit of good form come
only by long-continued use. Reﬁned tastes, manners, and habits of
life are a useful evidence of gentility, because good breeding requires
time, application, and expense, and can therefore not be compassed
by those whose time and energy are taken up with work. A knowledge
of good form is prima facie evidence that that portion of the well-bred
person’s life which is not spent under the observation of the spectator has been worthily spent in acquiring accomplishments that are of
no lucrative eﬀect. In the last analysis the value of manners lies in the
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fact that they are the voucher of a life of leisure. Therefore, conversely,
since leisure is the conventional means of pecuniary repute, the
acquisition of some proﬁciency in decorum is incumbent on all who
aspire to a modicum of pecuniary decency.
So much of the honourable life of leisure as is not spent in the
sight of spectators can serve the purposes of reputability only in so
far as it leaves a tangible, visible result that can be put in evidence
and can be measured and compared with products of the same class
exhibited by competing aspirants for repute. Some such eﬀect, in
the way of leisurely manners and carriage, etc., follows from simple
persistent abstention from work, even where the subject does not
take thought of the matter and studiously acquires an air of leisurely
opulence and mastery. Especially does it seem to be true that a life
of leisure in this way persisted in through several generations will
leave a persistent, ascertainable eﬀect in the conformation of the
person, and still more in his habitual bearing and demeanour. But
all the suggestions of a cumulative life of leisure, and all the
proﬁciency in decorum that comes by the way of passive habituation,
may be further improved upon by taking thought and assiduously
acquiring the marks of honourable leisure, and then carrying the
exhibition of these adventitious marks of exemption from employment out in a strenuous and systematic discipline. Plainly, this is
a point at which a diligent application of eﬀort and expenditure
may materially further the attainment of a decent proﬁciency in
the leisure-class proprieties. Conversely, the greater the degree
of proﬁciency and the more patent the evidence of a high degree
of habituation to observances, which serve no lucrative or other
directly useful purpose, the greater the consumption of time and
substance impliedly involved in their acquisition, and the greater
the resultant good repute. Hence, under the competitive struggle
for proﬁciency in good manners, it comes about that much pains is
taken with the cultivation of habits of decorum; and hence the
details of decorum develop into a comprehensive discipline, conformity to which is required of all who would be held blameless in
point of repute. And hence, on the other hand, this conspicuous
leisure of which decorum is a ramiﬁcation grows gradually into a
laborious drill in deportment and an education in taste and discrimination as to what articles of consumption are decorous and what are
the decorous methods of consuming them.
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In this connection it is worthy of notice that the possibility of producing pathological and other idiosyncrasies of person and manner
by shrewd mimicry and a systematic drill have been turned to
account in the deliberate production of a cultured class—often with
a very happy eﬀect. In this way, by the process vulgarly known as
snobbery, a syncopated evolution of gentle birth and breeding is
achieved in the case of a goodly number of families and lines of
descent. This syncopated gentle birth gives results which, in point of
serviceability as a leisure-class factor in the population, are in no wise
substantially inferior to others who may have had a longer but less
arduous training in the pecuniary proprieties.
There are, moreover, measureable degrees of conformity to the
latest accredited code of the punctilios as regards decorous means
and methods of consumption. Diﬀerences between one person and
another in the degree of conformity to the ideal in these respects can
be compared, and persons may be graded and scheduled with some
accuracy and eﬀect according to a progressive scale of manners and
breeding. The award of reputability in this regard is commonly made
in good faith, on the ground of conformity to accepted canons of
taste in the matters concerned, and without conscious regard to the
pecuniary standing or the degree of leisure practised by any given
candidate for reputability; but the canons of taste according to which
the award is made are constantly under the surveillance of the law of
conspicuous leisure, and are indeed constantly undergoing change
and revision to bring them into closer conformity with its requirements. So that while the proximate ground of discrimination may be
of another kind, still the pervading principle and abiding test of good
breeding is the requirement of a substantial and patent waste of time.
There may be some considerable range of variation in detail within
the scope of this principle, but they are variations of form and
expression, not of substance.
Much of the courtesy of everyday intercourse is of course a direct
expression of consideration and kindly good-will, and this element of
conduct has for the most part no need of being traced back to any
underlying ground of reputability to explain either its presence or
the approval with which it is regarded; but the same is not true of the
code of proprieties. These latter are expressions of status. It is of
course suﬃciently plain, to any one who cares to see, that our bearing
towards menials and other pecuniarily dependent inferiors is the
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bearing of the superior member in a relation of status, though its
manifestation is often greatly modiﬁed and softened from the original
expression of crude dominance. Similarly, our bearing towards superiors, and in great measure towards equals, expresses a more or less
conventionalised attitude of subservience. Witness the masterful
presence of the high-minded gentleman or lady, which testiﬁes to so
much of dominance and independence of economic circumstances,
and which at the same time appeals with such convincing force to our
sense of what is right and gracious. It is among this highest leisure
class, who have no superiors and few peers, that decorum ﬁnds its
fullest and maturest expression; and it is this highest class also that
gives decorum that deﬁnitive formulation which serves as a canon of
conduct for the classes beneath. And here also the code is most obviously a code of status and shows most plainly its incompatibility with
all vulgarly productive work. A divine assurance and an imperious
complaisance, as of one habituated to require subservience and to
take no thought for the morrow, is the birthright and the criterion of
the gentleman at his best; and it is in popular apprehension even
more than that, for this demeanour is accepted as an intrinsic attribute of superior worth, before which the base-born commoner
delights to stoop and yield.
As has been indicated in an earlier chapter, there is reason to believe
that the institution of ownership has begun with the ownership of
persons, primarily women. The incentives to acquiring such property
have apparently been: (1) a propensity for dominance and coercion;
(2) the utility of these persons as evidence of the prowess of their owner;
(3) the utility of their services.
Personal service holds a peculiar place in the economic development.
During the stage of quasi-peaceable industry, and especially during
the earlier development of industry within the limits of this general
stage, the utility of their services seems commonly to be the dominant motive to the acquisition of property in persons. Servants are
valued for their services. But the dominance of this motive is not due
to a decline in the absolute importance of the other two utilities possessed by servants. It is rather that the altered circumstances of life
accentuate the utility of servants for this last-named purpose. Women
and other slaves are highly valued, both as an evidence of wealth and
as a means of accumulating wealth. Together with cattle, if the tribe
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is a pastoral one, they are the usual form of investment for a proﬁt.
To such an extent may female slavery give its character to the economic life under the quasi-peaceable culture that the woman even
comes to serve as a unit of value among peoples occupying this cultural stage—as for instance in Homeric times. Where this is the case
there need be little question but that the basis of the industrial
system is chattel slavery and that the women are commonly slaves.
The great, pervading human relation in such a system is that of
master and servant. The accepted evidence of wealth is the possession
of many women, and presently also of other slaves engaged in attendance on their master’s person, and in producing goods for him.
A division of labour presently sets in, whereby personal service
and attendance on the master becomes the special oﬃce of a portion
of the servants, while those who are wholly employed in industrial
occupations proper are removed more and more from all immediate
relation to the person of their owner. At the same time those servants
whose oﬃce is personal service, including domestic duties, come
gradually to be exempted from productive industry carried on for gain.
This process of progressive exemption from the common run of
industrial employment will commonly begin with the exemption of the
wife, or the chief wife. After the community has advanced to settled
habits of life, wife-capture from hostile tribes becomes impracticable
as a customary source of supply. Where this cultural advance has
been achieved, the chief wife is ordinarily of gentle blood, and the
fact of her being so will hasten her exemption from vulgar employment. The manner in which the concept of gentle blood originates,
as well as the place which it occupies in the development of marriage,
cannot be discussed in this place. For the purpose in hand it will be
suﬃcient to say that gentle blood is blood which has been ennobled by
protracted contact with accumulated wealth or unbroken prerogative.
The woman with these antecedents is preferred in marriage, both for
the sake of a resulting alliance with her powerful relatives and
because a superior worth is felt to inhere in blood which has been
associated with many goods and great power. She will still be her
husband’s chattel, as she was her father’s chattel before her purchase,
but she is at the same time of her father’s gentle blood; and hence
there is a moral incongruity in her occupying herself with the debasing
employments of her fellow-servants. However completely she may
be subject to her master, and however inferior to the male members
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of the social stratum in which her birth has placed her, the principle
that gentility is transmissible will act to place her above the common
slave; and so soon as this principle has acquired a prescriptive
authority it will act to invest her in some measure with that prerogative of leisure which is the chief mark of gentility. Furthered by this
principle of transmissible gentility the wife’s exemption gains in scope,
if the wealth of her owner permits it, until it includes exemption from
debasing menial service as well as from handicraft. As the industrial
development goes on and property becomes massed in relatively
fewer hands, the conventional standard of wealth of the upper class
rises. The same tendency to exemption from handicraft, and in the
course of time from menial domestic employments, will then assert
itself as regards the other wives, if such there are, and also as regards
other servants in immediate attendance upon the person of their
master. The exemption comes more tardily the remoter the relation
in which the servant stands to the person of the master.
If the pecuniary situation of the master permits it, the development
of a special class of personal or body servants is also furthered by the
very grave importance which comes to attach to this personal service.
The master’s person, being the embodiment of worth and honour, is
of the most serious consequence. Both for his reputable standing in
the community and for his self-respect, it is a matter of moment that
he should have at his call eﬃcient specialised servants, whose attendance upon his person is not diverted from this their chief oﬃce by
any by-occupation. These specialised servants are useful more for show
than for service actually performed. In so far as they are not kept for
exhibition simply, they aﬀord gratiﬁcation to their master chieﬂy in
allowing scope to his propensity for dominance. It is true, the care of
the continually increasing household apparatus may require added
labour; but since the apparatus is commonly increased in order to
serve as a means of good repute rather than as a means of comfort,
this qualiﬁcation is not of great weight. All these lines of utility are
better served by a larger number of more highly specialised servants.
There results, therefore, a constantly increasing diﬀerentiation and
multiplication of domestic and body servants, along with a concomitant progressive exemption of such servants from productive labour.
By virtue of their serving as evidence of ability to pay, the oﬃce of
such domestics regularly tends to include continually fewer duties,
and their service tends in the end to become nominal only. This is
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especially true of those servants who are in most immediate and obvious attendance upon their master. So that the utility of these comes to
consist in great part, in their conspicuous exemption from productive
labour and in the evidence which this exemption aﬀords of their
master’s wealth and power.
After some considerable advance has been made in the practice of
employing a special corps of servants for the performance of a conspicuous leisure in this manner, men begin to be preferred above
women for services that bring them obtrusively into view. Men,
especially lusty, personable fellows, such as footmen and other menials
should be, are obviously more powerful and more expensive than
women. They are better ﬁtted for this work, as showing a larger waste
of time and of human energy. Hence it comes about that in the economy of the leisure class the busy housewife of the early patriarchal
days, with her retinue of hard-working handmaidens, presently gives
place to the lady and the lackey.
In all grades and walks of life, and at any stage of the economic
development, the leisure of the lady and of the lackey diﬀers from the
leisure of the gentleman in his own right in that it is an occupation of
an ostensibly laborious kind. It takes the form, in large measure, of a
painstaking attention to the service of the master, or to the maintenance and elaboration of the household paraphernalia; so that it is
leisure only in the sense that little or no productive work is performed
by this class, not in the sense that all appearance of labour is avoided
by them. The duties performed by the lady, or by the household or
domestic servants, are frequently arduous enough, and they are also
frequently directed to ends which are considered extremely necessary
to the comfort of the entire household. So far as these services
conduce to the physical eﬃciency or comfort of the master or the rest
of the household, they are to be accounted productive work. Only the
residue of employment left after deduction of this eﬀective work is to
be classed as a performance of leisure.
But much of the services classed as household cares in modern
everyday life, and many of the “utilities” required for a comfortable
existence by civilised man, are of a ceremonial character. They are,
therefore, properly to be classed as a performance of leisure in the
sense in which the term is here used. They may be none the less
imperatively necessary from the point of view of decent existence;
they may be none the less requisite for personal comfort even, although
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they may be chieﬂy or wholly of a ceremonial character. But in so far
as they partake of this character they are imperative and requisite
because we have been taught to require them under pain of ceremonial uncleanness or unworthiness. We feel discomfort in their absence,
but not because their absence results directly in physical discomfort;
nor would a taste not trained to discriminate between the conventionally good and the conventionally bad take oﬀence at their omission.
In so far as this is true the labour spent in these services is to be classed
as leisure; and when performed by others than the economically free
and self-directing head of the establishment, they are to be classed as
vicarious leisure.
The vicarious leisure performed by housewives and menials,
under the head of household cares, may frequently develop into
drudgery, especially where the competition for reputability is close
and strenuous. This is frequently the case in modern life. Where this
happens, the domestic service which comprises the duties of this servant class might aptly be designated as wasted eﬀort, rather than as
vicarious leisure. But the latter term has the advantage of indicating
the line of derivation of these domestic oﬃces, as well as of neatly
suggesting the substantial economic ground of their utility; for these
occupations are chieﬂy useful as a method of imputing pecuniary
reputability to the master or to the household on the ground that a
given amount of time and eﬀort is conspicuously wasted in that
behalf.
In this way, then, there arises a subsidiary or derivative leisure
class, whose oﬃce is the performance of a vicarious leisure for the
behoof of the reputability of the primary or legitimate leisure class.
This vicarious leisure class is distinguished from the leisure class
proper by a characteristic feature of its habitual mode of life. The
leisure of the master class is, at least ostensibly, an indulgence of a
proclivity for the avoidance of labour and is presumed to enhance the
master’s own well-being and fulness of life; but the leisure of the
servant class exempt from productive labour is in some sort a performance exacted from them, and is not normally or primarily
directed to their own comfort. The leisure of the servant is not his
own leisure. So far as he is a servant in the full sense, and not at the
same time a member of a lower order of the leisure class proper, his
leisure normally passes under the guise of specialised service directed
to the furtherance of his master’s fulness of life. Evidence of this
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relation of subservience is obviously present in the servant’s carriage
and manner of life. The like is often true of the wife throughout
the protracted economic stage during which she is still primarily a
servant—that is to say, so long as the household with a male head
remains in force. In order to satisfy the requirements of the leisureclass scheme of life, the servant should show not only an attitude of
subservience, but also the eﬀects of special training and practice in
subservience. The servant or wife should not only perform certain
oﬃces and show a servile disposition, but it is quite as imperative
that they should show an acquired facility in the tactics of
subservience—a trained conformity to the canons of eﬀectual and
conspicuous subservience. Even to-day it is this aptitude and acquired
skill in the formal manifestation of the servile relation that constitutes the chief element of utility in our highly paid servants, as well
as one of the chief ornaments of the well-bred housewife.
The ﬁrst requisite of a good servant is that he should conspicuously
know his place. It is not enough that he knows how to eﬀect certain
desired mechanical results; he must, above all, know how to eﬀect
these results in due form. Domestic service might be said to be a
spiritual rather than a mechanical function. Gradually there grows
up an elaborate system of good form, speciﬁcally regulating the
manner in which this vicarious leisure of the servant class is to be
performed. Any departure from these canons of form is to be deprecated, not so much because it evinces a shortcoming in mechanical
eﬃciency, or even that it shows an absence of the service attitude and
temperament, but because, in the last analysis, it shows the absence
of special training. Special training in personal service costs time and
eﬀort, and where it is obviously present in a high degree, it argues
that the servant who possesses it, neither is nor has been habitually
engaged in any productive occupation. It is prima facie evidence of a
vicarious leisure extending far back in the past. So that trained service has utility, not only as gratifying the master’s instinctive liking
for good and skilful workmanship and his propensity for conspicuous
dominance over those whose lives are subservient to his own, but it
has utility also as putting in evidence a much larger consumption of
human service than would be shown by the mere present conspicuous
leisure performed by an untrained person. It is a serious grievance if
a gentleman’s butler or footman performs his duties about his master’s
table or carriage in such unformed style as to suggest that his habitual
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occupation may be ploughing or sheep-herding. Such bungling work
would imply inability on the master’s part to procure the service of
specially trained servants; that is to say, it would imply inability to
pay for the consumption of time, eﬀort, and instruction required to
ﬁt a trained servant for special service under an exacting code of
forms. If the performance of the servant argues lack of means on the
part of his master, it defeats its chief substantial end; for the chief use
of servants is the evidence they aﬀord of the master’s ability to pay.
What has just been said might be taken to imply that the oﬀence of
an under-trained servant lies in a direct suggestion of inexpensiveness
or of usefulness. Such, of course, is not the case. The connection is
much less immediate. What happens here is what happens generally.
Whatever approves itself to us on any ground at the outset, presently
comes to appeal to us as a gratifying thing in itself; it comes to rest in
our habits of thought as substantially right. But in order that any
speciﬁc canon of deportment shall maintain itself in favour, it must
continue to have the support of, or at least not be incompatible with,
the habit or aptitude which constitutes the norm of its development.
The need of vicarious leisure, or conspicuous consumption of service,
is a dominant incentive to the keeping of servants. So long as this
remains true it may be set down without much discussion that any
such departure from accepted usage as would suggest an abridged
apprenticeship in service would presently be found insuﬀerable. The
requirement of an expensive vicarious leisure acts indirectly, selectively, by guiding the formation of our taste,—of our sense of what is
right in these matters,—and so weeds out unconformable departures
by withholding approval of them.
As the standard of wealth recognized by common consent advances,
the possession and exploitation of servants as a means of showing
superﬂuity undergoes a reﬁnement. The possession and maintenance
of slaves employed in the production of goods argues wealth and
prowess, but the maintenance of servants who produce nothing
argues still higher wealth and position. Under this principle there
arises a class of servants, the more numerous the better, whose sole
oﬃce is fatuously to wait upon the person of their owner, and so to
put in evidence his ability unproductively to consume a large amount
of service. There supervenes a division of labour among the servants
or dependents whose life is spent in maintaining the honour of the
gentleman of leisure. So that, while one group produces goods for him,
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another group, usually headed by the wife, or chief wife, consumes
for him in conspicuous leisure; thereby putting in evidence his ability to sustain large pecuniary damage without impairing his superior
opulence.
This somewhat idealized and diagrammatic outline of the development and nature of domestic service comes nearest being true for
that cultural stage which has here been named the “quasi-peaceable”
stage of industry. At this stage personal service ﬁrst rises to the position
of an economic institution, and it is at this stage that it occupies
the largest place in the community’s scheme of life. In the cultural
sequence, the quasi-peaceable stage follows the predatory stage
proper, the two being successive phases of barbarian life. Its characteristic feature is a formal observance of peace and order, at the same
time that life at this stage still has too much of coercion and class
antagonism to be called peaceable in the full sense of the word. For
many purposes, and from another point of view than the economic
one, it might as well be named the stage of status. The method of
human relation during this stage, and the spiritual attitude of men at
this level of culture, is well summed up under that term. But as a
descriptive term to characterise the prevailing methods of industry,
as well as to indicate the trend of industrial development at this point
in economic evolution, the term “quasi-peaceable” seems preferable.
So far as concerns the communities of the Western culture, this
phase of economic development probably lies in the past; except for
a numerically small though very conspicuous fraction of the community in whom the habits of thought peculiar to the barbarian culture
have suﬀered but a relatively slight disintegration.
Personal service is still an element of great economic importance,
especially as regards the distribution and consumption of goods; but
its relative importance even in this direction is no doubt less than it
once was. The best development of this vicarious leisure lies in the
past rather than in the present; and its best expression in the present
is to be found in the scheme of life of the upper leisure class. To this
class the modern culture owes much in the way of the conservation
of traditions, usages, and habits of thought which belong on a more
archaic cultural plane, so far as regards their widest acceptance and
their most eﬀective development.
In the modern industrial communities the mechanical contrivances
available for the comfort and convenience of everyday life are highly
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developed. So much so that body servants, or, indeed, domestic
servants of any kind, would now scarcely be employed by anybody
except on the ground of a canon of reputability carried over by tradition from earlier usage. The only exception would be servants
employed to attend on the persons of the inﬁrm and the feebleminded. But such servants properly come under the head of trained
nurses rather than under that of domestic servants, and they are,
therefore, an apparent rather than a real exception to the rule.
The proximate reason for keeping domestic servants, for instance,
in the moderately well-to-do household of to-day, is (ostensibly) that
the members of the household are unable without discomfort to
compass the work required by such a modern establishment. And the
reason for their being unable to accomplish it is (1) that they have too
many “social duties,” and (2) that the work to be done is too severe
and that there is too much of it. These two reasons may be restated
as follows: (1) Under a mandatory code of decency, the time and
eﬀort of the members of such a household are required to be ostensibly all spent in a performance of conspicuous leisure, in the way of
calls, drives, clubs, sewing-circles, sports, charity organisations, and
other like social functions. Those persons whose time and energy are
employed in these matters privately avow that all these observances,
as well as the incidental attention to dress and other conspicuous
consumption, are very irksome but altogether unavoidable. (2) Under
the requirement of conspicuous consumption of goods, the apparatus
of living has grown so elaborate and cumbrous, in the way of dwellings,
furniture, bric-a-brac, wardrobe and meals, that the consumers of
these things cannot make way with them in the required manner
without help. Personal contact with the hired persons whose aid is
called in to fulﬁl the routine of decency is commonly distasteful to
the occupants of the house, but their presence is endured and paid
for, in order to delegate to them a share in this onerous consumption
of household goods. The presence of domestic servants, and of the
special class of body servants in an eminent degree, is a concession of
physical comfort to the moral need of pecuniary decency.
The largest manifestation of vicarious leisure in modern life is
made up of what are called domestic duties. These duties are fast
becoming a species of services performed, not so much for the individual behoof of the head of the household as for the reputability of
the household taken as a corporate unit—a group of which the
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housewife is a member on a footing of ostensible equality. As fast as
the household for which they are performed departs from its archaic
basis of ownership-marriage, these household duties of course tend
to fall out of the category of vicarious leisure in the original sense;
except so far as they are performed by hired servants. That is to say,
since vicarious leisure is possible only on a basis of status or of hired
service, the disappearance of the relation of status from human intercourse at any point carries with it the disappearance of vicarious
leisure so far as regards that much of life. But it is to be added, in
qualiﬁcation of this qualiﬁcation, that so long as the household subsists, even with a divided head, this class of non-productive labour
performed for the sake of household reputability must still be classed
as vicarious leisure, although in a slightly altered sense. It is now
leisure performed for the quasi-personal corporate household,
instead of, as formerly, for the proprietary head of the household.

CHAPTER IV
conspicuous consumption
In what has been said of the evolution of the vicarious leisure class
and its diﬀerentiation from the general body of the working classes,
reference has been made to a further division of labour,—that between
the diﬀerent servant classes. One portion of the servant class, chieﬂy
those persons whose occupation is vicarious leisure, come to undertake a new, subsidiary range of duties—the vicarious consumption of
goods. The most obvious form in which this consumption occurs is
seen in the wearing of liveries and the occupation of spacious servants’ quarters. Another, scarcely less obtrusive or less eﬀective form
of vicarious consumption, and a much more widely prevalent one, is
the consumption of food, clothing, dwelling, and furniture by the lady
and the rest of the domestic establishment.
But already at a point in economic evolution far antedating the
emergence of the lady, specialised consumption of goods as an evidence of pecuniary strength had begun to work out in a more or less
elaborate system. The beginning of a diﬀerentiation in consumption
even antedates the appearance of anything that can fairly be called
pecuniary strength. It is traceable back to the initial phase of predatory
culture, and there is even a suggestion that an incipient diﬀerentiation
in this respect lies back of the beginnings of the predatory life. This
most primitive diﬀerentiation in the consumption of goods is like the
later diﬀerentiation with which we are all so intimately familiar, in
that it is largely of a ceremonial character, but unlike the latter it does
not rest on a diﬀerence in accumulated wealth. The utility of consumption as an evidence of wealth is to be classed as a derivative
growth. It is an adaption to a new end, by a selective process, of a
distinction previously existing and well established in men’s habits
of thought.
In the earlier phases of the predatory culture the only economic
diﬀerentiation is a broad distinction between an honourable superior
class made up of the able-bodied men on the one side, and a base
inferior class of labouring women on the other. According to the
ideal scheme of life in force at the time it is the oﬃce of the men to
consume what the women produce. Such consumption as falls to the

50

The Theory of the Leisure Class

women is merely incidental to their work; it is a means to their continued labour, and not a consumption directed to their own comfort
and fulness of life. Unproductive consumption of goods is honourable,
primarily as a mark of prowess and a perquisite of human dignity;
secondarily it becomes substantially honourable in itself, especially
the consumption of the more desirable things. The consumption of
choice articles of food, and frequently also of rare articles of adornment, becomes tabu to the women and children; and if there is a base
(servile) class of men, the tabu holds also for them. With a further
advance in culture this tabu may change into simple custom of a
more or less rigorous character; but whatever be the theoretical basis
of the distinction which is maintained, whether it be a tabu or a larger
conventionality, the features of the conventional scheme of consumption do not change easily. When the quasi-peaceable stage of industry
is reached, with its fundamental institution of chattel slavery, the
general principle, more or less rigorously applied, is that the base,
industrious class should consume only what may be necessary to
their subsistence. In the nature of things, luxuries and the comforts
of life belong to the leisure class. Under the tabu, certain victuals,
and more particularly certain beverages, are strictly reserved for the
use of the superior class.
The ceremonial diﬀerentiation of the dietary is best seen in the use
of intoxicating beverages and narcotics. If these articles of consumption are costly, they are felt to be noble and honoriﬁc. Therefore the
base classes, primarily the women, practice an enforced continence
with respect to these stimulants, except in countries where they are
obtainable at a very low cost. From archaic times down through all
the length of the patriarchal régime it has been the oﬃce of the
women to prepare and administer these luxuries, and it has been the
perquisite of the men of gentle birth and breeding to consume them.
Drunkenness and the other pathological consequences of the free use
of stimulants therefore tend in their turn to become honoriﬁc, as
being a mark, at the second remove, of the superior status of those
who are able to aﬀord the indulgence. Inﬁrmities induced by overindulgence are among some peoples freely recognised as manly
attributes. It has even happened that the name for certain diseased
conditions of the body arising from such an origin has passed into
everyday speech as a synonym for “noble” or “gentle.” It is only at a
relatively early stage of culture that the symptoms of expensive vice
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are conventionally accepted as marks of a superior status, and so tend
to become virtues and command the deference of the community;
but the reputability that attaches to certain expensive vices long
retains so much of its force as to appreciably lesson the disapprobation visited upon the men of the wealthy or noble class for any excessive
indulgence. The same invidious distinction adds force to the current
disapproval of any indulgence of this kind on the part of women,
minors, and inferiors. This invidious traditional distinction has not
lost its force even among the more advanced peoples of to-day. Where
the example set by the leisure class retains its imperative force in the
regulation of the conventionalities, it is observable that the women
still in great measure practise the same traditional continence with
regard to stimulants.
This characterisation of the greater continence in the use of stimulants practised by the women of the reputable classes may seem an
excessive reﬁnement of logic at the expense of common sense. But facts
within easy reach of any one who cares to know them go to say that
the greater abstinence of women is in some part due to an imperative
conventionality; and this conventionality is, in a general way, strongest
where the patriarchal tradition—the tradition that the woman is a
chattel—has retained its hold in greatest vigour. In a sense which has
been greatly qualiﬁed in scope and rigour, but which has by no means
lost its meaning even yet, this tradition says that the woman, being a
chattel, should consume only what is necessary to her sustenance,
—except so far as her further consumption contributes to the comfort or the good repute of her master. The consumption of luxuries,
in the true sense, is a consumption directed to the comfort of the
consumer himself, and is, therefore, a mark of the master. Any such
consumption by others can take place only on a basis of suﬀerance.
In communities where the popular habits of thought have been
profoundly shaped by the patriarchal tradition we may accordingly
look for survivals of the tabu on luxuries at least to the extent of a
conventional deprecation of their use by the unfree and dependent
class. This is more particularly true as regards certain luxuries, the
use of which by the dependent class would detract sensibly from
the comfort or pleasure of their masters, or which are held to be
of doubtful legitimacy on other grounds. In the apprehension of
the great conservative middle class of Western civilisation the use
of these various stimulants is obnoxious to at least one, if not both, of
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these objections; and it is a fact too signiﬁcant to be passed over that
it is precisely among these middle classes of the Germanic culture,
with their strong surviving sense of the patriarchal proprieties, that
the women are to the greatest extent subject to a qualiﬁed tabu on narcotics and alcoholic beverages. With many qualiﬁcations—with more
qualiﬁcations as the patriarchal tradition has gradually weakened—
the general rule is felt to be right and binding that women should
consume only for the beneﬁt of their masters. The objection of
course presents itself that expenditure on women’s dress and household paraphernalia is an obvious exception to this rule; but it will
appear in the sequel that this exception is much more obvious than
substantial.
During the earlier stages of economic development, consumption
of goods without stint, especially consumption of the better grades
of goods,—ideally all consumption in excess of the subsistence
minimum,—pertains normally to the leisure class. This restriction
tends to disappear, at least formally, after the later peaceable stage
has been reached, with private ownership of goods and an industrial
system based on wage labour or on the petty household economy. But
during the earlier quasi-peaceable stage, when so many of the traditions through which the institution of a leisure class has aﬀected the
economic life of later times were taking form and consistency, this
principle has had the force of a conventional law. It has served as the
norm to which consumption has tended to conform, and any appreciable departure from it is to be regarded as an aberrant form, sure to
be eliminated sooner or later in the further course of development.
The quasi-peaceable gentleman of leisure, then, not only consumes
of the staﬀ of life beyond the minimum required for subsistence and
physical eﬃciency, but his consumption also undergoes a specialisation as regards the quality of the goods consumed. He consumes
freely and of the best, in food, drink, narcotics, shelter, services,
ornaments, apparel, weapons and accoutrements, amusements, amulets,
and idols or divinities. In the process of gradual amelioration which
takes place in the articles of his consumption, the motive principle
and the proximate aim of innovation is no doubt the higher eﬃciency
of the improved and more elaborate products for personal comfort
and well-being. But that does not remain the sole purpose of their
consumption. The canon of reputability is at hand and seizes upon
such innovations as are, according to its standard, ﬁt to survive.
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Since the consumption of these more excellent goods is an evidence
of wealth, it becomes honoriﬁc; and conversely, the failure to consume
in due quantity and quality becomes a mark of inferiority and demerit.
This growth of punctilious discrimination as to qualitative excellence in eating, drinking, etc., presently aﬀects not only the manner
of life, but also the training and intellectual activity of the gentleman
of leisure. He is no longer simply the successful, aggressive male,
—the man of strength, resource, and intrepidity. In order to avoid
stultiﬁcation he must also cultivate his tastes, for it now becomes
incumbent on him to discriminate with some nicety between the noble
and the ignoble in consumable goods. He becomes a connoisseur in
creditable viands of various degrees of merit, in manly beverages and
trinkets, in seemly apparel and architecture, in weapons, games,
dancers, and the narcotics. This cultivation of æsthetic faculty
requires time and application, and the demands made upon the gentleman in this direction therefore tend to change his life of leisure
into a more or less arduous application to the business of learning
how to live a life of ostensible leisure in a becoming way. Closely
related to the requirement that the gentleman must consume freely
and of the right kind of goods, there is the requirement that he must
know how to consume them in a seemly manner. His life of leisure
must be conducted in due form. Hence arise good manners in the
way pointed out in an earlier chapter. High-bred manners and ways
of living are items of conformity to the norm of conspicuous leisure
and conspicuous consumption.
Conspicuous consumption of valuable goods is a means of reputability to the gentleman of leisure. As wealth accumulates on his
hands, his own unaided eﬀort will not avail to suﬃciently put his
opulence in evidence by this method. The aid of friends and competitors is therefore brought in by resorting to the giving of valuable
presents and expensive feasts and entertainments. Presents and
feasts had probably another origin than that of naïve ostentation, but
they acquired their utility for this purpose very early, and they have
retained that character to the present; so that their utility in this
respect has now long been the substantial ground on which these
usages rest. Costly entertainments, such as the potlatch or the ball,
are peculiarly adapted to serve this end. The competitor with whom
the entertainer wishes to institute a comparison is, by this method,
made to serve as a means to the end. He consumes vicariously for his
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host at the same time that he is witness to the consumption of that
excess of good things which his host is unable to dispose of singlehanded, and he is also made to witness his host’s facility in etiquette.
In the giving of costly entertainments other motives, of more genial
kind, are of course also present. The custom of festive gatherings
probably originated in motives of conviviality and religion; these
motives are also present in the later development, but they do not
continue to be the sole motives. The latter-day leisure-class festivities and entertainments may continue in some slight degree to serve
the religious need and in a higher degree the needs of recreation and
conviviality, but they also serve an invidious purpose; and they serve
it none the less eﬀectually for having a colourable non-invidious
ground in these more avowable motives. But the economic eﬀect of
these social amenities is not therefore lessened, either in the vicarious consumption of goods or in the exhibition of diﬃcult and costly
achievements in etiquette.
As wealth accumulates, the leisure class develops further in function
and structure, and there arises a diﬀerentiation within the class.
There is a more or less elaborate system of rank and grades. This
diﬀerentiation is furthered by the inheritance of wealth and the
consequent inheritance of gentility. With the inheritance of gentility
goes the inheritance of obligatory leisure; and gentility of a suﬃcient
potency to entail a life of leisure may be inherited without the
complement of wealth required to maintain a digniﬁed leisure. Gentle
blood may be transmitted without goods enough to aﬀord a reputably
free consumption at one’s ease. Hence results a class of impecunious
gentlemen of leisure, incidentally referred to already. These half-caste
gentlemen of leisure fall into a system of hierarchical gradations.
Those who stand near the higher and the highest grades of the
wealthy leisure class, in point of birth, or in point of wealth, or both,
outrank the remoter-born and the pecuniarily weaker. These lower
grades, especially the impecunious, or marginal, gentlemen of leisure,
aﬃliate themselves by a system of dependence or fealty to the great
ones; by so doing they gain an increment of repute, or of the means
with which to lead a life of leisure, from their patron. They become
his courtiers or retainers, servants; and being fed and countenanced
by their patron they are indices of his rank and vicarious consumers
of his superﬂuous wealth. Many of these aﬃliated gentlemen of
leisure are at the same time lesser men of substance in their own
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right; so that some of them are scarcely at all, others only partially, to
be rated as vicarious consumers. So many of them, however, as make
up the retainers and hangers-on of the patron may be classed as
vicarious consumers without qualiﬁcation. Many of these again, and
also many of the other aristocracy of less degree, have in turn attached
to their persons a more or less comprehensive group of vicarious
consumers in the persons of their wives and children, their servants,
retainers, etc.
Throughout this graduated scheme of vicarious leisure and vicarious
consumption the rule holds that these oﬃces must be performed in
some such manner, or under some such circumstance or insignia, as
shall point plainly to the master to whom this leisure or consumption
pertains, and to whom therefore the resulting increment of good
repute of right inures. The consumption and leisure executed by
these persons for their master or patron represents an investment on
his part with a view to an increase of good fame. As regards feasts and
largesses this is obvious enough, and the imputation of repute to the
host or patron here takes place immediately, on the ground of common
notoriety . Where leisure and consumption is performed vicariously
by henchmen and retainers, imputation of the resulting repute to the
patron is eﬀected by their residing near his person so that it may be
plain to all men from what source they draw. As the group whose
good esteem is to be secured in this way grows larger, more patent
means are required to indicate the imputation of merit for the leisure
performed, and to this end uniforms, badges, and liveries come into
vogue. The wearing of uniforms or liveries implies a considerable
degree of dependence, and may even be said to be a mark of servitude, real or ostensible. The wearers of uniforms and liveries may be
roughly divided into two classes—the free and the servile, or the noble
and the ignoble. The services performed by them are likewise divisible into noble and ignoble. Of course the distinction is not observed
with strict consistency in practice; the less debasing of the base services and the less honoriﬁc of the noble functions are not infrequently
merged in the same person. But the general distinction is not on that
account to be overlooked. What may add some perplexity is the fact
that this fundamental distinction between noble and ignoble, which
rests on the nature of the ostensible service performed, is traversed by
a secondary distinction into honoriﬁc and humiliating, resting on the
rank of the person for whom the service is performed or whose livery
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is worn. So, those oﬃces which are by right the proper employment
of the leisure class are noble; such as government, ﬁghting, hunting,
the care of arms and accoutrements, and the like,—in short, those
which may be classed as ostensibly predatory employments. On the
other hand, those employments which properly fall to the industrious class are ignoble; such as handicraft or other productive labour,
menial services and the like. But a base service performed for a
person of very high degree may become a very honoriﬁc oﬃce; as for
instance the oﬃce of a Maid of Honour or of a Lady in Waiting to the
Queen, or the King’s Master of the Horse or his Keeper of the
Hounds. The two oﬃces last named suggest a principle of some
general bearing. Whenever, as in these cases, the menial service in
question has to do directly with the primary leisure employments of
ﬁghting and hunting, it easily acquires a reﬂected honoriﬁc character.
In this way great honour may come to attach to an employment
which in its own nature belongs to the baser sort.
In the later development of peaceable industry, the usage of employing an idle corps of uniformed men-at-arms gradually lapses. Vicarious
consumption by dependents bearing the insignia of their patron or
master narrows down to a corps of liveried menials. In a heightened
degree, therefore, the livery comes to be a badge of servitude, or
rather servility. Something of a honoriﬁc character always attached
to the livery of the armed retainer, but this honoriﬁc character disappears when the livery becomes the exclusive badge of the menial.
The livery becomes obnoxious to nearly all who are required to wear
it. We are yet so little removed from a state of eﬀective slavery as
still to be fully sensitive to the sting of any imputation of servility. This
antipathy asserts itself even in the case of the liveries or uniforms
which some corporations prescribe as the distinctive dress of their
employees. In this country the aversion even goes the length of discrediting—in a mild and uncertain way—those government employments, military and civil, which require the wearing of a livery or uniform.
With the disappearance of servitude, the number of vicarious
consumers attached to any one gentleman tends, on the whole, to
decrease. The like is of course true, and perhaps in a still higher
degree, of the number of dependents who perform vicarious leisure
for him. In a general way, though not wholly nor consistently, these
two groups coincide. The dependent who was ﬁrst delegated for
these duties was the wife, or the chief wife; and, as would be expected,
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in the later development of the institution, when the number of persons
by whom these duties are customarily performed gradually narrows,
the wife remains the last. In the higher grades of society a large
volume of both these kinds of service is required; and here the wife
is of course still assisted in the work by a more or less numerous
corps of menials. But as we descend the social scale, the point is
presently reached where the duties of vicarious leisure and consumption devolve upon the wife alone. In the communities of the Western
culture, this point is at present found among the lower middle class.
And here occurs a curious inversion. It is a fact of common observance that in this lower middle class there is no pretence of leisure on
the part of the head of the household. Through force of circumstances
it has fallen into disuse. But the middle-class wife still carries on the
business of vicarious leisure, for the good name of the household and
its master. In descending the social scale in any modern industrial
community, the primary fact—the conspicuous leisure of the master
of the household—disappears at a relatively high point. The head of
the middle-class household has been reduced by economic circumstances to turn his hand to gaining a livelihood by occupations which
often partake largely of the character of industry, as in the case of the
ordinary business man of to-day. But the derivative fact—the vicarious leisure and consumption rendered by the wife, and the auxiliary
vicarious performance of leisure by menials—remains in vogue as a
conventionality which the demands of reputability will not suﬀer to
be slighted. It is by no means an uncommon spectacle to ﬁnd a man
applying himself to work with the utmost assiduity, in order that his
wife may in due form render for him that degree of vicarious leisure
which the common sense of the time demands.
The leisure rendered by the wife in such cases is, of course, not a
simple manifestation of idleness or indolence. It almost invariably
occurs disguised under some form of work or household duties or
social amenities, which prove on analysis to serve little or no ulterior
end beyond showing that she does not and need not occupy herself
with anything that is gainful or that is of substantial use. As has
already been noticed under the head of manners, the greater part of
the customary round of domestic cares to which the middle-class
housewife gives her time and eﬀort is of this character. Not that the
results of her attention to household matters, of a decorative and
mundiﬁcatory character, are not pleasing to the sense of men trained
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in middle-class proprieties; but the taste to which these eﬀects of
household adornment and tidiness appeal is a taste which has been
formed under the selective guidance of a canon of propriety that
demands just these evidences of wasted eﬀort. The eﬀects are pleasing to us chieﬂy because we have been taught to ﬁnd them pleasing.
There goes into these domestic duties much solicitude for a proper
combination of form and colour, and for other ends that are to be
classed as æsthetic in the proper sense of the term; and it is not
denied that eﬀects having some substantial æsthetic value are sometimes attained. Pretty much all that is here insisted on is that, as
regards these amenities of life, the housewife’s eﬀorts are under the
guidance of traditions that have been shaped by the law of conspicuously wasteful expenditure of time and substance. If beauty or comfort is achieved,—and it is a more or less fortuitous circumstance if
they are,—they must be achieved by means and methods that commend themselves to the great economic law of wasted eﬀort. The
more reputable, “presentable” portion of middle-class household
paraphernalia are, on the one hand, items of conspicuous consumption, and on the other hand, apparatus for putting in evidence the
vicarious leisure rendered by the housewife.
The requirement of vicarious consumption at the hands of the
wife continues in force even at a lower point in the pecuniary scale
than the requirement of vicarious leisure. At a point below which
little if any pretence of wasted eﬀort, in ceremonial cleanness and the
like, is observable, and where there is assuredly no conscious attempt
at ostensible leisure, decency still requires the wife to consume some
goods conspicuously for the reputability of the household and its
head. So that, as the latter-day outcome of this evolution of an archaic
institution, the wife, who was at the outset the drudge and chattel of
the man, both in fact and in theory,—the producer of goods for him
to consume,—has become the ceremonial consumer of goods which
he produces. But she still quite unmistakably remains his chattel in
theory; for the habitual rendering of vicarious leisure and consumption
is the abiding mark of the unfree servant.
This vicarious consumption practised by the household of the
middle and lower classes can not be counted as a direct expression
of the leisure-class scheme of life, since the household of this pecuniary grade does not belong within the leisure class. It is rather that
the leisure-class scheme of life here comes to an expression at the
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second remove. The leisure class stands at the head of the social
structure in point of reputability; and its manner of life and its
standards of worth therefore aﬀord the norm of reputability for the
community. The observance of these standards, in some degree of
approximation, becomes incumbent upon all classes lower in the
scale. In modern civilised communities the lines of demarcation
between social classes have grown vague and transient, and wherever
this happens the norm of reputability imposed by the upper class
extends its coercive inﬂuence with but slight hindrance down
through the social structure to the lowest strata. The result is that the
members of each stratum accept as their ideal of decency the scheme
of life in vogue in the next higher stratum, and bend their energies to
live up to that ideal. On pain of forfeiting their good name and their
self-respect in case of failure, they must conform to the accepted
code, at least in appearance.
The basis on which good repute in any highly organised
industrial community ultimately rests is pecuniary strength; and the
means of showing pecuniary strength, and so of gaining or retaining a
good name, are leisure and a conspicuous consumption of goods.
Accordingly, both of these methods are in vogue as far down the scale
as it remains possible; and in the lower strata in which the two methods
are employed, both oﬃces are in great part delegated to the wife and
children of the household. Lower still, where any degree of leisure,
even ostensible, has become impracticable for the wife, the conspicuous
consumption of goods remains and is carried on by the wife and
children. The man of the household also can do something in this
direction, and, indeed, he commonly does; but with a still lower descent
into the levels of indigence—along the margin of the slums—the man,
and presently also the children, virtually cease to consume valuable
goods for appearances, and the woman remains virtually the sole exponent of the household’s pecuniary decency. No class of society, not
even the most abjectly poor, foregoes all customary conspicuous consumption. The last items of this category of consumption are not given
up except under stress of the direst necessity. Very much of squalor and
discomfort will be endured before the last trinket or the last pretence of
pecuniary decency is put away. There is no class and no country that
has yielded so abjectly before the pressure of physical want as to deny
themselves all gratiﬁcation of this higher or spiritual need.
*
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From the foregoing survey of the growth of conspicuous leisure
and consumption, it appears that the utility of both alike for the purposes of reputability lies in the element of waste that is common to
both. In the one case it is a waste of time and eﬀort, in the other it is
a waste of goods. Both are methods of demonstrating the possession
of wealth, and the two are conventionally accepted as equivalents.
The choice between them is a question of advertising expediency
simply, except so far as it may be aﬀected by other standards of propriety, springing from a diﬀerent source. On grounds of expediency
the preference may be given to the one or the other at diﬀerent stages
of the economic development. The question is, which of the two
methods will most eﬀectively reach the persons whose convictions it
is desired to aﬀect. Usage has answered this question in diﬀerent
ways under diﬀerent circumstances.
So long as the community or social group is small enough and
compact enough to be eﬀectually reached by common notoriety alone,
—that is to say, so long as the human environment to which the individual is required to adapt himself in respect of reputability is comprised within his sphere of personal acquaintance and neighborhood
gossip,—so long the one method is about as eﬀective as the other.
Each will therefore serve about equally well during the earlier stages
of social growth. But when the diﬀerentiation has gone farther and
it becomes necessary to reach a wider human environment, consumption begins to hold over leisure as an ordinary means of decency.
This is especially true during the later, peaceable economic stage.
The means of communication and the mobility of the population
now expose the individual to the observation of many persons who
have no other means of judging of his reputability than the display of
goods (and perhaps of breeding) which he is able to make while he is
under their direct observation.
The modern organisation of industry works in the same direction also by another line. The exigencies of the modern industrial
system frequently place individuals and households in juxtaposition
between whom there is little contact in any other sense than that of
juxtaposition. One’s neighbours, mechanically speaking, often are socially
not one’s neighbours, or even acquaintances; and still their transient
good opinion has a high degree of utility. The only practicable means
of impressing one’s pecuniary ability on these unsympathetic
observers of one’s everyday life is an unremitting demonstration of
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ability to pay. In the modern community there is also a more frequent
attendance at large gatherings of people to whom one’s everyday life
is unknown; in such places as churches, theatres, ballrooms, hotels,
parks, shops, and the like. In order to impress these transient observers,
and to retain one’s self-complacency under their observation, the
signature of one’s pecuniary strength should be written in characters
which he who runs may read. It is evident, therefore, that the present
trend of the development is in the direction of heightening the utility
of conspicuous consumption as compared with leisure.
It is also noticeable that the serviceability of consumption as a
means of repute, as well as the insistence on it as an element of decency,
is at its best in those portions of the community where the human
contact of the individual is widest and the mobility of the population
is greatest. Conspicuous consumption claims a relatively larger portion of the income of the urban than of the rural population, and the
claim is also more imperative. The result is that, in order to keep up
a decent appearance, the former habitually live hand-to-mouth to a
greater extent than the latter. So it comes, for instance, that the
American farmer and his wife and daughters are notoriously less
modish in their dress, as well as less urbane in their manners, than
the city artisan’s family with an equal income. It is not that the city
population is by nature much more eager for the peculiar complacency that comes of a conspicuous consumption, nor has the rural
population less regard for pecuniary decency. But the provocation to
this line of evidence, as well as its transient eﬀectiveness, are more
decided in the city. This method is therefore more readily resorted
to, and in the struggle to outdo one another the city population push
their normal standard of conspicuous consumption to a higher point,
with the result that a relatively greater expenditure in this direction
is required to indicate a given degree of pecuniary decency in the
city. The requirement of conformity to this higher conventional
standard becomes mandatory. The standard of decency is higher,
class for class, and this requirement of decent appearance must be
lived up to on pain of losing caste.
Consumption becomes a larger element in the standard of living
in the city than in the country. Among the country population its
place is to some extent taken by savings and home comforts known
through the medium of neighborhood gossip suﬃciently to serve the
like general purpose of pecuniary repute. These home comforts and
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the leisure indulged in—where the indulgence is found—are of
course also in great part to be classed as items of conspicuous consumption; and much the same is to be said of the savings. The
smaller amount of the savings laid by by the artisan class is no doubt
due, in some measure, to the fact that in the case of the artisan the
savings are a less eﬀective means of advertisement, relative to the
environment in which he is placed, than are the savings of the people
living on farms and in the small villages. Among the latter, everybody’s aﬀairs, especially everybody’s pecuniary status, are known to
everybody else. Considered by itself simply—taken in the ﬁrst
degree—this added provocation to which the artisan and the urban
labouring classes are exposed may not very seriously decrease the
amount of savings; but in its cumulative action, through raising the
standard of decent expenditure, its deterrent eﬀect on the tendency
to save cannot but be very great.
A felicitous illustration of the manner in which this canon of
reputability works out its results is seen in the practice of dramdrinking, “treating,” and smoking in public places, which is customary
among the labourers and handicraftsmen of the towns, and among
the lower middle class of the urban population generally. Journeymen
printers may be named as a class among whom this form of conspicuous consumption has a great vogue, and among whom it carries with
it certain well-marked consequences that are often deprecated. The
peculiar habits of the class in this respect are commonly set down to
some kind of an ill-deﬁned moral deﬁciency with which this class is
credited, or to a morally deleterious inﬂuence which their occupation
is supposed to exert, in some unascertainable way, upon the men
employed in it. The state of the case for the men who work in the
composition and press rooms of the common run of printing-houses
may be summed up as follows. Skill acquired in any printing-house
or any city is easily turned to account in almost any other house or
city; that is to say, the inertia due to special training is slight. Also,
this occupation requires more than the average of intelligence and
general information, and the men employed in it are therefore ordinarily more ready than many others to take advantage of any slight
variation in the demand for their labour from one place to another.
The inertia due to the home feeling is consequently also slight. At the
same time the wages in the trade are high enough to make movement
from place to place relatively easy. The result is a great mobility of
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the labour employed in printing; perhaps greater than in any other
equally well-deﬁned and considerable body of workmen. These men
are constantly thrown in contact with new groups of acquaintances,
with whom the relations established are transient or ephemeral, but
whose good opinion is valued none the less for the time being. The
human proclivity to ostentation, reënforced by sentiments of goodfellowship, leads them to spend freely in those directions which will
best serve these needs. Here as elsewhere prescription seizes upon
the custom as soon as it gains a vogue, and incorporates it in the
accredited standard of decency. The next step is to make this standard of decency the point of departure for a new move in advance in
the same direction,—for there is no merit in simple spiritless conformity to a standard of dissipation that is lived up to as a matter of
course by every one in the trade.
The greater prevalence of dissipation among printers than among
the average of workmen is accordingly attributable, at least in some
measure, to the greater ease of movement and the more transient
character of acquaintance and human contact in this trade. But the
substantial ground of this high requirement in dissipation is in the
last analysis no other than that same propensity for a manifestation
of dominance and pecuniary decency which makes the French peasantproprietor parsimonious and frugal, and induces the American
millionaire to found colleges, hospitals and museums. If the canon of
conspicuous consumption were not oﬀset to a considerable extent
by other features of human nature, alien to it, any saving should
logically be impossible for a population situated as the artisan and
labouring classes of the cities are at present, however high their
wages or their income might be.
But there are other standards of repute and other, more or less
imperative, canons of conduct, besides wealth and its manifestation,
and some of these come in to accentuate or to qualify the broad,
fundamental canon of conspicuous waste. Under the simple test of
eﬀectiveness for advertising, we should expect to ﬁnd leisure and the
conspicuous consumption of goods dividing the ﬁeld of pecuniary
emulation pretty evenly between them at the outset. Leisure might
then be expected gradually to yield ground and tend to obsolescence
as the economic development goes forward, and the community
increases in size; while the conspicuous consumption of goods should
gradually gain in importance, both absolutely and relatively, until it
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had absorbed all the available product, leaving nothing over beyond
a bare livelihood. But the actual course of development has been somewhat diﬀerent from this ideal scheme. Leisure held the ﬁrst place
at the start, and came to hold a rank very much above wasteful
consumption of goods, both as a direct exponent of wealth and as an
element in the standard of decency, during the quasi-peaceable
culture. From that point onward, consumption has gained ground,
until, at present, it unquestionably holds the primacy, though it is
still far from absorbing the entire margin of production above the
subsistence minimum.
The early ascendency of leisure as a means of reputability is traceable
to the archaic distinction between noble and ignoble employments.
Leisure is honourable and becomes imperative partly because it shows
exemption from ignoble labour. The archaic diﬀerentiation into noble
and ignoble classes is based on an invidious distinction between
employments as honoriﬁc or debasing; and this traditional distinction
grows into an imperative canon of decency during the early quasipeaceable stage. Its ascendency is furthered by the fact that leisure is
still fully as eﬀective an evidence of wealth as consumption. Indeed,
so eﬀective is it in the relatively small and stable human environment
to which the individual is exposed at that cultural stage, that, with
the aid of the archaic tradition which deprecates all productive labour,
it gives rise to a large impecunious leisure class, and it even tends to
limit the production of the community’s industry to the subsistence
minimum. This extreme inhibition of industry is avoided because
slave labour, working under a compulsion more rigorous than that of
reputability, is forced to turn out a product in excess of the subsistence minimum of the working class. The subsequent relative decline
in the use of conspicuous leisure as a basis of repute is due partly to
an increasing relative eﬀectiveness of consumption as an evidence of
wealth; but in part it is traceable to another force, alien, and in some
degree antagonistic, to the usage of conspicuous waste.
This alien factor is the instinct of workmanship. Other circumstances permitting, that instinct disposes men to look with favour
upon productive eﬃciency and on whatever is of human use. It disposes them to deprecate waste of substance or eﬀort. The instinct of
workmanship is present in all men, and asserts itself even under very
adverse circumstances. So that however wasteful a given expenditure
may be in reality, it must at least have some colourable excuse in the
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way of an ostensible purpose. The manner in which, under special
circumstances, the instinct eventuates in a taste for exploit and an
invidious discrimination between noble and ignoble classes has been
indicated in an earlier chapter. In so far as it comes into conﬂict with
the law of conspicuous waste, the instinct of workmanship expresses
itself not so much in insistence on substantial usefulness as in an
abiding sense of the odiousness and æsthetic impossibility of what is
obviously futile. Being of the nature of an instinctive aﬀection, its
guidance touches chieﬂy and immediately the obvious and apparent
violations of its requirements. It is only less promptly and with less
constraining force that it reaches such substantial violations of its
requirements as are appreciated only upon reﬂection.
So long as all labour continues to be performed exclusively or usually by slaves, the baseness of all productive eﬀort is too constantly
and deterrently present in the mind of men to allow the instinct of
workmanship seriously to take eﬀect in the direction of industrial
usefulness; but when the quasi-peaceable stage (with slavery and
status) passes into the peaceable stage of industry (with wage labour
and cash payment) the instinct comes more eﬀectively into play. It
then begins aggressively to shape men’s views of what is meritorious,
and asserts itself at least as an auxiliary canon of self-complacency.
All extraneous considerations apart, those persons (adult) are but a
vanishing minority to-day who harbor no inclination to the accomplishment of some end, or who are not impelled of their own motion
to shape some object or fact or relation for human use. The propensity may in large measure be overborne by the more immediately
constraining incentive to a reputable leisure and an avoidance of
indecorous usefulness, and it may therefore work itself out in makebelieve only; as for instance in “social duties,” and in quasi-artistic or
quasi-scholarly accomplishments, in the care and decoration of the
house, in sewing-circle activity or dress reform, in proﬁciency at dress,
cards, yachting, golf, and various sports. But the fact that it may
under stress of circumstances eventuate in inanities no more disproves
the presence of the instinct than the reality of the brooding instinct
is disproved by inducing a hen to sit on a nestful of china eggs.
This latter-day uneasy reaching-out for some form of purposeful
activity that shall at the same time not be indecorously productive of
either individual or collective gain marks a diﬀerence of attitude between
the modern leisure class and that of the quasi-peaceable stage. At the
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earlier stage, as was said above, the all-dominating institution of slavery
and status acted resistlessly to discountenance exertion directed to
other than naïvely predatory ends. It was still possible to ﬁnd some
habitual employment for the inclination to action in the way of
forcible aggression or repression directed against hostile groups or
against the subject classes within the group; and this served to relieve
the pressure and draw oﬀ the energy of the leisure class without a
resort to actually useful, or even ostensibly useful employments. The
practice of hunting also served the same purpose in some degree.
When the community developed into a peaceful industrial organisation, and when fuller occupation of the land had reduced the opportunities for the hunt to an inconsiderable residue, the pressure of
energy seeking purposeful employment was left to ﬁnd an outlet in
some other direction. The ignominy which attaches to useful eﬀort
also entered upon a less acute phase with the disappearance of
compulsory labour; and the instinct of workmanship then came to
assert itself with more persistence and consistency.
The line of least resistance has changed in some measure, and
the energy which formerly found a vent in predatory activity, now in
part takes the direction of some ostensibly useful end. Ostensibly
purposeless leisure has come to be deprecated, especially among that
large portion of the leisure class whose plebeian origin acts to set them
at variance with the tradition of the otium cum dignitate.* But that
canon of reputability which discountenances all employment that is
of the nature of productive eﬀort is still at hand, and will permit
nothing beyond the most transient vogue to any employment that is
substantially useful or productive. The consequence is that a change
has been wrought in the conspicuous leisure practised by the leisure
class; not so much in substance as in form. A reconciliation between
the two conﬂicting requirements is eﬀected by a resort to makebelieve. Many and intricate polite observances and social duties of a
ceremonial nature are developed; many organisations are founded,
with some specious object of amelioration embodied in their oﬃcial
style and title; there is much coming and going, and a deal of talk, to
the end that the talkers may not have occasion to reﬂect on what is
the eﬀectual economic value of their traﬃc. And along with the makebelieve of purposeful employment, and woven inextricably into its
texture, there is commonly, if not invariably, a more or less appreciable
element of purposeful eﬀort directed to some serious end.
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In the narrower sphere of vicarious leisure a similar change has
gone forward. Instead of simply passing her time in visible idleness,
as in the best days of the patriarchal régime, the housewife of the
advanced peaceable stage applies herself assiduously to household
cares. The salient features of this development of domestic service
have already been indicated.
Throughout the entire evolution of conspicuous expenditure,
whether of goods or of services or human life, runs the obvious
implication that in order to eﬀectually mend the consumer’s good fame
it must be an expenditure of superﬂuities. In order to be reputable it
must be wasteful. No merit would accrue from the consumption of
the bare necessaries of life, except by comparison with the abjectly
poor who fall short even of the subsistence minimum; and no standard of expenditure could result from such a comparison, except the
most prosaic and unattractive level of decency. A standard of life
would still be possible which should admit of invidious comparison
in other respects than that of opulence; as, for instance, a comparison
in various directions in the manifestation of moral, physical, intellectual, or æsthetic force. Comparison in all these directions is in vogue
to-day; and the comparison made in these respects is commonly so
inextricably bound up with the pecuniary comparison as to be scarcely
distinguishable from the latter. This is especially true as regards the
current rating of expressions of intellectual and æsthetic force or
proﬁciency; so that we frequently interpret as æsthetic or intellectual
a diﬀerence which in substance is pecuniary only.
The use of the term “waste” is in one respect an unfortunate one. As
used in the speech of everyday life the word carries an undertone of
deprecation. It is here used for want of a better term that will adequately describe the same range of motives and of phenomena, and it
is not to be taken in an odious sense, as implying an illegitimate expenditure of human products or of human life. In the view of economic
theory the expenditure in question is no more and no less legitimate
than any other expenditure. It is here called “waste” because this
expenditure does not serve human life or human well-being on the
whole, not because it is waste or misdirection of eﬀort or expenditure
as viewed from the standpoint of the individual consumer who chooses
it. If he chooses it, that disposes of the question of its relative utility
to him, as compared with other forms of consumption that would not
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be deprecated on account of their wastefulness. Whatever form of
expenditure the consumer chooses, or whatever end he seeks in
making his choice, has utility to him by virtue of his preference. As
seen from the point of view of the individual consumer, the question
of wastefulness does not arise within the scope of economic theory
proper. The use of the word “waste” as a technical term, therefore,
implies no deprecation of the motives or of the ends sought by the
consumer under this canon of conspicuous waste.
But it is, on other grounds, worth noting that the term “waste” in
the language of everyday life implies deprecation of what is characterised as wasteful. This common-sense implication is itself an outcropping of the instinct of workmanship. The popular reprobation of
waste goes to say that in order to be at peace with himself the common
man must be able to see in any and all human eﬀort and human
enjoyment an enhancement of life and well-being on the whole. In
order to meet with unqualiﬁed approval, any economic fact must
approve itself under the test of impersonal usefulness—usefulness as
seen from the point of view of the generically human. Relative or
competitive advantage of one individual in comparison with another
does not satisfy the economic conscience, and therefore competitive
expenditure has not the approval of this conscience.
In strict accuracy nothing should be included under the head of
conspicuous waste but such expenditure as is incurred on the ground
of an invidious pecuniary comparison. But in order to bring any
given item or element in under this head it is not necessary that it
should be recognised as waste in this sense by the person incurring
the expenditure. It frequently happens that an element of the standard
of living which set out with being primarily wasteful, ends with becoming, in the apprehension of the consumer, a necessary of life; and
it may in this way become as indispensable as any other item of
the consumer’s habitual expenditure. As items which sometimes fall
under this head, and are therefore available as illustrations of the
manner in which this principle applies, may be cited carpets and
tapestries, silver table service, waiter’s services, silk hats, starched
linen, many articles of jewellery and of dress. The indispensability of
these things after the habit and the convention have been formed,
however, has little to say in the classiﬁcation of expenditures as waste
or not waste in the technical meaning of the word. The test to which

Conspicuous Consumption

69

all expenditure must be brought in an attempt to decide that point is
the question whether it serves directly to enhance human life on the
whole—whether it furthers the life process taken impersonally. For
this is the basis of award of the instinct of workmanship, and that
instinct is the court of ﬁnal appeal in any question of economic truth
or adequacy. It is a question as to the award rendered by a dispassionate common sense. The question is, therefore, not whether,
under the existing circumstances of individual habit and social custom,
a given expenditure conduces to the particular consumer’s gratiﬁcation
or peace of mind; but whether, aside from acquired tastes and from
the canons of usage and conventional decency, its result is a net gain
in comfort or in the fulness of life. Customary expenditure must be
classed under the head of waste in so far as the custom on which it
rests is traceable to the habit of making an invidious pecuniary
comparison—in so far as it is conceived that it could not have become
customary and prescriptive without the backing of this principle of
pecuniary reputability or relative economic success.
It is obviously not necessary that a given object of expenditure
should be exclusively wasteful in order to come in under the category
of conspicuous waste. An article may be useful and wasteful both,
aud its utility to the consumer may be made up of use and waste in
the most varying proportions. Consumable goods, and even productive goods, generally show the two elements in combination, as constituents of their utility; although, in a general way, the element of
waste tends to predominate in articles of consumption, while the
contrary is true of articles designed for productive use. Even in articles which appear at ﬁrst glance to serve for pure ostentation only, it
is always possible to detect the presence of some, at least ostensible,
useful purpose; and on the other hand, even in special machinery and
tools contrived for some particular industrial process, as well as in
the rudest appliances of human industry, the traces of conspicuous
waste, or at least of the habit of ostentation, usually become evident on
a close scrutiny. It would be hazardous to assert that a useful purpose
is ever absent from the utility of any article or of any service, however
obviously its prime purpose and chief element is conspicuous waste;
and it would be only less hazardous to assert of any primarily useful
product that the element of waste is in no way concerned in its value,
immediately or remotely.

CHAPTER V
the pecuniary standard of living
For the great body of the people in any modern community, the
proximate ground of expenditure in excess of what is required for
physical comfort is not a conscious eﬀort to excel in the expensiveness of their visible consumption, so much as it is a desire to live up
to the conventional standard of decency in the amount and grade of
goods consumed. This desire is not guided by a rigidly invariable
standard, which must be lived up to, and beyond which there is no
incentive to go. The standard is ﬂexible; and especially it is indeﬁnitely
extensible, if only time is allowed for habituation to any increase in
pecuniary ability and for acquiring facility in the new and larger scale
of expenditure that follows such an increase. It is much more diﬃcult
to recede from a scale of expenditure once adopted than it is to
extend the accustomed scale in response to an accession of wealth.
Many items of customary expenditure prove on analysis to be almost
purely wasteful, and they are therefore honoriﬁc only, but after they
have once been incorporated into the scale of decent consumption,
and so have become an integral part of one’s scheme of life, it is quite
as hard to give up these as it is to give up many items that conduce
directly to one’s physical comfort, or even that may be necessary to
life and health. That is to say, the conspicuously wasteful honoriﬁc
expenditure that confers spiritual well-being may become more
indispensable than much of that expenditure which ministers to the
“lower” wants of physical well-being or sustenance only. It is notoriously just as diﬃcult to recede from a “high” standard of living
as it is to lower a standard which is already relatively low; although
in the former case the diﬃculty is a moral one, while in the latter it
may involve a material deduction from the physical comforts of life.
But while retrogression is diﬃcult, a fresh advance in conspicuous
expenditure is relatively easy; indeed, it takes place almost as a matter
of course. In the rare cases where it occurs, a failure to increase one’s
visible consumption when the means for an increase are at hand is
felt in popular apprehension to call for explanation, and unworthy
motives of miserliness are imputed to those who fall short in this
respect. A prompt response to the stimulus, on the other hand, is
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accepted as the normal eﬀect. This suggests that the standard of
expenditure which commonly guides our eﬀorts is not the average,
ordinary expenditure already achieved; it is an ideal of consumption
that lies just beyond our reach, or to reach which requires some
strain. The motive is emulation—the stimulus of an invidious comparison which prompts us to outdo those with whom we are in the
habit of classing ourselves. Substantially the same proposition is
expressed in the commonplace remark that each class envies and
emulates the class next above it in the social scale, while it rarely
compares itself with those below or with those who are considerably
in advance. That is to say, in other words, our standard of decency in
expenditure, as in other ends of emulation, is set by the usage of those
next above us in reputability; until, in this way, especially in any
community where class distinctions are somewhat vague, all canons
of reputability and decency, and all standards of consumption, are
traced back by insensible gradations to the usages and habits of
thought of the highest social and pecuniary class—the wealthy
leisure class.
It is for this class to determine, in general outline, what scheme of
life the community shall accept as decent or honoriﬁc; and it is their
oﬃce by precept and example to set forth this scheme of social salvation
in its highest, ideal form. But the higher leisure class can exercise this
quasi-sacerdotal oﬃce only under certain material limitations. The
class cannot at discretion eﬀect a sudden revolution or reversal of the
popular habits of thought with respect to any of these ceremonial
requirements. It takes time for any change to permeate the mass and
change the habitual attitude of the people; and especially it takes time
to change the habits of those classes that are socially more remote
from the radiant body. The process is slower where the mobility of
the population is less or where the intervals between the several
classes are wider and more abrupt. But if time be allowed, the scope
of the discretion of the leisure class as regards questions of form and
detail in the community’s scheme of life is large; while as regards the
substantial principles of reputability, the changes which it can eﬀect
lie within a narrow margin of tolerance. Its example and precept
carries the force of prescription for all classes below it; but in working out the precepts which are handed down as governing the form
and method of reputability—in shaping the usages and the spiritual
attitude of the lower classes—this authoritative prescription constantly
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works under the selective guidance of the canon of conspicuous
waste, tempered in varying degree by the instinct of workmanship.
To these norms is to be added another broad principle of human
nature—the predatory animus—which in point of generality and of
psychological content lies between the two just named. The eﬀect of
the latter in shaping the accepted scheme of life is yet to be discussed.
The canon of reputability, then, must adapt itself to the economic
circumstances, the traditions, and the degree of spiritual maturity of
the particular class whose scheme of life it is to regulate. It is especially to be noted that however high its authority and however true
to the fundamental requirements of reputability it may have been at
its inception, a speciﬁc formal observance can under no circumstances
maintain itself in force if with the lapse of time or on its transmission
to a lower pecuniary class it is found to run counter to the ultimate
ground of decency among civilised peoples, namely, serviceability
for the purpose of an invidious comparison in pecuniary success.
It is evident that these canons of expenditure have much to say in
determining the standard of living for any community and for any
class. It is no less evident that the standard of living which prevails
at any time or at any given social altitude will in its turn have much
to say as to the forms which honoriﬁc expenditure will take, and as
to the degree to which this “higher” need will dominate a people’s
consumption. In this respect the control exerted by the accepted standard of living is chieﬂy of a negative character; it acts almost solely to
prevent recession from a scale of conspicuous expenditure that has
once become habitual.
A standard of living is of the nature of habit. It is an habitual scale
and method of responding to given stimuli. The diﬃculty in the way
of receding from an accustomed standard is the diﬃculty of breaking
a habit that has once been formed. The relative facility with which an
advance in the standard is made means that the life process is a
process of unfolding activity and that it will readily unfold in a new
direction whenever and wherever the resistance to self-expression
decreases. But when the habit of expression along such a given line
of low resistance has once been formed, the discharge will seek the
accustomed outlet even after a change has taken place in the environment whereby the external resistance has appreciably risen. That
heightened facility of expression in a given direction which is called
habit may oﬀset a considerable increase in the resistance oﬀered by

The Pecuniary Standard of Living

73

external circumstances to the unfolding of life in the given direction.
As between the various habits, or habitual modes and directions of
expression, which go to make up an individual’s standard of living,
there is an appreciable diﬀerence in point of persistence under counteracting circumstances and in point of the degree of imperativeness
with which the discharge seeks a given direction.
That is to say, in the language of current economic theory, while
men are reluctant to retrench their expenditures in any direction,
they are more reluctant to retrench in some directions than in others;
so that while any accustomed consumption is reluctantly given up,
there are certain lines of consumption which are given up with relatively extreme reluctance. The articles or forms of consumption to
which the consumer clings with the greatest tenacity are commonly
the so-called necessaries of life, or the subsistence minimum. The
subsistence minimum is of course not a rigidly determined allowance
of goods, deﬁnite and invariable in kind and quantity; but for the
purpose in hand it may be taken to comprise a certain, more or less
deﬁnite, aggregate of consumption required for the maintenance of
life. This minimum, it may be assumed, is ordinarily given up last in
case of a progressive retrenchment of expenditure. That is to say, in
a general way, the most ancient and ingrained of the habits which
govern the individual’s life—those habits that touch his existence as
an organism—are the most persistent and imperative. Beyond these
come the higher wants—later-formed habits of the individual or the
race—in a somewhat irregular and by no means invariable gradation.
Some of these higher wants, as for instance the habitual use of certain
stimulants, or the need of salvation (in the eschatological sense), or
of good repute, may in some cases take precedence of the lower or
more elementary wants. In general, the longer the habituation, the
more unbroken the habit, and the more nearly it coincides with
previous habitual forms of the life process, the more persistently
will the given habit assert itself. The habit will be stronger if the
particular traits of human nature which its action involves, or the
particular aptitudes that ﬁnd exercise in it, are traits or aptitudes that
are already largely and profoundly concerned in the life process or
that are intimately bound up with the life history of the particular
racial stock.
The varying degrees of ease with which diﬀerent habits are formed
by diﬀerent persons, as well as the varying degrees of reluctance with
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which diﬀerent habits are given up, goes to say that the formation of
speciﬁc habits is not a matter of length of habituation simply. Inherited
aptitudes and traits of temperament count for quite as much as
length of habituation in deciding what range of habits will come to
dominate any individual’s scheme of life. And the prevalent type of
transmitted aptitudes, or in other words the type of temperament
belonging to the dominant ethnic element in any community, will go
far to decide what will be the scope and form of expression of the
community’s habitual life process. How greatly the transmitted idiosyncrasies of aptitude may count in the way of a rapid and deﬁnitive
formation of habit in individuals is illustrated by the extreme facility
with which an all-dominating habit of alcoholism is sometimes
formed; or in the similar facility and the similarly inevitable formation of a habit of devout observances in the case of persons gifted
with a special aptitude in that direction. Much the same meaning
attaches to that peculiar facility of habituation to a speciﬁc human
environment that is called romantic love.
Men diﬀer in respect of transmitted aptitudes, or in respect of the
relative facility with which they unfold their life activity in particular directions; and the habits which coincide with or proceed upon a
relatively strong speciﬁc aptitude or a relatively great speciﬁc facility
of expression become of great consequence to the man’s well-being.
The part played by this element of aptitude in determining the relative tenacity of the several habits which constitute the standard of
living goes to explain the extreme reluctance with which men give up
any habitual expenditure in the way of conspicuous consumption.
The aptitudes or propensities to which a habit of this kind is to be
referred as its ground are those aptitudes whose exercise is comprised
in emulation; and the propensity for emulation—for invidious
comparison—is of ancient growth and is a pervading trait of human
nature. It is easily called into vigorous activity in any new form, and
it asserts itself with great insistence under any form under which it
has once found habitual expression. When the individual has once
formed the habit of seeking expression in a given line of honoriﬁc
expenditure,—when a given set of stimuli have come to be habitually
responded to in activity of a given kind and direction under the guidance of these alert and deep-reaching propensities of emulation,—it
is with extreme reluctance that such an habitual expenditure is given
up. And on the other hand, whenever an accession of pecuniary
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strength puts the individual in a position to unfold his life process in
larger scope and with additional reach, the ancient propensities of
the race will assert themselves in determining the direction which the
new unfolding of life is to take. And those propensities which are
already actively in the ﬁeld under some related form of expression,
which are aided by the pointed suggestions aﬀorded by a current
accredited scheme of life, and for the exercise of which the material
means and opportunities are readily available,—these will especially
have much to say in shaping the form and direction in which the
new accession to the individual’s aggregate force will assert itself. That
is to say, in concrete terms, in any community where conspicuous
consumption is an element of the scheme of life, an increase in an
individual’s ability to pay is likely to take the form of an expenditure
for some accredited line of conspicuous consumption.
With the exception of the instinct of self-preservation, the propensity
for emulation is probably the strongest and most alert and persistent
of the economic motives proper. In an industrial community this
propensity for emulation expresses itself in pecuniary emulation; and
this, so far as regards the Western civilised communities of the present,
is virtually equivalent to saying that it expresses itself in some form
of conspicuous waste. The need of conspicuous waste, therefore,
stands ready to absorb any increase in the community’s industrial
eﬃciency or output of goods, after the most elementary physical wants
have been provided for. Where this result does not follow, under
modern conditions, the reason for the discrepancy is commonly to
be sought in a rate of increase in the individual’s wealth too rapid for
the habit of expenditure to keep abreast of it; or it may be that
the individual in question defers the conspicuous consumption of the
increment to a later date—ordinarily with a view to heightening the
spectacular eﬀect of the aggregate expenditure contemplated. As
increased industrial eﬃciency makes it possible to procure the means
of livelihood with less labour, the energies of the industrious members of the community are bent to the compassing of a higher result
in conspicuous expenditure, rather than slackened to a more comfortable pace. The strain is not lightened as industrial eﬃciency
increases and makes a lighter strain possible, but the increment of
output is turned to use to meet this want, which is indeﬁnitely
expansible, after the manner commonly imputed in economic theory
to higher or spiritual wants. It is owing chieﬂy to the presence of this
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element in the standard of living that J. S. Mill was able to say that
“hitherto it is questionable if all the mechanical inventions yet made
have lightened the day’s toil of any human being.”
The accepted standard of expenditure in the community or in the
class to which a person belongs largely determines what his standard
of living will be. It does this directly by commending itself to his
common sense as right and good, through his habitually contemplating it and assimilating the scheme of life in which it belongs; but it
does so also indirectly through popular insistence on conformity to
the accepted scale of expenditure as a matter of propriety, under pain
of disesteem and ostracism. To accept and practise the standard of
living which is in vogue is both agreeable and expedient, commonly
to the point of being indispensable to personal comfort and to success in life. The standard of living of any class, so far as concerns the
element of conspicuous waste, is commonly as high as the earning
capacity of the class will permit—with a constant tendency to go
higher. The eﬀect upon the serious activities of men is therefore to
direct them with great singleness of purpose to the largest possible
acquisition of wealth, and to discountenance work that brings no
pecuniary gain. At the same time the eﬀect on consumption is to concentrate it upon the lines which are most patent to the observers
whose good opinion is sought; while the inclinations and aptitudes
whose exercise does not involve a honoriﬁc expenditure of time or
substance tend to fall into abeyance through disuse.
Through this discrimination in favour of visible consumption it
has come about that the domestic life of most classes is relatively
shabby, as compared with the éclat of that overt portion of their life
that is carried on before the eyes of observers. As a secondary consequence of the same discrimination, people habitually screen their
private life from observation. So far as concerns that portion of their
consumption that may without blame be carried on in secret, they
withdraw from all contact with their neighbours, Hence the exclusiveness of people, as regards their domestic life, in most of the
industrially developed communities; and hence, by remoter derivation, the habit of privacy and reserve that is so large a feature in the
code of proprieties of the better classes in all communities. The low birth
rate of the classes upon whom the requirements of reputable expenditure fall with great urgency is likewise traceable to the exigencies of
a standard of living based on conspicuous waste. The conspicuous
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consumption, and the consequent increased expense, required in the
reputable maintenance of a child is very considerable and acts as a
powerful deterrent. It is probably the most eﬀectual of the
Malthusian* prudential checks.
The eﬀect of this factor of the standard of living, both in the way
of retrenchment in the obscurer elements of consumption that go to
physical comfort and maintenance, and also in the paucity or absence
of children, is perhaps seen at its best among the classes given to
scholarly pursuits. Because of a presumed superiority and scarcity of
the gifts and attainments that characterise their life, these classes are
by convention subsumed under a higher social grade than their pecuniary grade should warrant. The scale of decent expenditure in their
case is pitched correspondingly high, and it consequently leaves an
exceptionally narrow margin disposable for the other ends of life. By
force of circumstances, their own habitual sense of what is good and
right in these matters, as well as the expectations of the community
in the way of pecuniary decency among the learned, are excessively
high—as measured by the prevalent degree of opulence and earning
capacity of the class, relatively to the non-scholarly classes whose
social equals they nominally are. In any modern community where
there is no priestly monopoly of these occupations, the people of
scholarly pursuits are unavoidably thrown into contact with classes
that are pecuniarily their superiors. The high standard of pecuniary
decency in force among these superior classes is transfused among the
scholarly classes with but little mitigation of its rigour; and as a consequence there is no class of the community that spends a larger proportion of its substance in conspicuous waste than these.

CHAPTER VI
pecuniary canons of taste
The caution has already been repeated more than once, that while
the regulating norm of consumption is in large part the requirement
of conspicuous waste, it must not be understood that the motive on
which the consumer acts in any given case is this principle in its bald,
unsophisticated form. Ordinarily his motive is a wish to conform to
established usage, to avoid unfavourable notice and comment, to live
up to the accepted canons of decency in the kind, amount, and grade
of goods consumed, as well as in the decorous employment of his
time and eﬀort. In the common run of cases this sense of prescriptive
usage is present in the motives of the consumer and exerts a direct
constraining force, especially as regards consumption carried on under
the eyes of observers. But a considerable element of prescriptive
expensiveness is observable also in consumption that does not in any
appreciable degree become known to outsiders—as, for instance,
articles of underclothing, some articles of food, kitchen utensils,
and other household apparatus designed for service rather than for
evidence. In all such useful articles a close scrutiny will discover certain features which add to the cost and enhance the commercial value
of the goods in question, but do not proportionately increase the serviceability of these articles for the material purposes which alone
they ostensibly are designed to serve.
Under the selective surveillance of the law of conspicuous waste
there grows up a code of accredited canons of consumption, the eﬀect
of which is to hold the consumer up to a standard of expensiveness
and wastefulness in his consumption of goods and in his employment
of time and eﬀort. This growth of prescriptive usage has an immediate
eﬀect upon economic life, but it has also an indirect and remoter
eﬀect upon conduct in other respects as well. Habits of thought with
respect to the expression of life in any given direction unavoidably
aﬀect the habitual view of what is good and right in life in other
directions also. In the organic complex of habits of thought which
make up the substance of an individual’s conscious life the economic
interest does not lie isolated and distinct from all other interests.

Pecuniary Canons of Taste

79

Something, for instance, has already been said of its relation to the
canons of reputability.
The principle of conspicuous waste guides the formation of habits of
thought as to what is honest and reputable in life and in commodities.
In so doing, this principle will traverse other norms of conduct which
do not primarily have to do with the code of pecuniary honour, but
which have, directly or incidentally, an economic signiﬁcance of some
magnitude. So the canon of honoriﬁc waste may, immediately or
remotely, inﬂuence the sense of duty, the sense of beauty, the sense
of utility, the sense of devotional or ritualistic ﬁtness, and the scientiﬁc
sense of truth.
It is scarcely necessary to go into a discussion here of the particular
points at which, or the particular manner in which, the canon of
honoriﬁc expenditure habitually traverses the canons of moral conduct.
The matter is one which has received large attention and illustration
at the hands of those whose oﬃce it is to watch and admonish with
respect to any departures from the accepted code of morals. In
modern communities, where the dominant economic and legal feature of the community’s life is the institution of private property, one
of the salient features of the code of morals is the sacredness of property. There needs no insistence or illustration to gain assent to the
proposition that the habit of holding private property inviolate is traversed by the other habit of seeking wealth for the sake of the good
repute to be gained through its conspicuous consumption. Most
oﬀences against property, especially oﬀences of an appreciable magnitude, come under this head. It is also a matter of common notoriety and byword that in oﬀences which result in a large accession of
property to the oﬀender he does not ordinarily incur the extreme
penalty or the extreme obloquy with which his oﬀence would he visited on the ground of the naïve moral code alone. The thief or
swindler who has gained great wealth by his delinquency has a better
chance than the small thief of escaping the rigorous penalty of the
law; and some good repute accrues to him from his increased wealth
and from his spending the irregularly acquired possessions in a
seemly manner. A well-bred expenditure of his booty especially
appeals with great eﬀect to persons of a cultivated sense of the
proprieties, and goes far to mitigate the sense of moral turpitude with
which his dereliction is viewed by them. It may be noted also—and
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it is more immediately to the point—that we are all inclined to condone an oﬀence against property in the case of a man whose motive
is the worthy one of providing the means of a “decent” manner of
life for his wife and children. If it is added that the wife has been
“nurtured in the lap of luxury,” that is accepted as an additional
extenuating circumstance. That is to say, we are prone to condone
such an oﬀense where its aim is the honoriﬁc one of enabling the
oﬀender’s wife to perform for him such an amount of vicarious consumption of time and substance as is demanded by the standard of
pecuniary decency. In such a case the habit of approving the accustomed degree of conspicuous waste traverses the habit of deprecating
violations of ownership, to the extent even of sometimes leaving the
award of praise or blame uncertain. This is peculiarly true where the
dereliction involves an appreciable predatory or piratical element.
This topic need scarcely be pursued farther here; but the remark
may not be out of place that all that considerable body of morals that
clusters about the concept of an inviolable ownership is itself a psychological precipitate of the traditional meritoriousness of wealth.
And it should be added that this wealth which is held sacred is valued
primarily for the sake of the good repute to be got through its conspicuous consumption.
The bearing of pecuniary decency upon the scientiﬁc spirit or
the quest of knowledge will be taken up in some detail in a separate
chapter. Also as regards the sense of devout or ritual merit and adequacy in this connection, little need be said in this place. That topic
will also come up incidentally in a later chapter. Still, this usage of
honoriﬁc expenditure has much to say in shaping popular tastes as to
what is right and meritorious in sacred matters, and the bearing of
the principle of conspicuous waste upon some of the commonplace
devout observances and conceits may therefore be pointed out.
Obviously, the canon of conspicuous waste is accountable for a
great portion of what may be called devout consumption; as, e.g., the
consumption of sacred ediﬁces, vestments, and other goods of the
same class. Even in those modern cults to whose divinities is imputed
a predilection for temples not built with hands, the sacred buildings
and the other properties of the cult are constructed and decorated
with some view to a reputable degree of wasteful expenditure. And it
needs but little either of observation or introspection—and either
will serve the turn—to assure us that the expensive splendour of the
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house of worship has an appreciable uplifting and mellowing eﬀect
upon the worshipper’s frame of mind. It will serve to enforce the
same fact if we reﬂect upon the sense of abject shamefulness with
which any evidence of indigence or squalor about the sacred place
aﬀects all beholders. The accessories of any devout observance should
be pecuniarily above reproach. This requirement is imperative,
whatever latitude may be allowed with regard to these accessories in
point of æsthetic or other serviceability.
It may also be in place to notice that in all communities, especially
in neighbourhoods where the standard of pecuniary decency for
dwellings is not high, the local sanctuary is more ornate, more conspicuously wasteful in its architecture and decoration, than the dwellinghouses of the congregation. This is true of nearly all denominations
and cults, whether Christian or Pagan, but it is true in a peculiar
degree of the older and maturer cults. At the same time the sanctuary
commonly contributes little if anything to the physical comfort of the
members. Indeed, the sacred structure not only serves the physical
well-being of the members to but a slight extent, as compared with
their humbler dwelling-houses; but it is felt by all men that a right
and enlightened sense of the true, the beautiful, and the good demands
that in all expenditure on the sanctuary anything that might serve the
comfort of the worshipper should be conspicuously absent. If any
element of comfort is admitted in the ﬁttings of the sanctuary, it
should at least be scrupulously screened and masked under an ostensible austerity. In the most reputable latter-day houses of worship,
where no expense is spared, the principle of austerity is carried to the
length of making the ﬁttings of the place a means of mortifying the
ﬂesh, especially in appearance. There are few persons of delicate
tastes in the matter of devout consumption to whom this austerely
wasteful discomfort does not appeal as intrinsically right and good.
Devout consumption is of the nature of vicarious consumption. This
canon of devout austerity is based on the pecuniary reputability of
conspicuously wasteful consumption, backed by the principle that
vicarious consumption should conspicuously not conduce to the
comfort of the vicarious consumer.
The sanctuary and its ﬁttings have something of this austerity in
all the cults in which the saint or divinity to whom the sanctuary
pertains is not conceived to be present and make personal use of
the property for the gratiﬁcation of luxurious tastes imputed to him.
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The character of the sacred paraphernalia is somewhat diﬀerent in
this respect in those cults where the habits of life imputed to the divinity more nearly approach those of an earthly patriarchal potentate—
where he is conceived to make use of these consumable goods in
person. In the latter case the sanctuary and its ﬁttings take on more
of the fashion given to goods destined for the conspicuous consumption of a temporal master or owner. On the other hand, where the
sacred apparatus is simply employed in the divinity’s service, that is
to say, where it is consumed vicariously on his account by his servants,
there the sacred properties take the character suited to goods that are
destined for vicarious consumption only.
In the latter case the sanctuary and the sacred apparatus are so
contrived as not to enhance the comfort or fullness of life of the
vicarious consumer, or at any rate not to convey the impression that
the end of their consumption is the consumer’s comfort. For the end
of vicarious consumption is to enhance, not the fullness of life of the
consumer, but the pecuniary repute of the master for whose behoof
the consumption takes place. Therefore priestly vestments are notoriously expensive, ornate, and inconvenient; and in the cults where
the priestly servitor of the divinity is not conceived to serve him in
the capacity of consort, they are of an austere, comfortless fashion.
And such it is felt that they should be.
It is not only in establishing a devout standard of decent expensiveness that the principle of waste invades the domain of the canons
of ritual serviceability. It touches the ways as well as the means, and
draws on vicarious leisure as well as on vicarious consumption. Priestly
demeanour at its best is aloof, leisurely, perfunctory, and uncontaminated with suggestions of sensuous pleasure. This holds true, in
diﬀerent degrees of course, for the diﬀerent cults and denominations;
but in the priestly life of all anthropomorphic cults the marks of a
vicarious consumption of time are visible.
The same pervading canon of vicarious leisure is also visibly present
in the exterior details of devout observances and need only be pointed
out in order to become obvious to all beholders. All ritual has a
notable tendency to reduce itself to a rehearsal of formulas. This
development of formula is most noticeable in the maturer cults,
which have at the same time a more austere, ornate, and severe priestly
life and garb; but it is perceptible also in the forms and methods of
worship of the newer and fresher sects, whose tastes in respect of
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priests, vestments, and sanctuaries are less exacting. The rehearsal of
the service (the term “service” carries a suggestion signiﬁcant for the
point in question) grows more perfunctory as the cult gains in age
and consistency, and this perfunctoriness of the rehearsal is very
pleasing to the correct devout taste. And with a good reason, for the
fact of its being perfunctory goes to say pointedly that the master for
whom it is performed is exalted above the vulgar need of actually
proﬁcuous service on the part of his servants. They are unproﬁtable
servants, and there is an honoriﬁc implication for their master in
their remaining unproﬁtable. It is needless to point out the close
analogy at this point between the priestly oﬃce and the oﬃce of the
footman. It is pleasing to our sense of what is ﬁtting in these matters,
in either case, to recognise in the obvious perfunctoriness of the service that it is a pro forma execution only. There should be no show of
agility or of dexterous manipulation in the execution of the priestly
oﬃce, such as might suggest a capacity for turning oﬀ the work.
In all this there is of course an obvious implication as to the
temperament, tastes, propensities, and habits of life imputed to the
divinity by worshippers who live under the tradition of these pecuniary canons of reputability. Through its pervading men’s habits
of thought, the principle of conspicuous waste has coloured the
worshippers’ notions of the divinity and of the relation in which the
human subject stands to him. It is of course in the more naïve cults
that this suﬀusion of pecuniary beauty is most patent, but it is visible
throughout. All peoples, at whatever stage of culture or degree of
enlightenment, are fain to eke out a sensibly scant degree of authentic
formation regarding the personality and habitual surroundings of
their divinities. In so calling in the aid of fancy to enrich and ﬁll in
their picture of the divinity’s presence and manner of life they habitually impute to him such traits as go to make up their ideal of a worthy
man. And in seeking communion with the divinity the ways and
means of approach are assimilated as nearly as may be to the divine
ideal that is in men’s minds at the time. It is felt that the divine presence is entered with the best grace, and with the best eﬀect, according to certain accepted methods and with the accompaniment of certain
material circumstances which in popular apprehension are peculiarly
consonant with the divine nature. This popularly accepted ideal of
the bearing and paraphernalia adequate to such occasions of communion is, of course, to a good extent shaped by the popular apprehension

84

The Theory of the Leisure Class

of what is intrinsically worthy and beautiful in human carriage and
surroundings on all occasions of digniﬁed intercourse. It would on
this account be misleading to attempt an analysis of devout demeanour
by referring all evidences of the presence of a pecuniary standard of
reputability back directly and baldly to the underlying norm of pecuniary emulation. So it would also be misleading to ascribe to the
divinity, as popularly conceived, a jealous regard for his pecuniary
standing and a habit of avoiding and condemning squalid situations
and surroundings simply because they are under grade in the pecuniary
respect.
And still, after all allowance has been made, it appears that the
canons of pecuniary reputability do, directly or indirectly, materially
aﬀect our notions of the attributes of divinity, as well as our notions
of what are the ﬁt and adequate manner and circumstances of divine
communion. It is felt that the divinity must be of a peculiarly serene
and leisurely habit of life. And whenever his local habitation is pictured in poetic imagery, for ediﬁcation or in appeal to the devout
fancy, the devout word-painter, as a matter of course, brings out
before his auditors’ imagination a throne with a profusion of the
insignia of opulence and power, and surrounded by a great number
of servitors. In the common run of such presentations of the celestial
abodes, the oﬃce of this corps of servants is a vicarious leisure, their
time and eﬀorts being in great measure taken up with an industrially
unproductive rehearsal of the meritorious characteristics and
exploits of the divinity; while the background of the presentation is
ﬁlled with the shimmer of the precious metals and of the more
expensive varieties of precious stones. It is only in the crasser expressions of devout fancy that this intrusion of pecuniary canons into the
devout ideals reaches such an extreme. An extreme case occurs in the
devout imagery of the negro population of the South. Their wordpainters are unable to descend to anything cheaper than gold; so that
in this case the insistence on pecuniary beauty gives a startling eﬀect
in yellow,—such as would be unbearable to a soberer taste. Still,
there is probably no cult in which ideals of pecuniary merit have not
been called in to supplement the ideals of ceremonial adequacy
that guide men’s conception of what is right in the matter of sacred
apparatus.
Similarly it is felt—and the sentiment is acted upon—that the
priestly servitors of the divinity should not engage in industrially
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productive work; that work of any kind—any employment which is of
tangible human use—must not be carried on in the divine presence,
or within the precincts of the sanctuary; that whoever comes into the
presence should come cleansed of all profane industrial features in
his apparel or person, and should come clad in garments of more
than everyday expensiveness; that on holidays set apart in honour of
or for communion with the divinity no work that is of human use
should be performed by any one. Even the remoter, lay dependents
should render a vicarious leisure to the extent of one day in seven.
In all these deliverances of men’s uninstructed sense of what is ﬁt
and proper in devout observance and in the relations of the divinity,
the eﬀectual presence of the canons of pecuniary reputability is obvious enough, whether these canons have had their eﬀect on the devout
judgment in this respect immediately or at the second remove.
These canons of reputability have had a similar, but more farreaching and more speciﬁcally determinable, eﬀect upon the popular
sense of beauty or serviceability in consumable goods. The requirements of pecuniary decency have, to a very appreciable extent,
inﬂuenced the sense of beauty and of utility in articles of use or beauty.
Articles are to an extent preferred for use on account of their being
conspicuously wasteful; they are felt to be serviceable somewhat in
proportion as they are wasteful and ill adapted to their ostensible use.
The utility of articles valued for their beauty depends closely upon
the expensiveness of the articles. A homely illustration will bring out
this dependence. A hand-wrought silver spoon, of a commercial value
of some ten to twenty dollars, is not ordinarily more serviceable—in
the ﬁrst sense of the word—than a machine-made spoon of the same
material. It may not even be more serviceable than a machine-made
spoon of some “base” metal, such as aluminum, the value of which
may be no more than some ten to twenty cents. The former of the
two utensils is, in fact, commonly a less eﬀective contrivance for its
ostensible purpose than the latter. The objection is of course ready to
hand that, in taking this view of the matter, one of the chief uses, if
not the chief use, of the costlier spoon is ignored; the hand-wrought
spoon gratiﬁes our taste, our sense of the beautiful, while that made
by machinery out of the base metal has no useful oﬃce beyond a
brute eﬃciency. The facts are no doubt as the objection states them,
but it will be evident on reﬂection that the objection is after all more
plausible than conclusive. It appears (1) that while the diﬀerent

86

The Theory of the Leisure Class

materials of which the two spoons are made each possesses beauty
and serviceability for the purpose for which it is used, the material of
the hand-wrought spoon is some one hundred times more valuable
than the baser metal, without very greatly excelling the latter in
intrinsic beauty of grain or colour, and without being in any appreciable degree superior in point of mechanical serviceability; (2) if a
close inspection should show that the supposed hand-wrought spoon
were in reality only a very clever imitation of hand-wrought goods, but
an imitation so cleverly wrought as to give the same impression of
line and surface to any but a minute examination by a trained eye, the
utility of the article, including the gratiﬁcation which the user derives
from its contemplation as an object of beauty, would immediately
decline by some eighty or ninety per cent, or even more; (3) if the two
spoons are, to a fairly close observer, so nearly identical in appearance that the lighter weight of the spurious article alone betrays it,
this identity of form and colour will scarcely add to the value of
the machine-made spoon, nor appreciably enhance the gratiﬁcation
of the user’s “sense of beauty” in contemplating it, so long as the
cheaper spoon is not a novelty, and so long as it can be procured at a
nominal cost.
The case of the spoons is typical. The superior gratiﬁcation
derived from the use and contemplation of costly and supposedly
beautiful products is, commonly, in great measure a gratiﬁcation of
our sense of costliness masquerading under the name of beauty. Our
higher appreciation of the superior article is an appreciation of its
superior honoriﬁc character, much more frequently than it is an
unsophisticated appreciation of its beauty. The requirement of conspicuous wastefulness is not commonly present, consciously, in our
canons of taste, but it is none the less present as a constraining norm
selectively shaping and sustaining our sense of what is beautiful, and
guiding our discrimination with respect to what may legitimately be
approved as beautiful and what may not.
It is at this point, where the beautiful and the honoriﬁc meet and
blend, that a discrimination between serviceability and wastefulness
is most diﬃcult in any concrete case. It frequently happens that an
article which serves the honoriﬁc purpose of conspicuous waste is at
the same time a beautiful object; and the same application of labour
to which it owes its utility for the former purpose may, and often
does, go to give beauty of form and colour to the article. The question
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is further complicated by the fact that many objects, as, for instance,
the precious stones and metals and some other materials used for
adornment and decoration, owe their utility as items of conspicuous
waste to an antecedent utility as objects of beauty. Gold, for instance,
has a high degree of sensuous beauty; very many if not most of the
highly prized works of art are intrinsically beautiful, though often
with material qualiﬁcation; the like is true of some stuﬀs used for
clothing, of some landscapes, and of many other things in less degree.
Except for this intrinsic beauty which they possess, these objects would
scarcely have been coveted as they are, or have become monopolised
objects of pride to their possessors and users. But the utility of these
things to the possessor is commonly due less to their intrinsic beauty
than to the honour which their possession and consumption confers,
or to the obloquy which it wards oﬀ.
Apart from their serviceability in other respects, these objects are
beautiful and have a utility as such; they are valuable on this account
if they can be appropriated or monopolised; they are, therefore, coveted
as valuable possessions, and their exclusive enjoyment gratiﬁes the
possessor’s sense of pecuniary superiority at the same time that their
contemplation gratiﬁes his sense of beauty. But their beauty, in the
naïve sense of the word, is the occasion rather than the ground of
their monopolisation or of their commercial value. “Great as is the
sensuous beauty of gems, their rarity and price adds an expression of
distinction to them, which they would never have if they were cheap.”
There is, indeed, in the common run of cases under this head, relatively little incentive to the exclusive possession and use of these
beautiful things, except on the ground of their honoriﬁc character as
items of conspicuous waste. Most objects of this general class, with
the partial exception of articles of personal adornment, would serve
all other purposes than the honoriﬁc one equally well, whether owned
by the person viewing them or not; and even as regards personal
ornaments it is to be added that their chief purpose is to lend éclat to
the person of their wearer (or owner) by comparison with other persons
who are compelled to do without. The æsthetic serviceability of objects
of beauty is not greatly nor universally heightened by possession.
The generalisation for which the discussion so far aﬀords ground
is that any valuable object in order to appeal to our sense of beauty
must conform to the requirements of beauty and of expensiveness both.
But this is not all. Beyond this the canon of expensiveness also aﬀects
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our tastes in such a way as to inextricably blend the marks of expensiveness, in our appreciation, with the beautiful features of the object,
and to subsume the resultant eﬀect under the head of an appreciation
of beauty simply. The marks of expensiveness come to be accepted
as beautiful features of the expensive articles. They are pleasing as
being marks of honoriﬁc costliness, and the pleasure which they
aﬀord on this score blends with that aﬀorded by the beautiful form
and colour of the object; so that we often declare that an article of
apparel, for instance, is “perfectly lovely,” when pretty much all that
an analysis of the æsthetic value of the article would leave ground for
is the declaration that it is pecuniarily honoriﬁc.
This blending and confusion of the elements of expensiveness and
of beauty is, perhaps, best exempliﬁed in articles of dress and of
household furniture. The code of reputability in matters of dress
decides what shapes, colours, materials, and general eﬀects in human
apparel are for the time to be accepted as suitable; and departures
from the code are oﬀensive to our taste, supposedly as being departures from æsthetic truth. The approval with which we look upon
fashionable attire is by no means to be accounted pure make-believe.
We readily, and for the most part with utter sincerity, ﬁnd those
things pleasing that are in vogue. Shaggy dress-stuﬀs and pronounced
colour eﬀects, for instance, oﬀend us at times when the vogue is
goods of a high, glossy ﬁnish and neutral colours. A fancy bonnet of
this year’s model unquestionably appeals to our sensibilities to-day
much more forcibly than an equally fancy bonnet of the model of last
year; although when viewed in the perspective of a quarter of a century,
it would, I apprehend, be a matter of the utmost diﬃculty to award
the palm for intrinsic beauty to the one rather than to the other of
these structures. So, again, it may be remarked that, considered
simply in their physical juxtaposition with the human form, the high
gloss of a gentleman’s hat or of a patent-leather shoe has no more of
intrinsic beauty than a similarly high gloss on a threadbare sleeve;
and yet there is no question but that all well-bred people (in the
Occidental civilised communities) instinctively and unaﬀectedly
cleave to the one as a phenomenon of great beauty, and eschew the
other as oﬀensive to every sense to which it can appeal. It is extremely
doubtful if any one could be induced to wear such a contrivance as
the high hat of civilised society, except for some urgent reason based
on other than æsthetic grounds.
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By further habituation to an appreciative perception of the marks
of expensiveness in goods, and by habitually identifying beauty with
reputability, it comes about that a beautiful article which is not
expensive is accounted not beautiful. In this way it has happened, for
instance, that some beautiful ﬂowers pass conventionally for
oﬀensive weeds; others that can be cultivated with relative ease are
accepted and admired by the lower middle class, who can aﬀord no
more expensive luxuries of this kind; but these varieties are rejected
as vulgar by those people who are better able to pay for expensive
ﬂowers and who are educated to a higher schedule of pecuniary
beauty in the ﬂorist’s products; while still other ﬂowers, of no greater
intrinsic beauty than these, are cultivated at great cost and call out
much admiration from ﬂower-lovers whose tastes have been matured
under the critical guidance of a polite environment.
The same variation in matters of taste, from one class of society to
another, is visible also as regards many other kinds of consumable
goods, as, for example, is the case with furniture, houses, parks, and
gardens. This diversity of views as to what is beautiful in these various
classes of goods is not a diversity of the norm according to which the
unsophisticated sense of the beautiful works. It is not a constitutional
diﬀerence of endowments in the æsthetic respect, but rather a
diﬀerence in the code of reputability which speciﬁes what objects
properly lie within the scope of honoriﬁc consumption for the class
to which the critic belongs. It is a diﬀerence in the traditions of
propriety with respect to the kinds of things which may, without
derogation to the consumer, be consumed under the head of objects
of taste and art. With a certain allowance for variations to be accounted
for on other grounds, these traditions are determined, more or less
rigidly, by the pecuniary plane of life of the class.
Everyday life aﬀords many curious illustrations of the way in
which the code of pecuniary beauty in articles of use varies from class
to class, as well as of the way in which the conventional sense of
beauty departs in its deliverances from the sense untutored by the
requirements of pecuniary repute. Such a fact is the lawn, or the closecropped yard or park, which appeals so unaﬀectedly to the taste of
the Western peoples. It appears especially to appeal to the tastes of
the well-to-do classes in those communities in which the dolichoblond element* predominates in an appreciable degree. The lawn
unquestionably has an element of sensuous beauty, simply as an object
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of apperception, and as such no doubt it appeals pretty directly to the
eye of nearly all races and all classes; but it is, perhaps, more unquestionably beautiful to the eye of the dolicho-blond than to most other
varieties of men. This higher appreciation of a stretch of greensward
in this ethnic element than in the other elements of the population,
goes along with certain other features of the dolicho-blond temperament that indicate that this racial element has once been for a long
time a pastoral people inhabiting a region with a humid climate. The
close-cropped lawn is beautiful in the eyes of a people whose inherited bent it is to readily ﬁnd pleasure in contemplating a well-preserved
pasture or grazing land.
For the æsthetic purpose the lawn is a cow pasture; and in some
cases to-day—where the expensiveness of the attendant circumstances
bars out any imputation of thrift—the idyl of the dolicho-blond is
rehabilitated in the introduction of a cow into a lawn or private ground.
In such cases the cow made use of is commonly of an expensive breed.
The vulgar suggestion of thrift, which is nearly inseparable from the
cow, is a standing objection to the decorative use of this animal. So
that in all cases, except where luxurious surroundings negative this
suggestion, the use of the cow as an object of taste must be avoided.
Where the predilection for some grazing animal to ﬁll out the suggestion of the pasture is too strong to be suppressed, the cow’s place is
often given to some more or less inadequate substitute, such as deer,
antelopes, or some such exotic beast. These substitutes, although less
beautiful to the pastoral eye of Western man than the cow, are in
such cases preferred because of their superior expensiveness or futility, and their consequent repute. They are not vulgarly lucrative either
in fact or in suggestion.
Public parks of course fall in the same category with the lawn; they
too, at their best, are imitations of the pasture. Such a park is of
course best kept by grazing, and the cattle on the grass are themselves no mean addition to the beauty of the thing, as need scarcely
be insisted on with any one who has once seen a well-kept pasture.
But it is worth noting, as an expression of the pecuniary element in
popular taste, that such a method of keeping public grounds is
seldom resorted to. The best that is done by skilled workmen under
the supervision of a trained keeper is a more or less close imitation of
a pasture, but the result invariably falls somewhat short of the artistic
eﬀect of grazing. But to the average popular apprehension a herd of
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cattle so pointedly suggests thrift and usefulness that their presence
in the public pleasure ground would be intolerably cheap. This
method of keeping grounds is comparatively inexpensive, therefore
it is indecorous.
Of the same general bearing is another feature of public grounds.
There is a studious exhibition of expensiveness coupled with a makebelieve of simplicity and crude serviceability. Private grounds also
show the same physiognomy wherever they are in the management
or ownership of persons whose tastes have been formed under
middle-class habits of life or under the upper-class traditions of no
later a date than the childhood of the generation that is now passing.
Grounds which conform to the instructed tastes of the latter-day
upper class do not show these features in so marked a degree. The
reason for this diﬀerence in tastes between the past and the incoming
generation of the well-bred lies in the changing economic situation.
A similar diﬀerence is perceptible in other respects, as well as in the
accepted ideals of pleasure grounds. In this country as in most
others, until the last half century but a very small proportion of the
population were possessed of such wealth as would exempt them
from thrift. Owing to imperfect means of communication, this small
fraction were scattered and out of eﬀective touch with one another.
There was therefore no basis for a growth of taste in disregard of
expensiveness. The revolt of the well-bred taste against vulgar thrift
was unchecked. Wherever the unsophisticated sense of beauty might
show itself sporadically in an approval of inexpensive or thrifty surroundings, it would lack the “social conﬁrmation” which nothing but
a considerable body of like-minded people can give. There was, therefore, no eﬀective upper-class opinion that would overlook evidences
of possible inexpensiveness in the management of grounds; and there
was consequently no appreciable divergence between the leisure-class
and the lower middle-class ideal in the physiognomy of pleasure
grounds. Both classes equally constructed their ideals with the fear
of pecuniary disrepute before their eyes.
To-day a divergence in ideals is beginning to be apparent. The portion of the leisure class that has been consistently exempt from work
and from pecuniary cares for a generation or more is now large enough
to form and sustain an opinion in matters of taste. Increased mobility of the members has also added to the facility with which a “social
conﬁrmation” can be attained within the class. Within this select
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class the exemption from thrift is a matter so commonplace as to have
lost much of its utility as a basis of pecuniary decency. Therefore the
latter-day upper-class canons of taste do not so consistently insist on
an unremitting demonstration of expensiveness and a strict exclusion
of the appearance of thrift. So, a predilection for the rustic and the
“natural” in parks and grounds makes its appearance on these higher
social and intellectual levels. This predilection is in large part an outcropping of the instinct of workmanship; and it works out its results
with varying degrees of consistency. It is seldom altogether unaﬀected,
and at times it shades oﬀ into something not widely diﬀerent from
that make-believe of rusticity which has been referred to above.
A weakness for crudely serviceable contrivances that pointedly
suggest immediate and wasteless use is present even in the middleclass tastes; but it is there kept well in hand under the unbroken
dominance of the canon of reputable futility. Consequently it works
out in a variety of ways and means for shamming serviceability,—in
such contrivances as rustic fences, bridges, bowers, pavilions, and
the like decorative features. An expression of this aﬀectation of serviceability, at what is perhaps its widest divergence from the ﬁrst
promptings of the sense of economic beauty, is aﬀorded by the castiron rustic fence and trellis or by a circuitous drive laid across level
ground.
The select leisure class has outgrown the use of these pseudoserviceable variants of pecuniary beauty, at least at some points. But
the taste of the more recent accessions to the leisure class proper and
of the middle and lower classes still requires a pecuniary beauty to
supplement the æsthetic beauty, even in those objects which are
primarily admired for the beauty that belongs to them as natural
growths.
The popular taste in these matters is to be seen in the prevalent
high appreciation of topiary work and of the conventional ﬂowerbeds of public grounds. Perhaps as happy an illustration as may be
had of this dominance of pecuniary beauty over æsthetic beauty in
middle-class tastes is seen in the reconstruction of the grounds lately
occupied by the Columbian Exposition.* The evidence goes to show
that the requirement of reputable expensiveness is still present in
good vigour even where all ostensibly lavish display is avoided. The
artistic eﬀects actually wrought in this work of reconstruction
diverge somewhat widely from the eﬀect to which the same ground
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would have lent itself in hands not guided by pecuniary canons
of taste. And even the better class of the city’s population view the
progress of the work with an unreserved approval which suggests
that there is in this case little if any discrepancy between the tastes of
the upper and the lower or middle classes of the city. The sense of
beauty in the population of this representative city of the advanced
pecuniary culture is very chary of any departure from its great cultural
principle of conspicuous waste.
The love of nature, perhaps itself borrowed from a higher-class
code of taste, sometimes expresses itself in unexpected ways under
the guidance of this canon of pecuniary beauty, and leads to results
that may seem incongruous to an unreﬂecting beholder. The wellaccepted practice of planting trees in the treeless areas of this country,
for instance, has been carried over as an item of honoriﬁc expenditure into the heavily wooded areas; so that it is by no means unusual
for a village or a farmer in the wooded country to clear the land of its
native trees and immediately replant saplings of certain introduced
varieties about the farmyard or along the streets. In this way a forest
growth of oak, elm, beech, butternut, hemlock, basswood, and birch
is cleared oﬀ to give room for saplings of soft maple, cottonwood, and
brittle willow. It is felt that the inexpensiveness of leaving the forest
trees standing would derogate from the dignity that should invest an
article which is intended to serve a decorative and honoriﬁc end.
The like pervading guidance of taste by pecuniary repute is traceable in the prevalent standards of beauty in animals. The part played
by this canon of taste in assigning her place in the popular æsthetic
scale to the cow has already been spoken of. Something to the same
eﬀect is true of the other domestic animals, so far as they are in an
appreciable degree industrially useful to the community—as, for
instance, barnyard fowl, hogs, cattle, sheep, goats, draught-horses.
They are of the nature of productive goods, and serve a useful, often
a lucrative end; therefore beauty is not readily imputed to them. The
case is diﬀerent with those domestic animals which ordinarily serve
no industrial end; such as pigeons, parrots and other cage-birds, cats,
dogs, and fast horses. These commonly are items of conspicuous
consumption, and are therefore honoriﬁc in their nature and may
legitimately be accounted beautiful. This class of animals are conventionally admired by the body of the upper classes, while the pecuniarily lower classes—and that select minority of the leisure class
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among whom the rigorous canon that abjures thrift is in a measure
obsolescent—ﬁnd beauty in one class of animals as in another, without drawing a hard and fast line of pecuniary demarcation between
the beautiful and the ugly.
In the case of those domestic animals which are honoriﬁc and are
reputed beautiful, there is a subsidiary basis of merit that should be
spoken of. Apart from the birds which belong in the honoriﬁc class
of domestic animals, and which owe their place in this class to their
non-lucrative character alone, the animals which merit particular
attention are cats, dogs, and fast horses. The cat is less reputable than
the other two just named, because she is less wasteful; she may even
serve a useful end. At the same time the cat’s temperament does not
ﬁt her for the honoriﬁc purpose. She lives with man on terms of
equality, knows nothing of that relation of status which is the ancient
basis of all distinctions of worth, honour, and repute, and she does
not lend herself with facility to an invidious comparison between her
owner and his neighbours. The exception to this last rule occurs in
the case of such scarce and fanciful products as the Angora cat, which
have some slight honoriﬁc value on the ground of expensiveness, and
have, therefore, some special claim to beauty on pecuniary grounds.
The dog has advantages in the way of uselessness as well as in special gifts of temperament. He is often spoken of, in an eminent sense,
as the friend of man, and his intelligence and ﬁdelity are praised. The
meaning of this is that the dog is man’s servant and that he has the
gift of an unquestioning subservience and a slave’s quickness in
guessing his master’s mood. Coupled with these traits, which ﬁt
him well for the relation of status—and which must for the present
purpose be set down as serviceable traits—the dog has some characteristics which are of a more equivocal æsthetic value. He is the
ﬁlthiest of the domestic animals in his person and the nastiest in his
habits. For this he makes up in a servile, fawning attitude towards his
master, and a readiness to inﬂict damage and discomfort on all else.
The dog, then, commends himself to our favour by aﬀording play to
our propensity for mastery, and as he is also an item of expense, and
commonly serves no industrial purpose, he holds a well-assured
place in men’s regard as a thing of good repute. The dog is at the
same time associated in our imagination with the chase—a meritorious employment and an expression of the honourable predatory
impulse.
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Standing on this vantage ground, whatever beauty of form and
motion and whatever commendable mental traits he may possess are
conventionally acknowledged and magniﬁed. And even those varieties of the dog which have been bred into grotesque deformity by the
dog-fancier are in good faith accounted beautiful by many. These
varieties of dogs— and the like is true of other fancy-bred animals—
are rated and graded in æsthetic value somewhat in proportion to the
degree of grotesqueness and instability of the particular fashion which
the deformity takes in the given case. For the purpose in hand, this
diﬀerential utility on the ground of grotesqueness and instability of
structure is reducible to terms of a greater scarcity and consequent
expense. The commercial value of canine monstrosities, such as the
prevailing styles of pet dogs both for men’s and women’s use, rests on
their high cost of production, and their value to their owners lies
chieﬂy in their utility as items of conspicuous consumption. Indirectly,
through reﬂection upon their honoriﬁc expensiveness, a social worth is
imputed to them; and so, by an easy substitution of words and ideas,
they come to be admired and reputed beautiful. Since any attention
bestowed upon these animals is in no sense gainful or useful, it is also
reputable; and since the habit of giving them attention is consequently
not deprecated, it may grow into an habitual attachment of great tenacity and of a most benevolent character. So that in the aﬀection
bestowed on pet animals the canon of expensiveness is present more or
less remotely as a norm which guides and shapes the sentiment and the
selection of its object. The like is true, as will be noticed presently,
with respect to aﬀection for persons also; although the manner in
which the norm acts in that case is somewhat diﬀerent.
The case of the fast horse is much like that of the dog. He is on the
whole expensive, or wasteful and useless—for the industrial purpose.
What productive use he may possess, in the way of enhancing the
well-being of the community or making the way of life easier for
men, takes the form of exhibitions of force and facility of motion that
gratify the popular æsthetic sense. This is of course a substantial
serviceability. The horse is not endowed with the spiritual aptitude
for servile dependence in the same measure as the dog; but he ministers eﬀectually to his master’s impulse to convert the “animate”
forces of the environment to his own use and discretion and so express
his own dominating individuality through them. The fast horse is at
least potentially a race-horse, of high or low degree; and it is as such
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that he is peculiarly serviceable to his owner. The utility of the fast
horse lies largely in his eﬃciency as a means of emulation; it gratiﬁes
the owner’s sense of aggression and dominance to have his own horse
outstrip his neighbour’s. This use being not lucrative, but on the
whole pretty consistently wasteful, and quite conspicuously so, it
is honoriﬁc, and therefore gives the fast horse a strong presumptive position of reputability. Beyond this, the race-horse proper has also
a similarly non-industrial but honoriﬁc use as a gambling instrument.
The fast horse, then, is æsthetically fortunate, in that the canon of
pecuniary good repute legitimates a free appreciation of whatever
beauty or serviceability he may possess. His pretensions have the
countenance of the principle of conspicuous waste and the backing of
the predatory aptitude for dominance and emulation. The horse is,
moreover, a beautiful animal, although the race-horse is so in no
peculiar degree to the uninstructed taste of those persons who belong
neither in the class of race-horse fanciers nor in the class whose sense
of beauty is held in abeyance by the moral constraint of the horse
fancier’s award. To this untutored taste the most beautiful horse
seems to be a form which has suﬀered less radical alteration than the
race-horse under the breeder’s selective development of the animal.
Still, when a writer or speaker—especially of those whose eloquence
is most consistently commonplace—wants an illustration of animal
grace and serviceability, for rhetorical use, he habitually turns to the
horse; and he commonly makes it plain before he is done that what
he has in mind is the race-horse.
It should be noted that in the graduated appreciation of varieties
of horses and of dogs, such as one meets with among people of even
moderately cultivated tastes in these matters, there is also discernible
another and more direct line of inﬂuence of the leisure-class canons
of reputability. In this country, for instance, leisure-class tastes are to
some extent shaped on usages and habits which prevail, or which are
apprehended to prevail, among the leisure class of Great Britain. In
dogs this is true to a less extent than in horses. In horses, more particularly in saddle horses,—which at their best serve the purpose of wasteful display simply,—it will hold true in a general way that a horse is more
beautiful in proportion as he is more English; the English leisure class
being, for purposes of reputable usage, the upper leisure class of this
country, and so the exemplar for the lower grades. This mimicry in
the methods of the apperception of beauty and in the forming of
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judgments of taste need not result in a spurious, or at any rate not a
hypocritical or aﬀected, predilection. The predilection is as serious
and as substantial an award of taste when it rests on this basis as when
it rests on any other; the diﬀerence is that this taste is a taste for the
reputably correct, not for the æsthetically true.
The mimicry, it should be said, extends further than to the sense
of beauty in horseﬂesh simply. It includes trappings and horsemanship as well, so that the correct or reputably beautiful seat or posture
is also decided by English usage, as well as the equestrian gait. To
show how fortuitous may sometimes be the circumstances which
decide what shall be becoming and what not under the pecuniary
canon of beauty, it may be noted that this English seat, and the peculiarly distressing gait which has made an awkward seat necessary, are
a survival from the time when the English roads were so bad with
mire and mud as to be virtually impassable for a horse travelling at a
more comfortable gait; so that a person of decorous tastes in horsemanship to-day rides a punch with docked tail, in an uncomfortable
posture and at a distressing gait, because the English roads during a
great part of the last century were impassable for a horse travelling at
a more horse-like gait, or for an animal built for moving with ease
over the ﬁrm and open country to which the horse is indigenous.
It is not only with respect to consumable goods—including domestic animals—that the canons of taste have been coloured by the
canons of pecuniary reputability. Something to the like eﬀect is to be
said for beauty in persons. In order to avoid whatever may be matter
of controversy, no weight will be given in this connection to such
popular predilection as there may be for the digniﬁed (leisurely)
bearing and portly presence that are by vulgar tradition associated
with opulence in mature men. These traits are in some measure
accepted as elements of personal beauty. But there are certain elements of feminine beauty, on the other hand, which come in under
this head, and which are of so concrete and speciﬁc a character as to
admit of itemized appreciation. It is more or less a rule that in communities which are at the stage of economic development at which
women are valued by the upper class for their service, the ideal of
female beauty is a robust, large-limbed woman. The ground of
appreciation is the physique, while the conformation of the face is of
secondary weight only. A well-known instance of this ideal of the early
predatory culture is that of the maidens of the Homeric poems.*
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This ideal suﬀers a change in the succeeding development, when,
in the conventional scheme, the oﬃce of the high-class wife comes to
be a vicarious leisure simply. The ideal then includes the characteristics which are supposed to result from or to go with a life of leisure
consistently enforced. The ideal accepted under these circumstances
may be gathered from descriptions of beautiful women by poets and
writers of the chivalric times. In the conventional scheme of those
days ladies of high degree were conceived to be in perpetual tutelage,
and to be scrupulously exempt from all useful work. The resulting
chivalric or romantic ideal of beauty takes cognizance chieﬂy of the
face, and dwells on its delicacy, and on the delicacy of the hands and
feet, the slender ﬁgure, and especially the slender waist. In the pictured representations of the women of that time, and in modern
romantic imitators of the chivalric thought and feeling, the waist is
attenuated to a degree that implies extreme debility. The same ideal
is still extant among a considerable portion of the population of
modern industrial communities; but it is to be said that it has retained
its hold most tenaciously in those modern communities which are
least advanced in point of economic and civil development, and
which show the most considerable survivals of status and of predatory institutions. That is to say, the chivalric ideal is best preserved
in those existing communities which are substantially least modern.
Survivals of this lackadaisical or romantic ideal occur freely in the
tastes of the well-to-do classes of Continental countries.
In modern communities which have reached the higher levels of
industrial development, the upper leisure class has accumulated so
great a mass of wealth as to place its women above all imputation of
vulgarly productive labour. Here the status of women as vicarious
consumers is beginning to lose its place in the affections of the body
of the people; and as a consequence the ideal of feminine beauty is
beginning to change back again from the inﬁrmly delicate, translucent, and hazardously slender, to a woman of the archaic type that
does not disown her hands and feet, nor, indeed, the other gross
material facts of her person. In the course of economic development
the ideal of beauty among the peoples of the Western culture has
shifted from the woman of physical presence to the lady, and it is
beginning to shift back again to the woman; and all in obedience to
the changing conditions of pecuniary emulation. The exigencies of
emulation at one time required lusty slaves; at another time they
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required a conspicuous performance of vicarious leisure and consequently an obvious disability; but the situation is now beginning to
outgrow this last requirement, since, under the higher eﬃciency of
modern industry, leisure in women is possible so far down the scale
of reputability that it will no longer serve as a deﬁnitive mark of the
highest pecuniary grade.
Apart from this general control exercised by the norm of conspicuous waste over the ideal of feminine beauty, there are one or two
details which merit speciﬁc mention as showing how it may exercise
an extreme constraint in detail over men’s sense of beauty in women.
It has already been noticed that at the stages of economic evolution
at which conspicuous leisure is much regarded as a means of good
repute, the ideal requires delicate and diminutive hands and feet and
a slender waist. These features, together with the other, related faults
of structure that commonly go with them, go to show that the person
so aﬀected is incapable of useful eﬀort and must therefore be supported
in idleness by her owner. She is useless and expensive, and she is
consequently valuable as evidence of pecuniary strength. It results
that at this cultural stage women take thought to alter their persons,
so as to conform more nearly to the requirements of the instructed
taste of the time; and under the guidance of the canon of pecuniary
decency, the men ﬁnd the resulting artiﬁcially induced pathological
features attractive. So, for instance, the constricted waist which has
had so wide and persistent a vogue in the communities of the Western
culture, and so also the deformed foot of the Chinese. Both of these
are mutilations of unquestioned repulsiveness to the untrained sense.
It requires habituation to become reconciled to them. Yet there is
no room to question their attractiveness to men into whose scheme
of life they ﬁt as honoriﬁc items sanctioned by the requirements
of pecuniary reputability. They are items of pecuniary and cultural
beauty which have come to do duty as elements of the ideal of
womanliness.
The connection here indicated between the æsthetic value and the
invidious pecuniary value of things is of course not present in the
consciousness of the valuer. So far as a person, in forming a judgment of taste, takes thought and reﬂects that the object of beauty
under consideration is wasteful and reputable, and therefore may
legitimately be accounted beautiful; so far the judgment is not a bona
ﬁde* judgment of taste and does not come up for consideration in
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this connection. The connection which is here insisted on between
the reputability and the apprehended beauty of objects lies through
the eﬀect which the fact of reputability has upon the valuer’s habits
of thought. He is in the habit of forming judgments of value of various kinds—economic, moral, æsthetic, or reputable—concerning
the objects with which he has to do, and his attitude of commendation towards a given object on any other ground will aﬀect the degree
of his appreciation of the object when he comes to value it for the
æsthetic purpose. This is more particularly true as regards valuation
on grounds so closely related to the æsthetic ground as that of reputability. The valuation for the æsthetic purpose and for the purpose
of repute are not held apart as distinctly as might be. Confusion is
especially apt to arise between these two kinds of valuation, because
the value of objects for repute is not habitually distinguished in
speech by the use of a special descriptive term. The result is that the
terms in familiar use to designate categories or elements of beauty are
applied to cover this unnamed element of pecuniary merit, and the
corresponding confusion of ideas follows by easy consequence. The
demands of reputability in this way coalesce in the popular apprehension with the demands of the sense of beauty, and beauty which
is not accompanied by the accredited marks of good repute is not
accepted. But the requirements of pecuniary reputability and those
of beauty in the naïve sense do not in any appreciable degree coincide. The elimination from our surroundings of the pecuniarily
unﬁt, therefore, results in a more or less thorough elimination of that
considerable range of elements of beauty which do not happen to
conform to the pecuniary requirement.
The underlying norms of taste are of very ancient growth, probably
far antedating the advent of the pecuniary institutions that are here
under discussion. Consequently, by force of the past selective adaptation of men’s habits of thought, it happens that the requirements
of beauty, simply, are for the most part best satisﬁed by inexpensive
contrivances and structures which in a straightforward manner
suggest both the oﬃce which they are to perform and the method of
serving their end.
It may be in place to recall the modern psychological position.
Beauty of form seems to be a question of facility of apperception.
The proposition could perhaps safely be made broader than this. If
abstraction is made from association, suggestion, and “expression,”
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classed as elements of beauty, then beauty in any perceived object
means that the mind readily unfolds its apperceptive activity in the
directions which the object in question aﬀords. But the directions in
which activity readily unfolds or expresses itself are the directions to
which long and close habituation has made the mind prone. So far as
concerns the essential elements of beauty, this habituation is an
habituation so close and long as to have induced not only a proclivity to the apperceptive form in question, but an adaptation of physiological structure and function as well. So far as the economic interest
enters into the constitution of beauty, it enters as a suggestion or
expression of adequacy to a purpose, a manifest and readily inferable
subservience to the life process. This expression of economic facility
or economic serviceability in any object—what may be called the
economic beauty of the object—is best served by neat and unambiguous suggestion of its oﬃce and its eﬃciency for the material ends
of life.
On this ground, among objects of use the simple and unadorned
article is æsthetically the best. But since the pecuniary canon of
reputability rejects the inexpensive in articles appropriated to individual consumption, the satisfaction of our craving for beautiful
things must be sought by way of compromise. The canons of beauty
must be circumvented by some contrivance which will give evidence
of a reputably wasteful expenditure, at the same time that it meets
the demands of our critical sense of the useful and the beautiful, or
at least meets the demand of some habit which has come to do
duty in place of that sense. Such an auxiliary sense of taste is the
sense of novelty; and this latter is helped out in its surrogateship
by the curiosity with which men view ingenious and puzzling
contrivances. Hence it comes that most objects alleged to be beautiful, and doing duty as such, show considerable ingenuity of design
and are calculated to puzzle the beholder—to bewilder him with
irrelevant suggestions and hints of the improbable—at the same
time that they give evidence of an expenditure of labour in excess
of what would give them their fullest eﬃciency for their ostensible
economic end.
This may be shown by an illustration taken from outside the range
of our everyday habits and everyday contact, and so outside the range
of our bias. Such are the remarkable feather mantles of Hawaii, or
the well-known carved handles of the ceremonial adzes of several
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Polynesian islands. These are undeniably beautiful, both in the sense
that they oﬀer a pleasing composition of form, lines, and colour, and
in the sense that they evince great skill and ingenuity in design and
construction. At the same time the articles are manifestly ill ﬁtted to
serve any other economic purpose. But it is not always that the evolution of ingenious and puzzling contrivances under the guidance of
the canon of wasted eﬀort works out so happy a result. The result is
quite as often a virtually complete suppression of all elements that
would bear scrutiny as expressions of beauty, or of serviceability, and
the substitution of evidences of misspent ingenuity and labour,
backed by a conspicuous ineptitude; until many of the objects with
which we surround ourselves in everyday life, and even many articles
of everyday dress and ornament, are such as would not be tolerated
except under the stress of prescriptive tradition. Illustrations of this
substitution of ingenuity and expense in place of beauty and serviceability are to be seen, for instance, in domestic architecture, in domestic
art or fancy work, in various articles of apparel, especially of feminine
and priestly apparel.
The canon of beauty requires expression of the generic. The
“novelty” due to the demands of conspicuous waste traverses this
canon of beauty, in that it results in making the physiognomy of
our objects of taste a congeries of idiosyncrasies; and the idiosyncrasies are, moreover, under the selective surveillance of the canon
of expensiveness.
This process of selective adaptation of designs to the end of
conspicuous waste, and the substitution of pecuniary beauty for
æsthetic beauty, has been especially eﬀective in the development
of architecture. It would be extremely diﬃcult to ﬁnd a modern
civilised residence or public building which can claim anything
better than relative inoﬀensiveness in the eyes of any one who will
dissociate the elements of beauty from those of honoriﬁc waste. The
endless variety of fronts presented by the better class of tenements
and apartment houses in our cities is an endless variety of architectural distress and of suggestions of expensive discomfort. Considered
as objects of beauty, the dead walls of the sides and back of these
structures, left untouched by the hands of the artist, are commonly
the best feature of the building.
What has been said of the inﬂuence of the law of conspicuous waste
upon the canons of taste will hold true, with but a slight change of
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terms, of its inﬂuence upon our notions of the serviceability of goods
for other ends than the æsthetic one. Goods are produced and consumed as a means to the fuller unfolding of human life; and their
utility consists, in the ﬁrst instance, in their eﬃciency as means to this
end. The end is, in the ﬁrst instance, the fullness of life of the
individual, taken in absolute terms. But the human proclivity to
emulation has seized upon the consumption of goods as a means to
an invidious comparison, and has thereby invested consumable goods
with a secondary utility as evidence of relative ability to pay. This
indirect or secondary use of consumable goods lends an honoriﬁc
character to consumption, and presently also to the goods which
best serve this emulative end of consumption. The consumption of
expensive goods is meritorious, and the goods which contain an
appreciable element of cost in excess of what goes to give them serviceability for their ostensible mechanical purpose are honoriﬁc. The
marks of superﬂuous costliness in the goods are therefore marks of
worth—of high eﬃciency for the indirect, invidious end to be served
by their consumption; and conversely, goods are humiliﬁc, and
therefore unattractive, if they show too thrifty an adaptation to the
mechanical end sought and do not include a margin of expensiveness
on which to rest a complacent invidious comparison. This indirect
utility gives much of their value to the “better” grades of goods. In
order to appeal to the cultivated sense of utility, an article must
contain a modicum of this indirect utility.
While men may have set out with disapproving an inexpensive
manner of living because it indicated inability to spend much, and so
indicated a lack of pecuniary success, they end by falling into the
habit of disapproving cheap things as being intrinsically dishonourable or unworthy because they are cheap. As time has gone on,
each succeeding generation has received this tradition of meritorious
expenditure from the generation before it, and has in its turn further
elaborated and fortiﬁed the traditional canon of pecuniary reputability in goods consumed; until we have ﬁnally reached such a degree of
conviction as to the unworthiness of all inexpensive things, that we
have no longer any misgivings in formulating the maxim, “Cheap
and nasty.” So thoroughly has the habit of approving the expensive
and disapproving the inexpensive been ingrained into our thinking
that we instinctively insist upon at least some measure of wasteful
expensiveness in all our consumption, even in the case of goods which
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are consumed in strict privacy and without the slightest thought of
display. We all feel, sincerely and without misgiving, that we are the
more lifted up in spirit for having, even in the privacy of our own
household, eaten our daily meal by the help of hand-wrought silver
utensils, from hand-painted china (often of dubious artistic value)
laid on high-priced table linen. Any retrogression from the standard
of living which we are accustomed to regard as worthy in this respect
is felt to be a grievous violation of our human dignity. So, also, for
the last dozen years candles have been a more pleasing source of light
at dinner than any other. Candle-light is now softer, less distressing
to well-bred eyes, than oil, gas, or electric light. The same could not
have been said thirty years ago, when candles were, or recently had
been, the cheapest available light for domestic use. Nor are candles
even now found to give an acceptable or eﬀective light for any other
than a ceremonial illumination.
A political sage still living has summed up the conclusion of this
whole matter in the dictum: “A cheap coat makes a cheap man,” and
there is probably no one who does not feel the convincing force of the
maxim.
The habit of looking for the marks of superﬂuous expensiveness in
goods, and of requiring that all goods should aﬀord some utility of
the indirect or invidious sort, leads to a change in the standards by
which the utility of goods is gauged. The honoriﬁc element and the
element of brute eﬃciency are not held apart in the consumer’s
appreciation of commodities, and the two together go to make up the
unanalyzed aggregate serviceability of the goods. Under the resulting
standard of serviceability, no article will pass muster on the strength
of material suﬃciency alone. In order to completeness and full acceptability to the consumer it must also show the honoriﬁc element. It
results that the producers of articles of consumption direct their
eﬀorts to the production of goods that shall meet this demand for the
honoriﬁc element. They will do this with all the more alacrity and
eﬀect, since they are themselves under the dominance of the same
standard of worth in goods, and would be sincerely grieved at the
sight of goods which lack the proper honoriﬁc ﬁnish. Hence it
has come about that there are to-day no goods supplied in any trade
which do not contain the honoriﬁc element in greater or less degree.
Any consumer who might, Diogenes-like,* insist on the elimination
of all honoriﬁc or wasteful elements from his consumption, would be
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unable to supply his most trivial wants in the modern market. Indeed,
even if he resorted to supplying his wants directly by his own eﬀorts,
he would ﬁnd it diﬃcult if not impossible to divest himself of the
current habits of thought on this head; so that he could scarcely
compass a supply of the necessaries of life for a day’s consumption
without instinctively and by oversight incorporating in his home-made
product something of this honoriﬁc, quasi-decorative element of
wasted labour.
It is notorious that in their selection of serviceable goods in the
retail market, purchasers are guided more by the ﬁnish and workmanship of the goods than by any marks of substantial serviceability.
Goods, in order to sell, must have some appreciable amount of
labour spent in giving them the marks of decent expensiveness, in
addition to what goes to give them eﬃciency for the material use
which they are to serve. This habit of making obvious costliness a
canon of serviceability of course acts to enhance the aggregate cost of
articles of consumption. It puts us on our guard against cheapness
by identifying merit in some degree with cost. There is ordinarily a
consistent eﬀort on the part of the consumer to obtain goods of
the required serviceability at as advantageous a bargain as may be;
but the conventional requirement of obvious costliness, as a voucher
and a constituent of the serviceability of the goods, leads him to reject
as under grade such goods as do not contain a large element of
conspicuous waste.
It is to be added that a large share of those features of consumable
goods which ﬁgure in popular apprehension as marks of serviceability, and to which reference is here had as elements of conspicuous
waste, commend themselves to the consumer also on other grounds
than that of expensiveness alone. They usually give evidence of skill
and eﬀective workmanship, even if they do not contribute to the
substantial serviceability of the goods; and it is no doubt largely on
some such ground that any particular mark of honoriﬁc serviceability
ﬁrst comes into vogue and afterward maintains its footing as a normal
constituent element of the worth of an article. A display of eﬃcient
workmanship is pleasing simply as such, even where its remoter, for
the time unconsidered outcome is futile. There is a gratiﬁcation of
the artistic sense in the contemplation of skilful work. But it is also
to be added that no such evidence of skilful workmanship, or of ingenious and eﬀective adaptation of means to an end, will, in the long run,
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enjoy the approbation of the modern civilised consumer unless it has
the sanction of the canon of conspicuous waste.
The position here taken is enforced in a felicitous manner by the
place assigned in the economy of consumption to machine products.
The point of material diﬀerence between machine-made goods and
the hand-wrought goods which serve the same purposes is, ordinarily,
that the former serve their primary purpose more adequately. They
are a more perfect product—show a more perfect adaptation of means
to end. This does not save them from disesteem and deprecation, for
they fall short under the test of honoriﬁc waste. Hand labour is a
more wasteful method of production; hence the goods turned out by
this method are more serviceable for the purpose of pecuniary reputability; hence the marks of hand labour come to be honoriﬁc, and
the goods which exhibit these marks take rank as of higher grade than
the corresponding machine product. Commonly, if not invariably, the
honoriﬁc marks of hand labour are certain imperfections and irregularities in the lines of the hand-wrought article, showing where the
workman has fallen short in the execution of the design. The ground
of the superiority of hand-wrought goods, therefore, is a certain
margin of crudeness. This margin must never be so wide as to show
bungling workmanship, since that would be evidence of low cost, nor
so narrow as to suggest the ideal precision attained only by the
machine, for that would be evidence of low cost.
The appreciation of those evidences of honoriﬁc crudeness to
which hand-wrought goods owe their superior worth and charm in
the eyes of well-bred people is a matter of nice discrimination. It
requires training and the formation of right habits of thought with
respect to what may be called the physiognomy of goods. Machinemade goods of daily use are often admired and preferred precisely on
account of their excessive perfection by the vulgar and the underbred
who have not given due thought to the punctilios of elegant consumption. The ceremonial inferiority of machine products goes to
show that the perfection of skill and workmanship embodied in any
costly innovations in the ﬁnish of goods is not suﬃcient of itself to
secure them acceptance and permanent favour. The innovation must
have the support of the canon of conspicuous waste. Any feature in
the physiognomy of goods, however pleasing in itself, and however well
it may approve itself to the taste for eﬀective work, will not be tolerated if it proves obnoxious to this norm of pecuniary reputability.
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The ceremonial inferiority or uncleanness in consumable goods
due to “commonness,” or in other words to their slight cost of production, has been taken very seriously by many persons. The objection
to machine products is often formulated as an objection to the commonness of such goods. What is common is within the (pecuniary)
reach of many people. Its consumption is therefore not honoriﬁc,
since it does not serve the purpose of a favourable invidious comparison with other consumers. Hence the consumption, or even the sight
of such goods, is inseparable from an odious suggestion of the lower
levels of human life, and one comes away from their contemplation
with a pervading sense of meanness that is extremely distasteful and
depressing to a person of sensibility. In persons whose tastes assert
themselves imperiously, and who have not the gift, habit, or incentive
to discriminate between the grounds of their various judgments of
taste, the deliverances of the sense of the honoriﬁc coalesce with
those of the sense of beauty and of the sense of serviceability—in the
manner already spoken of; the resulting composite valuation serves
as a judgment of the object’s beauty or its serviceability, according as
the valuer’s bias or interest inclines him to apprehend the object in
the one or the other of these aspects. It follows not infrequently that the
marks of cheapness or commonness are accepted as deﬁnitive marks
of artistic unﬁtness, and a code or schedule of æsthetic proprieties on
the one hand, and of æsthetic abominations on the other, is constructed on this basis for guidance in questions of taste.
As has already been pointed out, the cheap, and therefore indecorous, articles of daily consumption in modern industrial communities
are commonly machine products; and the generic feature of the
physiognomy of machine-made goods as compared with the handwrought article is their greater perfection in workmanship and greater
accuracy in the detail execution of the design. Hence it comes about
that the visible imperfections of the hand-wrought goods, being
honoriﬁc, are accounted marks of superiority in point of beauty, or
serviceability, or both. Hence has arisen that exaltation of the defective, of which John Ruskin and William Morris* were such eager
spokesmen in their time; and on this ground their propaganda of
crudity and wasted eﬀort has been taken up and carried forward since
their time. And hence also the propaganda for a return to handicraft
and household industry. So much of the work and speculations of
this group of men as fairly comes under the characterisation here
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given would have been impossible at a time when the visibly more
perfect goods were not the cheaper.
It is of course only as to the economic value of this school of
æsthetic teaching that anything is intended to be said or can be said
here. What is said is not to be taken in the sense of depreciation, but
chieﬂy as a characterisation of the tendency of this teaching in its
eﬀect on consumption and on the production of consumable goods.
The manner in which the bias of this growth of taste has worked
itself out in production is perhaps most cogently exempliﬁed in the
book manufacture with which Morris busied himself during the later
years of his life; but what holds true of the work of the Kelmscott
Press* in an eminent degree, holds true with but slightly abated force
when applied to latter-day artistic book-making generally,—as to
type, paper, illustration, binding materials, and binder’s work. The
claims to excellence put forward by the later products of the bookmaker’s industry rest in some measure on the degree of its approximation to the crudities of the time when the work of book-making
was a doubtful struggle with refractory materials carried on by means
of insuﬃcient appliances. These products, since they require hand
labour, are more expensive; they are also less convenient for use than
the books turned out with a view to serviceability alone; they therefore argue ability on the part of the purchaser to consume freely, as
well as ability to waste time and eﬀort. It is on this basis that the
printers of to-day are returning to “old-style,” and other more or less
obsolete styles of type which are less legible and give a cruder appearance to the page than the “modern.” Even a scientiﬁc periodical, with
ostensibly no purpose but the most eﬀective presentation of matter
with which its science is concerned, will concede so much to the
demands of this pecuniary beauty as to publish its scientiﬁc discussions in old-style type, on laid paper, and with uncut edges. But
books which are not ostensibly concerned with the eﬀective presentation of their contents alone, of course go farther in this direction.
Here we have a somewhat cruder type, printed on hand-laid, deckeledged paper, with excessive margins and uncut leaves, with bindings
of a painstaking crudeness and elaborate ineptitude. The Kelmscott
Press reduced the matter to an absurdity—as seen from the point of
view of brute serviceability alone—by issuing books for modern use,
edited with the obsolete spelling, printed in black-letter, and bound
in limp vellum ﬁtted with thongs. As a further characteristic feature
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which ﬁxes the economic place of artistic book-making, there is the
fact that these more elegant books are, at their best, printed in limited editions. A limited edition is in eﬀect a guarantee—somewhat
crude, it is true—that this book is scarce and that it therefore is
costly and lends pecuniary distinction to its consumer.
The special attractiveness of these book-products to the bookbuyer of cultivated taste lies, of course, not in a conscious, naïve
recognition of their costliness and superior clumsiness. Here, as in
the parallel case of the superiority of hand-wrought articles over
machine products, the conscious ground of preference is an intrinsic
excellence imputed to the costlier and more awkward article. The
superior excellence imputed to the book which imitates the products
of antique and obsolete processes is conceived to be chieﬂy a superior
utility in the æsthetic respect; but it is not unusual to ﬁnd a well-bred
book-lover insisting that the clumsier product is also more serviceable as a vehicle of printed speech. So far as regards the superior
æsthetic value of the decadent book, the chances are that the booklover’s contention has some ground. The book is designed with
an eye single to its beauty, and the result is commonly some measure
of success on the part of the designer. What is insisted on here,
however, is that the canon of taste under which the designer works is
a canon formed under the surveillance of the law of conspicuous
waste, and that this law acts selectively to eliminate any canon of taste
that does not conform to its demands. That is to say, while the decadent book may be beautiful, the limits within which the designer may
work are ﬁxed by requirements of a non-æsthetic kind. The product,
if it is beautiful, must also at the same time be costly and ill adapted
to its ostensible use. This mandatory canon of taste in the case of the
book-designer, however, is not shaped entirely by the law of waste in
its ﬁrst form; the canon is to some extent shaped in conformity to
that secondary expression of the predatory temperament, veneration
for the archaic or obsolete, which in one of its special developments
is called classicism.
In æsthetic theory it might be extremely diﬃcult, if not quite impracticable, to draw a line between the canon of classicism, or regard for
the archaic, and the canon of beauty, For the æsthetic purpose such
a distinction need scarcely be drawn, and indeed it need not exist.
For a theory of taste the expression of an accepted ideal of archaism,
on whatever basis it may have been accepted, is perhaps best rated as
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an element of beauty; there need be no question of its legitimation.
But for the present purpose—for the purpose of determining what
economic grounds are present in the accepted canons of taste and
what is their signiﬁcance for the distribution and consumption of
goods—the distinction is not similarly beside the point.
The position of machine products in the civilised scheme of consumption serves to point out the nature of the relation which subsists
between the canon of conspicuous waste and the code of proprieties
in consumption. Neither in matters of art and taste proper, nor as
regards the current sense of the serviceability of goods, does this
canon act as a principle of innovation or initiative. It does not go into
the future as a creative principle which makes innovations and adds
new items of consumption and new elements of cost. The principle
in question is, in a certain sense, a negative rather than a positive law.
It is a regulative rather than a creative principle. It very rarely initiates or originates any usage or custom directly. Its action is selective
only. Conspicuous wastefulness does not directly aﬀord ground for
variation and growth, but conformity to its requirements is a condition to the survival of such innovations as may be made on other
grounds. In whatever way usages and customs and methods of
expenditure arise, they are all subject to the selective action of this
norm of reputability; and the degree in which they conform to its
requirements is a test of their ﬁtness to survive in the competition
with other similar usages and customs. Other things being equal, the
more obviously wasteful usage or method stands the better chance of
survival under this law. The law of conspicuous waste does not
account for the origin of variations, but only for the persistence of
such forms as are ﬁt to survive under its dominance. It acts to conserve the ﬁt, not to originate the acceptable. Its oﬃce is to prove all
things and to hold fast that which is good for its purpose.

CHAPTER VII
dress as an expression of the
pecuniary culture
It will be in place, by way of illustration, to show in some detail how
the economic principles so far set forth apply to everyday facts in
some one direction of the life process. For this purpose no line of
consumption aﬀords a more apt illustration than expenditure on
dress. It is especially the rule of the conspicuous waste of goods that
ﬁnds expression in dress, although the other, related principles of
pecuniary repute are also exempliﬁed in the same contrivances.
Other methods of putting one’s pecuniary standing in evidence serve
their end eﬀectually, and other methods are in vogue always and
everywhere; but expenditure on dress has this advantage over most
other methods, that our apparel is always in evidence and aﬀords an
indication of our pecuniary standing to all observers at the ﬁrst
glance. It is also true that admitted expenditure for display is more
obviously present, and is, perhaps, more universally practised in the
matter of dress than in any other line of consumption. No one ﬁnds
diﬀiculty in assenting to the commonplace that the greater part of the
expenditure incurred by all classes for apparel is incurred for the sake
of a respectable appearance rather than for the protection of the
person. And probably at no other point is the sense of shabbiness so
keenly felt as it is if we fall short of the standard set by social usage
in this matter of dress. It is true of dress in even a higher degree than
of most other items of consumption, that people will undergo a very
considerable degree of privation in the comforts or the necessaries of
life in order to aﬀord what is considered a decent amount of wasteful
consumption; so that it is by no means an uncommon occurrence, in
an inclement climate, for people to go ill clad in order to appear well
dressed. And the commercial value of the goods used for clothing in
any modern community is made up to a much larger extent of the
fashionableness, the reputability of the goods than of the mechanical
service which they render in clothing the person of the wearer. The
need of dress is eminently a “higher” or spiritual need.
This spiritual need of dress is not wholly, nor even chieﬂy, a naïve
propensity for display of expenditure. The law of conspicuous waste
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guides consumption in apparel, as in other things, chieﬂy at the
second remove, by shaping the canons of taste and decency. In the
common run of cases the conscious motive of the wearer or purchaser of conspicuously wasteful apparel is the need of conforming
to established usage, and of living up to the accredited standard of
taste and reputability. It is not only that one must be guided by the
code of proprieties in dress in order to avoid the mortiﬁcation that
comes of unfavourable notice and comment, though that motive in
itself counts for a great deal; but besides that, the requirement of
expensiveness is so ingrained into our habits of thought in matters of
dress that any other than expensive apparel is instinctively odious to
us. Without reﬂection or analysis, we feel that what is inexpensive is
unworthy. “A cheap coat makes a cheap man.” “Cheap and nasty” is
recognised to hold true in dress with even less mitigation than in
other lines of consumption. On the ground both of taste and of serviceability, an inexpensive article of apparel is held to be inferior,
under the maxim “cheap and nasty.” We ﬁnd things beautiful, as
well as serviceable, somewhat in proportion as they are costly. With
few and inconsequential exceptions, we all ﬁnd a costly handwrought article of apparel much preferable, in point of beauty and of
serviceability, to a less expensive imitation of it, however cleverly the
spurious article may imitate the costly original; and what oﬀends our
sensibilities in the spurious article is not that it falls short in form or
colour, or, indeed, in visual eﬀect in any way. The oﬀensive object
may be so close an imitation as to defy any but the closest scrutiny;
and yet so soon as the counterfeit is detected, its æsthetic value, and
its commercial value as well, declines precipitately. Not only that,
but it may be asserted with but small risk of contradiction that the
æsthetic value of a detected counterfeit in dress declines somewhat in
the same proportion as the counterfeit is cheaper than its original. It
loses caste æsthetically because it falls to a lower pecuniary grade.
But the function of dress as an evidence of ability to pay does not
end with simply showing that the wearer consumes valuable goods in
excess of what is required for physical comfort. Simple conspicuous
waste of goods is eﬀective and gratifying as far as it goes; it is good
prima facie evidence of pecuniary success, and consequently prima
facie evidence of social worth. But dress has subtler and more farreaching possibilities than this crude, ﬁrst-hand evidence of wasteful
consumption only. If, in addition to showing that the wearer can
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aﬀord to consume freely and uneconomically, it can also be shown in
the same stroke that he or she is not under the necessity of earning a
livelihood, the evidence of social worth is enhanced in a very considerable degree. Our dress, therefore, in order to serve its purpose
eﬀectually, should not only be expensive, but it should also make
plain to all observers that the wearer is not engaged in any kind of
productive labour. In the evolutionary process by which our system
of dress has been elaborated into its present admirably perfect adaptation to its purpose, this subsidiary line of evidence has received due
attention. A detailed examination of what passes in popular apprehension for elegant apparel will show that it is contrived at every
point to convey the impression that the wearer does not habitually
put forth any useful eﬀort. It goes without saying that no apparel can
be considered elegant, or even decent, if it shows the eﬀect of manual
labour on the part of the wearer, in the way of soil or wear. The
pleasing eﬀect of neat and spotless garments is chieﬂy, if not altogether, due to their carrying the suggestion of leisure—exemption
from personal contact with industrial processes of any kind. Much of
the charm that invests the patent-leather shoe, the stainless linen, the
lustrous cylindrical hat, and the walking-stick, which so greatly
enhance the native dignity of a gentleman, comes of their pointedly
suggesting that the wearer cannot when so attired bear a hand in any
employment that is directly and immediately of any human use.
Elegant dress serves its purpose of elegance not only in that it is
expensive, but also because it is the insignia of leisure. It not only
shows that the wearer is able to consume a relatively large value, but
it argues at the same time that he consumes without producing.
The dress of women goes even farther than that of men in the way of
demonstrating the wearer’s abstinence from productive employment.
It needs no argument to enforce the generalisation that the more elegant styles of feminine bonnets go even farther towards making work
impossible than does the man’s high hat. The woman’s shoe adds the
so-called French heel to the evidence of enforced leisure aﬀorded by
its polish; because this high heel obviously makes any, even the simplest and most necessary manual work extremely diﬀicult. The like
is true even in a higher degree of the skirt and the rest of the drapery
which characterises woman’s dress. The substantial reason for our
tenacious attachment to the skirt is just this; it is expensive and
it hampers the wearer at every turn and incapacitates her for all
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useful exertion. The like is true of the feminine custom of wearing
the hair excessively long.
But the woman’s apparel not only goes beyond that of the modern
man in the degree in which it argues exemption from labour; it also
adds a peculiar and highly characteristic feature which diﬀers in kind
from anything habitually practised by the men. This feature is the
class of contrivances of which the corset is the typical example. The
corset is, in economic theory, substantially a mutilation, undergone
for the purpose of lowering the subject’s vitality and rendering her
permanently and obviously unﬁt for work. It is true, the corset
impairs the personal attractions of the wearer, but the loss suﬀered
on that score is oﬀset by the gain in reputability which comes of her
visibly increased expensiveness and inﬁrmity. It may broadly be set
down that the womanliness of woman’s apparel resolves itself, in
point of substantial fact, into the more eﬀective hindrance to useful
exertion oﬀered by the garments peculiar to women. This diﬀerence
between masculine and feminine apparel is here simply pointed out
as a characteristic feature. The ground of its occurrence will be
discussed presently.
So far, then, we have, as the great and dominant norm of dress, the
broad principle of conspicuous waste. Subsidiary to this principle,
and as a corollary under it, we get as a second norm the principle of
conspicuous leisure. In dress construction this norm works out in the
shape of divers contrivances going to show that the wearer does not
and, as far as it may conveniently be shown, can not engage in productive labour. Beyond these two principles there is a third of scarcely
less constraining force, which will occur to any one who reﬂects at all
on the subject. Dress must not only be conspicuously expensive and
inconvenient, it must at the same time be up to date. No explanation
at all satisfactory has hitherto been oﬀered of the phenomenon of
changing fashions. The imperative requirement of dressing in the
latest accredited manner, as well as the fact that this accredited fashion constantly changes from season to season, is suﬀiciently familiar
to every one, but the theory of this ﬂux and change has not been worked
out. We may of course say, with perfect consistency and truthfulness,
that this principle of novelty is another corollary under the law of
conspicuous waste. Obviously, if each garment is permitted to serve
for but a brief term, and if none of last season’s apparel is carried over

Dress as an Expression of the Pecuniary Culture

115

and made further use of during the present season, the wasteful
expenditure on dress is greatly increased. This is good as far as it
goes, but it is negative only. Pretty much all that this consideration
warrants us in saying is that the norm of conspicuous waste exercises
a controlling surveillance in all matters of dress, so that any change
in the fashions must conform to the requirement of wastefulness; it
leaves unanswered the question as to the motive for making and
accepting a change in the prevailing styles, and it also fails to explain
why conformity to a given style at a given time is so imperatively
necessary as we know it to be.
For a creative principle, capable of serving as motive to invention
and innovation in fashions, we shall have to go back to the primitive,
non-economic motive with which apparel originated,—the motive of
adornment. Without going into an extended discussion of how and
why this motive asserts itself under the guidance of the law of expensiveness, it may be stated broadly that each successive innovation in
the fashions is an eﬀort to reach some form of display which shall be
more acceptable to our sense of form and colour or of eﬀectiveness,
than that which it displaces. The changing styles are the expression
of a restless search for something which shall commend itself to our
æsthetic sense; but as each innovation is subject to the selective
action of the norm of conspicuous waste, the range within which
innovation can take place is somewhat restricted. The innovation
must not only be more beautiful, or perhaps oftener less oﬀensive,
than that which it displaces, but it must also come up to the accepted
standard of expensiveness.
It would seem at ﬁrst sight that the result of such an unremitting
struggle to attain the beautiful in dress should be a gradual approach
to artistic perfection. We might naturally expect that the fashions
should show a well-marked trend in the direction of some one or
more types of apparel eminently becoming to the human form; and
we might even feel that we have substantial ground for the hope that
to-day, after all the ingenuity and eﬀort which have been spent on
dress these many years, the fashions should have achieved a relative
perfection and a relative stability, closely approximating to a permanently tenable artistic ideal. But such is not the case. It would be very
hazardous indeed to assert that the styles of to-day are intrinsically
more becoming than those of ten years ago, or than those of twenty,
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or ﬁfty, or one hundred years ago. On the other hand, the assertion
freely goes uncontradicted that styles in vogue two thousand years
ago are more becoming than the most elaborate and painstaking constructions of to-day.
The explanation of the fashions just oﬀered, then, does not fully
explain, and we shall have to look farther. It is well known that certain relatively stable styles and types of costume have been worked
out in various parts of the world; as, for instance, among the
Japanese, Chinese, and other Oriental nations; likewise among the
Greeks, Romans, and other Eastern peoples of antiquity; so also, in
later times, among the, peasants of nearly every country of Europe.
These national or popular costumes are in most cases adjudged by
competent critics to be more becoming, more artistic, than the
ﬂuctuating styles of modern civilised apparel. At the same time they
are also, at least usually, less obviously wasteful; that is to say, other
elements than that of a display of expense are more readily detected
in their structure.
These relatively stable costumes are, commonly, pretty strictly
and narrowly localised, and they vary by slight and systematic gradations from place to place. They have in every case been worked out
by peoples or classes which are poorer than we, and especially they
belong in countries and localities and times where the population, or
at least the class to which the costume in question belongs, is relatively
homogeneous, stable, and immobile. That is to say, stable costumes
which will bear the test of time and perspective are worked out under
circumstances where the norm of conspicuous waste asserts itself less
imperatively than it does in the large modern civilised cities, whose
relatively mobile, wealthy population to-day sets the pace in matters of
fashion. The countries and classes which have in this way worked out
stable and artistic costumes have been so placed that the pecuniary
emulation among them has taken the direction of a competition in
conspicuous leisure rather than in conspicuous consumption of
goods. So that it will hold true in a general way that fashions are least
stable and least becoming in those communities where the principle
of a conspicuous waste of goods asserts itself most imperatively, as
among ourselves. All this points to an antagonism between expensiveness and artistic apparel. In point of practical fact, the norm of
conspicuous waste is incompatible with the requirement that dress
should be beautiful or becoming. And this antagonism oﬀers an
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explanation of that restless change in fashion which neither the
canon of expensiveness nor that of beauty alone can account for.
The standard of reputability requires that dress should show
wasteful expenditure; but all wastefulness is oﬀensive to native taste.
The psychological law has already been pointed out that all men—
and women perhaps even in a higher degree—abhor futility, whether
of eﬀort or of expenditure,—much as Nature was once said to abhor
a vacuum. But the principle of conspicuous waste requires an obviously
futile expenditure; and the resulting conspicuous expensiveness of
dress is therefore intrinsically ugly. Hence we ﬁnd that in all innovations in dress, each added or altered detail strives to avoid condemnation by showing some ostensible purpose, at the same time that the
requirement of conspicuous waste prevents the purposefulness of
these innovations from becoming anything more than a somewhat
transparent pretense. Even in its freest ﬂights, fashion rarely if ever
gets away from a simulation of some ostensible use. The ostensible
usefulness of the fashionable details of dress, however, is always so
transparent a make-believe, and their substantial futility presently
forces itself so baldly upon our attention as to become unbearable,
and then we take refuge in a new style. But the new style must conform to the requirement of reputable wastefulness and futility. Its
futility presently becomes as odious as that of its predecessor; and the
only remedy which the law of waste allows us is to seek relief in some
new construction, equally futile and equally untenable. Hence the
essential ugliness and the unceasing change of fashionable attire.
Having so explained the phenomenon of shifting fashions, the
next thing is to make the explanation tally with everyday facts.
Among these everyday facts is the well-known liking which all men
have for the styles that are in vogue at any given time. A new style
comes into vogue and remains in favour for a season, and, at least so
long as it is a novelty, people very generally ﬁnd the new style attractive. The prevailing fashion is felt to be beautiful. This is due partly
to the relief it aﬀords in being diﬀerent from what went before it,
partly to its being reputable. As indicated in the last chapter, the
canon of reputability to some extent shapes our tastes, so that under
its guidance anything will be accepted as becoming until its novelty
wears oﬀ, or until the warrant of reputability is transferred to a new
and novel structure serving the same general purpose. That the
alleged beauty, or “loveliness,” of the styles in vogue at any given
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time is transient and spurious only is attested by the fact that none of
the many shifting fashions will bear the test of time. When seen in
the perspective of half-a-dozen years or more, the best of our fashions strike us as grotesque, if not unsightly. Our transient attachment
to whatever happens to be the latest rests on other than æsthetic
grounds, and lasts only until our abiding æsthetic sense has had time
to assert itself and reject this latest indigestible contrivance.
The process of developing an æsthetic nausea takes more or less
time; the length of time required in any given case being inversely as
the degree of intrinsic odiousness of the style in question. This time
relation between odiousness and instability in fashions aﬀords
ground for the inference that the more rapidly the styles succeed and
displace one another, the more oﬀensive they are to sound taste. The
presumption, therefore, is that the farther the community, especially
the wealthy classes of the community, develop in wealth and mobility and in the range of their human contact, the more imperatively
will the law of conspicuous waste assert itself in matters of dress, the
more will the sense of beauty tend to fall into abeyance or be overborne by the canon of pecuniary reputability, the more rapidly will
fashions shift and change, and the more grotesque and intolerable
will be the varying styles that successively come into vogue.
There remains at least one point in this theory of dress yet to be
discussed. Most of what has been said applies to men’s attire as well
as to that of women; although in modern times it applies at nearly all
points with greater force to that of women. But at one point the dress
of women diﬀers substantially from that of men. In woman’s dress
there is an obviously greater insistence on such features as testify to
the wearer’s exemption from or incapacity for all vulgarly productive
employment. This characteristic of woman’s apparel is of interest,
not only as completing the theory of dress, but also as conﬁrming
what has already been said of the economic status of women, both in
the past and in the present.
As has been seen in the discussion of woman’s status under the
heads of Vicarious Leisure and Vicarious Consumption, it has in the
course of economic development become the oﬀice of the woman to
consume vicariously for the head of the household; and her apparel
is contrived with this object in view. It has come about that obviously
productive labour is in a peculiar degree derogatory to respectable
women, and therefore special pains should be taken in the construction
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of women’s dress, to impress upon the beholder the fact (often indeed
a ﬁction) that the wearer does not and can not habitually engage in
useful work. Propriety requires respectable women to abstain more
consistently from useful eﬀort and to make more of a show of leisure
than the men of the same social classes. It grates painfully on our
nerves to contemplate the necessity of any well-bred woman’s
earning a livelihood by useful work. It is not “woman’s sphere.” Her
sphere is within the household, which she should “beautify,” and of
which she should be the “chief ornament.” The male head of the
household is not currently spoken of as its ornament. This feature
taken in conjunction with the other fact that propriety requires more
unremitting attention to expensive display in the dress and other
paraphernalia of women, goes to enforce the view already implied in
what has gone before. By virtue of its descent from a patriarchal past,
our social system makes it the woman’s function in an especial degree
to put in evidence her household’s ability to pay. According to the
modern civilised scheme of life, the good name of the household to
which she belongs should be the special care of the woman; and
the system of honoriﬁc expenditure and conspicuous leisure by
which this good name is chieﬂy sustained is therefore the woman’s
sphere. In the ideal scheme, as it tends to realise itself in the life of
the higher pecuniary classes, this attention to conspicuous waste of
substance and eﬀort should normally be the sole economic function
of the woman.
At the stage of economic development at which the women were
still in the full sense the property of the men, the performance of
conspicuous leisure and consumption came to be part of the services
required of them. The women being not their own masters, obvious
expenditure and leisure on their part would redound to the credit
of their master rather than to their own credit; and therefore the
more expensive and the more obviously unproductive the women
of the household are, the more creditable and more eﬀective for
the purpose of reputability of the household or its head will their
life be. So much so that the women have been required not only to
aﬀord evidence of a life of leisure, but even to disable themselves for
useful activity.
It is at this point that the dress of men falls short of that of women,
and for suﬀicient reason. Conspicuous waste and conspicuous leisure are
reputable because they are evidence of pecuniary strength; pecuniary
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strength is reputable or honoriﬁc because, in the last analysis, it argues
success and superior force; therefore the evidence of waste and leisure
put forth by any individual in his own behalf cannot consistently take
such a form or be carried to such a pitch as to argue incapacity or
marked discomfort on his part; as the exhibition would in that case
show not superior force, but inferiority, and so defeat its own purpose.
So, then, wherever wasteful expenditure and the show of abstention
from eﬀort is normally, or on an average, carried to the extent of
showing obvious discomfort or voluntarily induced physical disability.
there the immediate inference is that the individual in question does
not perform this wasteful expenditure and undergo this disability for
her own personal gain in pecuniary repute, but in behalf of some
one else to whom she stands in a relation of economic dependence; a
relation which in the last analysis must, in economic theory, reduce
itself to a relation of servitude.
To apply this generalisation to women’s dress, and put the matter
in concrete terms: the high heel, the skirt, the impracticable bonnet,
the corset, and the general disregard of the wearer’s comfort which is
an obvious feature of all civilised women’s apparel, are so many items
of evidence to the eﬀect that in the modern civilised scheme of life
the woman is still, in theory, the economic dependent of the man,
—that, perhaps in a highly idealised sense, she still is the man’s chattel. The homely reason for all this conspicuous leisure and attire on
the part of women lies in the fact that they are servants to whom, in
the diﬀerentiation of economic functions, has been delegated the
oﬀice of putting in evidence their master’s ability to pay.
There is a marked similarity in these respects between the apparel
of women and that of domestic servants, especially liveried servants.
In both there is a very elaborate show of unnecessary expensiveness,
and in both cases there is also a notable disregard of the physical
comfort of the wearer. But the attire of the lady goes farther in its
elaborate insistence on the idleness, if not on the physical inﬁrmity
of the wearer, than does that of the domestic. And this is as it should
be; for in theory, according to the ideal scheme of the pecuniary
culture, the lady of the house is the chief menial of the household.
Besides servants, currently recognised as such, there is at least one
other class of persons whose garb assimilates them to the class of servants and shows many of the features that go to make up the womanliness of woman’s dress. This is the priestly class. Priestly vestments
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show, in accentuated form, all the features that have been shown to
be evidence of a servile status and a vicarious life. Even more strikingly than the everyday habit of the priest, the vestments, properly
so called, are ornate, grotesque, inconvenient, and, at least ostensibly, comfortless to the point of distress. The priest is at the same
time expected to refrain from useful eﬀort and, when before the
public eye, to present an impassively disconsolate countenance, very
much after the manner of a well-trained domestic servant. The
shaven face of the priest is a further item to the same eﬀect. This
assimilation of the priestly class to the class of body servants, in
demeanour and apparel, is due to the similarity of the two classes as
regards economic function. In economic theory, the priest is a body
servant, constructively in attendance upon the person of the divinity
whose livery he wears. His livery is of a very expensive character, as
it should be in order to set forth in a beseeming manner the dignity
of his exalted master; but it is contrived to show that the wearing of
it contributes little or nothing to the physical comfort of the wearer,
for it is an item of vicarious consumption, and the repute which
accrues from its consumption is to be imputed to the absent master,
not to the servant.
The line of demarcation between the dress of women, priests, and
servants, on the one hand, and of men, on the other hand, is not
always consistently observed in practice, but it will scarcely be disputed that it is always present in a more or less deﬁnite way in the
popular habits of thought. There are of course also free men, and not
a few of them, who, in their blind zeal for faultlessly reputable attire,
transgress the theoretical line between man’s and woman’s dress, to
the extent of arraying themselves in apparel that is obviously
designed to vex the mortal frame; but everyone recognises without
hesitation that such apparel for men is a departure from the normal.
We are in the habit of saying that such dress is “eﬀeminate”; and one
sometimes hears the remark that such or such an exquisitely attired
gentleman is as well dressed as a footman.
Certain apparent discrepancies under this theory of dress merit a
more detailed examination, especially as they mark a more or less evident trend in the later and maturer development of dress. The vogue
of the corset oﬀers an apparent exception from the rule of which it
has here been cited as an illustration. A closer examination, however,
will show that this apparent exception is really a veriﬁcation of the
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rule that the vogue of any given element or feature in dress rests on
its utility as an evidence of pecuniary standing. It is well known that
in the industrially more advanced communities the corset is
employed only within certain fairly well deﬁned social strata. The
women of the poorer classes, especially of the rural population, do
not habitually use it, except as a holiday luxury. Among these classes
the women have to work hard, and it avails them little in the way of
a pretense of leisure to so crucify the ﬂesh in everyday life. The
holiday use of the contrivance is due to imitation of a higher-class
canon of decency. Upwards from this low level of indigence and
manual labour, the corset was until within a generation or two nearly
indispensable to a socially blameless standing for all women, including
the wealthiest and most reputable. This rule held so long as there
still was no large class of people wealthy enough to be above the
imputation of any necessity for manual labour and at the same time
large enough to form a self-suﬀicient, isolated social body whose
mass would aﬀord a foundation for special rules of conduct within
the class, enforced by the current opinion of the class alone. But now
there has grown up a large enough leisure class possessed of such
wealth that any aspersion on the score of enforced manual employment
would be idle and harmless calumny; and the corset has therefore in
large measure fallen into disuse within this class.
The exceptions under this rule of exemption from the corset are
more apparent than real. They are the wealthy classes of countries
with a lower industrial structure—nearer the archaic, quasi-industrial
type—together with the later accessions of the wealthy classes in the
more advanced industrial communities. The latter have not yet had
time to divest themselves of the plebeian canons of taste and of reputability carried over from their former, lower pecuniary grade. Such
survival of the corset is not infrequent among the higher social
classes of those American cities, for instance, which have recently
and rapidly risen into opulence. If the word be used as a technical
term, without any odious implication, it may be said that the corset
persists in great measure through the period of snobbery—the interval of uncertainty and of transition from a lower to the upper levels
of pecuniary culture. That is to say, in all countries which have
inherited the corset it continues in use wherever and so long as it
serves its purpose as an evidence of honoriﬁc leisure by arguing
physical disability in the wearer. The same rule of course applies to
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other mutilations and contrivances for decreasing the visible eﬀiciency
of the individual.
Something similar should hold true with respect to divers items of
conspicuous consumption, and indeed something of the kind does
seem to hold to a slight degree of sundry features of dress, especially
if such features involve a marked discomfort or appearance of discomfort to the wearer. During the past one hundred years there is a
tendency perceptible, in the development of men’s dress especially,
to discontinue methods of expenditure and the use of symbols of
leisure which must have been irksome, which may have served a
good purpose in their time, but the continuation of which among the
upper classes to-day would be a work of supererogation; as, for
instance, the use of powdered wigs and of gold lace, and the practise
of constantly shaving the face. There has of late years been some
slight recrudescence of the shaven face in polite society, but this is
probably a transient and unadvised mimicry of the fashion imposed
upon body servants, and it may fairly be expected to go the way of
the powdered wig of our grandfathers.
These indices, and others which resemble them in point of the
boldness with which they point out to all observers the habitual
uselessness of those persons who employ them, have been replaced
by other, more delicate methods of expressing the same fact; methods
which are no less evident to the trained eyes of that smaller, select
circle whose good opinion is chieﬂy sought. The earlier and cruder
method of advertisement held its ground so long as the public to
which the exhibitor had to appeal comprised large portions of the
community who were not trained to detect delicate variations in
the evidences of wealth and leisure. The method of advertisement
undergoes a reﬁnement when a suﬀiciently large wealthy class has
developed, who have the leisure for acquiring skill in interpreting the
subtler signs of expenditure. “Loud” dress becomes oﬀensive to
people of taste, as evincing an undue desire to reach and impress the
untrained sensibilities of the vulgar. To the individual of high breeding
it is only the more honoriﬁc esteem accorded by the cultivated sense
of the members of his own high class that is of material consequence.
Since the wealthy leisure class has grown so large, or the contact
of the leisure-class individual with members of his own class has
grown so wide, as to constitute a human environment suﬀicient for
the honoriﬁc purpose, there arises a tendency to exclude the baser
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elements of the population from the scheme even as spectators whose
applause or mortiﬁcation should be sought. The result of all this is
a reﬁnement of methods, a resort to subtler contrivances, and a
spiritualisation of the scheme of symbolism in dress. And as this
upper leisure class sets the pace in all matters of decency, the result
for the rest of society also is a gradual amelioration of the scheme of
dress. As the community advances in wealth and culture, the ability
to pay is put in evidence by means which require a progressively
nicer discrimination in the beholder. This nicer discrimination
between advertising media is in fact a very large element of the
higher pecuniary culture.

CHAPTER VIII
industrial exemption and conservatism
The life of man in society, just like the life of other species, is a
struggle for existence, and therefore it is a process of selective adaptation. The evolution of social structure has been a process of natural selection of institutions. The progress which has been and is
being made in human institutions and in human character may be set
down, broadly, to a natural selection of the ﬁttest habits of thought
and to a process of enforced adaptation of individuals to an environment
which has progressively changed with the growth of the community
and with the changing institutions under which men have lived.
Institutions are not only themselves the result of a selective and
adaptive process which shapes the prevailing or dominant types of
spiritual attitude and aptitudes; they are at the same time special
methods of life and of human relations, and are therefore in their
turn eﬃcient factors of selection. So that the changing institutions in
their turn make for a further selection of individuals endowed with
the ﬁttest temperament, and a further adaptation of individual
temperament and habits to the changing environment through the
formation of new institutions.
The forces which have shaped the development of human life and
of social structure are no doubt ultimately reducible to terms of
living tissue and material environment; but proximately for the
purpose in hand, these forces may best be stated in terms of an environment, partly human, partly non-human, and a human subject
with a more or less deﬁnite physical and intellectual constitution.
Taken in the aggregate or average, this human subject is more or
less variable; chieﬂy, no doubt, under a rule of selective conservation
of favourable variations. The selection of favourable variations is
perhaps in great measure a selective conservation of ethnic types. In
the life history of any community whose population is made up of a
mixture of divers ethnic elements, one or another of several persistent
and relatively stable types of body and of temperament rises into dominance at any given point. The situation, including the institutions in
force at any given time, will favour the survival and dominance of
one type of character in preference to another; and the type of man
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so selected to continue and to further elaborate the institutions handed
down from the past will in some considerable measure shape these
institutions in his own likeness. But apart from selection as between
relatively stable types of character and habits of mind, there is no
doubt simultaneously going on a process of selective adaptation of
habits of thought within the general range of aptitudes which is
characteristic of the dominant ethnic type or types. There may be a
variation in the fundamental character of any population by selection
between relatively stable types; but there is also a variation due to
adaptation in detail within the range of the type, and to selection
between speciﬁc habitual views regarding any given social relation or
group of relations.
For the present purpose, however, the question as to the nature of
the adaptive process—whether it is chieﬂy a selection between stable
types of temperament and character, or chieﬂy an adaptation of
men’s habits of thought to changing circumstances—is of less
importance than the fact that, by one method or another, institutions
change and develop. Institutions must change with changing circumstances, since they are of the nature of an habitual method of responding to the stimuli which these changing circumstances aﬀord. The
development of these institutions is the development of society. The
institutions are, in substance, prevalent habits of thought with respect
to particular relations and particular functions of the individual and
of the community; and the scheme of life, which is made up of the
aggregate of institutions in force at a given time or at a given point in
the development of any society, may, on the psychological side, be
broadly characterised as a prevalent spiritual attitude or a prevalent
theory of life. As regards its generic features, this spiritual attitude or
theory of life is in the last analysis reducible to terms of a prevalent
type of character.
The situation of to-day shapes the institutions of tomorrow through
a selective, coercive process, by acting upon men’s habitual view of
things, and so altering or fortifying a point of view or a mental
attitude handed down from the past. The institutions—that is to say
the habits of thought—under the guidance of which men live are in
this way received from an earlier time, more or less remotely earlier,
but in any event they have been elaborated in and received from the
past. Institutions are products of the past process, are adapted to past
circumstances, and are therefore never in full accord with the
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requirements of the present. In the nature of the case, this process
of selective adaptation can never catch up with the progressively
changing situation in which the community ﬁnds itself at any given
time; for the environment, the situation, the exigencies of life which
enforce the adaptation and exercise the selection, change from day to
day; and each successive situation of the community in its turn tends
to obsolescence as soon as it has been established. When a step in the
development has been taken, this step itself constitutes a change of
situation which requires a new adaptation; it becomes the point of
departure for a new step in the adjustment, and so on interminably.
It is to be noted then, although it may be a tedious truism, that
the institutions of to-day—the present accepted scheme of life—
do not entirely ﬁt the situation of to-day. At the same time, men’s
present habits of thought tend to persist indeﬁnitely, except as circumstances enforce a change. These institutions which have thus
been handed down, these habits of thought, points of view, mental
attitudes and aptitudes, or what not, are therefore themselves a conservative factor. This is the factor of social inertia, psychological
inertia, conservatism.
Social structure changes, develops, adapts itself to an altered
situation, only through a change in the habits of thought of the several
classes of the community, or in the last analysis, through a change
in the habits of thought of the individuals which make up the community. The evolution of society is substantially a process of mental
adaptation on the part of individuals under the stress of circumstances which will no longer tolerate habits of thought formed
under and conforming to a diﬀerent set of circumstances in the past.
For the immediate purpose it need not be a question of serious
importance whether this adaptive process is a process of selection
and survival of persistent ethnic types or a process of individual
adaptation and an inheritance of acquired traits.
Social advance, especially as seen from the point of view of economic
theory, consists in a continued progressive approach to an approximately exact “adjustment of inner relations to outer relations”; but
this adjustment is never deﬁnitively established, since the “outer
relations” are subject to constant change as a consequence of the
progressive change going on in the “inner relations.” But the degree
of approximation may be greater or less, depending on the facility
with which an adjustment is made. A readjustment of men’s habits
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of thought to conform with the exigencies of an altered situation is in
any case made only tardily and reluctantly, and only under the coercion exercised by a situation which has made the accredited views
untenable. The readjustment of institutions and habitual views to an
altered environment is made in response to pressure from without; it
is of the nature of a response to stimulus. Freedom and facility of
readjustment, that is to say capacity for growth in social structure,
therefore depends in great measure on the degree of freedom with
which the situation at any given time acts on the individual members
of the community—the degree of exposure of the individual members to the constraining forces of the environment. If any portion or
class of society is sheltered from the action of the environment in any
essential respect, that portion of the community, or that class, will
adapt its views and its scheme of life more tardily to the altered
general situation; it will in so far tend to retard the process of
social transformation. The wealthy leisure class is in such a sheltered
position with respect to the economic forces that make for change
and readjustment. And it may be said that the forces which make for
a readjustment of institutions, especially in the case of a modern
industrial community, are, in the last analysis, almost entirely of an
economic nature.
Any community may be viewed as an industrial or economic
mechanism, the structure of which is made up of what is called its
economic institutions. These institutions are habitual methods of
carrying on the life process of the community in contact with the
material environment in which it lives. When given methods of
unfolding human activity in this given environment have been
elaborated in this way, the life of the community will express itself
with some facility in these habitual directions. The community will
make use of the forces of the environment for the purposes of its life
according to methods learned in the past and embodied in these
institutions. But as population increases, and as men’s knowledge
and skill in directing the forces of nature widen, the habitual
methods of relation between the members of the group, and the
habitual method of carrying on the life process of the group as a
whole, no longer give the same result as before; nor are the resulting
conditions of life distributed and apportioned in the same manner or
with the same eﬀect among the various members as before. If the
scheme according to which the life process of the group was carried
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on under the earlier conditions gave approximately the highest
attainable result—under the circumstances—in the way of eﬃciency
or facility of the life process of the group; then the same scheme of
life unaltered will not yield the highest result attainable in this
respect under the altered conditions. Under the altered conditions of
population, skill, and knowledge, the facility of life as carried on
according to the traditional scheme may not be lower than under the
earlier conditions; but the chances are always that it is less than
might be if the scheme were altered to suit the altered conditions.
The group is made up of individuals, and the group’s life is the life
of individuals carried on in at least ostensible severalty. The group’s
accepted scheme of life is the consensus of views held by the body of
these individuals as to what is right, good, expedient, and beautiful
in the way of human life. In the redistribution of the conditions of
life that comes of the altered method of dealing with the environment, the outcome is not an equable change in the facility of life
throughout the group. The altered conditions may increase the facility of life for the group as a whole, but the redistribution will usually
result in a decrease of facility or fulness of life for some members
of the group. An advance in technical methods, in population, or in
industrial organisation will require at least some of the members of
the community to change their habits of life, if they are to enter with
facility and eﬀect into the altered industrial methods; and in doing so
they will be unable to live up to the received notions as to what are
the right and beautiful habits of life.
Any one who is required to change his habits of life and his habitual relations to his fellow-men will feel the discrepancy between the
method of life required of him by the newly arisen exigencies,
and the traditional scheme of life to which he is accustomed. It is
the individuals placed in this position who have the liveliest incentive to reconstruct the received scheme of life and are most readily
persuaded to accept new standards; and it is through the need of
the means of livelihood that men are placed in such a position. The
pressure exerted by the environment upon the group, and making for
a readjustment of the group’s scheme of life, impinges upon the
members of the group in the form of pecuniary exigencies; and it is
owing to this fact—that external forces are in great part translated
into the form of pecuniary or economic exigencies—it is owing to this
fact that we can say that the forces which count toward a readjustment
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of institutions in any modern industrial community are chieﬂy economic forces; or more speciﬁcally, these forces take the form of pecuniary pressure. Such a readjustment as is here contemplated is
substantially a change in men’s views as to what is good and right,
and the means through which a change is wrought in men’s apprehension of what is good and right is in large part the pressure of
pecuniary exigencies.
Any change in men’s views as to what is good and right in human
life make its way but tardily at the best. Especially is this true of any
change in the direction of what is called progress; that is to say, in the
direction of divergence from the archaic position—from the position
which may be accounted the point of departure at any step in the
social evolution of the community. Retrogression, reapproach to a
standpoint to which the race has been long habituated in the past, is
easier. This is especially true in case the development away from this
past standpoint has not been due chieﬂy to a substitution of an ethnic
type whose temperament is alien to the earlier standpoint.
The cultural stage which lies immediately back of the present in
the life history of Western civilisation is what has here been called
the quasi-peaceable stage. At this quasi-peaceable stage the law of
status is the dominant feature in the scheme of life. There is no need
of pointing out how prone the men of to-day are to revert to the spiritual attitude of mastery and of personal subservience which characterises that stage. It may rather be said to be held in an uncertain
abeyance by the economic exigencies of to-day, than to have been
deﬁnitely supplanted by a habit of mind that is in full accord with
these later-developed exigencies. The predatory and quasi-peaceable
stages of economic evolution seem to have been of long duration in
life history of all the chief ethnic elements which go to make up the
populations of the Western culture. The temperament and the
propensities proper to those cultural stages have, therefore, attained
such a persistence as to make a speedy reversion to the broad features
of the corresponding psychological constitution inevitable in the case
of any class or community which is removed from the action of those
forces that make for a maintenance of the later-developed habits of
thought.
It is a matter of common notoriety that when individuals, or even
considerable groups of men, are segregated from a higher industrial
culture and exposed to a lower cultural environment, or to an economic
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situation of a more primitive character, they quickly show evidence
of reversion toward the spiritual features which characterise the
predatory type; and it seems probable that the dolicho-blond type of
European man is possessed of a greater facility for such reversion to
barbarism than the other ethnic elements with which that type is
associated in the Western culture. Examples of such a reversion on a
small scale abound in the later history of migration and colonisation.
Except for the fear of oﬀending that chauvinistic patriotism which is
so characteristic a feature of the predatory culture, and the presence
of which is frequently the most striking mark of reversion in modern
communities, the case of the American colonies might be cited as an
example of such a reversion on an unusually large scale, though it
was not a reversion of very large scope.
The leisure class is in great measure sheltered from the stress of
those economic exigencies which prevail in any modern, highly
organised industrial community. The exigencies of the struggle for
the means of life are less exacting for this class than for any other;
and as a consequence of this privileged position we should expect to
ﬁnd it one of the least responsive of the classes of society to the
demands which the situation makes for a further growth of institutions and a readjustment to an altered industrial situation. The
leisure class is the conservative class. The exigencies of the general
economic situation of the community do not freely or directly impinge
upon the members of this class. They are not required under penalty
of forfeiture to change their habits of life and their theoretical views
of the external world to suit the demands of an altered industrial
technique, since they are not in the full sense an organic part of the
industrial community. Therefore these exigencies do not readily
produce, in the members of this class, that degree of uneasiness with
the existing order which alone can lead any body of men to give up
views and methods of life that have become habitual to them. The
oﬃce of the leisure class in social evolution is to retard the movement
and to conserve what is obsolescent. This proposition is by no means
novel; it has long been one of the commonplaces of popular opinion.
The prevalent conviction that the wealthy class is by nature
conservative has been popularly accepted without much aid from
any theoretical view as to the place and relation of that class in the
cultural development. When an explanation of this class conservatism
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is oﬀered, it is commonly the invidious one that the wealthy class
opposes innovation because it has a vested interest, of an unworthy
sort, in maintaining the present conditions. The explanation here put
forward imputes no unworthy motive. The opposition of the class
to changes in the cultural scheme is instinctive and does not rest
primarily on an interested calculation of material advantages; it is an
instinctive revulsion at any departure from the accepted way of doing
and of looking at things—a revulsion common to all men and only to
be overcome by stress of circumstances. All change in habits of life
and of thought is irksome. The diﬀerence in this respect between
the wealthy and the common run of mankind lies not so much in the
motive which prompts to conservatism as in the degree of exposure
to the economic forces that urge a change. The members of the
wealthy class do not yield to the demand for innovation as readily as
other men because they are not constrained to do so.
This conservatism of the wealthy class is so obvious a feature that
it has even come to be recognised as a mark of respectability. Since
conservatism is a characteristic of the wealthier and therefore more
reputable portion of the community, it has acquired a certain
honoriﬁc or decorative value. It has become prescriptive to such an
extent that an adherence to conservative views is comprised as a
matter of course in our notions of respectability; and it is imperatively
incumbent on all who would lead a blameless life in point of social
repute. Conservatism, being an upper-class characteristic, is decorous;
and conversely, innovation, being a lower-class phenomenon, is vulgar.
The ﬁrst and most unreﬂected element in that instinctive revulsion
and reprobation with which we turn from all social innovators is this
sense of the essential vulgarity of the thing. So that even in cases
where one recognises the substantial merits of the case for which the
innovator is spokesman—as may easily happen if the evils which he
seeks to remedy are suﬃciently remote in point of time or space or
personal contacts—still one cannot but be sensible of the fact that
the innovator is a person with whom it is at least distasteful to be
associated, and from whose social contact one must shrink.
Innovation is bad form.
The fact that the usages, actions, and views of the well-to-do
leisure class acquire the character of a prescriptive canon of conduct
for the rest of society, gives added weight and reach to the conservative inﬂuence of that class. It makes it incumbent upon all reputable
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people to follow their lead. So that, by virtue of its high position as
the avatar of good form, the wealthier class comes to exert a retarding
inﬂuence upon social development far in excess of that which the
simple numerical strength of the class would assign it. Its prescriptive example acts to greatly stiﬀen the resistance of all other classes
against any innovation, and to ﬁx men’s aﬀections upon the good
institutions handed down from an earlier generation.
There is a second way in which the inﬂuence of the leisure class
acts in the same direction, so far as concerns hindrance to the adoption of a conventional scheme of life more in accord with the exigencies of the time. This second method of upper-class guidance is not
in strict consistency to be brought under the same category as the
instinctive conservatism and aversion to new modes of thought just
spoken of; but it may as well be dealt with here, since it has at least
this much in common with the conservative habit of mind that it acts
to retard innovation and the growth of social structure. The code of
proprieties, conventionalities, and usages in vogue at any given time
and among any given people has more or less of the character of an
organic whole; so that any appreciable change in one point of the
scheme involves something of a change or readjustment at other points
also, if not a reorganisation all along the line. When a change is made
which immediately touches only a minor point in the scheme, the
consequent derangement of the structure of conventionalities may be
inconspicuous; but even in such a case it is safe to say that some
derangement of the general scheme, more or less far-reaching, will
follow. On the other hand, when an attempted reform involves the
suppression or thorough-going remodelling of an institution of ﬁrstrate importance in the conventional scheme, it is immediately felt
that a serious derangement of the entire scheme would result; it is
felt that a readjustment of the structure to the new form taken on by
one of its chief elements would be a painful and tedious, if not a
doubtful process.
In order to realise the diﬃculty which such a radical change in any
one feature of the conventional scheme of life would involve, it is
only necessary to suggest the suppression of the monogamic family,
or of the agnatic system of consanguinity, or of private property, or of
the theistic faith, in any country of the Western civilisation; or suppose
the suppression of ancestor worship in China, or of the caste system
in India, or of slavery in Africa, or the establishment of equality of
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the sexes in Mohammedan countries. It needs no argument to show
that the derangement of the general structure of conventionalities in
any of these cases would be very considerable. In order to eﬀect such
an innovation a very far-reaching alteration of men’s habits of
thought would be involved also at other points of the scheme than
the one immediately in question. The aversion to any such innovation amounts to a shrinking from an essentially alien scheme of life.
The revulsion felt by good people at any proposed departure from
the accepted methods of life is a familiar fact of everyday experience.
It is not unusual to hear those persons who dispense salutary advice
and admonition to the community express themselves forcibly upon
the far-reaching pernicious eﬀects which the community would
suﬀer from such relatively slight changes as the disestablishment of
the Anglican Church, an increased facility of divorce, adoption of
female suﬀrage, prohibition of the manufacture and sale of intoxicating beverages, abolition or restriction of inheritance, etc. Any one of
these innovations would, we are told, “shake the social structure to
its base,” “reduce society to chaos,” “subvert the foundations of
morality,” “make life intolerable,” “confound the order of nature,”
etc. These various locutions are, no doubt, of the nature of hyperbole; but, at the same time, like all overstatement, they are evidence
of a lively sense of the gravity of the consequences which they are
intended to describe. The eﬀect of these and like innovations in
deranging the accepted scheme of life is felt to be of much graver
consequence than the simple alteration of an isolated item in a series
of contrivances for the convenience of men in society. What is true
in so obvious a degree of innovations of ﬁrst-rate importance is true
in a less degree of changes of a smaller immediate importance. The
aversion to change is in large part an aversion to the bother of making
the readjustment which any given change will necessitate; and this
solidarity of the system of institutions of any given culture or of
any given people strengthens the instinctive resistance oﬀered to any
change in men’s habits of thought, even in matters which, taken
by themselves, are of minor importance.
A consequence of this increased reluctance, due to the solidarity of
human institutions, is that any innovation calls for a greater expenditure of nervous energy in making the necessary readjustment than
would otherwise be the case. It is not only that a change in established
habits of thought is distasteful. The process of readjustment of the
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accepted theory of life involves a degree of mental eﬀort—a more or
less protracted and laborious eﬀort to ﬁnd and to keep one’s bearings
under the altered circumstances. This process requires a certain
expenditure of energy, and so presumes, for its successful accomplishment, some surplus of energy beyond that absorbed in the daily
struggle for subsistence. Consequently it follows that progress is
hindered by underfeeding and excessive physical hardship, no less
eﬀectually than by such a luxurious life as will shut out discontent
by cutting oﬀ the occasion for it. The abjectly poor, and all those
persons whose energies are entirely absorbed by the struggle for daily
sustenance, are conservative because they cannot aﬀord the eﬀort
of taking thought for the day after to-morrow; just as the highly
prosperous are conservative because they have small occasion to be
discontented with the situation as it stands to-day.
From this proposition it follows that the institution of a leisure
class acts to make the lower classes conservative by withdrawing
from them as much as it may of the means of sustenance, and so
reducing their consumption, and consequently their available energy,
to such a point as to make them incapable of the eﬀort required for
the learning and adoption of new habits of thought. The accumulation
of wealth at the upper end of the pecuniary scale implies privation at
the lower end of the scale. It is a commonplace that, wherever it
occurs, a considerable degree of privation among the body of the
people is a serious obstacle to any innovation.
This direct inhibitory eﬀect of the unequal distribution of wealth
is seconded by an indirect eﬀect tending to the same result. As has
already been seen, the imperative example set by the upper class in
ﬁxing the canons of reputability fosters the practice of conspicuous
consumption. The prevalence of conspicuous consumption as one of
the main elements in the standard of decency among all classes is of
course not traceable wholly to the example of the wealthy leisure
class, but the practice and the insistence on it are no doubt strengthened by the example of the leisure class. The requirements of decency
in this matter are very considerable and very imperative; so that even
among classes whose pecuniary position is suﬃciently strong to
admit a consumption of goods considerably in excess of the subsistence minimum, the disposable surplus left over after the more
imperative physical needs are satisﬁed is not infrequently diverted to
the purpose of a conspicuous decency, rather than to added physical
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comfort and fulness of life. Moreover, such surplus energy as is
available is also likely to be expended in the acquisition of goods for
conspicuous consumption or conspicuous boarding. The result is
that the requirements of pecuniary reputability tend (1) to leave but
a scanty subsistence minimum available for other than conspicuous
consumption, and (2) to absorb any surplus energy which may be
available after the bare physical necessities of life have been provided
for. The outcome of the whole is a strengthening of the general conservative attitude of the community. The institution of a leisure class
hinders cultural development immediately (1) by the inertia proper
to the class itself, (2) through its prescriptive example of conspicuous
waste and of conservatism, and (3) indirectly through that system of
unequal distribution of wealth and sustenance on which the institution itself rests.
To this is to be added that the leisure class has also a material
interest in leaving things as they are. Under the circumstances prevailing at any given time this class is in a privileged position, and any
departure from the existing order may be expected to work to the
detriment of the class rather than the reverse. The attitude of the
class, simply as inﬂuenced by its class interest, should therefore be
to let well-enough alone. This interested motive comes in to supplement the strong instinctive bias of the class, and so to render it even
more consistently conservative than it otherwise would be.
All this, of course, bas nothing to say in the way of eulogy or deprecation of the oﬃce of the leisure class as an exponent and vehicle
of conservatism or reversion in social structure. The inhibition
which it exercises may be salutary or the reverse. Whether it is the one
or the other in any given case is a question of casuistry rather than
of general theory. There may be truth in the view (as a question of
policy) so often expressed by the spokesmen of the conservative element, that without some such substantial and consistent resistance to
innovation as is oﬀered by the conservative well-to-do classes, social
innovation and experiment would hurry the community into untenable and intolerable situations; the only possible result of which
would be discontent and disastrous reaction. All this, however, is
beside the present argument.
But apart from all deprecation, and aside from all question as to
the indispensability of some such check on headlong innovation, the
leisure class, in the nature of things, consistently acts to retard that
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adjustment to the environment which is called social advance or
development. The characteristic attitude of the class may be summed
up in the maxim: “Whatever is, is right” whereas the law of natural
selection, as applied to human institutions, gives the axiom: “Whatever
is, is wrong.” Not that the institutions of to-day are wholly wrong for
the purposes of the life of to-day, but they are, always and in the
nature of things, wrong to some extent. They are the result of a more
or less inadequate adjustment of the methods of living to a situation
which prevailed at some point in the past development; and they are
therefore wrong by something more than the interval which separates the present situation from that of the past. “Right” and “wrong”
are of course here used without conveying any reﬂection as to what
ought or ought not to be. They are applied simply from the (morally
colourless) evolutionary standpoint, and are intended to designate
compatibility or incompatibility with the eﬀective evolutionary process.
The institution of a leisure class, by force or class interest and instinct,
and by precept and prescriptive example, makes for the perpetuation
of the existing maladjustment of institutions, and even favours a
reversion to a somewhat more archaic scheme of life; a scheme which
would be still farther out of adjustment with the exigencies of life
under the existing situation even than the accredited, obsolescent
scheme that has come down from the immediate past.
But after all has been said on the head of conservation of the good
old ways, it remains true that institutions change and develop. There
is a cumulative growth of customs and habits of thought; a selective
adaptation of conventions and methods of life. Something is to be
said of the oﬃce of the leisure class in guiding this growth as well as
in retarding it; but little can be said here of its relation to institutional
growth except as it touches the institutions that are primarily and
immediately of an economic character. These institutions—the economic structure—may be roughly distinguished into two classes or
categories, according as they serve one or the other of two divergent
purposes of economic life.
To adapt the classical terminology, they are institutions of acquisition or of production; or to revert to terms already employed in a
diﬀerent connection in earlier chapters, they are pecuniary or industrial institutions; or in still other terms, they are institutions serving
either the invidious or the non-invidious economic interest. The
former category have to do with “business,” the latter with industry,
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taking the latter word in the mechanical sense. The latter class are
not often recognised as institutions, in great part because they do not
immediately concern the ruling class, and are, therefore, seldom the
subject of legislation or of deliberate convention. When they do
receive attention they are commonly approached from the pecuniary
or business side; that being the side or phase of economic life that
chieﬂy occupies men’s deliberations in our time, especially the deliberations of the upper classes. These classes have little else than a
business interest in things economic, and on them at the same time
it is chieﬂy incumbent to deliberate upon the community’s aﬀairs.
The relation of the leisure (that is, propertied non-industrial) class
to the economic process is a pecuniary relation—a relation of acquisition, not of production; of exploitation, not of serviceability.
Indirectly their economic oﬃce may, of course, be of the utmost importance to the economic life process; and it is by no means here
intended to depreciate the economic function of the propertied class
or of the captains of industry. The purpose is simply to point out
what is the nature of the relation of these classes to the industrial
process and to economic institutions. Their oﬃce is of a parasitic
character, and their interest is to divert what substance they may to
their own use, and to retain whatever is under their hand. The conventions of the business world have grown up under the selective
surveillance of this principle of predation or parasitism. They are
conventions of ownership; derivatives, more or less remote, of the
ancient predatory culture. But these pecuniary institutions do not
entirely ﬁt the situation of to-day, for they have grown up under a past
situation diﬀering somewhat from the present. Even for eﬀectiveness
in the pecuniary way, therefore, they are not as apt as might be. The
changed industrial life requires changed methods of acquisition; and
the pecuniary classes have some interest in so adapting the pecuniary
institutions as to give them the best eﬀect for acquisition of private
gain that is compatible with the continuance of the industrial process
out of which this gain arises. Hence there is a more or less consistent
trend in the leisure-class guidance of institutional growth, answering
to the pecuniary ends which shape leisure-class economic life.
The eﬀect of the pecuniary interest and the pecuniary habit of
mind upon the growth of institutions is seen in those enactments
and conventions that make for security of property, enforcement of
contracts, facility of pecuniary transactions, vested interests. Of such
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bearing are changes aﬀecting bankruptcy and receiverships, limited
liability, banking and currency, coalitions of labourers or employers,
trusts and pools. The community’s institutional furniture of this
kind is of immediate consequence only to the propertied classes, and
in proportion as they are propertied; that is to say, in proportion
as they are to be ranked with the leisure class. But indirectly these
conventions of business life are of the gravest consequence for the
industrial process and for the life of the community. And in guiding
the institutional growth in this respect, the pecuniary classes, therefore, serve a purpose of the most serious importance to the community,
not only in the conservation of the accepted social scheme, but also
in shaping the industrial process proper.
The immediate end of this pecuniary institutional structure and of
its amelioration is the greater facility of peaceable and orderly
exploitation; but its remoter eﬀects far outrun this immediate object.
Not only does the more facile conduct of business permit industry
and extra-industrial life to go on with less perturbation; but the
resulting elimination of disturbances and complications calling for an
exercise of astute discrimination in everyday aﬀairs acts to make the
pecuniary class itself superﬂuous. As fast as pecuniary transactions
are reduced to routine, the captain of industry can be dispensed with.
This consummation, it is needless to say, lies yet in the indeﬁnite
future. The ameliorations wrought in favour of the pecuniary interest in modern institutions tend, in another ﬁeld, to substitute the
“soulless” joint-stock corporation for the captain, and so they make
also for the dispensability, of the great leisure-class function of ownership. Indirectly, therefore, the bent given to the growth of economic institutions by the leisure-class inﬂuence is of very
considerable industrial consequence.

CHAPTER IX
the conservation of archaic traits
The institution of a leisure class has an eﬀect not only upon social
structure but also upon the individual character of the members of
society. So soon as a given proclivity or a given point of view has won
acceptance as an authoritative standard or norm of life it will react
upon the character of the members of the society which has accepted
it as a norm. It will to some extent shape their habits of thought and
will exercise a selective surveillance over the development of men’s
aptitudes and inclinations. This eﬀect is wrought partly by a coercive,
educational adaptation of the habits of all individuals, partly by a
selective elimination of the unﬁt individuals and lines of descent.
Such human material as does not lend itself to the methods of life
imposed by the accepted scheme suﬀers more or less elimination as
well as repression. The principles of pecuniary emulation and of
industrial exemption have in this way been erected into canons of life,
and have become coercive factors of some importance in the situation
to which men have to adapt themselves.
These two broad principles of conspicuous waste and industrial
exemption aﬀect the cultural development both by guiding men’s
habits of thought, and so controlling the growth of institutions, and
by selectively conserving certain traits of human nature that conduce
to facility of life under the leisure-class scheme, and so controlling
the eﬀective temper of the community. The proximate tendency of the
institution of a leisure class in shaping human character runs in
the direction of spiritual survival and reversion. Its eﬀect upon the
temper of a community is of the nature of an arrested spiritual development. In the later culture especially, the institution has, on the
whole, a conservative trend. This proposition is familiar enough in
substance, but it may to many have the appearance of novelty in its
present application. Therefore a summary review of its logical grounds
may not be uncalled for, even at the risk of some tedious repetition and
formulation of commonplaces.
Social evolution is a process of selective adaptation of temperament
and habits of thought under the stress of the circumstances of
associated life. The adaptation of habits of thought is the growth of
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institutions. But along with the growth of institutions has gone a
change of a more substantial character. Not only have the habits of
men changed with the changing exigencies of the situation, but these
changing exigencies have also brought about a correlative change in
human nature. The human material of society itself varies with the
changing conditions of life. This variation of human nature is held
by the later ethnologists to be a process of selection between several
relatively stable and persistent ethnic types or ethnic elements. Men
tend to revert or to breed true, more or less closely, to one or another
of certain types of human nature that have in their main features
been ﬁxed in approximate conformity to a situation in the past which
diﬀered from the situation of to-day. There are several of these relatively stable ethnic types of mankind comprised in the populations
of the Western culture. These ethnic types survive in the race inheritance to-day, not as rigid and invariable moulds, each of a single
precise and speciﬁc pattern, but in the form of a greater or smaller
number of variants. Some variation of the ethnic types has resulted
under the protracted selective process to which the several types and
their hybrids have been subjected during the prehistoric and historic
growth of culture.
This necessary variation of the types themselves, due to a selective
process of considerable duration and of a consistent trend, has not
been suﬃciently noticed by the writers who have discussed ethnic
survival. The argument is here concerned with two main divergent
variants of human nature resulting from this, relatively late, selective
adaptation of the ethnic types comprised in the Western culture;
the point of interest being the probable eﬀect of the situation of
to-day in furthering variation along one or the other of these two
divergent lines.
The ethnological position may be brieﬂy summed up; and in order
to avoid any but the most indispensable detail the schedule of types
and variants and the scheme of reversion and survival in which they
are concerned are here presented with a diagrammatic meagreness
and simplicity which would not be admissible for any other purpose.
The man of our industrial communities tends to breed true to one
or the other of three main ethnic types: the dolichocephalic-blond,
the brachycephalic-brunette, and the Mediterranean*—disregarding
minor and outlying elements of our culture. But within each of these
main ethnic types the reversion tends to one or the other of at least

142

The Theory of the Leisure Class

two main directions of variation; the peaceable or ante-predatory variant and the predatory variant. The former of these two characteristic variants is nearer to the generic type in each case, being the
reversional representative of its type as it stood at the earliest stage of
associated life of which there is available evidence, either archæological or psychological. This variant is taken to represent the ancestors of existing civilised man at the peaceable, savage phase of life
which preceded the predatory culture, the régime of status, and the
growth of pecuniary emulation. The second or predatory variant of
the types is taken to be a survival of a more recent modiﬁcation of the
main ethnic types and their hybrids,—of these types as they were
modiﬁed, mainly by a selective adaptation, under the discipline of
the predatory culture and the later emulative culture of the quasipeaceable stage, or the pecuniary culture proper.
Under the recognised laws of heredity there may be a survival
from a more or less remote past phase. In the ordinary, average, or
normal case, if the type has varied, the traits of the type are transmitted approximately as they have stood in the recent past—which
may be called the hereditary present. For the purpose in hand this
hereditary present is represented by the later predatory and the
quasi-peaceable culture.
It is to the variant of human nature which is characteristic of this
recent—hereditarily still existing—predatory or quasi-predatory
culture that the modern civilised man tends to breed true in the
common run of cases. This proposition requires some qualiﬁcation
so far as concerns the descendants of the servile or repressed classes
of barbarian times, but the qualiﬁcation necessary is probably not
so great as might at ﬁrst thought appear. Taking the population as
a whole, this predatory, emulative variant does not seem to have
attained a high degree of consistency or stability. That is to say, the
human nature inherited by modern Occidental man is not nearly
uniform in respect of the range or the relative strength of the various
aptitudes and propensities which go to make it up. The man of the
hereditary present is slightly archaic as judged for the purposes of
the latest exigencies of associated life. And the type to which the
modern man chieﬂy tends to revert under the law of variation is
a somewhat more archaic human nature. On the other hand, to judge
by the reversional traits which show themselves in individuals
that vary from the prevailing predatory style of temperament, the
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ante-predatory variant seems to have a greater stability and greater
symmetry in the distribution or relative force of its temperamental
elements.
This divergence of inherited human nature, as between an earlier
and a later variant of the ethnic type to which the individual tends to
breed true, is traversed and obscured by a similar divergence
between the two or three main ethnic types that go to make up the
Occidental populations. The individuals in these communities are
conceived to be, in virtually every instance, hybrids of the prevailing
ethnic elements combined in the most varied proportions; with the
result that they tend to take back to one or the other of the component
ethnic types. These ethnic types diﬀer in temperament in a way
somewhat similar to the diﬀerence between the predatory and the
ante-predatory variants of the types; the dolicho-blond type showing
more of the characteristics of the predatory temperament—or at least
more of the violent disposition—than the brachycephalic-brunette
type, and especially more than the Mediterranean. When the growth
of institutions or of the eﬀective sentiment of a given community
shows a divergence from the predatory human nature, therefore, it is
impossible to say with certainty that such a divergence indicates a
reversion to the ante-predatory variant. It may be due to an increasing dominance of the one or the other of the “lower” ethnic elements
in the population. Still, although the evidence is not as conclusive as
might be desired, there are indications that the variations in the
eﬀective temperament of modern communities is not altogether due
to a selection between stable ethnic types. It seems to be to some
appreciable extent a selection between the predatory and the peaceable variants of the several types.
This conception of contemporary human evolution is not indispensable to the discussion. The general conclusions reached by the
use of these concepts of selective adaptation would remain substantially true if the earlier, Darwinian and Spencerian,* terms and concepts were substituted. Under the circumstances, some latitude may
be admissible in the use of terms. The word “type” is used loosely,
to denote variations of temperament which the ethnologists would
perhaps recognise only as trivial variants of the type rather than as
distinct ethnic types. Wherever a closer discrimination seems essential to the argument, the eﬀort to make such a closer discrimination
will be evident from the context.
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The ethnic types of to-day, then, are variants of the primitive
racial types. They have suﬀered some alteration, and have attained
some degree of ﬁxity in their altered form, under the discipline of the
barbarian culture. The man of the hereditary present is the barbarian variant, servile or aristocratic, of the ethnic elements that constitute him. But this barbarian variant has not attained the highest
degree of homogeneity or of stability. The barbarian culture—the
predatory and quasi-peaceable cultural stages—though of great
absolute duration, has been neither protracted enough nor invariable
enough in character to give an extreme ﬁxity of type. Variations from
the barbarian human nature occur with some frequency, and these
cases of variation are becoming more noticeable to-day, because the
conditions of modern life no longer act consistently to repress departures from the barbarian normal. The predatory temperament does
not lend itself to all the purposes of modern life, and more especially
not to modern industry.
Departures from the human nature of the hereditary present are
most frequently of the nature of reversions to an earlier variant of the
type. This earlier variant is represented by the temperament which
characterises the primitive phase of peaceable savagery. The circumstances of life and the ends of eﬀort that prevailed before the advent
of the barbarian culture, shaped human nature and ﬁxed it as regards
certain fundamental traits. And it is to these ancient, generic features
that modern men are prone to take back in case of variation from the
human nature of the hereditary present. The conditions under which
men lived in the most primitive stages of associated life that can
properly be called human, seem to have been of a peaceful kind;
and the character—the temperament and spiritual attitude—of men
under these early conditions or environment and institutions seems
to have been of a peaceful and unaggressive, not to say an indolent,
cast. For the immediate purpose this peaceable cultural stage may
be taken to mark the initial phase of social development. So far as
concerns the present argument, the dominant spiritual feature of this
presumptive initial phase of culture seems to have been an unreﬂecting,
unformulated sense of group solidarity, largely expressing itself in a
complacent, but by no means strenuous, sympathy with all facility
of human life, and an uneasy revulsion against apprehended inhibition or futility of life. Through its ubiquitous presence in the habits
of thought of the ante-predatory savage man, this pervading but
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uneager sense of the generically useful seems to have exercised an
appreciable constraining force upon his life and upon the manner of
his habitual contact with other members of the group.
The traces of this initial, undiﬀerentiated peaceable phase of culture
seem faint and doubtful if we look merely to such categorical evidence
of its existence as is aﬀorded by usages and views in vogue within the
historical present, whether in civilised or in rude communities; but
less dubious evidence of its existence is to be found in psychological
survivals, in the way of persistent and pervading traits of human
character. These traits survive perhaps in an especial degree among
those ethic elements which were crowded into the background
during the predatory culture. Traits that were suited to the earlier
habits of life then became relatively useless in the individual struggle
for existence. And those elements of the population, or those ethnic
groups, which were by temperament less ﬁtted to the predatory life
were repressed and pushed into the background.
On the transition to the predatory culture the character of the
struggle for existence changed in some degree from a struggle of the
group against a non-human environment to a struggle against a
human environment. This change was accompanied by an increasing
antagonism and consciousness of antagonism between the individual
members of the group. The conditions of success within the group,
as well as the conditions of the survival of the group, changed in some
measure; and the dominant spiritual attitude of the group gradually
changed, and brought a diﬀerent range of aptitudes and propensities
into the position of legitimate dominance in the accepted scheme of
life. Among these archaic traits that are to be regarded as survivals
from the peaceable cultural phase, are that instinct of race solidarity
which we call conscience, including the sense of truthfulness and
equity, and the instinct of workmanship, in its naïve, non-invidious
expression.
Under the guidance of the later biological and psychological
science, human nature will have to be restated in terms of habit; and
in the restatement, this, in outline, appears to be the only assignable
place and ground of these traits. These habits of life are of too
pervading a character to be ascribed to the inﬂuence of a late or brief
discipline. The ease with which they are temporarily overborne by
the special exigencies of recent and modern life argues that these
habits are the surviving eﬀects of a discipline of extremely ancient date,
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from the teachings of which men have frequently been constrained to
depart in detail under the altered circumstances of a later time; and
the almost ubiquitous fashion in which they assert themselves whenever the pressure of special exigencies is relieved, argues that the
process by which the traits were ﬁxed and incorporated into the spiritual make-up of the type must have lasted for a relatively very long
time and without serious intermission. The point is not seriously
aﬀected by any question as to whether it was a process of habituation
in the old-fashioned sense of the word or a process of selective adaptation of the race.
The character and exigencies of life, under that régime of status
and of individual and class antithesis which covers the entire interval
from the beginning of predatory culture to the present, argue that
the traits of temperament here under discussion could scarcely have
arisen and acquired ﬁxity during that interval. It is entirely probable
that these traits have come down from an earlier method of life, and
have survived through the interval of predatory and quasi-peaceable
culture in a condition of incipient, or at least imminent, desuetude,
rather than that they have been brought out and ﬁxed by this later
culture. They appear to be hereditary characteristics of the race, and
to have persisted in spite of the altered requirements of success
under the predatory and the later pecuniary stages of culture. They
seem to have persisted by force of the tenacity of transmission that
belongs to an hereditary trait that is present in some degree in every
member of the species, and which therefore rests on a broad basis of
race continuity.
Such a generic feature is not readily eliminated, even under a
process of selection so severe and protracted as that to which the
traits here under discussion were subjected during the predatory and
quasi-peaceable stages. These peaceable traits are in great part alien
to the methods and the animus of barbarian life. The salient characteristic of the barbarian culture is an unremitting emulation and
antagonism between classes and between individuals. This emulative
discipline favours those individuals and lines of descent which possess the peaceable savage traits in a relatively slight degree. It therefore tends to eliminate these traits, and it has apparently weakened
them, in an appreciable degree, in the populations that have been
subject to it. Even where the extreme penalty for non-conformity to
the barbarian type of temperament is not paid, there results at least a
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more or less consistent repression of the non-conforming individuals
and lines of descent. Where life is largely a struggle between individuals within the group, the possession of the ancient peaceable traits in
a marked degree would hamper an individual in the struggle for life.
Under any known phase of culture, other or later than the presumptive initial phase here spoken of, the gifts of good-nature,
equity, and indiscriminate sympathy do not appreciably further the
life of the individual. Their possession may serve to protect the individual from hard usage at the hands of a majority that insists on a
modicum of these ingredients in their ideal of a normal man; but apart
from their indirect and negative eﬀect in this way, the individual
fares better under the régime of competition in proportion as he has
less of these gifts. Freedom from scruple, from sympathy, honesty
and regard for life, may, within fairly wide limits, he said to further
the success of the individual in the pecuniary culture. The highly
successful men of all times have commonly been of this type; except
those whose success has not been scored in terms of either wealth or
power. It is only within narrow limits, and then only in a Pickwickian
sense,* that honesty is the best policy.
As seen from the point of view of life under modern civilised
conditions in an enlightened community of the Western culture, the
primitive, ante-predatory savage, whose character it has been
attempted to trace in outline above, was not a great success. Even for
the purposes of that hypothetical culture to which his type of human
nature owes what stability it has—even for the ends of the peaceable
savage group—this primitive man has quite as many and as conspicuous economic failings as he has economic virtues,—as should be
plain to any one whose sense of the case is not biased by leniency
born of a fellow-feeling. At his best he is “a clever, good-for-nothing
fellow.” The shortcomings of this presumptively primitive type of
character are weakness, ineﬃciency, lack of initiative and ingenuity,
and a yielding and indolent amiability, together with a lively but
inconsequential animistic sense. Along with these traits go certain
others which have some value for the collective life process, in the
sense that they further the facility of life in the group. These traits
are truthfulness, peaceableness, good-will, and a non-emulative,
non-invidious interest in men and things.
With the advent of the predatory stage of life there comes a change
in the requirements of the successful human character. Men’s habits
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of life are required to adapt themselves to new exigencies under a
new scheme of human relations. The same unfolding of energy,
which had previously found expression in the traits of savage life
recited above, is now required to ﬁnd expression along a new line of
action, in a new group of habitual responses to altered stimuli. The
methods which, as counted in terms of facility of life, answered
measurably under the earlier conditions, are no longer adequate
under the new conditions. The earlier situation was characterised by
a relative absence of antagonism or diﬀerentiation of interests, the
later situation by an emulation constantly increasing in intensity and
narrowing in scope. The traits which characterise the predatory and
subsequent stages of culture, and which indicate the types of man
best ﬁtted to survive under the régime of status, are (in their primary
expression) ferocity, self-seeking, clannishness, and disingenuousness—a free resort to force and fraud.
Under the severe and protracted discipline of the régime of competition, the selection of ethnic types has acted to give a somewhat
pronounced dominance to these traits of character, by favouring the
survival of those ethnic elements which are most richly endowed in
these respects. At the same time the earlier-acquired, more generic
habits of the race have never ceased to have some usefulness for the
purposes of the life of the collectivity and have never fallen into
deﬁnitive abeyance.
It may be worth while to point out that the dolicho-blond type of
European man seems to owe much of its dominating inﬂuence and its
masterful position in the recent culture to its possessing the characteristics of predatory man in an exceptional degree. These spiritual
traits, together with a large endowment of physical energy,—itself
probably a result of selection between groups and between lines of
descent,—chieﬂy go to place any ethnic element in the position of a
leisure or master class, especially during the earlier phases of the
development of the institution of a leisure class. This need not mean
that precisely the same complement of aptitudes in any individual
would insure him an eminent personal success. Under the competitive régime, the conditions of success for the individual are not
necessarily the same as those for a class. The success of a class or
party presumes a strong element of clannishness, or loyalty to a chief,
or adherence to a tenet; whereas the competitive individual can best
achieve his ends if he combines the barbarian’s energy, initiative,
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self-seeking and disingenuousness with the savage’s lack of loyalty or
clannishness. It may be remarked by the way, that the men who have
scored a brilliant (Napoleonic) success* on the basis of an impartial
self-seeking and absence of scruple, have not uncommonly shown
more of the physical characteristics of the brachycephalic-brunette
than of the dolicho-blond. The greater proportion of moderately successful individuals, in a self-seeking way, however, seem, in physique,
to belong to the last-named ethnic element.
The temperament induced by the predatory habit of life makes for
the survival and fulness of life of the individual under a régime of
emulation; at the same time it makes for the survival and success
of the group if the group’s life as a collectivity is also predominantly
a life of hostile competition with other groups. But the evolution of
economic life in the industrially more mature communities has now
begun to take such a turn that the interest of the community no
longer coincides with the emulative interests of the individual. In
their corporate capacity, these advanced industrial communities are
ceasing to be competitors for the means of life or for the right to
live—except in so far as the predatory propensities of their ruling
classes keep up the tradition of war and rapine. These communities
are no longer hostile to one another by force of circumstances, other
than the circumstances of tradition and temperament. Their material
interests—apart, possibly, from the interests of the collective good
fame—are not only no longer incompatible, but the success of any
one of the communities unquestionably furthers the fulness of life of
any other community in the group, for the present and for an incalculable time to come. No one of them any longer has any material
interest in getting the better of any other. The same is not true in the
same degree as regards individuals and their relations to one another.
The collective interests of any modern community centre in
industrial eﬃciency. The individual is serviceable for the ends of the
community somewhat in proportion to his eﬃciency in the productive employments vulgarly so called. This collective interest is
best served by honesty, diligence, peacefulness, good-will, an absence
of self-seeking, and an habitual recognition and apprehension of
causal sequence, without admixture of animistic belief and without a
sense of dependence on any preternatural intervention in the course
of events. Not much is to be said for the beauty, moral excellence, or
general worthiness and reputability of such a prosy human nature as
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these traits imply; and there is little ground of enthusiasm for the
manner of collective life that would result from the prevalence of
these traits in unmitigated dominance. But that is beside the point.
The successful working of a modern industrial community is best
secured where these traits concur, and it is attained in the degree in
which the human material is characterised by their possession. Their
presence in some measure is required in order to have a tolerable
adjustment to the circumstances of the modern industrial situation.
The complex, comprehensive, essentially peaceable, and highly
organised mechanism of the modern industrial community works to
the best advantage when these traits, or most of them, are present in
the highest practicable degree. These traits are present in a markedly
less degree in the man of the predatory type than is useful for the
purposes of the modern collective life.
On the other hand, the immediate interest of the individual under
the competitive régime is best served by shrewd trading and unscrupulous management. The characteristics named above as serving the
interests of the community are disserviceable to the individual,
rather than otherwise. The presence of these aptitudes in his makeup diverts his energies to other ends than those of pecuniary gain;
and also in his pursuit of gain they lead him to seek gain by the indirect and ineﬀectual channels of industry, rather than by a free and
unfaltering career of sharp practice. The industrial aptitudes are
pretty consistently a hindrance to the individual. Under the régime
of emulation the members of a modern industrial community are
rivals, each of whom will best attain his individual and immediate
advantage if, through an exceptional exemption from scruple, he is
able serenely to overreach and injure his fellows when the chance
oﬀers.
It has already been noticed that modern economic institutions fall
into two roughly distinct categories,—the pecuniary and the industrial. The like is true of employments. Under the former head are
employments that have to do with ownership or acquisition; under
the latter head, those that have to do with workmanship or production. As was found in speaking of the growth of institutions, so with
regard to employments. The economic interests of the leisure class
lie in the pecuniary employments; those of the working classes lie in
both classes of employments, but chieﬂy in the industrial. Entrance
to the leisure class lies through the pecuniary employments.
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These two classes of employment diﬀer materially in respect of
the aptitudes required for each; and the training which they give
similarly follows two divergent lines. The discipline of the pecuniary
employments acts to conserve and to cultivate certain of the predatory
aptitudes and the predatory animus. It does this both by educating
those individuals and classes who are occupied with these employments and by selectively repressing and eliminating those individuals and lines of descent that are unﬁt in this respect. So far as men’s
habits of thought are shaped by the competitive process of acquisition and tenure; so far as their economic functions are comprised
within the range of ownership of wealth as conceived in terms of
exchange value, and its management and ﬁnanciering through a permutation of values; so far their experience in economic life favours
the survival and accentuation of the predatory temperament and
habits of thought. Under the modern, peaceable system, it is of
course the peaceable range of predatory habits and aptitudes that is
chieﬂy fostered by a life of acquisition. That is to say, the pecuniary
employments give proﬁciency in the general line of practices
comprised under fraud, rather than in those that belong under the
more archaic method of forcible seizure.
These pecuniary employments, tending to conserve the predatory
temperament, are the employments which have to do with ownership—the immediate function of the leisure class proper—and the
subsidiary functions concerned with acquisition and accumulation.
These cover the class of persons and that range of duties in the economic process which have to do with the ownership of enterprises
engaged in competitive industry; especially those fundamental lines
of economic management which are classed as ﬁnanciering operations. To these may be added the greater part of mercantile occupations. In their best and clearest development these duties make up
the economic oﬃce of the “captain of industry.” The captain of industry is an astute man rather than an ingenious one, and his captaincy
is a pecuniary rather than an industrial captaincy. Such administration of industry as he exercises is commonly of a permissive kind.
The mechanically eﬀective details of production and of industrial
organisation are delegated to subordinates of a less “practical” turn
of mind,—men who are possessed of a gift for workmanship rather
than administrative ability. So far as regards their tendency in
shaping human nature by education and selection, the common
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run of non-economic employments are to be classed with the pecuniary employments. Such are politics and ecclesiastical and military
employments.
The pecuniary employments have also the sanction of reputability
in a much higher degree than the industrial employments. In this
way the leisure-class standards of good repute come in to sustain the
prestige of those aptitudes that serve the invidious purpose; and
the leisure-class scheme of decorous living, therefore, also furthers
the survival and culture of the predatory traits. Employments fall
into a hierarchical gradation of reputability. Those which have to do
immediately with ownership on a large scale are the most reputable
of economic employments proper. Next to these in good repute come
those employments that are immediately subservient to ownership
and ﬁnanciering—such as banking and the law. Banking employments also carry a suggestion of large ownership, and this fact is
doubtless accountable for a share of the prestige that attaches to the
business. The profession of the law does not imply large ownership;
but since no taint of usefulness, for other than the competitive purpose, attaches to the lawyer’s trade, it grades high in the conventional
scheme. The lawyer is exclusively occupied with the details of predatory fraud, either in achieving or in checkmating chicane, and success in the profession is therefore accepted as marking a large
endowment of that barbarian astuteness which has always commanded men’s respect and fear. Mercantile pursuits are only halfway reputable, unless they involve a large element of ownership and
a small element of usefulness. They grade high or low somewhat in
proportion as they serve the higher or the lower needs; so that the
business of retailing the vulgar necessaries of life descends to the
level of the handicrafts and factory labour. Manual labour, or even
the work of directing mechanical processes, is of course on a precarious footing as regards respectability.
A qualiﬁcation is necessary as regards the discipline given by the
pecuniary employments. As the scale of industrial enterprise grows
larger, pecuniary management comes to bear less of the character
of chicane and shrewd competition in detail. That is to say, for an
ever-increasing proportion of the persons who come in contact with
this phase of economic life, business reduces itself to a routine in
which there is less immediate suggestion of overreaching or exploiting a competitor. The consequent exemption from predatory habits
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extends chieﬂy to subordinates employed in business. The duties of
ownership and administration are virtually untouched by this
qualiﬁcation.
The case is diﬀerent as regards those individuals or classes who are
immediately occupied with the technique and manual operations of
production. Their daily life is not in the same degree a course of
habituation to the emulative and invidious motives and manœuvers
of the pecuniary side of industry. They are consistently held to the
apprehension and coordination of mechanical facts and sequences,
and to their appreciation and utilisation for the purposes of human
life. So far as concerns this portion of the population, the educative
and selective action of the industrial process with which they are
immediately in contact acts to adapt their habits of thought to the
non-invidious purposes of the collective life. For them, therefore, it
hastens the obsolescence of the distinctively predatory aptitudes and
propensities carried over by heredity and tradition from the barbarian
past of the race.
The educative action of the economic life of the community,
therefore, is not of a uniform kind throughout all its manifestations.
That range of economic activities which is concerned immediately
with pecuniary competition has a tendency to conserve certain
predatory traits; while those industrial occupations which have to do
immediately with the production of goods have in the main the contrary tendency. But with regard to the latter class of employments it
is to be noticed in qualiﬁcation that the persons engaged in them are
nearly all to some extent also concerned with matters of pecuniary
competition (as, for instance, in the competitive ﬁxing of wages and
salaries, in the purchase of goods for consumption, etc.). Therefore
the distinction here made between classes of employments is by no
means a hard and fast distinction between classes of persons.
The employments of the leisure classes in modern industry are
such as to keep alive certain of the predatory habits and aptitudes. So
far as the members of those classes take part in the industrial process,
their training tends to conserve in them the barbarian temperament.
But there is something to be said on the other side. Individuals so
placed as to be exempt from strain may survive and transmit their
characteristics even if they diﬀer widely from the average of the
species both in physique and in spiritual make-up. The chances for
a survival and transmission of atavistic traits are greatest in those
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classes that are most sheltered from the stress of circumstances. The
leisure class is in some degree sheltered from the stress of the industrial situation, and should, therefore, aﬀord an exceptionally great
proportion of reversions to the peaceable or savage temperament. It
should be possible for such aberrant or atavistic individuals to unfold
their life activity on ante-predatory lines without suﬀering as prompt
a repression or elimination as in the lower walks of life.
Something of the sort seems to be true in fact. There is, for instance,
an appreciable proportion of the upper classes whose inclinations
lead them into philanthropic work, and there is a considerable body
of sentiment in the class going to support eﬀorts of reform and
amelioration. And much of this philanthropic and reformatory
eﬀort, moreover, bears the marks of that amiable “cleverness” and
incoherence that is characteristic of the primitive savage. But it
may still be doubtful whether these facts are evidence of a larger
proportion of reversions in the higher than in the lower strata Even
if the same inclinations were present in the impecunious classes, it
would not as easily ﬁnd expression there; since those classes lack
the means and the time and energy to give eﬀect to their inclinations
in this respect. The prima facie evidence of the facts can scarcely
go unquestioned.
In further qualiﬁcation it is to be noted that the leisure class of to-day
is recruited from those who have been successful in a pecuniary way,
and who, therefore, are presumably endowed with more than an even
complement of the predatory traits. Entrance into the leisure class
lies through the pecuniary employments, and these employments, by
selection and adaptation, act to admit to the upper levels only those
lines of descent that are pecuniarily ﬁt to survive under the predatory
test. And so soon as a case of reversion to non-predatory human
nature shows itself on these upper levels, it is commonly weeded out
and thrown back to the lower pecuniary levels. In order to hold its
place in the class, a stock must have the pecuniary temperament;
otherwise its fortune would be dissipated and it would presently
lose caste. Instances of this kind are suﬃciently frequent.
The constituency of the leisure class is kept up by a continual
selective process, whereby the individuals and lines of descent that
are eminently ﬁtted for an aggressive pecuniary competition are
withdrawn from the lower classes. In order to reach the upper levels
the aspirant must have, not only a fair average complement of the
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pecuniary aptitudes, but he must have these gifts in such an eminent
degree as to overcome very material diﬃculties that stand in the
way of his ascent. Barring accidents, the nouveaux arrivés* are a
picked body.
This process of selective admission has, of course, always been
going on; ever since the fashion of pecuniary emulation set in,
—which is much the same as saying, ever since the institution of a
leisure class was ﬁrst installed. But the precise ground of selection
has not always been the same, and the selective process has therefore
not always given the same results. In the early barbarian, or predatory stage proper, the test of ﬁtness was prowess, in the naïve sense
of the word. To gain entrance to the class, the candidate must be
gifted with clannishness, massiveness, ferocity, unscrupulousness,
and tenacity of purpose. These were the qualities that counted toward
the accumulation and continued tenure of wealth. The economic basis
of the leisure class, then as later, was the possession of wealth; but the
methods of accumulating wealth, and the gifts required for holding
it, have changed in some degree since the early days of the predatory
culture. In consequence of the selective process the dominant traits
of the early barbarian leisure class were bold aggression, an alert
sense of status, and a free resort to fraud. The members of the class
held their place by tenure of prowess. In the later barbarian culture
society attained settled methods of acquisition and possession
under the quasi-peaceable régime of status. Simple aggression and
unrestrained violence in great measure gave place to shrewd practise
and chicanery, as the best approved method of accumulating wealth.
A diﬀerent range of aptitudes and propensities would then be conserved in the leisure class. Masterful aggression, and the correlative
massiveness, together with a ruthlessly consistent sense of status,
would still count among the most splendid traits of the class. These
have remained in our traditions as the typical “aristocratic virtues.”
But with these were associated an increasing complement of the
less obtrusive pecuniary virtues; such as providence, prudence, and
chicane. As time has gone on, and the modern peaceable stage of
pecuniary culture has been approached, the last-named range of aptitudes and habits has gained in relative eﬀectiveness for pecuniary
ends, and they have counted for relatively more in the selective
process under which admission is gained and place is held in the
leisure class.
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The ground of selection has changed, until the aptitudes which
now qualify for admission to the class are the pecuniary aptitudes
only. What remains of the predatory barbarian traits is the tenacity
of purpose or consistency of aim which distinguished the successful
predatory barbarian from the peaceable savage whom he supplanted.
But this trait can not be said characteristically to distinguish the
pecuniarily successful upper-class man from the rank and ﬁle of the
industrial classes. The training and the selection to which the latter
are exposed in modern industrial life give a similarly decisive weight
to this trait. Tenacity of purpose may rather be said to distinguish
both these classes from two others: the shiftless ne’er-do-weel and
the lower-class delinquent. In point of natural endowment the pecuniary man compares with the delinquent in much the same way as
the industrial man compares with the good-natured shiftless dependent. The ideal pecuniary man is like the ideal delinquent in his
unscrupulous conversion of goods and persons to his own ends, and
in a callous disregard of the feelings and wishes of others and of the
remoter eﬀects of his actions; but he is unlike him in possessing a
keener sense of status, and in working more consistently and farsightedly to a remoter end. The kinship of the two types of temperament is further shown in a proclivity to “sport” and gambling, and a
relish of aimless emulation. The ideal pecuniary man also shows a
curious kinship with the delinquent in one of the concomitant variations of the predatory human nature. The delinquent is very commonly of a superstitious habit of mind; he is a great believer in luck,
spells, divination and destiny, and in omens and shamanistic ceremony. Where circumstances are favourable, this proclivity is apt to
express itself in a certain servile devotional fervour and a punctilious
attention to devout observances; it may perhaps be better characterised as devoutness than as religion. At this point the temperament
of the delinquent has more in common with the pecuniary and
leisure classes than with the industrial man or with the class of shiftless dependents.
Life in a modern industrial community, or in other words life
under the pecuniary culture, acts by a process of selection to develop
and conserve a certain range of aptitudes and propensities. The present tendency of this selective process is not simply a reversion to a
given, immutable ethnic type. It tends rather to a modiﬁcation of
human nature diﬀering in some respects from any of the types or
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variants transmitted out of the past. The objective point of the evolution is not a single one. The temperament which the evolution acts
to establish as normal diﬀers from any one of the archaic variants
of human nature in its greater stability of aim—greater singleness
of purpose and greater persistence in eﬀort. So far as concerns
economic theory, the objective point of the selective process is on the
whole single to this extent; although there are minor tendencies of
considerable importance diverging from this line of development.
But apart from this general trend the line of development is not
single. As concerns economic theory, the development in other
respects runs on two divergent lines. So far as regards the selective
conservation of capacities or aptitudes in individuals, these two lines
may be called the pecuniary and the industrial. As regards the conservation of propensities, spiritual attitude, or animus, the two may
be called the invidious or self-regarding and the non-invidious or
economical. As regards the intellectual or cognitive bent of the two
directions of growth, the former may be characterised as the personal
standpoint, of conation, qualitative relation, status, or worth; the
latter as the impersonal standpoint, of sequence, quantitative relation,
mechanical eﬃciency, or use.
The pecuniary employments call into action chieﬂy the former of
these two ranges of aptitudes and propensities, and act selectively to
conserve them in the population. The industrial employments, on
the other hand, chieﬂy exercise the latter range, and act to conserve
them. An exhaustive psychological analysis will show that each of
these two ranges of aptitudes and propensities is but the multiform
expression of a given temperamental bent. By force of the unity or
singleness of the individual, the aptitudes, animus, and interests
comprised in the ﬁrst-named range belong together as expressions of
a given variant of human nature. The like is true of the latter range.
The two may be conceived as alternative directions of human life, in
such a way that a given individual inclines more or less consistently
to the one or the other. The tendency of the pecuniary life is, in a
general way, to conserve the barbarian temperament, but with the
substitution of fraud and prudence, or administrative ability, in place
of that predilection for physical damage that characterises the early
barbarian. This substitution of chicane in place of devastation takes
place only in an uncertain degree. Within the pecuniary employments
the selective action runs pretty consistently in this direction, but the
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discipline of pecuniary life, outside the competition for gain, does not
work consistently to the same eﬀect. The discipline of modern life in
the consumption of time and goods does not act unequivocally to
eliminate the aristocratic virtues or to foster the bourgeois virtues.
The conventional scheme of decent living calls for a considerable
exercise of the earlier barbarian traits. Some details of this traditional
scheme of life, bearing on this point, have been noticed in earlier
chapters under the head of Leisure, and further details will be shown
in later chapters.
From what has been said, it appears that the leisure-class life and
the leisure-class scheme of life should further the conservation of the
barbarian temperament; chieﬂy of the quasi-peaceable, or bourgeois,
variant, but also in some measure of the predatory variant. In the
absence of disturbing factors, therefore, it should be possible to trace
a diﬀerence of temperament between the classes of society. The aristocratic and the bourgeois virtues—that is to say the destructive and
pecuniary traits—should be found chieﬂy among the upper classes,
and the industrial virtues—that is to say the peaceable traits—chieﬂy
among the classes given to mechanical industry.
In a general and uncertain way this holds true, but the test is not
so readily applied nor so conclusive as might be wished. There are
several assignable reasons for its partial failure. All classes are in a
measure engaged in the pecuniary struggle, and in all classes the
possession of the pecuniary traits counts towards the success and
survival of the individual. Wherever the pecuniary culture prevails,
the selective process by which men’s habits of thought are shaped,
and by which the survival of rival lines of descent is decided, proceeds proximately on the basis of ﬁtness for acquisition. Consequently,
if it were not for the fact that pecuniary eﬃciency is on the whole
incompatible with industrial eﬃciency, the selective action of all
occupations would tend to the unmitigated dominance of the pecuniary temperament. The result would be the installation of what has
been known as the “economic man,” as the normal and deﬁnitive
type of human nature. But the “economic man,” whose only interest
is the self-regarding one and whose only human trait is prudence is
useless for the purposes of modern industry.
The modern industry requires an impersonal, non-invidious interest
in the work in hand. Without this the elaborate processes of industry
would be impossible, and would, indeed, never have been conceived.
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This interest in work diﬀerentiates the workman from the criminal
on the one hand, and from the captain of industry on the other. Since
work must be done in order to the continued life of the community,
there results a qualiﬁed selection favouring the spiritual aptitude for
work, within a certain range of occupations. This much, however, is
to be conceded, that even within the industrial occupations the selective elimination of the pecuniary traits is an uncertain process, and
that there is consequently an appreciable survival of the barbarian
temperament even within these occupations. On this account there is
at present no broad distinction in this respect between the leisure-class
character and the character of the common run of the population.
The whole question as to a class distinction in respect to spiritual
make-up is also obscured by the presence, in all classes of society, of
acquired habits of life that closely simulate inherited traits and at
the same time act to develop in the entire body of the population
the traits which they simulate. These acquired habits, or assumed
traits of character, are most commonly of an aristocratic cast. The
prescriptive position of the leisure class as the exemplar of reputability
has imposed many features of the leisure-class theory of life upon the
lower classes; with the result that there goes on, always and throughout society, a more or less persistent cultivation of these aristocratic
traits. On this ground also these traits have a better chance of survival among the body of the people than would be the case if it were
not for the precept and example of the leisure class. As one channel,
and an important one, through which this transfusion of aristocratic
views of life, and consequently more or less archaic traits of character
goes on, may be mentioned the class of domestic servants. These have
their notions of what is good and beautiful shaped by contact with
the master class and carry the preconceptions so acquired back among
their low-born equals, and so disseminate the higher ideals abroad
through the community without the loss of time which this dissemination might otherwise suﬀer. The saying “Like master, like man,”
has a greater signiﬁcance than is commonly appreciated for the rapid
popular acceptance of many elements of upper-class culture.
There is also a further range of facts that go to lessen class diﬀerences
as regards the survival of the pecuniary virtues. The pecuniary struggle
produces an underfed class, of large proportions. This underfeeding
consists in a deﬁciency of the necessaries of life or of the necessaries
of a decent expenditure. In either case the result is a closely enforced
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struggle for the means with which to meet the daily needs; whether
it be the physical or the higher needs. The strain of self-assertion
against odds takes up the whole energy of the individual; he bends
his eﬀorts to compass his own invidious ends alone, and becomes
continually more narrowly self-seeking. The industrial traits in this
way tend to obsolescence through disuse. Indirectly, therefore, by
imposing a scheme of pecuniary decency and by withdrawing as
much as may be of the means of life from the lower classes, the institution of a leisure class acts to conserve the pecuniary traits in the
body of the population. The result is an assimilation of the lower
classes to the type of human nature that belongs primarily to the upper
classes only.
It appears, therefore, that there is no wide diﬀerence in temperament
between the upper and the lower classes; but it appears also that the
absence of such a diﬀerence is in good part due to the prescriptive
example of the leisure class and to the popular acceptance of those
broad principles of conspicuous waste and pecuniary emulation on
which the institution of a leisure class rests. The institution acts to
lower the industrial eﬃciency of the community and retard the
adaptation of human nature to the exigencies of modern industrial
life. It aﬀects the prevalent or eﬀective human nature in a conservative direction, (1) by direct transmission of archaic traits, through
inheritance within the class and wherever the leisure-class blood is
transfused outside the class, and (2) by conserving and fortifying
the traditions of the archaic régime, and so making the chances of
survival of barbarian traits greater also outside the range of transfusion
of leisure-class blood.
But little if anything has been done towards collecting or digesting
data that are of special signiﬁcance for the question of survival or
elimination of traits in the modern populations. Little of a tangible
character can therefore be oﬀered in support of the view here taken,
beyond a discursive review of such everyday facts as lie ready to
hand. Such a recital can scarcely avoid being commonplace and
tedious, but for all that it seems necessary to the completeness of the
argument, even in the meagre outline in which it is here attempted.
A degree of indulgence may therefore fairly be bespoken for the
succeeding chapters, which oﬀer a fragmentary recital of this kind.

CHAPTER X
modern survivals of prowess
The leisure class lives by the industrial community rather than in it.
Its relations to industry are of a pecuniary rather than an industrial
kind. Admission to the class is gained by exercise of the pecuniary
aptitudes—aptitudes for acquisition rather than for serviceability.
There is, therefore, a continued selective sifting of the human material that makes up the leisure class, and this selection proceeds on the
ground of ﬁtness for pecuniary pursuits. But the scheme of life of the
class is in large part a heritage from the past, and embodies much of
the habits and ideals of the earlier barbarian period. This archaic,
barbarian scheme of life imposes itself also on the lower orders, with
more or less mitigation. In its turn the scheme of life, of conventions,
acts selectively and by education to shape the human material, and its
action runs chieﬂy in the direction of conserving traits, habits, and
ideals that belong to the early barbarian age,—the age of prowess
and predatory life.
The most immediate and unequivocal expression of that archaic
human nature which characterises man in the predatory stage is the
ﬁghting propensity proper. In cases where the predatory activity is a
collective one, this propensity is frequently called the martial spirit,
or, latterly, patriotism. It needs no insistence to ﬁnd assent to the
proposition that in the countries of civilised Europe the hereditary
leisure class is endowed with this martial spirit in a higher degree
than the middle classes. Indeed, the leisure class claims the distinction as a matter of pride, and no doubt with some grounds. War is
honourable, and warlike prowess is eminently honoriﬁc in the eyes of
the generality of men; and this admiration of warlike prowess is itself
the best voucher of a predatory temperament in the admirer of war.
The enthusiasm for war, and the predatory temper of which it is the
index, prevail in the largest measure among the upper classes, especially among the hereditary leisure class. Moreover, the ostensible
serious occupation of the upper class is that of government, which,
in point of origin and developmental content, is also a predatory
occupation.
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The only class which could at all dispute with the hereditary
leisure class the honour of an habitual bellicose frame of mind is that
of the lower-class delinquents. In ordinary times, the large body of
the industrial classes is relatively apathetic touching warlike interests. When unexcited, this body of the common people, which makes
up the eﬀective force of the industrial community, is rather averse to
any other than a defensive ﬁght; indeed, it responds a little tardily
even to a provocation which makes for an attitude of defense. In the
more civilised communities, or rather in the communities which
have reached an advanced industrial development, the spirit of warlike aggression may be said to be obsolescent among the common
people. This does not say that there is not an appreciable number of
individuals among the industrial classes in whom the martial spirit
asserts itself obtrusively. Nor does it say that the body of the people
may not be ﬁred with martial ardour for a time under the stimulus of
some special provocation,* such as is seen in operation to-day in more
than one of the countries of Europe, and for the time in America. But
except for such seasons of temporary exaltation, and except for those
individuals who are endowed with an archaic temperament of the
predatory type, together with the similarly endowed body of individuals among the higher and the lowest classes, the inertness of the mass
of any modern civilised community in this respect is probably so great
as would make war impracticable, except against actual invasion. The
habits and aptitudes of the common run of men make for an unfolding of activity in other, less picturesque directions than that of war.
This class diﬀerence in temperament may be due in part to a
diﬀerence in the inheritance of acquired traits in the several classes,
but it seems also, in some measure, to correspond with a diﬀerence
in ethnic derivation. The class diﬀerence is in this respect visibly less
in those countries whose population is relatively homogeneous, ethnically, than in the countries where there is a broader divergence
between the ethnic elements that make up the several classes of the
community. In the same connection it may be noted that the later
accessions to the leisure class in the latter countries, in a general way,
show less of the martial spirit than contemporary representatives of
the aristocracy of the ancient line. These nouveaux arrivés have
recently emerged from the commonplace body of the population and
owe their emergence into the leisure class to the exercise of traits and
propensities which are not to be classed as prowess in the ancient sense.
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Apart from warlike activity proper, the institution of the duel is also
an expression of the same superior readiness for combat; and the duel
is a leisure-class institution. The duel is in substance a more or less
deliberate resort to a ﬁght as a ﬁnal settlement of a diﬀerence of opinion. In civilised communities it prevails as a normal phenomenon only
where there is an hereditary leisure class, and almost exclusively
among that class. The exceptions are (1) military and naval oﬃcers—
who are ordinarily members of the leisure class, and who are at the
same time specially trained to predatory habits of mind—and (2) the
lower-class delinquents—who are by inheritance, or training, or both,
of a similarly predatory disposition and habit. It is only the high-bred
gentleman and the rowdy that normally resort to blows as the universal solvent of diﬀerences of opinion. The plain man will ordinarily
ﬁght only when excessive momentary irritation or alcoholic exaltation
act to inhibit the more complex habits of response to the stimuli that
make for provocation. He is then thrown back upon the simpler, less
diﬀerentiated forms of the instinct of self-assertion; that is to say, he
reverts temporarily and without reﬂection to an archaic habit of mind.
This institution of the duel as a mode of ﬁnally settling disputes
and serious questions of precedence shades oﬀ into the obligatory,
unprovoked private ﬁght, as a social obligation due to one’s good
repute. As a leisure-class usage of this kind we have, particularly,
that bizarre survival of bellicose chivalry, the German student duel.
In the lower or spurious leisure class of the delinquents there is in all
countries a similar, though less formal, social obligation incumbent
on the rowdy to assert his manhood in unprovoked combat with his
fellows. And spreading through all grades of society, a similar usage
prevails among the boys of the community. The boy usually knows
to nicety, from day to day, how he and his associates grade in respect
of relative ﬁghting capacity; and in the community of boys there is
ordinarily no secure basis of reputability for any one who, by exception,
will not or can not ﬁght on invitation.
All this applies especially to boys above a certain somewhat vague
limit of maturity. The child’s temperament does not commonly
answer to this description during infancy and the years of close tutelage,
when the child still habitually seeks contact with its mother at every
turn of its daily life. During this earlier period there is little aggression and little propensity for antagonism. The transition from this
peaceable temper to the predaceous, and in extreme cases malignant,
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mischievousness of the boy is a gradual one, and it is accomplished
with more completeness, covering a larger range of the individual’s
aptitudes, in some cases than in others. In the earlier stage of his
growth, the child, whether boy or girl, shows less of initiative and
aggressive self-assertion and less of an inclination to isolate himself
and his interests from the domestic group in which he lives, and he
shows more of sensitiveness to rebuke, bashfulness, timidity, and the
need of friendly human contact. In the common run of cases this early
temperament passes, by a gradual but somewhat rapid obsolescence
of the infantile features, into the temperament of the boy proper; though
there are also cases where the predaceous features of boy life do not
emerge at all, or at the most emerge in but a slight and obscure degree.
In girls the transition to the predaceous stage is seldom accomplished with the same degree of completeness as in boys; and in a
relatively large proportion of cases it is scarcely undergone at all. In
such cases the transition from infancy to adolescence and maturity is
a gradual and unbroken process of the shifting of interest from infantile
purposes and aptitudes to the purposes, functions, and relations of
adult life. In the girls there is a less general prevalence of a predaceous
interval in the development; and in the cases where it occurs, the
predaceous and isolating attitude during the interval is commonly
less accentuated.
In the male child the predaceous interval is ordinarily fairly well
marked and lasts for some time, but it is commonly terminated (if at
all) with the attainment of maturity. This last statement may need
very material qualiﬁcation. The cases are by no means rare in which
the transition from the boyish to the adult temperament is not made,
or is made only partially—understanding by the “adult” temperament the average temperament of those adult individuals in modern
industrial life who have some serviceability for the purposes of the
collective life process, and who may therefore be said to make up the
eﬀective average of the industrial community.
The ethnic composition of the European populations varies. In
some cases even the lower classes are in large measure made up of the
peace-disturbing dolicho-blond; while in others this ethnic element
is found chieﬂy among the hereditary leisure class. The ﬁghting habit
seems to prevail to a less extent among the working-class boys in the
latter class of populations than among the boys of the upper classes
or among those of the populations ﬁrst named.
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If this generalisation as to the temperament of the boy among the
working classes should be found true on a fuller and closer scrutiny
of the ﬁeld, it would add force to the view that the bellicose temperament is in some appreciable degree a race characteristic; it appears to
enter more largely into the make-up of the dominant, upper-class
ethnic type—the dolicho-blond—of the European countries than
into the subservient, lower-class types of man which are conceived to
constitute the body of the population of the same communities.
The case of the boy may seem not to bear seriously on the question
of the relative endowment of prowess with which the several classes
of society are gifted; but it is at least of some value as going to show
that this ﬁghting impulse belongs to a more archaic temperament
than that possessed by the average adult man of the industrious
classes. In this, as in many other features of child life, the child
reproduces, temporarily and in miniature, some of the earlier phases
of the development of adult man. Under this interpretation, the
boy’s predilection for exploit and for isolation of his own interest is
to be taken as a transient reversion to the human nature that is
normal to the early barbarian culture—the predatory culture proper.
In this respect, as in much else, the leisure-class and the delinquentclass character shows a persistence into adult life of traits that are
normal to childhood and youth, and that are likewise normal or habitual to the earlier stages of culture. Unless the diﬀerence is traceable
entirely to a fundamental diﬀerence between persistent ethnic types,
the traits that distinguish the swaggering delinquent and the punctilious gentleman of leisure from the common crowd are, in some
measure, marks of an arrested spiritual development. They mark an
immature phase, as compared with the stage of development attained
by the average of the adults in the modern industrial community.
And it will appear presently that the puerile spiritual make-up of
these representatives of the upper and the lowest social strata shows
itself also in the presence of other archaic traits than this proclivity to
ferocious exploit and isolation.
As if to leave no doubt about the essential immaturity of the ﬁghting
temperament, we have, bridging the interval between legitimate
boyhood and adult manhood, the aimless and playful, but more or
less systematic and elaborate, disturbances of the peace in vogue
among schoolboys of a slightly higher age. In the common run of
cases, these disturbances are conﬁned to the period of adolescence.
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They recur with decreasing frequency and acuteness as youth
merges into adult life, and so they reproduce, in a general way, in the
life of the individual, the sequence by which the group has passed
from the predatory to a more settled habit of life. In an appreciable
number of cases the spiritual growth of the individual comes to a
close before he emerges from this puerile phase; in these cases the
ﬁghting temper persists through life. Those individuals who in spiritual development eventually reach man’s estate, therefore, ordinarily
pass through a temporary archaic phase corresponding to the permanent spiritual level of the ﬁghting and sporting men. Diﬀerent individuals will, of course, achieve spiritual maturity and sobriety in this
respect in diﬀerent degrees; and those who fail of the average remain
as an undissolved residue of crude humanity in the modern industrial community and as a foil for that selective process of adaptation
which makes for a heightened industrial eﬃciency and the fullness of
life of the collectivity.
This arrested spiritual development may express itself not only in
a direct participation by adults in youthful exploits of ferocity, but
also indirectly in aiding and abetting disturbances of this kind on the
part of younger persons. It thereby furthers the formation of habits of
ferocity which may persist in the later life of the growing generation,
and so retard any movement in the direction of a more peaceable
eﬀective temperament on the part of the community. If a person so
endowed with a proclivity for exploits is in a position to guide the
development of habits in the adolescent members of the community,
the inﬂuence which he exerts in the direction of conservation and
reversion to prowess may be very considerable. This is the
signiﬁcance, for instance, of the fostering care latterly bestowed by
many clergymen and other pillars of society upon “boys’ brigades”
and similar pseudo-military organisations. The same is true of the
encouragement given to the growth of “college spirit,” college athletics, and the like, in the higher institutions of learning.
These manifestations of the predatory temperament are all to be
classed under the head of exploit. They are partly simple and
unreﬂected expressions of an attitude of emulative ferocity, partly
activities deliberately entered upon with a view to gaining repute for
prowess. Sports of all kinds are of the same general character, including
prize-ﬁghts, bull-ﬁghts, athletics, shooting, angling, yachting, and
games of skill, even where the element of destructive physical
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eﬃciency is not an obtrusive feature. Sports shade oﬀ from the basis
of hostile combat, through skill, to cunning and chicanery, without
its being possible to draw a line at any point. The ground of an addiction to sports is an archaic spiritual constitution—the possession of
the predatory emulative propensity in a relatively high potency. A
strong proclivity to adventuresome exploit and to the inﬂiction of
damage is especially pronounced in those employments which are in
colloquial usage speciﬁcally called sportsmanship.
It is perhaps truer, or at least more evident, as regards sports than
as regards the other expressions of predatory emulation already spoken
of, that the temperament which inclines men to them is essentially a
boyish temperament. The addiction to sports, therefore, in a peculiar
degree marks an arrested development of the man’s moral nature.
This peculiar boyishness of temperament in sporting men immediately becomes apparent when attention is directed to the large element of make-believe that is present in all sporting activity. Sports
share this character of make-believe with the games and exploits to
which children, especially boys, are habitually inclined. Make-believe
does not enter in the same proportion into all sports, but it is present
in a very appreciable degree in all. It is apparently present in a larger
measure in sportsmanship proper and in athletic contests than in set
games of skill of a more sedentary character; although this rule may
not be found to apply with any great uniformity. It is noticeable, for
instance, that even very mild-mannered and matter-of-fact men who
go out shooting are apt to carry an excess of arms and accoutrements
in order to impress upon their own imagination the seriousness of
their undertaking. These huntsmen are also prone to a histrionic,
prancing gait and to an elaborate exaggeration of the motions,
whether of stealth or of onslaught, involved in their deeds of exploit.
Similarly in athletic sports there is almost invariably present a good
share of rant and swagger and ostensible mystiﬁcation—features
which mark the histrionic nature of these employments. In all this,
of course, the reminder of boyish make-believe is plain enough. The
slang of athletics, by the way, is in great part made up of extremely
sanguinary locutions borrowed from the terminology of warfare.
Except where it is adopted as a necessary means of secret communication, the use of a special slang in any employment is probably to be
accepted as evidence that the occupation in question is substantially
make-believe.
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A further feature in which sports diﬀer from the duel and similar
disturbances of the peace is the peculiarity that they admit of other
motives being assigned for them besides the impulses of exploit and
ferocity. There is probably little if any other motive present in any
given case, but the fact that other reasons for indulging in sports are
frequently assigned goes to say that other grounds are sometimes
present in a subsidiary way. Sportsmen—hunters and anglers—are
more or less in the habit of assigning a love of nature, the need of
recreation, and the like, as the incentives to their favourite pastime.
These motives are no doubt frequently present and make up a part
of the attractiveness of the sportsman’s life; but these can not be the
chief incentives. These ostensible needs could be more readily and
fully satisﬁed without the accompaniment of a systematic eﬀort to
take the life of those creatures that make up an essential feature of
that “nature” that is beloved by the sportsman. It is, indeed, the most
noticeable eﬀect of the sportsman’s activity to keep nature in a state
of chronic desolation by killing oﬀ all living thing whose destruction
he can compass.
Still, there is ground for the sportsman’s claim that under the
existing conventionalities his need of recreation and of contact
with nature can best be satisﬁed by the course which he takes.
Certain canons of good breeding have been imposed by the prescriptive example of a predatory leisure class in the past and have
been somewhat painstakingly conserved by the usage of the latterday representatives of that class; and these canons will not permit
him, without blame, to seek contact with nature on other terms.
From being an honourable employment handed down from the
predatory culture as the highest form of everyday leisure, sports have
come to be the only form of outdoor activity that has the full sanction of decorum. Among the proximate incentives to shooting and
angling, then, may be the need of recreation and outdoor life. The
remoter cause which imposes the necessity of seeking these objects
under the cover of systematic slaughter is a prescription that can
not be violated except at the risk of disrepute and consequent lesion
to one’s self-respect.
The case of other kinds of sport is somewhat similar. Of these, athletic games are the best example. Prescriptive usage with respect to
what forms of activity, exercise, and recreation are permissible under
the code of reputable living is of course present here also. Those who
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are addicted to athletic sports, or who admire them, set up the claim
that these aﬀord the best available means of recreation and of “physical culture.” And prescriptive usage gives countenance to the claim.
The canons of reputable living exclude from the scheme of life of the
leisure class all activity that can not be classed as conspicuous leisure.
And consequently they tend by prescription to exclude it also from
the scheme of life of the community generally. At the same time purposeless physical exertion is tedious and distasteful beyond tolerance.
As has been noticed in another connection, recourse is in such a case
had to some form of activity which shall at least aﬀord a colourable
pretence of purpose, even if the object assigned be only a makebelieve. Sports satisfy these requirements of substantial futility
together with a colourable make-believe of purpose. In addition to
this they aﬀord scope for emulation, and are attractive also on that
account. In order to be decorous, an employment must conform to
the leisure-class canon of reputable waste; at the same time all activity, in order to be persisted in as an habitual, even if only partial,
expression of life, must conform to the generically human canon of
eﬃciency for some serviceable objective end. The leisure-class canon
demands strict and comprehensive futility; the instinct of workmanship demands purposeful action. The leisure-class canon of decorum
acts slowly and pervasively, by a selective elimination of all substantially useful or purposeful modes of action from the accredited
scheme of life; the instinct of workmanship acts impulsively and may
be satisﬁed, provisionally, with a proximate purpose. It is only as the
apprehended ulterior futility of a given line of action enters the
reﬂective complex of consciousness as an element essentially alien to
the normally purposeful trend of the life process that its disquieting
and deterrent eﬀect on the consciousness of the agent is wrought.
The individual’s habits of thought make an organic complex, the
trend of which is necessarily in the direction of serviceability to the
life process. When it is attempted to assimilate systematic waste or
futility, as an end in life, into this organic complex, there presently
supervenes a revulsion. But this revulsion of the organism may be
avoided if the attention can be conﬁned to the proximate, unreﬂected
purpose of dexterous or emulative exertion. Sports—hunting, angling,
athletic games, and the like—aﬀord an exercise for dexterity and for
the emulative ferocity and astuteness characteristic of predatory life.
So long as the individual is but slightly gifted with reﬂection or with
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a sense of the ulterior trend of his actions,—so long as his life is
substantially a life of naïve impulsive action,—so long the immediate and unreﬂected purposefulness of sports, in the way of an expression of dominance, will measurably satisfy his instinct of
workmanship. This is especially true if his dominant impulses are
the unreﬂecting emulative propensities of the predaceous temperament. At the same time the canons of decorum will commend sports
to him as expressions of a pecuniarily blameless life. It is by meeting
these two requirements, of ulterior wastefulness and proximate purposefulness, that any given employment holds its place as a traditional and habitual mode of decorous recreation. In the sense that
other forms of recreation and exercise are morally impossible to persons of good breeding and delicate sensibilities, then, sports are the
best available means of recreation under existing circumstances.
But those members of respectable society who advocate athletic
games commonly justify their attitude on this head to themselves and
to their neighbours on the ground that these games serve as an
invaluable means of development. They not only improve the contestant’s physique, but it is commonly added that they also foster a
manly spirit, both in the participants and in the spectators. Football
is the particular game which will probably ﬁrst occur to any one in
this community when the question of the serviceability of athletic
games is raised, as this form of athletic contest is at present uppermost in the mind of those who plead for or against games as a means
of physical or moral salvation. This typical athletic sport may, therefore, serve to illustrate the bearing of athletics upon the development
of the contestant’s character and physique. It has been said, not
inaptly, that the relation of football to physical culture is much the
same as that of the bull-ﬁght to agriculture. Serviceability for these
lusory institutions requires sedulous training or breeding. The material used, whether brute or human, is subjected to careful selection
and discipline, in order to secure and accentuate certain aptitudes
and propensities which are characteristic of the ferine state, and
which tend to obsolescence under domestication. This does not
mean that the result in either case is an all-around and consistent
rehabilitation of the ferine or barbarian habit of mind and body. The
result is rather a one-sided return to barbarism or to the feræ natura*—
a rehabilitation and accentuation of those ferine traits which make for
damage and desolation, without a corresponding development of the

Modern Survivals of Prowess

171

traits which would serve the individual’s self-preservation and fullness of life in a ferine environment. The culture bestowed in football
gives a product of exotic ferocity and cunning. It is a rehabilitation
of the early barbarian temperament, together with a suppression of
those details of temperament which, as seen from the standpoint of
the social and economic exigencies, are the redeeming features of the
savage character.
The physical vigour acquired in the training for athletic games—
so far as the training may be said to have this eﬀect—is of advantage
both to the individual and to the collectivity, in that, other things
being equal, it conduces to economic serviceability. The spiritual
traits which go with athletic sports are likewise economically advantageous to the individual, as contradistinguished from the interests of
the collectivity. This holds true in any community where these traits
are present in some degree in the population. Modern competition is
in large part a process of self-assertion on the basis of these traits of
predatory human nature. In the sophisticated form in which they
enter into the modern, peaceable emulation, the possession of these
traits in some measure is almost a necessary of life to the civilised
man. But while they are indispensable to the competitive individual,
they are not directly serviceable to the community. So far as regards
the serviceability of the individual for the purposes of the collective
life, emulative eﬃciency is of use only indirectly if at all. Ferocity and
cunning are of no use to the community except in its hostile dealings
with other communities; and they are useful to the individual
only because there is so large a proportion of the same traits actively
present in the human environment to which he is exposed. Any
individual who enters the competitive struggle without the due
endowment of these traits is at a disadvantage, somewhat as a hornless
steer would ﬁnd himself at a disadvantage in a drove of horned cattle.
The possession and the cultivation of the predatory traits of character may, of course, be desirable on other than economic grounds.
There is a prevalent æsthetic or ethical predilection for the barbarian
aptitudes, and the traits in question minister so eﬀectively to this
predilection that their serviceability in the æsthetic or ethical respect
probably oﬀsets any economic unserviceability which they may give.
But for the present purpose that is beside the point. Therefore nothing is said here as to the desirability or advisability of sports on the
whole, or as to their value on other than economic grounds.
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In popular apprehension there is much that is admirable in the
type of manhood which the life of sport fosters. There is self-reliance
and good-fellowship, so termed in the somewhat loose colloquial use
of the words. From a diﬀerent point of view the qualities currently
so characterised might be described as truculence and clannishness.
The reason for the current approval and admiration of these manly
qualities, as well as for their being called manly, is the same as the
reason for their usefulness to the individual. The members of the
community, and especially that class of the community which sets
the pace in canons of taste, are endowed with this range of propensities in suﬃcient measure to make their absence in others felt as a
shortcoming, and to make their possession in an exceptional degree
appreciated as an attribute of superior merit. The traits of predatory
man are by no means obsolete in the common run of modern populations. They are present and can be called out in bold relief at
any time by any appeal to the sentiments in which they express
themselves,—unless this appeal should clash with the speciﬁc activities that make up our habitual occupations and comprise the general
range of our everyday interests. The common run of the population
of any industrial community is emancipated from these, economically considered, untoward propensities only in the sense that, through
partial and temporary disuse, they have lapsed into the background
of sub-conscious motives. With varying degrees of potency in
diﬀerent individuals, they remain available for the aggressive shaping of men’s actions and sentiments whenever a stimulus of more
than everyday intensity comes in to call them forth. And they assert
themselves forcibly in any case where no occupation alien to the
predatory culture has usurped the individual’s everyday range of
interest and sentiment. This is the case among the leisure class and
among certain portions of the population which are ancillary to that
class. Hence the facility with which any new accessions to the leisure
class take to sports; and hence the rapid growth of sports and of the
sporting sentient in any industrial community where wealth has
accumulated suﬃciently to exempt a considerable part of the population from work.
A homely and familiar fact may serve to show that the predaceous
impulse does not prevail in the same degree in all classes. Taken
simply as a feature of modern life, the habit of carrying a walking-stick
may seem at best a trivial detail; but the usage has a signiﬁcance for the
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point in question. The classes among whom the habit most prevails—
the classes with whom the walking-stick is associated in popular apprehension—are the men of the leisure class proper, sporting men, and
the lower-class delinquents. To these might perhaps be added the men
engaged in the pecuniary employments. The same is not true of the
common run of men engaged in industry; and it may be noted by the
way that women do not carry a stick except in case of inﬁrmity, where
it has a use of a diﬀerent kind. The practice is of course in great measure a matter of polite usage; but the basis of polite usage is, in turn,
the proclivities of the class which sets the pace in polite usage. The
walking-stick serves the purpose of an advertisement that the bearer’s
hands are employed otherwise than in useful eﬀort, and it therefore
has utility as an evidence of leisure. But it is also a weapon, and it meets
a felt need of barbarian man on that ground. The handling of so tangible and primitive a means of oﬀense is very comforting to any one
who is gifted with even a moderate share of ferocity.
The exigencies of the language make it impossible to avoid an
apparent implication of disapproval of the aptitudes, propensities,
and expressions of life here under discussion. It is, however, not
intended to imply anything in the way of deprecation or commendation of any one of these phases of human character or of the life
process. The various elements of the prevalent human nature are
taken up from the point of view of economic theory, and the traits
discussed are gauged and graded with regard to their immediate economic bearing on the facility of the collective life process. That is to
say, these phenomena are here apprehended from the economic
point of view and are valued with respect to their direct action in
furtherance or hindrance of a more perfect adjustment of the human
collectivity to the environment and to the institutional structure
required by the economic situation of the collectivity for the present
and for the immediate future. For these purposes the traits handed
down from the predatory culture are less serviceable than might
be. Although even in this connection it is not to be overlooked that
the energetic aggressiveness and pertinacity of predatory man is a
heritage of no mean value. The economic value—with some regard
also to the social value in the narrower sense—of these aptitudes and
propensities is attempted to be passed upon without reﬂecting on
their value as seen from another point of view. When contrasted with
the prosy mediocrity of the latter-day industrial scheme of life, and
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judged by the accredited standards of morality, and more especially
by the standards of æsthetics and of poetry, these survivals from a
more primitive type of manhood may have a very diﬀerent value
from that here assigned them. But all this being foreign to the purpose in hand, no expression of opinion on this latter head would be
in place here. All that is admissible is to enter the caution that these
standards of excellence, which are alien to the present purpose, must
not be allowed to inﬂuence our economic appreciation of these traits
of human character or of the activities which foster their growth.
This applies both as regards those persons who actively participate in
sports and those whose sporting experience consists in contemplation only. What is here said of the sporting propensity is likewise pertinent to sundry reﬂections presently to be made in this connection
on what would colloquially be known as the religious life.
The last paragraph incidentally touches upon the fact that everyday
speech can scarcely be employed in discussing this class of aptitudes
and activities without implying deprecation or apology. The fact is
signiﬁcant as showing the habitual attitude of the dispassionate
common man toward the propensities which express themselves in
sports and in exploit generally. And this is perhaps as convenient a
place as any to discuss that undertone of deprecation which runs
through all the voluminous discourse in defense or in laudation of athletic sports, as well as of other activities of a predominantly predatory
character. The same apologetic frame of mind is at least beginning to
be observable in the spokesmen of most other institutions handed
down from the barbarian phase of life. Among these archaic institutions which are felt to need apology are comprised, with others, the
entire existing system of the distribution of wealth, together with the
resulting class distinction of status; all or nearly all forms of consumption that come under the head of conspicuous waste; the status of
women under the patriarchal system; and many features of the traditional creeds and devout observances, especially the exoteric expressions of the creed and the naïve apprehension of received observances.
What is to be said in this connection of the apologetic attitude taken in
commending sports and the sporting character will therefore apply,
with a suitable change in phraseology, to the apologies oﬀered in behalf
of these other, related elements of our social heritage.
There is a feeling—usually vague and not commonly avowed in so
many words by the apologist himself, but ordinarily perceptible in
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the manner of his discourse—that these sports, as well as the general
range of predaceous impulses and habits of thought which underlie
the sporting character, do not altogether commend themselves to
common sense. “As to the majority of murderers, they are very incorrect characters.” This aphorism oﬀers a valuation of the predaceous
temperament, and of the disciplinary eﬀects of its overt expression
and exercise, as seen from the moralist’s point of view. As such it
aﬀords an indication of what is the deliverance of the sober sense
of mature men as to the degree of availability of the predatory habit
of mind for the purposes of the collective life. It is felt that the presumption is against any activity which involves habituation to the
predatory attitude, and that the burden of proof lies with those who
speak for the rehabilitation of the predaceous temper and for the
practices which strengthen it. There is a strong body of popular sentiment in favour of diversions and enterprise of the kind in question;
but there is at the same time present in the community a pervading
sense that this ground of sentiment wants legitimation. The required
legitimation is ordinarily sought by showing that although sports are
substantially of a predatory, socially disintegrating eﬀect; although
their proximate eﬀect runs in the direction of reversion to propensities that are industrially disserviceable; yet indirectly and remotely—
by some not readily comprehensible process of polar induction, or
counter-irritation perhaps—sports are conceived to foster a habit of
mind that is serviceable for the social or industrial purpose. That is
to say, although sports are essentially of the nature of invidious
exploit, it is presumed that by some remote and obscure eﬀect they
result in the growth of a temperament conducive to non-invidious
work. It is commonly attempted to show all this empirically; or it is
rather assumed that this is the empirical generalisation which must
be obvious to any one who cares to see it. In conducting the proof of
this thesis the treacherous ground of inference from cause to eﬀect is
somewhat shrewdly avoided, except so far as to show that the “manly
virtues” spoken of above are fostered by sports. But since it is these
manly virtues that are (economically) in need of legitimation, the
chain of proof breaks oﬀ where it should begin. In the most general
economic terms, these apologies are an eﬀort to show that, in spite of
the logic of the thing, sports do in fact further what may broadly be
called workmanship. So long as he has not succeeded in persuading
himself or others that this is their eﬀect the thoughtful apologist for
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sports will not rest content, and commonly, it is to be admitted, he
does not rest content. His discontent with his own vindication of the
practices in question is ordinarily shown by his truculent tone and by
the eagerness with which he heaps up asseverations in support of his
position.
But why are apologies needed? If there prevails a body of popular
sentiment in favour of sports, why is not that fact a suﬃcient legitimation? The protracted discipline of prowess to which the race has
been subjected under the predatory and quasi-peaceable culture has
transmitted to the men of to-day a temperament that ﬁnds gratiﬁcation
in these expressions of ferocity and cunning. So, why not accept
these sports as legitimate expressions of a normal and wholesome
human nature? What other norm is there that is to be lived up to than
that given in the aggregate range of propensities that express themselves in the sentiments of this generation, including the hereditary
strain of prowess? The ulterior norm to which appeal is taken is the
instinct of workmanship, which is an instinct more fundamental, of
more ancient prescription, than the propensity to predatory emulation. The latter is but a special development of the instinct of workmanship, a variant, relatively late and ephemeral in spite of its great
absolute antiquity. The emulative predatory impulse — or the
instinct of sportsmanship, as it might well be called—is essentially
unstable in comparison with the primordial instinct of workmanship
out of which it has been developed and diﬀerentiated. Tested by this
ulterior norm of life, predatory emulation, and therefore the life of
sport, falls short.
The manner and the measure in which the institution of a leisure
class conduces to the conservation of sports and invidious exploit
can of course not be succinctly stated. From the evidence already
recited it appears that, in sentiment and inclinations, the leisure class
is more favourable to a warlike attitude and animus than the industrial classes. Something similar seems to be true as regards sports.
But it is chieﬂy in its indirect eﬀects, through the canons of decorous
living, that the institution has its inﬂuence on the prevalent sentiment with respect to the sporting life. This indirect eﬀect goes
almost unequivocally in the direction of furthering a survival of the
predatory temperament and habits; and this is true even with respect
to those variants of the sporting life which the higher leisure-class
code of proprieties proscribes; as, e.g., prize-ﬁghting, cock-ﬁghting,
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and other like vulgar expressions of the sporting temper. Whatever the
latest authenticated schedule of detail proprieties may say, the
accredited canons of decency sanctioned by the institution say without equivocation that emulation and waste are good and their opposites are disreputable. In the crepuscular light of the social nether
spaces the details of the code are not apprehended with all the facility that might be desired, and these broad underlying canons of
decency are therefore applied somewhat unreﬂectingly, with little
question as to the scope of their competence or the exceptions that
have been sanctioned in detail.
Addiction to athletic sports, not only in the way of direct participation, but also in the way of sentiment and moral support, is, in a more
or less pronounced degree, a characteristic of the leisure class; and it
is a trait which that class shares with the lower-class delinquents, and
with such atavistic elements throughout the body of the community
as are endowed with a dominant predaceous trend. Few individuals
among the populations of Western civilised countries are so far devoid
of the predaceous instinct as to ﬁnd no diversion in contemplating
athletic sports and games, but with the common run of individuals
among the industrial classes the inclination to sports does not assert
itself to the extent of constituting what may fairly be called a sporting habit. With these classes sports are an occasional diversion rather
than a serious feature of life. This common body of the people can
therefore not be said to cultivate the sporting propensity. Although
it is not obsolete in the average of them, or even in any appreciable
number of individuals, yet the predilection for sports in the commonplace industrial classes is of the nature of a reminiscence, more or less
diverting as an occasional interest, rather than a vital and permanent
interest that counts as a dominant factor in shaping the organic
complex of habits of thought into which it enters.
As it manifests itself in the sporting life of to-day, this propensity
may not appear to be an economic factor of grave consequence.
Taken simply by itself it does not count for a great deal in its direct
eﬀects on the industrial eﬃciency or the consumption of any given
individual; but the prevalence and the growth of the type of human
nature of which this propensity is a characteristic feature is a matter of
some consequence. It aﬀects the economic life of the collectivity both
as regards the rate of economic development and as regards the character of the results attained by the development. For better or worse,
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the fact that the popular habits of thought are in any degree dominated by this type of character can not but greatly aﬀect the scope,
direction, standards, and ideals of the collective economic life, as well
as the degree of adjustment of the collective life to the environment.
Something to a like eﬀect is to be said of other traits that go to
make up the barbarian character. For the purposes of economic
theory, these further barbarian traits may be taken as concomitant
variations of that predaceous temper of which prowess is an expression. In great measure they are not primarily of an economic character, nor do they have much direct economic bearing. They serve to
indicate the stage of economic evolution to which the individual
possessed of them is adapted. They are of importance, therefore,
as extraneous tests of the degree of adaptation of the character in
which they are comprised to the economic exigencies of to-day; but
they are also to some extent important as being aptitudes which
themselves go to increase or diminish the economic serviceability of
the individual.
As it ﬁnds expression in the life of the barbarian, prowess manifests itself in two main directions,—force and fraud. In varying degrees
these two forms of expression are similarly present in modern warfare, in the pecuniary occupations, and in sports and games. Both
lines of aptitudes are cultivated and strengthened by the life of sport
as well as by the more serious forms of emulative life. Strategy or
cunning is an element invariably present in games, as also in warlike
pursuits and in the chase. In all of these employments strategy tends
to develop into ﬁnesse and chicane. Chicane, falsehood, browbeating,
hold a well-secured place in the method of procedure of any athletic
contest and in games generally. The habitual employment of an
umpire, and the minute technical regulations governing the limits
and details of permissible fraud and strategic advantage, suﬃciently
attest the fact that fraudulent practices and attempts to overreach
one’s opponents are not adventitious features of the game. In the nature
of the case habituation to sports should conduce to a fuller development of the aptitude for fraud; and the prevalence in the community
of that predatory temperament which inclines men to sports connotes a prevalence of sharp practice and callous disregard of the
interests of others, individually and collectively. Resort to fraud, in
any guise and under any legitimation of law or custom, is an expression of a narrowly self-regarding habit of mind. It is needless to dwell
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at any length on the economic value of this feature of the sporting
character.
In this connection it is to be noted that the most obvious characteristic of the physiognomy aﬀected by athletic and other sporting
men is that of an extreme astuteness. The gifts and exploits of
Ulysses are scarcely second to those of Achilles, either in their substantial furtherance of the game or in the éclat which they give the
astute sporting man among his associates. The pantomime of astuteness is commonly the ﬁrst step in that assimilation to the professional
sporting man which a youth undergoes after matriculation in any
reputable school, of the secondary or the higher education, as the
case may be. And the physiognomy of astuteness, as a decorative feature, never ceases to receive the thoughtful attention of men whose
serious interest lies in athletic games, races, or other contests of a
similar emulative nature. As a further indication of their spiritual
kinship, it may be pointed out that the members of the lower delinquent class usually show this physiognomy of astuteness in a marked
degree, and that they very commonly show the same histrionic exaggeration of it that is often seen in the young candidate for athletic
honours. This, by the way, is the most legible mark of what is vulgarly called “toughness” in youthful aspirants for a bad name.
The astute man, it may be remarked, is of no economic value to
the community—unless it be for the purpose of sharp practice in
dealings with other communities. His functioning is not a furtherance
of the generic life process. At its best, in its direct economic bearing,
it is a conversion of the economic substance of the collectivity to a
growth alien to the collective life process—very much after the analogy of what in medicine would be called a benign tumor, with some
tendency to transgress the uncertain line that divides the benign
from the malign growths.
The two barbarian traits, ferocity and astuteness, go to make up
the predaceous temper or spiritual attitude. They are the expressions
of a narrowly self-regarding habit of mind. Both are highly serviceable for individual expediency in a life looking to invidious success.
Both also have a high æsthetic value. Both are fostered by the pecuniary culture. But both alike are of no use for the purposes of the
collective life.

CHAPTER XI
the belief in luck
Th e gambling propensity is another subsidiary trait of the barbarian
temperament. It is a concomitant variation of character of almost
universal prevalence among sporting men and among men given to
warlike and emulative activities generally. This trait also has a direct
economic value. It is recognised to be a hindrance to the highest
industrial eﬃciency of the aggregate in any community where it prevails in an appreciable degree.
The gambling proclivity is doubtfully to be classed as a feature
belonging exclusively to the predatory type of human nature. The
chief factor in the gambling habit is the belief in luck; and this belief
is apparently traceable, at least in its elements, to a stage in human
evolution antedating the predatory culture. It may well have been
under the predatory culture that the belief in luck was developed into
the form in which it is present, as the chief element of the gambling
proclivity, in the sporting temperament. It probably owes the
speciﬁc form under which it occurs in the modern culture to the
predatory discipline. But the belief in luck is in substance a habit of
more ancient date than the predatory culture. It is one form of the
animistic apprehension of things. The belief seems to be a trait carried over in substance from an earlier phase into the barbarian culture, and transmuted and transmitted through that culture to a later
stage of human development under a speciﬁc form imposed by the
predatory discipline. But in any case, it is to be taken as an archaic
trait, inherited from a more or less remote past, more or less incompatible with the requirements of the modern industrial process, and
more or less of a hindrance to the fullest eﬃciency of the collective
economic life of the present.
While the belief in luck is the basis of the gambling habit, it is not
the only element that enters into the habit of betting. Betting on the
issue of contests of strength and skill proceeds on a further motive,
without which the belief in luck would scarcely come in as a prominent feature of sporting life. This further motive is the desire of the
anticipated winner, or the partisan of the anticipated winning side, to
heighten his side’s ascendency at the cost of the loser. Not only does
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the stronger side score a more signal victory, and the losing side suﬀer
a more painful and humiliating defeat, in proportion as the pecuniary
gain and loss in the wager is large; although this alone is a consideration of material weight. But the wager is commonly laid also with a
view, not avowed in words nor even recognised in set terms in petto,*
to enhancing the chances of success for the contestant on which it is
laid. It is felt that substance and solicitude expended to this end can
not go for naught in the issue. There is here a special manifestation
of the instinct of workmanship, backed by an even more manifest
sense that the animistic congruity of things must decide for a victorious outcome for the side in whose behalf the propensity inherent in
events has been propitiated and fortiﬁed by so much of conative and
kinetic urging. This incentive to the wager expresses itself freely
under the form of backing one’s favourite in any contest, and it is
unmistakably a predatory feature. It is as ancillary to the predaceous
impulse proper that the belief in luck expresses itself in a wager. So
that it may be set down that in so far as the belief in luck comes to
expression in the form of laying a wager, it is to be accounted an integral element of the predatory type of character. The belief is, in its
elements, an archaic habit which belongs substantially to early,
undiﬀerentiated human nature; but when this belief is helped out by
the predatory emulative impulse, and so is diﬀerentiated into the
speciﬁc form of the gambling habit, it is, in this higher-developed
and speciﬁc form, to be classed as a trait of the barbarian character.
The belief in luck is a sense of fortuitous necessity in the sequence
of phenomena. In its various mutations and expressions, it is of very
serious importance for the economic eﬃciency of any community in
which it prevails to an appreciable extent. So much so as to warrant
a more detailed discussion of its origin and content and of the bearing of its various ramiﬁcations upon economic structure and function,
as well as a discussion of the relation of the leisure class to its growth,
diﬀerentiation, and persistence. In the developed, integrated form in
which it is most readily observed in the barbarian of the predatory
culture or in the sporting man of modern communities, the belief
comprises at least two distinguishable elements,—which are to be
taken as two diﬀerent phases of the same fundamental habit of
thought, or as the same psychological factor in two successive phases
of its evolution. The fact that these two elements are successive
phases of the same general line of growth of belief does not hinder
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their coexisting in the habits of thought of any given individual. The
more primitive form (or the more archaic phase) is an incipient animistic belief, or an animistic sense of relations and things, that imputes
a quasi-personal character to facts. To the archaic man all the obtrusive and obviously consequential objects and facts in his environment
have a quasi-personal individuality. They are conceived to be possessed
of volition, or rather of propensities, which enter into the complex of
causes and aﬀect events in an inscrutable manner. The sporting
man’s sense of luck and chance, or of fortuitous necessity, is an
inarticulate or inchoate animism. It applies to objects and situations,
often in a very vague way; but it is usually so far deﬁned as to imply
the possibility of propitiating, or of deceiving and cajoling, or otherwise
disturbing the unfolding of propensities resident in the objects which
constitute the apparatus and accessories of any game of skill or
chance. There are few sporting men who are not in the habit of wearing charms or talismans to which more or less of eﬃcacy is felt to
belong. And the proportion is not much less of those who instinctively
dread the “hoodooing” of the contestants or the apparatus engaged
in any contest on which they lay a wager; or who feel that the fact of
their backing a given contestant or side in the game does and ought
to strengthen that side; or to whom the “mascot” which they cultivate
means something more than a jest.
In its simple form the belief in luck is this instinctive sense of an
inscrutable teleological propensity in objects or situations. Objects or
events have a propensity to eventuate in a given end, whether this
end or objective point of the sequence is conceived to be fortuitously
given or deliberately sought. From this simple animism the belief
shades oﬀ by insensible gradations into the second, derivative form
or phase above referred to, which is a more or less articulate belief in
an inscrutable preternatural agency. The preternatural agency works
through the visible objects with which it is associated, but is not
identiﬁed with these objects in point of individuality. The use of the
term “preternatural agency” here carries no further implication as to
the nature of the agency spoken of as preternatural. This is only a
farther development of animistic belief. The preternatural agency is
not necessarily conceived to be a personal agent in the full sense, but
it is an agency which partakes of the attributes of personality to the
extent of somewhat arbitrarily inﬂuencing the outcome of any enterprise, and especially of any contest. The pervading belief in the
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hamingia or gipta (gæfa, au∂~na)* which lends so much of colour to the
Icelandic sagas speciﬁcally, and to early Germanic folk-legends generally, is an illustration of this sense of an extra-physical propensity in
the course of events.
In this expression or form of the belief the propensity is scarcely
personiﬁed, although to a varying extent an individuality is imputed
to it; and this individuated propensity is sometimes conceived to
yield to circumstances, commonly to circumstances of a spiritual or
preternatural character. A well-known and striking exempliﬁcation
of the belief—in a fairly advanced stage of diﬀerentiation and
involving an anthropomorphic personiﬁcation of the preternatural
agent appealed to—is aﬀorded by the wager of battle. Here the preternatural agent was conceived to act on request as umpire, and to
shape the outcome of the contest in accordance with some stipulated
ground of decision, such as the equity or legality of the respective
contestants’ claims. The like sense of an inscrutable but spiritually
necessary tendency in events is still traceable as an obscure element
in current popular belief, as shown, for instance, by the well-accredited maxim, “Thrice is he armed who knows his quarrel just,”—a
maxim which retains much of its signiﬁcance for the average
unreﬂecting person even in the civilised communities of to-day. The
modern reminiscence of the belief in the hamingia, or in the guidance
of an unseen hand, which is traceable in the acceptance of this maxim
is faint and perhaps uncertain; and it seems in any case to be blended
with other psychological moments that are not clearly of an animistic
character.
For the purpose in hand it is unnecessary to look more closely into
the psychological process or the ethnological line of descent by which
the later of these two animistic apprehensions of propensity is
derived from the earlier. This question may be of the gravest importance to folk-psychology or to the theory of the evolution of creeds
and cults. The same is true of the more fundamental question
whether the two are related at all as successive phases in a sequence
of development. Reference is here made to the existence of these
questions only to remark that the interest of the present discussion
does not lie in that direction. So far as concerns economic theory,
these two elements or phases of the belief in luck, or in an extracausal trend or propensity in things, are of substantially the same
character. They have an economic signiﬁcance as habits of thought
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which aﬀect the individual’s habitual view of the facts and sequences
with which he comes in contact, and which thereby aﬀect the individual’s serviceability for the industrial purpose. Therefore, apart from
all question of the beauty, worth, or beneﬁcence of any animistic
belief, there is place for a discussion of their economic bearing on the
serviceability of the individual as an economic factor, and especially
as an industrial agent.
It has already been noted in an earlier connection, that in order to
the highest serviceability in the complex industrial processes of
to-day, the individual must be endowed with the aptitude and the
habit of readily apprehending and relating facts in terms of causal
sequence. Both as a whole and in its details, the industrial process is
a process of quantitative causation. The “intelligence” demanded of
the workman, as well as of the director of an industrial process, is
little else than a degree of facility in the apprehension of and adaptation to a quantitatively determined causal sequence. This facility of
apprehension and adaptation is what is lacking in stupid workmen,
and the growth of this facility is the end sought in their education—
so far as their education aims to enhance their industrial eﬃciency.
In so far as the individual’s inherited aptitudes or his training incline
him to account for facts and sequences in other terms than those of
causation or matter-of-fact, they lower his productive eﬃciency or
industrial usefulness. This lowering of eﬃciency through a penchant
for animistic methods of apprehending facts is especially apparent
when taken in the mass—when a given population with an animistic
turn is viewed as a whole. The economic drawbacks of animism are
more patent and its consequences are more far-reaching under the
modern system of large industry than under any other. In the modern
industrial communities, industry is, to a constantly increasing extent,
being organised in a comprehensive system of organs and functions
mutually conditioning one another; and therefore freedom from all
bias in the causal apprehension of phenomena grows constantly more
requisite to eﬃciency on the part of the men concerned in industry.
Under a system of handicraft an advantage in dexterity, diligence,
muscular force, or endurance may, in a very large measure, oﬀset
such a bias in the habits of thought of the workmen.
Similarly in agricultural industry of the traditional kind, which
closely resembles handicraft in the nature of the demands made upon
the workman. In both, the workman is himself the prime mover
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chieﬂy depended upon, and the natural forces engaged are in large
part apprehended as inscrutable and fortuitous agencies, whose
working lies beyond the workman’s control or discretion. In popular
apprehension there is in these forms of industry relatively little of the
industrial process left to the fateful swing of a comprehensive
mechanical sequence which must be comprehended in terms of causation and to which the operations of industry and the movements of
the workmen must be adapted. As industrial methods develop, the
virtues of the handicraftsman count for less and less as an oﬀset to
scanty intelligence or a halting acceptance of the sequence of cause
and eﬀect. The industrial organisation assumes more and more of the
character of a mechanism, in which it is man’s oﬃce to discriminate
and select what natural forces shall work out their eﬀects in his
service. The workman’s part in industry changes from that of a
prime mover to that of discrimination and valuation of quantitative
sequences and mechanical facts. The faculty of a ready apprehension
and unbiassed appreciation of causes in his environment grows in
relative economic importance, and any element in the complex of his
habits of thought which intrudes a bias at variance with this ready
appreciation of matter-of-fact sequence gains proportionately in
importance as a disturbing element acting to lower his industrial
usefulness. Through its cumulative eﬀect upon the habitual attitude
of the population, even a slight or inconspicuous bias towards accounting for everyday facts by recourse to other ground than that of quantitative causation may work an appreciable lowering of the collective
industrial eﬃciency of a community.
The animistic habit of mind may occur in the early, undiﬀerentiated
form of an inchoate animistic belief, or in the later and more highly
integrated phase in which there is an anthropomorphic personiﬁcation
of the propensity imputed to facts. The industrial value of such a
lively animistic sense, or of such recourse to a preternatural agency
or the guidance of an unseen hand, is of course very much the same
in either case. As aﬀects the industrial serviceability of the individual, the eﬀect is of the same kind in either case; but the extent to
which this habit of thought dominates or shapes the complex of his
habits of thought varies with the degree of immediacy, urgency, or
exclusiveness with which the individual habitually applies the
animistic or anthropomorphic formula in dealing with the facts of
his environment. The animistic habit acts in all cases to blur the
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appreciation of causal sequence; but the earlier, less reﬂected, less
deﬁned animistic sense of propensity may be expected to aﬀect the
intellectual processes of the individual in a more pervasive way than
the higher forms of anthropomorphism. Where the animistic habit is
present in the naïve form, its scope and range of application are not
deﬁned or limited. It will therefore palpably aﬀect his thinking at
every turn of the person’s life—wherever he has to do with the
material means of life. In the later, maturer development of animism,
after it has been deﬁned through the process of anthropomorphic
elaboration, when its application has been limited in a somewhat consistent fashion to the remote and the invisible, it comes about that an
increasing range of everyday facts are provisionally accounted for
without recourse to the preternatural agency in which a cultivated
animism expresses itself. A highly integrated, personiﬁed preternatural agency is not a convenient means of handling the trivial occurrences of life, and a habit is therefore easily fallen into of accounting
for many trivial or vulgar phenomena in terms of sequence. The provisional explanation so arrived at is by neglect allowed to stand as
deﬁnitive, for trivial purposes, until special provocation or perplexity
recalls the individual to his allegiance. But when special exigencies
arise, that is to say, when there is peculiar need of a full and free
recourse to the law of cause and eﬀect, then the individual commonly
has recourse to the preternatural agency as a universal solvent, if he
is possessed of an anthropomorphic belief.
The extra-causal propensity or agent has a very high utility as a
recourse in perplexity, but its utility is altogether of a non-economic
kind. It is especially a refuge and a fund of comfort where it has
attained the degree of consistency and specialisation that belongs to
an anthropomorphic divinity. It has much to commend it even on
other grounds than that of aﬀording the perplexed individual a
means of escape from the diﬃculty of accounting for phenomena in
terms of causal sequence. It would scarcely be in place here to dwell
on the obvious and well-accepted merits of an anthropomorphic
divinity, as seen from the point of view of the æsthetic, moral, or
spiritual interest, or even as seen from the less remote standpoint of
political, military, or social policy. The question here concerns the
less picturesque and less urgent economic value of the belief in such
a preternatural agency, taken as a habit of thought which aﬀects the
industrial serviceability of the believer. And even within this narrow,
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economic range, the inquiry is perforce conﬁned to the immediate
bearing of this habit of thought upon the believer’s workmanlike
serviceability, rather than extended to include its remoter economic
eﬀects. These remoter eﬀects are very diﬃcult to trace. The inquiry
into them is so encumbered with current preconceptions as to the
degree in which life is enhanced by spiritual contact with such a
divinity, that any attempt to inquire into their economic value must
for the present be fruitless.
The immediate, direct eﬀect of the animistic habit of thought
upon the general frame of mind of the believer goes in the direction
of lowering his eﬀective intelligence in the respect in which intelligence is of especial consequence for modern industry. The eﬀect follows, in varying degree, whether the preternatural agent or propensity
believed in is of a higher or a lower cast. This holds true of the barbarian’s and the sporting man’s sense of luck and propensity, and
likewise of the somewhat higher developed belief in an anthropomorphic divinity, such as is commonly possessed by the same class. It
must be taken to hold true also—though with what relative degree
of cogency is not easy to say—of the more adequately developed
anthropomorphic cults, such as appeal to the devout civilised man.
The industrial disability entailed by a popular adherence to one of
the higher anthropomorphic cults may be relatively slight, but it is
not to be overlooked. And even these high-class cults of the Western
culture do not represent the last dissolving phase of this human sense
of extra-causal propensity. Beyond these the same animistic sense
shows itself also in such attenuations of anthropomorphism as the
eighteenth-century appeal to an order of nature and natural rights,
and in their modern representative, the ostensibly post-Darwinian
concept of a meliorative trend in the process of evolution. This animistic explanation of phenomena is a form of the fallacy which the
logicians knew by the name of ignava ratio.* For the purposes of
industry or of science it counts as a blunder in the apprehension and
valuation of facts.
Apart from its direct industrial consequences, the animistic habit
has a certain signiﬁcance for economic theory on other grounds. (1) It
is a fairly reliable indication of the presence, and to some extent even
of the degree of potency, of certain other archaic traits that accompany it and that are of substantial economic consequence; and (2) the
material consequences of that code of devout proprieties to which the
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animistic habit gives rise in the development of an anthropomorphic
cult are of importance both (a) as aﬀecting the community’s consumption of goods and the prevalent canons of taste, as already suggested
in an earlier chapter, and (b) by inducing and conserving a certain
habitual recognition of the relation to a superior, and so stiﬀening the
current sense of status and allegiance.
As regards the point last named (b), that body of habits of thought
which makes up the character of any individual is in some sense an
organic whole. A marked variation in a given direction at any one
point carries with it, as its correlative, a concomitant variation in the
habitual expression of life in other directions or other groups of
activities. These various habits of thought, or habitual expressions of
life, are all phases of the single life sequence of the individual; therefore a habit formed in response to a given stimulus will necessarily
aﬀect the character of the response made to other stimuli. A modiﬁcation
of human nature at any one point is a modiﬁcation of human nature
as a whole. On this ground, and perhaps to a still greater extent on
obscurer grounds that can not be discussed here, there are these concomitant variations as between the diﬀerent traits of human nature.
So, for instance, barbarian peoples with a well-developed predatory
scheme of life are commonly also possessed of a strong prevailing
animistic habit, a well-formed anthropomorphic cult, and a lively
sense of status. On the other hand, anthropomorphism and the realising sense of an animistic propensity in material things are less
obtrusively present in the life of the peoples at the cultural stages
which precede and which follow the barbarian culture. The sense of
status is also feebler, on the whole, in peaceable communities. It is to
be remarked that a lively, but slightly specialised, animistic belief is
to be found in most if not all peoples living in the ante-predatory,
savage stage of culture. The primitive savage takes his animism less
seriously than the barbarian or the degenerate savage. With him it
eventuates in fantastic myth-making, rather than in coercive superstition. The barbarian culture shows sportsmanship, status, and
anthropomorphism. There is commonly observable a like concomitance of variations in the same respects in the individual temperament of men in the civilised communities of to-day. Those modern
representatives of the predaceous barbarian temper that make up the
sporting element are commonly believers in luck; at least they have a
strong sense of an animistic propensity in things, by force of which
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they are given to gambling. So also as regards anthropomorphism in
this class. Such of them as give in their adhesion to some creed commonly attach themselves to one of the naïvely and consistently
anthropomorphic creeds; there are relatively few sporting men who
seek spiritual comfort in the less anthropomorphic cults, such as the
Unitarian or the Universalist.*
Closely bound up with this correlation of anthropomorphism and
prowess is the fact that anthropomorphic cults act to conserve, if not
to initiate, habits of mind favourable to a régime of status. As regards
this point, it is quite impossible to say where the disciplinary eﬀect
of the cult ends and where the evidence of a concomitance of variations in inherited traits begins. In their ﬁnest development, the
predatory temperament, the sense of status, and the anthropomorphic cult all together belong to the barbarian culture; and something
of a mutual causal relation subsists between the three phenomena as
they come into sight in communities on that cultural level. The way
in which they recur in correlation in the habits and attitudes of individuals and classes to-day goes far to imply a like causal or organic
relation between the same psychological phenomena considered as
traits or habits of the individual. It has appeared at an earlier point in
the discussion that the relation of status, as a feature of social structure, is a consequence of the predatory habit of life. As regards its
line of derivation, it is substantially an elaborated expression of the
predatory attitude. On the other hand, an anthropomorphic cult is a
code of detailed relations of status superimposed upon the concept of
a preternatural, inscrutable propensity in material things. So that, as
regards the external facts of its derivation, the cult may be taken as
an outgrowth of archaic man’s pervading animistic sense, deﬁned
and in some degree transformed by the predatory habit of life, the
result being a personiﬁed preternatural agency, which is by imputation endowed with a full complement of the habits of thought that
characterise the man of the predatory culture.
The grosser psychological features in the case, which have an
immediate bearing on economic theory and are consequently to be
taken account of here, are therefore: (a) as has appeared in an earlier
chapter, the predatory, emulative habit of mind here called prowess
is but the barbarian variant of the generically human instinct of
workmanship, which has fallen into this speciﬁc form under the
guidance of a habit of invidious comparison of persons; (b) the relation
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of status is a formal expression of such an invidious comparison duly
gauged and graded according to a sanctioned schedule; (c) an anthropomorphic cult, in the days of its early vigour at least, is an institution the characteristic element of which is a relation of status between
the human subject as inferior and the personiﬁed preternatural
agency as superior. With this in mind, there should be no diﬃculty
in recognising the intimate relation which subsists between these
three phenomena of human nature and of human life; the relation
amounts to an identity in some of their substantial elements. On the
one hand, the system of status and the predatory habit of life are an
expression of the instinct of workmanship as it takes form under a
custom of invidious comparison; on the other hand, the anthropomorphic cult and the habit of devout observances are an expression
of men’s animistic sense of a propensity in material things, elaborated under the guidance of substantially the same general habit of
invidious comparison. The two categories—the emulative habit of
life and the habit of devout observances—are therefore to be taken as
complementary elements of the barbarian type of human nature and
of its modern barbarian variants. They are expressions of much the
same range of aptitudes, made in response to diﬀerent sets of stimuli.

CHAPTER XII
devout observances
A discursive rehearsal of certain incidents of modern life will show
the organic relation of the anthropomorphic cults to the barbarian
culture and temperament. It will likewise serve to show how the survival and eﬃcacy of the cults and the prevalence of their schedule of
devout observances are related to the institution of a leisure class and
to the springs of action underlying that institution. Without any
intention to commend or to deprecate the practices to be spoken of
under the head of devout observances, or the spiritual and intellectual traits of which these observances are the expression, the everyday
phenomena of current anthropomorphic cults may be taken up from
the point of view of the interest which they have for economic theory.
What can properly be spoken of here are the tangible, external features
of devout observances. The moral, as well as the devotional value of
the life of faith lies outside of the scope of the present inquiry. Of
course no question is here entertained as to the truth or beauty of the
creeds on which the cults proceed. And even their remoter economic
bearing can not be taken up here; the subject is too recondite and of
too grave import to ﬁnd a place in so slight a sketch.
Something has been said in an earlier chapter as to the inﬂuence
which pecuniary standards of value exert upon the processes of valuation carried out on other bases, not related to the pecuniary interest.
The relation is not altogether one-sided. The economic standards or
canons of valuation are in their turn inﬂuenced by extra-economic
standards of value. Our judgments of the economic bearing of facts
are to some extent shaped by the dominant presence of these weightier
interests. There is a point of view, indeed, from which the economic
interest is of weight only as being ancillary to these higher, noneconomic interests. For the present purpose, therefore, some
thought must be taken to isolate the economic interest or the economic
hearing of these phenomena of anthropomorphic cults. It takes some
eﬀort to divest oneself of the more serious point of view, and to reach
an economic appreciation of these facts, with as little as may be of the
bias due to higher interests extraneous to economic theory.
*
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In the discussion of the sporting temperament, it has appeared that
the sense of an animistic propensity in material things and events is
what aﬀords the spiritual basis of the sporting man’s gambling habit.
For the economic purpose, this sense of propensity is substantially
the same psychological element as expresses itself, under a variety of
forms, in animistic beliefs and anthropomorphic creeds. So far as
concerns those tangible psychological features with which economic
theory has to deal, the gambling spirit which pervades the sporting
element shades oﬀ by insensible gradations into that frame of mind
which ﬁnds gratiﬁcation in devout observances. As seen from the
point of view of economic theory, the sporting character shades oﬀ
into the character of a religious devotee. Where the betting man’s
animistic sense is helped out by a somewhat consistent tradition, it
has developed into a more or less articulate belief in a preternatural
or hyperphysical agency, with something of an anthropomorphic
content. And where this is the case, there is commonly a perceptible
inclination to make terms with the preternatural agency by some
approved method of approach and conciliation. This element of
propitiation and cajoling has much in common with the crasser
forms of worship—if not in historical derivation, at least in actual
psychological content. It obviously shades oﬀ in unbroken continuity into what is recognised as superstitious practice and belief, and so
asserts its claim to kinship with the grosser anthropomorphic cults.
The sporting or gambling temperament, then, comprises some of
the substantial psychological elements that go to make a believer in
creeds and an observer of devout forms, the chief point of coincidence being the belief in an inscrutable propensity or a preternatural
interposition in the sequence of events. For the purpose of the gambling practice the belief in preternatural agency may be, and ordinarily
is, less closely formulated, especially as regards the habits of thought
and the scheme of life imputed to the preternatural agent; or, in
other words, as regards his moral character and his purposes in interfering in events. With respect to the individuality or personality of
the agency whose presence as luck, or chance, or hoodoo, or mascot,
etc., he feels and sometimes dreads and endeavours to evade, the
sporting man’s views are also less speciﬁc, less integrated and
diﬀerentiated. The basis of his gambling activity is, in great measure,
simply an instinctive sense of the presence of a pervasive extraphysical and arbitrary force or propensity in things or situations, which is
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scarcely recognised as a personal agent. The betting man is not infrequently both a believer in luck, in this naïve sense, and at the same
time a pretty staunch adherent of some form of accepted creed. He is
especially prone to accept so much of the creed as concerns the
inscrutable power and the arbitrary habits of the divinity which has
won his conﬁdence. In such a case he is possessed of two, or sometimes
more than two, distinguishable phases of animism. Indeed, the complete series of successive phases of animistic belief is to be found
unbroken in the spiritual furniture of any sporting community. Such
a chain of animistic conceptions will comprise the most elementary
form of an instinctive sense of luck and chance and fortuitous necessity at one end of the series, together with the perfectly developed
anthropomorphic divinity at the other end, with all intervening
stages of integration. Coupled with these beliefs in preternatural
agency goes an instinctive shaping of conduct to conform with the
surmised requirements of the lucky chance on the one hand, and a
more or less devout submission to the inscrutable decrees of the
divinity on the other hand.
There is a relationship in this respect between the sporting temperament and the temperament of the delinquent classes; and the
two are related to the temperament which inclines to an anthropomorphic cult. Both the delinquent and the sporting man are on an
average more apt to be adherents of some accredited creed, and are
also rather more inclined to devout observances, than the general
average of the community. It is also noticeable that unbelieving
members of these classes show more of a proclivity to become proselytes to some accredited faith than the average of unbelievers. This
fact of observation is avowed by the spokesmen of sports, especially
in apologizing for the more naïvely predatory athletic sports. Indeed,
it is somewhat insistently claimed as a meritorious feature of sporting
life that the habitual participants in athletic games are in some degree
peculiarly given to devout practices. And it is observable that the cult
to which sporting men and the predaceous delinquent classes adhere,
or to which proselytes from these classes commonly attach themselves, is ordinarily not one of the so-called higher faiths, but a cult
which has to do with a thoroughly anthropomorphic divinity. Archaic,
predatory human nature is not satisﬁed with abstruse conceptions of
a dissolving personality that shades oﬀ into the concept of quantitative causal sequence, such as the speculative, esoteric creeds of
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Christendom impute to the First Cause, Universal Intelligence, World
Soul, or Spiritual Aspect. As an instance of a cult of the character
which the habits of mind of the athlete and the delinquent require,
may be cited that branch of the church militant known as the
Salvation Army.* This is to some extent recruited from the lowerclass delinquents, and it appears to comprise also, among its oﬃcers
especially, a larger proportion of men with a sporting record than
the proportion of such men in the aggregate population of the
community.
College athletics aﬀord a case in point. It is contended by exponents
of the devout element in college life—and there seems to be no ground
for disputing the claim—that the desirable athletic material aﬀorded
by any student body in this country is at the same time predominantly religious; or that it is at least given to devout observances to a
greater degree than the average of those students whose interest in
athletics and other college sports is less. This is what might be
expected on theoretical grounds. It may be remarked, by the way,
that from one point of view this is felt to reﬂect credit on the college
sporting life, on athletic games, and on those persons who occupy
themselves with these matters. It happens not infrequently that college sporting men devote themselves to religious propaganda, either
as a vocation or as a by-occupation; and it is observable that when
this happens they are likely to become propagandists of some one of
the more anthropomorphic cults. In their teaching they are apt to
insist chieﬂy on the personal relation of status which subsists
between an anthropomorphic divinity and the human subject.
This intimate relation between athletics and devout observance
among college men is a fact of suﬃcient notoriety; but it has a special
feature to which attention has not been called, although it is obvious
enough. The religious zeal which pervades much of the college
sporting element is especially prone to express itself in an unquestioning devoutness and a naïve and complacent submission to an
inscrutable Providence. It therefore by preference seeks afﬂiation
with some one of those lay religious organisations which occupy
themselves with the spread of the exoteric forms of faith—as, e.g.,
the Young Men’s Christian Association or the Young People’s
Society for Christian Endeavour.* These lay bodies are organised to
further “practical” religion; and as if to enforce the argument and ﬁrmly
establish the close relationship between the sporting temperament
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and the archaic devoutness, these lay religious bodies commonly
devote some appreciable portion of their energies to the furtherance
of athletic contests and similar games of chance and skill. It might
even be said that sports of this kind are apprehended to have some
eﬃcacy as a means of grace. They are apparently useful as a means
of proselyting, and as a means of sustaining the devout attitude in
converts once made. That is to say, the games which give exercise to
the animistic sense and to the emulative propensity help to form and
to conserve that habit of mind to which the more exoteric cults are
congenial. Hence, in the hands of the lay organisations, these sporting activities come to do duty as a novitiate or a means of induction
into that fuller unfolding of the life of spiritual status which is the
privilege of the full communicant alone.
That the exercise of the emulative and lower animistic proclivities
are substantially useful for the devout purpose seems to be placed
beyond question by the fact that the priesthood of many denominations is following the lead of the lay organisations in this respect.
Those ecclesiastical organisations especially which stand nearest the
lay organisations in their insistence on practical religion have gone
some way towards adopting these or analogous practices in connection with the traditional devout observances. So there are “boys’
brigades,” and other organisations, under clerical sanction, acting to
develop the emulative proclivity and the sense of status in the youthful
members of the congregation. These pseudo-military organisations
tend to elaborate and accentuate the proclivity to emulation and
invidious comparison, and so strengthen the native facility for discerning and approving the relation of personal mastery and subservience.
And a believer is eminently a person who knows how to obey and
accept chastisement with good grace.
But the habits of thought which these practices foster and conserve make up but one half of the substance of the anthropomorphic
cults. The other, complementary element of devout life—the animistic habit of mind—is recruited and conserved by a second range
of practices organised under clerical sanction. These are the class of
gambling practices of which the church bazaar or rafﬂe may be taken
as the type. As indicating the degree of legitimacy of these practices
in connection with devout observances proper, it is to be remarked
that these rafﬂes, and the like trivial opportunities for gambling,
seem to appeal with more eﬀect to the common run of the members
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of religious organisations than they do to persons of a less devout
habit of mind.
All this seems to argue, on the one hand, that the same temperament
inclines people to sports as inclines them to the anthropomorphic
cults, and on the other hand that the habituation to sports, perhaps
especially to athletic sports, acts to develop the propensities which
ﬁnd satisfaction in devout observances. Conversely; it also appears
that habituation to these observances favours the growth of a proclivity for athletic sports and for all games that give play to the habit of
invidious comparison and of the appeal to luck. Substantially the
same range of propensities ﬁnds expression in both these directions
of the spiritual life. That barbarian human nature in which the
predatory instinct and the animistic standpoint predominate is
normally prone to both. The predatory habit of mind involves an
accentuated sense of personal dignity and of the relative standing of
individuals. The social structure in which the predatory habit has
been the dominant factor in the shaping of institutions is a structure
based on status. The pervading norm in the predatory community’s
scheme of life is the relation of superior and inferior, noble and base,
dominant and subservient persons and classes, master and slave. The
anthropomorphic cults have come down from that stage of industrial
development and have been shaped by the same scheme of economic
diﬀerentiation—a diﬀerentiation into consumer and producer,—and
they are pervaded by the same dominant principle of mastery and
subservience. The cults impute to their divinity the habits of thought
answering to the stage of economic diﬀerentiation at which the cults
took shape. The anthropomorphic divinity is conceived to be punctilious in all questions of precedence and is prone to an assertion of
mastery and an arbitrary exercise of power—an habitual resort to
force as the ﬁnal arbiter.
In the later and maturer formulations of the anthropomorphic
creed this imputed habit of dominance on the part of a divinity of
awful presence and inscrutable power is chastened into “the fatherhood of God.” The spiritual attitude and the aptitudes imputed to
the preternatural agent are still such as belong under the régime of
status, but they now assume the patriarchal cast characteristic of the
quasi-peaceable stage of culture. Still it is to be noted that even in this
advanced phase of the cult the observances in which devoutness ﬁnds
expression consistently aim to propitiate the divinity by extolling his
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greatness and glory and by professing subservience and fealty. The
act of propitiation or of worship is designed to appeal to a sense of
status imputed to the inscrutable power that is thus approached. The
propitiatory formulas most in vogue are still such as carry or imply
an invidious comparison. A loyal attachment to the person of an
anthropomorphic divinity endowed with such an archaic human
nature implies the like archaic propensities in the devotee. For the
purposes of economic theory, the relation of fealty, whether to a
physical or to an extraphysical person, is to be taken as a variant of
that personal subservience which makes up so large a share of the
predatory and the quasi-peaceable scheme of life.
The barbarian conception of the divinity, as a warlike chieftain
inclined to an overbearing manner of government, has been greatly
softened through the milder manners and the soberer habits of life
that characterise those cultural phases which lie between the early
predatory stage and the present. But even after this chastening of the
devout fancy, and the consequent mitigation of the harsher traits of
conduct and character that are currently imputed to the divinity,
there still remains in the popular apprehension of the divine nature
and temperament a very substantial residue of the barbarian conception. So it comes about, for instance, that in characterising the divinity and his relations to the process of human life, speakers and writers
are still able to make eﬀective use of similes borrowed from the
vocabulary of war and of the predatory manner of life, as well as of
locutions which involve an invidious comparison. Figures of speech
of this import are used with good eﬀect even in addressing the less
warlike modern audiences, made up of adherents of the blander variants of the creed. This eﬀective use of barbarian epithets and terms
of comparison by popular speakers argues that the modern generation has retained a lively appreciation of the dignity and merit of the
barbarian virtues; and it argues also that there is a degree of congruity between the devout attitude and the predatory habit of mind.
It is only on second thought, if at all, that the devout fancy of modern
worshippers revolts at the imputation of ferocious and vengeful emotions and actions to the object of their adoration. It is a matter of
common observation that sanguinary epithets applied to the divinity
have a high æsthetic and honoriﬁc value in the popular apprehension. That is to say, suggestions which these epithets carry are very
acceptable to our unreﬂecting apprehension.
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Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord;
He is trampling out the vintage where the grapes of wrath
are stored;
He hath loosed the fateful lightning of his terrible swift sword;
His truth is marching on.*

The guiding habits of thought of a devout person move on the
plane of an archaic scheme of life which has outlived much of its usefulness for the economic exigencies of the collective life of to-day. In
so far as the economic organisation ﬁts the exigencies of the collective
life of to-day, it has outlived the régime of status, and has no use and
no place for a relation of personal subserviency. So far as concerns
the economic eﬃciency of the community, the sentiment of personal
fealty, and the general habit of mind of which that sentiment is an
expression, are survivals which cumber the ground and hinder an
adequate adjustment of human institutions to the existing situation.
The habit of mind which best lends itself to the purposes of a peaceable, industrial community, is that matter-of-fact temper which
recognises the value of material facts simply as opaque items in the
mechanical sequence. It is that frame of mind which does not instinctively impute an animistic propensity to things, nor resort to preternatural intervention as an explanation of perplexing phenomena,
nor depend on an unseen hand to shape the course of events to
human use. To meet the requirements of the highest economic
eﬃciency under modern conditions, the world process must habitually be apprehended in terms of quantitative, dispassionate force and
sequence.
As seen from the point of view of the later economic exigencies,
devoutness is, perhaps in all cases, to be looked upon as a survival
from an earlier phase of associated life—a mark of arrested spiritual
development. Of course it remains true that in a community where
the economic structure is still substantially a system of status; where
the attitude of the average of persons in the community is consequently shaped by and adapted to the relation of personal dominance
and personal subservience; or where for any other reason—of tradition or of inherited aptitude—the population as a whole is strongly
inclined to devout observances; there a devout habit of mind in any
individual, not in excess of the average of the community, must be
taken simply as a detail of the prevalent habit of life. In this light, a
devout individual in a devout community can not be called a case of
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reversion, since he is abreast of the average of the community. But as
seen from the point of view of the modern industrial situation, exceptional devoutness—devotional zeal that rises appreciably above the
average pitch of devoutness in the community—may safely be set
down as in all cases an atavistic trait.
It is, of course, equally legitimate to consider these phenomena
from a diﬀerent point of view. They may be appreciated for a diﬀerent
purpose, and the characterisation here oﬀered may be turned about.
In speaking from the point of view of the devotional interest, of the
interest of devout taste, it may, with equal cogency, be said that the
spiritual attitude bred in men by the modern industrial life is
unfavourable to a free development of the life of faith. It might fairly
be objected to the later development of the industrial process that its
discipline tends to “materialism,” to the elimination of ﬁlial piety.
From the æsthetic point of view, again, something to a similar purport
might be said. But, however legitimate and valuable these and the
like reﬂections may be for their purpose, they would not be in place
in the present inquiry, which is exclusively concerned with the valuation of these phenomena from the economic point of view.
The grave economic signiﬁcance of the anthropomorphic habit of
mind and of the addiction to devout observances must serve as apology
for speaking further on a topic which it can not but be distasteful to
discuss at all as an economic phenomenon in a community so devout
as ours. Devout observances are of economic importance as an index
of a concomitant variation of temperament, accompanying the predatory habit of mind and so indicating the presence of industrially
disserviceable traits. They indicate the presence of a mental attitude
which has a certain economic value of its own by virtue of its inﬂuence
upon the industrial serviceability of the individual. But they are also
of importance more directly, in modifying the economic activities of
the community, especially as regards the distribution and consumption of goods.
The most obvious economic bearing of these observances is seen
in the devout consumption of goods and services. The consumption
of ceremonial paraphernalia required by any cult, in the way of
shrines, temples, churches, vestments, sacriﬁces, sacraments, holiday
attire, etc., serves no immediate material end. All this material
apparatus may, therefore, without implying deprecation, be broadly
characterised as items of conspicuous waste. The like is true in a
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general way of the personal service consumed under this head; such
as priestly education, priestly service, pilgrimages, fasts, holidays,
household devotions, and the like. At the same time the observances
in the execution of which this consumption takes place serve to
extend and protract the vogue of those habits of thought on which an
anthropomorphic cult rests. That is to say, they further the habits of
thought characteristic of the régime of status. They are in so far an
obstruction to the most eﬀective organisation of industry under
modern circumstances; and are, in the ﬁrst instance, antagonistic to
the development of economic institutions in the direction required
by the situation of to-day. For the present purpose, the indirect as
well as the direct eﬀects of this consumption are of the nature of a
curtailment of the community’s economic eﬃciency. In economic
theory, then, and considered in its proximate consequences, the consumption of goods and eﬀort in the service of an anthropomorphic
divinity means a lowering of the vitality of the community. What may
be the remoter, indirect, moral eﬀects of this class of consumption
does not admit of a succinct answer, and it is a question which can
not be taken up here.
It will be to the point, however, to note the general economic character of devout consumption, in comparison with consumption for
other purposes. An indication of the range of motives and purposes
from which devout consumption of goods proceeds will help toward
an appreciation of the value both of this consumption itself and of the
general habit of mind to which it is congenial. There is a striking
parallelism, if not rather a substantial identity of motive, between the
consumption which goes to the service of an anthropomorphic divinity and that which goes to the service of a gentleman of leisure—a
chieftain or patriarch—in the upper class of society during the barbarian culture. Both in the case of the chieftain and in that of the
divinity there are expensive ediﬁces set apart for the behoof of the
person served. These ediﬁces, as well as the properties which supplement them in the service, must not be common in kind or grade; they
always show a large element of conspicuous waste. It may also be
noted that the devout ediﬁces are invariably of an archaic cast in their
structure and ﬁttings. So also the servants, both of the chieftain and
of the divinity, must appear in the presence clothed in garments of a
special, ornate character. The characteristic economic feature of this
apparel is a more than ordinarily accentuated conspicuous waste,
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together with the secondary feature—more accentuated in the case
of the priestly servants than in that of the servants or courtiers of the
barbarian potentate—that this court dress must always be in some
degree of an archaic fashion. Also the garments worn by the lay members of the community when they come into the presence, should be
of a more expensive kind than their everyday apparel. Here, again, the
parallelism between the usage of the chieftain’s audience hall and that
of the sanctuary is fairly well marked. In this respect there is required
a certain ceremonial “cleanness” of attire, the essential feature of
which, in the economic respect, is that the garments worn on these
occasions should carry as little suggestion as may be of any industrial
occupation or of any habitual addiction to such employments as are
of material use.
This requirement of conspicuous waste and of ceremonial cleanness from the traces of industry extends also to the apparel, and in a
less degree to the food, which is consumed on sacred holidays; that
is to say, on days set apart—tabu—for the divinity or for some
member of the lower ranks of the preternatural leisure class. In economic theory, sacred holidays are obviously to be construed as a
season of vicarious leisure performed for the divinity or saint in
whose name the tabu is imposed and to whose good repute the
abstention from useful eﬀort on these days is conceived to inure. The
characteristic feature of all such seasons of devout vicarious leisure is
a more or less rigid tabu on all activity that is of human use. In the
case of fast-days the conspicuous abstention from gainful occupations and from all pursuits that (materially) further human life is
further accentuated by compulsory abstinence from such consumption as would conduce to the comfort or the fullness of life of the
consumer.
It may be remarked, parenthetically, that secular holidays are of
the same origin, by slightly remoter derivation. They shade oﬀ by
degrees from the genuinely sacred days, through an intermediate
class of semi-sacred birthdays of kings and great men who have been
in some measure canonised, to the deliberately invented holiday
set apart to further the good repute of some notable event or some
striking fact, to which it is intended to do honour, or the good fame
of which is felt to be in need of repair. The remoter reﬁnement in
the employment of vicarious leisure as a means of augmenting the
good repute of a phenomenon or datum is seen at its best in its very
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latest application. A day of vicarious leisure has in some communities
been set apart as Labour Day. This observance is designed to augment the prestige of the fact of labour, by the archaic, predatory
method of a compulsory abstention from useful eﬀort. To this datum
of labour-in-general is imputed the good repute attributable to the
pecuniary strength put in evidence by abstaining from labour.
Sacred holidays, and holidays generally, are of the nature of a tribute levied on the body of the people. The tribute is paid in vicarious
leisure, and the honoriﬁc eﬀect which emerges is imputed to the
person or the fact for whose good repute the holiday has been instituted. Such a tithe of vicarious leisure is a perquisite of all members
of the preternatural leisure class and is indispensable to their good
fame. Un saint qu’on ne chôme pas * is indeed a saint fallen on evil days.
Besides this tithe of vicarious leisure levied on the laity, there are
also special classes of persons—the various grades of priests and
hierodules—whose time is wholly set apart for a similar service. It is
not only incumbent on the priestly class to abstain from vulgar labour,
especially so far as it is lucrative or is apprehended to contribute to
the temporal well-being of mankind. The tabu in the case of the
priestly class goes farther and adds a reﬁnement in the form of an
injunction against their seeking worldly gain even where it may be
had without debasing application to industry. It is felt to be unworthy
of the servant of the divinity, or rather unworthy the dignity of the
divinity whose servant he is, that he should seek material gain or take
thought for temporal matters. “Of all contemptible things a man who
pretends to be a priest of God and is a priest to his own comforts and
ambitions is the most contemptible.”
There is a line of discrimination, which a cultivated taste in matters of devout observance ﬁnds little diﬃculty in drawing, between
such actions and conduct as conduce to the fullness of human life and
such as conduce to the good fame of the anthropomorphic divinity;
and the activity of the priestly class, in the ideal barbarian scheme,
falls wholly on the hither side of this line. What falls within the range
of economics falls below the proper level of solicitude of the priesthood in its best estate. Such apparent exceptions to this rule as are
aﬀorded, for instance, by some of the mediæval orders of monks (the
members of which actually laboured to some useful end), scarcely
impugn the rule. These outlying orders of the priestly class are not a
sacerdotal element in the full sense of the term. And it is noticeable
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also that these doubtfully sacerdotal orders, which countenanced
their members in earning a living, fell into disrepute through oﬀending
the sense of propriety in the communities where they existed.
The priest should not put his hand to mechanically productive
work; but he should consume in large measure. But even as regards
his consumption it is to be noted that it should take such forms as do
not obviously conduce to his own comfort or fullness of life: it should
conform to the rules governing vicarious consumption, as explained
under that head in an earlier chapter. It is not ordinarily in good form
for the priestly class to appear well fed or in hilarious spirits. Indeed,
in many of the more elaborate cults the injunction against other than
vicarious consumption by this class frequently goes so far as to enjoin
mortiﬁcation of the ﬂesh. And even in those modern denominations
which have been organised under the latest formulations of the
creed, in a modern industrial community, it is felt that all levity and
avowed zest in the enjoyment of the good things of this world is alien
to the true clerical decorum. Whatever suggests that these servants
of an invisible master are living a life, not of devotion to their
master’s good fame, but of application to their own ends, jars harshly
on our sensibilities as something fundamentally and eternally wrong.
They are a servant class, although, being servants of a very exalted
master, they rank high in the social scale by virtue of this borrowed
light. Their consumption is vicarious consumption; and since, in the
advanced cults, their master has no need of material gain, their occupation is vicarious leisure in the full sense. “Whether therefore ye
eat, or drink, or whatsoever ye do, do all to the glory of God.”
It may be added that so far as the laity is assimilated to the priesthood in the respect that they are conceived to be servants of the
divinity, so far this imputed vicarious character attaches also to the
layman’s life. The range of application of this corollary is somewhat
wide. It applies especially to such movements for the reform or rehabilitation of the religious life as are of an austere, pietistic, ascetic
cast—where the human subject is conceived to hold his life by a
direct servile tenure from his spiritual sovereign. That is to say,
where the institution of the priesthood lapses, or where there is an
exceptionally lively sense of the immediate and masterful presence of
the divinity in the aﬀairs of life, there the layman is conceived to
stand in an immediate servile relation to the divinity, and his life is
construed to be a performance of vicarious leisure directed to the
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enhancement of his master’s repute. In such cases of reversion there
is a return to the unmediated relation of subservience, as the dominant
fact of the devout attitude. The emphasis is thereby thrown on an
austere and discomforting vicarious leisure, to the neglect of conspicuous consumption as a means of grace.
A doubt will present itself as to the full legitimacy of this characterisation of the sacerdotal scheme of life, on the ground that a considerable proportion of the modern priesthood departs from the
scheme in many details. The scheme does not hold good for the
clergy of those denominations which have in some measure diverged
from the old established schedule of beliefs or observances. These
take thought, at least ostensibly or permissively, for the temporal welfare of the laity, as well as for their own. Their manner of life, not
only in the privacy of their own household, but often even before the
public, does not diﬀer in an extreme degree from that of secularminded persons, either in its ostensible austerity or in the archaism
of its apparatus. This is truest for those denominations that have
wandered the farthest. To this objection it is to be said that we have
here to do not with a discrepancy in the theory of sacerdotal life, but
with an imperfect conformity to the scheme on the part of this body
of clergy. They are but a partial and imperfect representative of the
priesthood, and must not be taken as exhibiting the sacerdotal
scheme of life in an authentic and competent manner. The clergy of
the sects and denominations might be characterised as a half-caste
priesthood, or a priesthood in process of becoming or of reconstitution.
Such a priesthood may be expected to show the characteristics of the
sacerdotal oﬃce only as blended and obscured with alien motives and
traditions, due to the disturbing presence of other factors than those
of animism and status in the purposes of the organisations to which
this non-conforming fraction of the priesthood belongs.
Appeal may be taken direct to the taste of any person with a discriminating and cultivated sense of the sacerdotal proprieties, or to the
prevalent sense of what constitutes clerical decorum in any community at all accustomed to think or to pass criticism on what a clergyman
may or may not do without blame. Even in the most extremely secularised denominations, there is some sense of a distinction that
should be observed between the sacerdotal and the lay scheme of life.
There is no person of sensibility but feels that where the members of
this denominational or sectarian clergy depart from traditional usage,
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in the direction of a less austere or less archaic demeanour and apparel,
they are departing from the ideal of priestly decorum. There is probably no community and no sect within the range of the Western culture in which the bounds of permissible indulgence are not drawn
appreciably closer for the incumbent of the priestly oﬃce than for the
common layman. If the priest’s own sense of sacerdotal propriety
does not eﬀectually impose a limit, the prevalent sense of the proprieties on the part of the community will commonly assert itself so
obtrusively as to lead to his conformity or his retirement from oﬃce.
Few if any members of any body of clergy, it may be added, would
avowedly seek an increase of salary for gain’s sake; and if such avowal
were openly made by a clergyman, it would be found obnoxious to
the sense of propriety among his congregation. It may also be noted
in this connection that no one but the scoﬀers and the very obtuse are
not instinctively grieved inwardly at a jest from the pulpit; and that
there are none whose respect for their pastor does not suﬀer through
any mark of levity on his part in any conjuncture of life, except it be
levity of a palpably histrionic kind—a constrained unbending of dignity. The diction proper to the sanctuary and to the priestly oﬃce
should also carry little if any suggestion of eﬀective everyday life, and
should not draw upon the vocabulary of modern trade or industry.
Likewise, one’s sense of the proprieties is readily oﬀended by too
detailed and intimate a handling of industrial and other purely
human questions at the hands of the clergy. There is a certain level
of generality below which a cultivated sense of the proprieties in
homiletical discourse will not permit a well-bred clergyman to
decline in his discussion of temporal interests. These matters that are
of human and secular consequence simply, should properly be handled with such a degree of generality and aloofness as may imply that
the speaker represents a master whose interest in secular aﬀairs goes
only so far as to permissively countenance them.
It is further to be noticed that the non-conforming sects and variants whose priesthood is here under discussion, vary among themselves in the degree of their conformity to the ideal scheme of
sacerdotal life. In a general way it will be found that the divergence
in this respect is widest in the case of the relatively young denominations, and especially in the case of such of the newer denominations
as have chieﬂy a lower middle-class constituency. They commonly
show a large admixture of humanitarian, philanthropic, or other motives
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which can not be classed as expressions of the devotional attitude;
such as the desire of learning or of conviviality, which enter largely
into the eﬀective interest shown by members of these organisations.
The non-conforming or sectarian movements have commonly proceeded from a mixture of motives, some of which are at variance with
that sense of status on which the priestly oﬃce rests. Sometimes,
indeed, the motive has been in good part a revulsion against a system
of status. Where this is the case the institution of the priesthood has
broken down in the transition, at least partially. The spokesman of
such an organisation is at the outset a servant and representative of
the organisation, rather than a member of a special priestly class and
the spokesman of a divine master. And it is only by a process of gradual specialisation that, in succeeding generations, this spokesman
regains the position of priest, with a full investiture of sacerdotal
authority, and with its accompanying austere, archaic and vicarious
manner of life. The like is true of the breakdown and reintegration of
devout ritual after such a revulsion. The priestly oﬃce, the scheme
of sacerdotal life, and the schedule of devout observances are rehabilitated only gradually, insensibly, and with more or less variation in
details, as a persistent human sense of devout propriety reasserts its
primacy in questions touching the interest in the preternatural,
—and, it may be added, as the organisation increases in wealth, and
so acquires more of the point of view and the habits of thought of a
leisure class.
Beyond the priestly class, and ranged in an ascending hierarchy,
ordinarily comes a superhuman vicarious leisure class of saints, angels,
etc.,—or their equivalents in the ethnic cults. These rise in grade,
one above another, according to an elaborate system of status. The
principle of status runs through the entire hierarchical system, both
visible and invisible. The good fame of these several orders of the
supernatural hierarchy also commonly requires a certain tribute of
vicarious consumption and vicarious leisure. In many cases they
accordingly have devoted to their service sub-orders of attendants or
dependents who perform a vicarious leisure for them, after much the
same fashion as was found in an earlier chapter to be true of the
dependent leisure class under the patriarchal system.
It may not appear without reﬂection how these devout observances and the peculiarity of temperament which they imply, or the
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consumption of goods and services which is comprised in the cult,
stand related to the leisure class of a modern community, or to the
economic motives of which that class is the exponent in the modern
scheme of life. To this end a summary review of certain facts bearing
on this relation will be useful.
It appears from an earlier passage in this discussion that for the
purpose of the collective life of to-day, especially so far as concerns
the industrial eﬃciency of the modern community, the characteristic
traits of the devout temperament are a hindrance rather than a help.
It should accordingly be found that the modern industrial life tends
selectively to eliminate these traits of human nature from the spiritual constitution of the classes that are immediately engaged in the
industrial process. It should hold true, approximately, that devoutness
is declining or tending to obsolescence among the members of what
may be called the eﬀective industrial community. At the same time it
should appear that this aptitude or habit survives in appreciably
greater vigour among those classes which do not immediately or primarily enter into the community’s life process as an industrial factor.
It has already been pointed out that these latter classes, which live
by, rather than in, the industrial process, are roughly comprised under
two categories: (1) the leisure class proper, which is shielded from the
stress of the economic situation; and (2) the indigent classes, including
the lower-class delinquents, which are unduly exposed to the stress.
In the case of the former class an archaic habit of mind persists because
no eﬀectual economic pressure constrains this class to an adaptation
of its habits of thought to the changing situation; while in the latter
the reason for a failure to adjust their habits of thought to the altered
requirements of industrial eﬃciency is innutrition, absence of such
surplus of energy as is needed in order to make the adjustment with
facility, together with a lack of opportunity to acquire and become
habituated to the modern point of view. The trend of the selective
process runs in much the same direction in both cases.
From the point of view which the modern industrial life inculcates, phenomena are habitually subsumed under the quantitative
relation of mechanical sequence. The indigent classes not only fall
short of the modicum of leisure necessary in order to appropriate and
assimilate the more recent generalisations of science which this point
of view involves, but they also ordinarily stand in such a relation of
personal dependence or subservience to their pecuniary superiors as
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materially to retard their emancipation from habits of thought proper
to the régime of status. The result is that these classes in some measure
retain that general habit of mind the chief expression of which is a
strong sense of personal status, and of which devoutness is one feature.
In the older communities of the European culture, the hereditary
leisure class, together with the mass of the indigent population, are
given to devout observances in an appreciably higher degree than the
average of the industrious middle class, wherever a considerable class
of the latter character exists. But in some of these countries, the two
categories of conservative humanity named above comprise virtually
the whole population. Where these two classes greatly preponderate,
their bent shapes popular sentiment to such an extent as to bear
down any possible divergent tendency in the inconsiderable middle
class, and imposes a devout attitude upon the whole community.
This must, of course, not be construed to say that such communities or such classes as are exceptionally prone to devout observances
tend to conform in any exceptional degree to the speciﬁcations of any
code of morals that we may be accustomed to associate with this or
that confession of faith. A large measure of the devout habit of mind
need not carry with it a strict observance of the injunctions of the
Decalogue or of the common law. Indeed, it is becoming somewhat
of a commonplace with observers of criminal life in European
communities that the criminal and dissolute classes are, if anything,
rather more devout, and more naïvely so, than the average of the
population. It is among those who constitute the pecuniary middle
class and the body of law-abiding citizens that a relative exemption
from the devotional attitude is to be looked for. Those who best
appreciate the merits of the higher creeds and observances would
object to all this and say that the devoutness of the low-class delinquents is a spurious, or at the best a superstitious devoutness; and the
point is no doubt well taken and goes directly and cogently to the
purpose intended. But for the purpose of the present inquiry these
extra-economic, extra-psychological distinctions must perforce be
neglected, however valid and however decisive they may be for the
purpose for which they are made.
What has actually taken place with regard to class emancipation
from the habit of devout observance is shown by the latter-day complaint of the clergy,—that the churches are losing the sympathy of
the artisan classes, and are losing their hold upon them. At the same
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time it is currently believed that the middle class, commonly so
called, is also falling away in the cordiality of its support of the
church, especially so far as regards the adult male portion of that
class. These are currently recognised phenomena, and it might seem
that a simple reference to these facts should suﬃciently substantiate
the general position outlined. Such an appeal to the general phenomena of popular church attendance and church membership may be
suﬃciently convincing for the proposition here advanced. But it will
still be to the purpose to trace in some detail the course of events and
the particular forces which have wrought this change in the spiritual
attitude of the more advanced industrial communities of to-day. It
will serve to illustrate the manner in which economic causes work
towards a secularisation of men’s habits of thought. In this respect the
American community should aﬀord an exceptionally convincing
illustration, since this community has been the least trammelled by
external circumstances of any equally important industrial aggregate.
After making due allowance for exceptions and sporadic departures
from the normal, the situation here at the present time may be
summarised quite brieﬂy. As a general rule the classes that are low in
economic eﬃciency, or in intelligence, or both, are peculiarly devout,
—as, for instance, the negro population of the South, much of the
lower-class foreign population, much of the rural population, especially in those sections which are backward in education, in the stage
of development of their industry, or in respect of their industrial
contact with the rest of the community. So also such fragments as we
possess of a specialised or hereditary indigent class, or of a segregated
criminal or dissolute class; although among these latter the devout
habit of mind is apt to take the form of a naïve animistic belief in luck
and in the eﬃcacy of shamanistic practices perhaps more frequently
than it takes the form of a formal adherence to any accredited creed.
The artisan class, on the other hand, is notoriously falling away from
the accredited anthropomorphic creeds and from all devout observances. This class is in an especial degree exposed to the characteristic intellectual and spiritual stress of modern organised industry,
which requires a constant recognition of the undisguised phenomena
of impersonal, matter-of-fact sequence and an unreserved conformity to the law of cause and eﬀect. This class is at the same time not
underfed nor overworked to such an extent as to leave no margin of
energy for the work of adaptation.

210

The Theory of the Leisure Class

The case of the lower or doubtful leisure class in America—the
middle class commonly so called—is somewhat peculiar. It diﬀers in
respect of its devotional life from its European counterpart, but it
diﬀers in degree and method rather than in substance. The churches
still have the pecuniary support of this class; although the creeds to
which the class adheres with the greatest facility are relatively poor
in anthropomorphic content. At the same time the eﬀective middleclass congregation tends, in many cases, more or less remotely perhaps,
to become a congregation of women and minors. There is an appreciable lack of devotional fervour among the adult males of the middle
class, although to a considerable extent there survives among them a
certain complacent, reputable assent to the outlines of the accredited
creed under which they were born. Their everyday life is carried on
in a more or less close contact with the industrial process.
This peculiar sexual diﬀerentiation, which tends to delegate
devout observances to the women and their children, is due, at least
in part, to the fact that the middle-class women are in great measure
a (vicarious) leisure class. The same is true in a less degree of the
women of the lower, artisan classes. They live under a régime of
status handed down from an earlier stage of industrial development,
and thereby they preserve a frame of mind and habits of thought
which incline them to an archaic view of things generally. At the same
time they stand in no such direct organic relation to the industrial
process at large as would tend strongly to break down those habits of
thought which, for the modern industrial purpose, are obsolete. That
is to say, the peculiar devoutness of women is a particular expression
of that conservatism which the women of civilised communities owe,
in great measure, to their economic position. For the modern man
the patriarchal relation of status is by no means the dominant feature
of life; but for the women on the other hand, and for the upper
middle-class women especially, conﬁned as they are by prescription
and by economic circumstances to their “domestic sphere,” this relation is the most real and most formative factor of life. Hence a habit
of mind favourable to devout observances and to the interpretation
of the facts of life generally in terms of personal status. The logic,
and the logical processes, of her everyday domestic life are carried
over into the realm of the supernatural, and the woman ﬁnds herself
at home and content in a range of ideas which to the man are in great
measure alien and imbecile.
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Still, the men of this class are also not devoid of piety, although it
is commonly not piety of an aggressive or exuberant kind. The men
of the upper middle class commonly take a more complacent attitude
towards devout observances than the men of the artisan class. This
may perhaps be explained in part by saying that what is true of the
women of the class is true to a less extent also of the men. They are
to an appreciable extent a sheltered class; and the patriarchal relation
of status, which still persists in their conjugal life and in their habitual use of servants, may also act to conserve an archaic habit of mind
and may exercise a retarding inﬂuence upon the process of secularisation which their habits of thought are undergoing. The relations
of the American middle-class man to the economic community, however, are usually pretty close and exacting; although it may be remarked,
by the way and in qualiﬁcation, that their economic activity frequently also partakes in some degree of the patriarchal or quasipredatory character. The occupations which are in good repute
among this class, and which have most to do with shaping the class
habits of thought, are the pecuniary occupations which have been
spoken of in a similar connection in an earlier chapter. There is a
good deal of the relation of arbitrary command and submission, and
not a little of shrewd practice, remotely akin to predatory fraud. All
this belongs on the plane of life of the predatory barbarian, to whom
a devotional attitude is habitual. And in addition to this, the devout
observances also commend themselves to this class on the ground of
reputability. But this latter incentive to piety deserves treatment by
itself and will be spoken of presently.
There is no hereditary leisure class of any consequence in the
American community, except at the South. This Southern leisure
class is somewhat given to devout observances; more so than any
class of corresponding pecuniary standing in other parts of the country.
It is also well known that the creeds of the South are of a more oldfashioned cast than their counterparts at the North. Corresponding
to this more archaic devotional life of the South is the lower industrial development of that section. The industrial organisation of the
South is at present, and especially it has been until quite recently, of
a more primitive character than that of the American community
taken as a whole. It approaches nearer to handicraft, in the paucity
and rudeness of its mechanical appliances, and there is more of the
element of mastery and subservience. It may also be noted that,
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owing to the peculiar economic circumstances of this section, the
greater devoutness of the Southern population, both white and black,
is correlated with a scheme of life which in many ways recalls the
barbarian stages of industrial development. Among this population
oﬀenses of an archaic character also are and have been relatively
more prevalent and are less deprecated than they are elsewhere;
as, for example, duels, brawls, feuds, drunkenness, horse-racing,
cock-ﬁghting, gambling, male sexual incontinence (evidenced by
the considerable number of mulattoes). There is also a livelier sense
of honour—an expression of sportsmanship and a derivative of
predatory life.
As regards the wealthier class of the North, the American leisure
class in the best sense of the term, it is, to begin with, scarcely possible to speak of an hereditary devotional attitude. This class is of too
recent growth to be possessed of a well-formed transmitted habit in
this respect, or even of a special home-grown tradition. Still, it may
be noted in passing that there is a perceptible tendency among this
class to give in at least a nominal, and apparently something of a real,
adherence to some one of the accredited creeds. Also, weddings,
funerals, and the like honoriﬁc events among this class are pretty
uniformly solemnised with some especial degree of religious circumstance. It is impossible to say how far this adherence to a creed is a
bona ﬁde reversion to a devout habit of mind, and how far it is to be
classed as a case of protective mimicry assumed for the purpose of an
outward assimilation to canons of reputability borrowed from foreign
ideals. Something of a substantial devotional propensity seems to be
present, to judge especially by the somewhat peculiar degree of ritualistic observance which is in process of development in the upperclass cults. There is a tendency perceptible among the upper-class
worshippers to aﬃliate themselves with those cults which lay relatively great stress on ceremonial and on the spectacular accessories of
worship: and in the churches in which an upper-class membership
predominates, there is at the same time a tendency to accentuate the
ritualistic, at the cost of the intellectual features in the service and in
the apparatus of the devout observances. This holds true even where
the church in question belongs to a denomination with a relatively
slight general development of ritual and paraphernalia. This peculiar
development of the ritualistic element is no doubt due in part to a
predilection for conspicuously wasteful spectacles, but it probably
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also in part indicates something of the devotional attitude of the worshippers. So far as the latter is true, it indicates a relatively archaic
form of the devotional habit. The predominance of spectacular
eﬀects in devout observances is noticeable in all devout communities
at a relatively primitive stage of culture and with a slight intellectual
development. It is especially characteristic of the barbarian culture.
Here there is pretty uniformly present in the devout observances a
direct appeal to the emotions through all the avenues of sense. And a
tendency to return to this naïve, sensational method of appeal is
unmistakable in the upper-class churches of to-day. It is perceptible
in a less degree in the cults which claim the allegiance of the lower
leisure class and of the middle classes. There is a reversion to the use
of coloured lights and brilliant spectacles, a freer use of symbols,
orchestral music and incense, and one may even detect in “processionals” and “recessionals” and in richly varied genuﬂexional evolutions, an incipient reversion to so antique an accessory of worship as
the sacred dance.
This reversion to spectacular observances is not conﬁned to the
upper-class cults, although it ﬁnds its best exempliﬁcation and its
highest accentuation in the higher pecuniary and social altitudes.
The cults of the lower-class devout portion of the community, such
as the Southern negroes and the backward foreign elements of the
population, of course also show a strong inclination to ritual, symbolism, and spectacular eﬀects; as might be expected from the antecedents
and the cultural level of those classes. With these classes the prevalence of ritual and anthropomorphism are not so much a matter of
reversion as of continued development out of the past. But the use of
ritual and related features of devotion are also spreading in other
directions. In the early days of the American community the prevailing denominations started out with a ritual and paraphernalia of an
austere simplicity; but it is a matter familiar to every one that in the
course of time these denominations have, in a varying degree, adopted
much of the spectacular elements which they once renounced. In a
general way, this development has gone hand in hand with the
growth of the wealth and the ease of life of the worshippers and
has reached its fullest expression among those classes which grade
highest in wealth and repute.
The causes to which this pecuniary stratiﬁcation of devoutness is
due have already been indicated in a general way in speaking of class

214

The Theory of the Leisure Class

diﬀerences in habits of thought. Class diﬀerences as regards devoutness are but a special expression of a generic fact. The lax allegiance
of the lower middle class, or what may broadly be called the failure
of ﬁlial piety among this class, is chieﬂy perceptible among the town
populations engaged in the mechanical industries. In a general way,
one does not, at the present time, look for a blameless ﬁlial piety
among those classes whose employment approaches that of the engineer and the mechanician. These mechanical employments are in a
degree a modern fact. The handicraftsmen of earlier times, who
served an industrial end of a character similar to that now served by
the mechanician, were not similarly refractory under the discipline of
devoutness. The habitual activity of the men engaged in these
branches of industry has greatly changed, as regards its intellectual
discipline, since the modern industrial processes have come into
vogue; and the discipline to which the mechanician is exposed in his
daily employment aﬀects the methods and standards of his thinking
also on topics which lie outside his everyday work. Familiarity with
the highly organised and highly impersonal industrial processes of
the present acts to derange the animistic habits of thought. The
workman’s oﬃce is becoming more and more exclusively that of discretion and supervision in a process of mechanical, dispassionate
sequences. So long as the individual is the chief and typical prime
mover in the process; so long as the obtrusive feature of the industrial process is the dexterity and force of the individual handicraftsman; so long the habit of interpreting phenomena in terms of
personal motive and propensity suﬀers no such considerable and
consistent derangement through facts as to lead to its elimination.
But under the later developed industrial processes, when the prime
movers and the contrivances through which they work are of an
impersonal, non-individual character, the grounds of generalisation
habitually present in the workman’s mind and the point of view from
which he habitually apprehends phenomena is an enforced cognisance of matter-of-fact sequence. The result, so far as concerts the
workman’s life of faith, is a proclivity to undevout scepticism.
It appears, then, that the devout habit of mind attains its best development under a relatively archaic culture; the term “devout” being
of course here used in its anthropological sense simply, and not as
implying anything with respect to the spiritual attitude so characterised,
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beyond the fact of a proneness to devout observances. It appears also
that this devout attitude marks a type of human nature which is more
in consonance with the predatory mode of life than with the laterdeveloped, more consistently and organically industrial life process of
the community. It is in large measure an expression of the archaic
habitual sense of personal status,—the relation of mastery and
subservience,—and it therefore ﬁts into the industrial scheme of the
predatory and the quasi-peaceable culture, but does not ﬁt into the
industrial scheme of the present. It also appears that this habit
persists with greatest tenacity among those classes in the modern
communities whose everyday life is most remote from the mechanical processes of industry and which are the most conservative also in
other respects; while for those classes that are habitually in immediate contact with modern industrial processes, and whose habits of
thought are therefore exposed to the constraining force of technological necessities, that animistic interpretation of phenomena and
that respect of persons on which devout observance proceeds are in
process of obsolescence. And also—as bearing especially on the present
discussion—it appears that the devout habit to some extent progressively gains in scope and elaboration among those classes in the modern
communities to whom wealth and leisure accrue in the most pronounced degree. In this as in other relations, the institution of a leisure
class acts to conserve, and even to rehabilitate, that archaic type of
human nature and those elements of the archaic culture which the
industrial evolution of society in its later stages acts to eliminate.

CHAPTER XIII
survivals of the non-invidious interest
In an increasing proportion as time goes on, the anthropomorphic
cult, with its code of devout observances, suﬀers a progressive disintegration through the stress of economic exigencies and the decay of
the system of status. As this disintegration proceeds, there come to
be associated and blended with the devout attitude certain other
motives and impulses that are not always of an anthropomorphic
origin, nor traceable to the habit of personal subservience. Not all of
these subsidiary impulses that blend with the habit of devoutness in
the later devotional life are altogether congruous with the devout
attitude or with the anthropomorphic apprehension of the sequence
of phenomena. The origin being not the same, their action upon the
scheme of devout life is also not in the same direction. In many ways
they traverse the underlying norm of subservience or vicarious life to
which the code of devout observances and the ecclesiastical and
sacerdotal institutions are to be traced as their substantial basis.
Through the presence of these alien motives the social and industrial
régime of status gradually disintegrates, and the canon of personal
subservience loses the support derived from an unbroken tradition.
Extraneous habits and proclivities encroach upon the ﬁeld of action
occupied by this canon, and it presently comes about that the ecclesiastical and sacerdotal structures are partially converted to other
uses, in some measure alien to the purposes of the scheme of devout
life as it stood in the days of the most vigorous and characteristic
development of the priesthood.
Among these alien motives which aﬀect the devout scheme in its
later growth, may be mentioned the motives of charity and of social
good-fellowship, or conviviality; or, in more general terms, the various expressions of the sense of human solidarity and sympathy. It
may be added that these extraneous uses of the ecclesiastical structure contribute materially to its survival in name and form even
among people who may be ready to give up the substance of it. A still
more characteristic and more pervasive alien element in the motives
which have gone to formally uphold the scheme of devout life is that
non-reverent sense of æsthetic congruity with the environment,
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which is left as a residue of the latter-day act of worship after elimination of its anthropomorphic content. This has done good service
for the maintenance of the sacerdotal institution through blending
with the motive of subservience. This sense of impulse of æsthetic
congruity is not primarily of an economic character, but it has a considerable indirect eﬀect in shaping the habit of mind of the individual for economic purposes in the later stages of industrial
development; its most perceptible eﬀect in this regard goes in the
direction of mitigating the somewhat pronounced self-regarding bias
that has been transmitted by tradition from the earlier, more competent phases of the régime of status. The economic bearing of this
impulse is therefore seen to transverse that of the devout attitude; the
former goes to qualify, if not eliminate, the self-regarding bias,
through sublation of the antithesis or antagonism of self and not-self;
while the latter, being an expression of the sense of personal subservience and mastery, goes to accentuate this antithesis and to insist
upon the divergence between the self-regarding interest and the
interests of the generically human life process.
This non-invidious residue of the religious life,—the sense of
communion with the environment, or with the generic life process,
—as well as the impulse of charity or of sociability, act in a pervasive
way to shape men’s habits of thought for the economic purpose. But
the action of all this class of proclivities is somewhat vague, and their
eﬀects are diﬃcult to trace in detail. So much seems clear, however,
as that the action of this entire class of motives or aptitudes tends in
a direction contrary to the underlying principles of the institution of
the leisure class as already formulated. The basis of that institution, as
well as of the anthropomorphic cults associated with it in the cultural
development, is the habit of invidious comparison; and this habit is
incongruous with the exercise of the aptitudes now in question. The
substantial canons of the leisure-class scheme of life are a conspicuous waste of time and substance and a withdrawal from the industrial
process; while the particular aptitudes here in question assert themselves, on the economic side, in a deprecation of waste and of a futile
manner of life, and in an impulse to participation in or identiﬁcation
with the life process, whether it be on the economic side or in any
other of its phases or aspects.
It is plain that these aptitudes and habits of life to which they give
rise where circumstances favour their expression, or where they
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assert themselves in a dominant way, run counter to the leisure-class
scheme of life; but it is not clear that life under the leisure-class scheme,
as seen in the later stages of its development, tends consistently to the
repression of these aptitudes or to exemption from the habits of thought
in which they express themselves. The positive discipline of the
leisure-class scheme of life goes pretty much all the other way. In its
positive discipline, by prescription and by selective elimination, the
leisure-class scheme favours the all-pervading and all-dominating
primacy of the canons of waste and invidious comparison at every
conjuncture of life. But in its negative eﬀects the tendency of the
leisure-class discipline is not so unequivocally true to the fundamental
canons of the scheme. In its regulation of human activity for the purpose of pecuniary decency the leisure-class canon insists on withdrawal from the industrial process. That is to say, it inhibits activity in
the directions in which the impecunious members of the community
habitually put forth their eﬀorts. Especially in the case of women, and
more particularly as regards the upper-class and upper-middle-class
women of advanced industrial communities, this inhibition goes so far
as to insist on withdrawal even from the emulative process of accumulation by the quasi-predator methods of the pecuniary occupations.
The pecuniary or the leisure-class culture, which set out as an
emulative variant of the impulse of workmanship, is in its latest
development beginning to neutralise its own ground, by eliminating
the habit of invidious comparison in respect of eﬃciency, or even of
pecuniary standing. On the other hand, the fact that members of the
leisure class, both men and women, are to some extent exempt from
the necessity of ﬁnding a livelihood in a competitive struggle with
their fellows, makes it possible for members of this class not only to
survive, but even, within bounds, to follow their bent in case they
are not gifted with the aptitudes which make for success in the competitive struggle. That is to say, in the latest and fullest development
of the institution, the livelihood of members of this class does not
depend on the possession and the unremitting exercise of those aptitudes which characterise the successful predatory man. The chances
of survival for individuals not gifted with those aptitudes are therefore greater in the higher grades of the leisure class than in the
general average of a population living under the competitive system.
In an earlier chapter, in discussing the conditions of survival of
archaic traits, it has appeared that the peculiar position of the leisure
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class aﬀords exceptionally favourable chances for the survival of traits
which characterise the types of human nature proper to an earlier
and obsolete cultural stage. The class is sheltered from the stress of
economic exigencies, and is in this sense withdrawn from the rude
impact of forces which make for adaptation to the economic situation.
The survival in the leisure class, and under the leisure-class scheme
of life, of traits and types that are reminiscent of the predatory culture
has already been discussed. These aptitudes and habits have an
exceptionally favourable chance of survival under the leisure-class
régime. Not only does the sheltered pecuniary position of the leisure
class aﬀord a situation favourable to the survival of such individuals
as are not gifted with the complement of aptitudes required for serviceability in the modern industrial process; but the leisure-class
canons of reputability at the same time enjoin the conspicuous exercise of certain predatory aptitudes. The employments in which the
predatory aptitudes ﬁnd exercise serve as an evidence of wealth,
birth, and withdrawal from the industrial process. The survival of the
predatory traits under the leisure-class culture is furthered both negatively, through the industrial exemption of the class, and positively,
through the sanction of the leisure-class canons of decency.
With respect to the survival of traits characteristic of the antepredatory savage culture the case is in some degree diﬀerent. The
sheltered position of the leisure class favours the survival also of these
traits; but the exercise of the aptitudes for peace and good-will does
not have the aﬃrmative sanction of the code of proprieties. Individuals
gifted with a temperament that is reminiscent of the ante-predatory
culture are placed at something of an advantage within the leisure
class, as compared with similarly gifted individuals outside the class,
in that they are not under a pecuniary necessity to thwart these aptitudes that make for a non-competitive life; but such individuals are
still exposed to something of a moral constraint which urges them to
disregard these inclinations, in that the code of proprieties enjoins
upon them habits of life based on the predatory aptitudes. So long as
the system of status remains intact, and so long as the leisure class
has other lines of non-industrial activity to take to than obvious
killing of time in aimless and wasteful fatigation, so long no considerable departure from the leisure-class scheme of reputable life is to
be looked for. The occurrence of non-predatory temperament with the
class at that stage is to be looked upon as a case of sporadic reversion.
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But the reputable non-industrial outlets for the human propensity to
action presently fail, through the advance of economic development,
the disappearance of large game, the decline of war, the obsolescence
of proprietary government, and the decay of the priestly oﬃce. When
this happens, the situation begins to change. Human life must seek
expression in one direction if it may not in another; and if the predatory
outlet fails, relief is sought elsewhere.
As indicated above, the exemption from pecuniary stress has been
carried farther in the case of the leisure-class women of the advanced
industrial communities than in that of any other considerable group
of persons. The women may therefore be expected to show a more
pronounced reversion to a non-invidious temperament than the
men. But there is also among men of the leisure class a perceptible
increase in the range and scope of activities that proceed from aptitudes which are not to be classed as self-regarding, and the end of
which is not an invidious distinction. So, for instance, the greater
number of men who have to do with industry in the way of pecuniarily managing an enterprise take some interest and some pride in
seeing that the work is well done and is industrially eﬀective, and this
even apart from the proﬁt which may result from any improvement
of this kind. The eﬀorts of commercial clubs and manufacturers’
organisations in this direction of non-invidious advancement of
industrial eﬃciency are also well known.
The tendency to some other than an invidious purpose in life has
worked out in a multitude of organisations, the purpose of which is
some work of charity or of social amelioration. These organisations
are often of a quasi-religious or pseudo-religious character, and are
participated in by both men and women. Examples will present themselves in abundance on reﬂection, but for the purpose of indicating
the range of the propensities in question and of characterizing them,
some of the more obvious concrete cases may be cited. Such, for
instance, are the agitation for temperance and similar social reforms,
for prison reform, for the spread of education, for the suppression of
vice, and for the avoidance of war by arbitration, disarmament, or
other means; such are, in some measure, university settlements,
neighbourhood guilds, the various organisations typiﬁed by the Young
Men’s Christian Association and Young People’s Society for Christian
Endeavour, sewing-circles, social-clubs, art clubs, and even commercial
clubs; such are also, in some slight measure, the pecuniary foundations
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of semi-public establishments for charity, education, or amusement,
whether they are endowed by wealthy individuals or by contributions
collected from persons of smaller means—in so far as these establishments are not of a religious character.
It is of course not intended to say that these eﬀorts proceed
entirely from other motives than those of a self-regarding kind. What
can be claimed is that other motives are present in the common
run of cases, and that the perceptibly greater prevalence of eﬀort
of this kind under the circumstances of the modern industrial life
than under the unbroken régime of the principle of status, indicates
the presence in modern life of an eﬀective scepticism with respect
to the full legitimacy of an emulative scheme of life. It is a matter
of suﬃcient notoriety to have become a commonplace jest that extraneous motives are commonly present among the incentives to this
class of work—motives of a self-regarding kind, and especially
the motive of an invidious distinction. To such an extent is this true,
that many ostensible works of disinterested public spirit are no
doubt initiated and carried on with a view primarily to the enhanced
repute, or even to the pecuniary gain, of their promoters. In the case
of some considerable groups of organisations or establishments
of this kind the invidious motive is apparently the dominant motive
both with the initiators of the work and with their supporters. This
last remark would hold true especially with respect to such works
as lend distinction to their doer through large and conspicuous
expenditure; as, for example, the foundation of a university or of a
public library or museum; but it is also, and perhaps equally, true of
the more commonplace work of participation in such organisations
and movements as are distinctively upper-class organisations. These
serve to authenticate the pecuniary reputability of their members, as
well as gratefully to keep them in mind of their superior status by
pointing the contrast between themselves and the lower-lying
humanity in whom the work of amelioration is to be wrought; as, for
example, the university settlement, which now has some vogue. But
after all allowances and deductions have been made, there is left
some remainder of motives of a non-emulative kind. The fact itself
that distinction or a decent good fame is sought by this method is evidence of a prevalent sense of the legitimacy, and of the presumptive
eﬀectual presence, of a non-emulative, non-invidious interest, as a
constituent factor in the habits of thought of modern communities.
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In all this latter-day range of leisure-class activities that proceed
on the basis of a non-invidious and non-religious interest, it is to be
noted that the women participate more actively and more persistently
than the men—except, of course, in the case of such works as require
a large expenditure of means. The dependent pecuniary position of
the women disables them for work requiring large expenditure. As
regards the general range of ameliorative work, the members of the
priesthood or clergy of the less naïvely devout sects, or the secularised denominations, are associated with the class of the women.
This is as the theory would have it. In other economic relations, also,
this clergy stands in a somewhat equivocal position between the class
of women and that of the men engaged in economic pursuits. By tradition and by the prevalent sense of the proprieties, both the clergy
and the women of the well-to-do classes are placed in the position of
a vicarious leisure class; with both classes the characteristic relation
which goes to form the habits of thought of the class is a relation
of subservience—that is to say, an economic relation conceived in
personal terms; in both classes there is consequently perceptible a
special proneness to construe phenomena in terms of personal relation rather than of causal sequence; both classes are so inhibited by
the canons of decency from the ceremonially unclean processes of the
lucrative or productive occupations as to make participation in
the industrial life process of to-day a moral impossibility for them.
The result of this ceremonial exclusion from productive eﬀort of the
vulgar sort is to draft a relatively large share of the energies of the
modern feminine and priestly classes into the service of other interests than the self-regarding one. The code leaves no alternative direction
in which the impulse to purposeful action may ﬁnd expression. The
eﬀect of a consistent inhibition on industrially useful activity in the
case of the leisure-class women shows itself in a restless assertion of
the impulse to workmanship in other directions than that of business
activity.
As has been noticed already, the everyday life of the well-to-do
women and the clergy contains a larger element of status than that of
the average of the men, especially than that of the men engaged in the
modern industrial occupations proper. Hence the devout attitude
survives in a better state of preservation among these classes
than among the common run of men in the modern communities.
Hence an appreciable share of the energy which seeks expression in
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a non-lucrative employment among these members of the vicarious
leisure classes may be expected to eventuate in devout observances
and works of piety. Hence, in part, the excess of the devout proclivity
in women, spoken of in the last chapter. But it is more to the present
point to note the eﬀect of this proclivity in shaping the action and
colouring the purposes of the non-lucrative movements and organisations here under discussion. Where this devout colouring is present it
lowers the immediate eﬃciency of the organisations for any economic
end to which their eﬀorts may be directed. Many organisations, charitable and ameliorative, divide their attention between the devotional
and the secular well-being of the people whose interests they aim to
further. It can scarcely he doubted that if they were to give
an equally serious attention and eﬀort undividedly to the secular
interests of these people, the immediate economic value of their work
should be appreciably higher than it is. It might of course similarly
be said, if this were the place to say it, that the immediate eﬃciency
of these works of amelioration for the devout might be greater if
it were not hampered with the secular motives and aims which are
usually present.
Some deduction is to be made from the economic value of this
class of non-invidious enterprise, on account of the intrusion of the
devotional interest. But there are also deductions to be made on
account of the presence of other alien motives which more or less
broadly traverse the economic trend of this non-emulative expression of the instinct of workmanship. To such an extent is this seen to
be true on a closer scrutiny, that, when all is told, it may even appear
that this general class of enterprises is of an altogether dubious economic value—as measured in terms of the fulness or facility of life
of the individuals or classes to whose amelioration the enterprise is
directed. For instance, many of the eﬀorts now in reputable vogue
for the amelioration of the indigent population of large cities are of
the nature, in great part, of a mission of culture. It is by this means
sought to accelerate the rate of speed at which given elements of the
upper-class culture ﬁnd acceptance in the everyday scheme of life of
the lower classes. The solicitude of “settlements,” for example, is in
part directed to enhance the industrial eﬃciency of the poor and to
teach them the more adequate utilisation of the means at hand; but it
is also no less consistently directed to the inculcation, by precept and
example, of certain punctilios of upper-class propriety in manners
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and customs. The economic substance of these proprieties will commonly be found on scrutiny to be a conspicuous waste of time and
goods. Those good people who go out to humanise the poor are commonly, and advisedly, extremely scrupulous and silently insistent in
matters of decorum and the decencies of life. They are commonly
persons of an exemplary life and gifted with a tenacious insistence on
ceremonial cleanness in the various items of their daily consumption.
The cultural or civilizing eﬃcacy of this inculcation of correct habits
of thought with respect to the consumption of time and commodities
is scarcely to be overrated; nor is its economic value to the individual
who acquires these higher and more reputable ideals inconsiderable.
Under the circumstances of the existing pecuniary culture, the reputability, and consequently the success, of the individual is in great
measure dependent on his proﬁciency in demeanor and methods of
consumption that argue habitual waste of time and goods. But as
regards the ulterior economic bearing of this training in worthier
methods of life, it is to be said that the eﬀect wrought is in large part
a substitution of costlier or less eﬃcient methods of accomplishing
the same material results, in relations where the material result is the
fact of substantial economic value. The propaganda of culture is in
great part an inculcation of new tastes, or rather of a new schedule
of proprieties, which have been adapted to the upper-class scheme of
life under the guidance of the leisure-class formulation of the principles of status and pecuniary decency. This new schedule of proprieties is intruded into the lower-class scheme of life from the code
elaborated by an element of the population whose life lies outside
the industrial process; and this intrusive schedule can scarcely be
expected to ﬁt the exigencies of life for these lower classes more adequately than the schedule already in vogue among them, and especially not more adequately than the schedule which they are
themselves working out under the stress of modern industrial life.
All this of course does not question the fact that the proprieties of
the substituted schedule are more decorous than those which they
displace. The doubt which presents itself is simply a doubt as to the
economic expediency of this work of regeneration—that is to say,
the economic expediency in that immediate and material bearing in
which the eﬀects of the change can be ascertained with some degree
of conﬁdence, and as viewed from the standpoint not of the individual but of the facility of life of the collectivity. For an appreciation of
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the economic expediency of these enterprises of amelioration, therefore, their eﬀective work is scarcely to be taken at its face value, even
where the aim of the enterprise is primarily an economic one and
where the interest on which it proceeds is in no sense self-regarding
or invidious. The economic reform wrought is largely of the nature
of a permutation in the methods of conspicuous waste.
But something further is to be said with respect to the character of
the disinterested motives and canons of procedure in all work of this
class that is aﬀected by the habits of thought characteristic of the
pecuniary culture; and this further consideration may lead to a further qualiﬁcation of the conclusions already reached. As has been
seen in an earlier chapter, the canons of reputability or decency under
the pecuniary culture insist on habitual futility of eﬀort as the mark
of a pecuniarily blameless life. There results not only a habit of disesteem of useful occupations, but there results also what is of more
decisive consequence in guiding the action of any organised body of
people that lays claim to social good repute. There is a tradition
which requires that one should not be vulgarly familiar with any of
the processes or details that have to do with the material necessities
of life. One may meritoriously show a quantitative interest in the
well-being of the vulgar, through subscriptions or through work on
managing committees and the like. One may, perhaps even more
meritoriously, show solicitude in general and in detail for the cultural
welfare of the vulgar, in the way of contrivances for elevating their
tastes and aﬀording them opportunities for spiritual amelioration.
But one should not betray an intimate knowledge of the material
circumstances of vulgar life, or of the habits of thought of the vulgar
classes, such as would eﬀectually direct the eﬀorts of these organisations to a materially useful end. This reluctance to avow an unduly
intimate knowledge of the lower-class conditions of life in detail of
course prevails in very diﬀerent degrees in diﬀerent individuals; but
there is commonly enough of it present collectively in any organisation of the kind in question profoundly to inﬂuence its course of
action. By its cumulative action in shaping the usage and precedents
of any such body, this shrinking from an imputation of unseemly
familiarity with vulgar life tends gradually to set aside the initial
motives of the enterprise, in favour of certain guiding principles of good
repute, ultimately reducible to terms of pecuniary merit. So that in
an organisation of long standing the initial motive of furthering the
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facility of life in these classes comes gradually to be an ostensible
motive only, and the vulgarly eﬀective work of the organisation tends
to obsolescence.
What is true of the eﬃciency of organisations for non-invidious
work in this respect is true also as regards the work of individuals
proceeding on the same motives; though it perhaps holds true with
more qualiﬁcation for individuals than for organised enterprises.
The habit of gauging merit by the leisure-class canons of wasteful
expenditure and unfamiliarity with vulgar life, whether on the side of
production or of consumption, is necessarily strong in the individuals
who aspire to do some work of public utility. And if the individual
should forget his station and turn his eﬀorts to vulgar eﬀectiveness,
the common sense of the community—the sense of pecuniary decency—
would presently reject his work and set him right. An example of this
is seen in the administration of bequests made by public-spirited
men for the single purpose (at least ostensibly) of furthering the
facility of human life in some particular respect. The objects for
which bequests of this class are most frequently made at present are
schools, libraries, hospitals, and asylums for the inﬁrm or unfortunate. The avowed purpose of the donor in these cases is the amelioration of human life in the particular respect which is named in the
bequest; but it will be found an invariable rule that in the execution
of the work not a little of other motives, frequently incompatible with
the initial motive, is present and determines the particular disposition eventually made of a good share of the means which have been
set apart by the bequest. Certain funds, for instance, may have been
set apart as a foundation for a foundling asylum or a retreat for
invalids. The diversion of expenditure to honoriﬁc waste in such cases
is not uncommon enough to cause surprise or even to raise a smile. An
appreciable share of the funds is spent in the construction of an
ediﬁce faced with some æsthetically objectionable but expensive
stone, covered with grotesque and incongruous details, and
designed, in its battlemented walls and turrets and its massive portals and strategic approaches, to suggest certain barbaric methods of
warfare. The interior of the structure shows the same pervasive guidance of the canons of conspicuous waste and predatory exploit. The
windows, for instance, to go no farther into detail, are placed with a
view to impress their pecuniary excellence upon the chance beholder
from the outside, rather than with a view to eﬀectiveness for their
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ostensible end in the convenience or comfort of the beneﬁciaries
within; and the detail of interior arrangement is required to conform
itself as best it may to this alien but imperious requirement of pecuniary beauty.
In all this, of course, it is not to be presumed that the donor would
have found fault, or that he would have done otherwise if he had
taken control in person; it appears that in those cases where such a
personal direction is exercised—where the enterprise is conducted
by direct expenditure and superintendence instead of by bequest—
the aims and methods of management are not diﬀerent in this respect.
Nor would the beneﬁciaries, or the outside observers whose ease or
vanity are not immediately touched, be pleased with a diﬀerent disposition of the funds. It would suit no one to have the enterprise
conducted with a view directly to the most economical and eﬀective
use of the means at hand for the initial, material end of the foundation.
All concerned, whether their interest is immediate and self-regarding,
or contemplative only, agree that some considerable share of the
expenditure should go to the higher or spiritual needs derived from
the habit of an invidious comparison in predatory exploit and pecuniary waste. But this only goes to say that the canons of emulative
and pecuniary reputability so far pervade the common sense of the
community as to permit no escape or evasion, even in the case of
an enterprise which ostensibly proceeds entirely on the basis of a
non-invidious interest.
It may even be that the enterprise owes its honoriﬁc virtue, as a
means of enhancing the donor’s good repute, to the imputed presence
of this non-invidious motive; but that does not hinder the invidious
interest from guiding the expenditure. The eﬀectual presence of
motives of an emulative or invidious origin in non-emulative works
of this kind might be shown at length and with detail, in any one of
the classes of enterprise spoken of above. Where these honoriﬁc
details occur, in such cases, they commonly masquerade under designations that belong in the ﬁeld of the æsthetic, ethical or economic
interest. These special motives, derived from the standards and
canons of the pecuniary culture, act surreptitiously to divert eﬀort of
a non-invidious kind from eﬀective service, without disturbing the
agent’s sense of good intention or obtruding upon his consciousness
the substantial futility of his work. Their eﬀect might be traced through
the entire range of that schedule of non-invidious, ameliorative
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enterprise that is so considerable a feature, and especially so conspicuous a feature, in the overt scheme of life of the well-to-do. But the
theoretical bearing is perhaps clear enough and may require no further illustration; especially as some detailed attention will be given to
one of these lines of enterprise—the establishments for the higher
learning—in another connection.
Under the circumstances of the sheltered situation in which the
leisure class is placed there seems, therefore, to be something of a
reversion to the range of non-invidious impulses that characterise the
ante-predatory savage culture. The reversion comprises both the
sense of workmanship and the proclivity to indolence and goodfellowship. But in the modern scheme of life canons of conduct based
on pecuniary or invidious merit stand in the way of a free exercise
of these impulses; and the dominant presence of these canons of conduct goes far to divert such eﬀorts as are made on the basis of the
non-invidious interest to the service of that invidious interest on
which the pecuniary culture rests. The canons of pecuniary decency
are reducible for the present purpose to the principles of waste, futility,
and ferocity. The requirements of decency are imperiously present
in ameliorative enterprise as in other lines of conduct, and exercise a
selective surveillance over the details of conduct and management in
any enterprise. By guiding and adapting the method in detail, these
canons of decency go far to make all non-invidious aspiration or
eﬀort nugatory. The pervasive, impersonal, un-eager principle of
futility is at hand from day to day and works obstructively to hinder
the eﬀectual expression of so much of the surviving ante-predatory
aptitudes as is to be classed under the instinct of workmanship; but
its presence does not preclude the transmission of those aptitudes or
the continued recurrence of an impulse to ﬁnd expression for them.
In the later and farther development of the pecuniary culture, the
requirement of withdrawal from the industrial process in order to
avoid social odium is carried so far as to comprise abstention from
the emulative employments. At this advanced stage the pecuniary
culture negatively favours the assertion of the non-invidious propensities by relaxing the stress laid on the merit of emulative, predatory,
or pecuniary occupations, as compared with those of an industrial or
productive kind. As was noticed above, the requirement of such
withdrawal from all employment that is of human use applies more
rigorously to the upper-class women than to any other class, unless
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the priesthood of certain cults might be cited as an exception, perhaps more apparent than real, to this rule. The reason for the more
extreme insistence on a futile life for this class of women than for the
men of the same pecuniary and social grade lies in their being not
only an upper-grade leisure class but also at the same time a vicarious leisure class. There is in their case a double ground for a consistent withdrawal from useful eﬀort.
It has been well and repeatedly said by popular writers and speakers
who reﬂect the common sense of intelligent people on questions of
social structure and function that the position of woman in any community is the most striking index of the level of culture attained by
the community, and it might be added, by any given class in the
community. This remark is perhaps truer as regards the stage of economic development than as regards development in any other
respect. At the same time the position assigned to the woman in the
accepted scheme of life, in any community or under any culture, is
in a very great degree an expression of traditions which have been
shaped by the circumstances of an earlier phase of development, and
which have been but partially adapted to the existing economic circumstances, or to the existing exigencies of temperament and habits
of mind by which the women living under this modern economic
situation are actuated.
The fact has already been remarked upon incidentally in the
course of the discussion of the growth of economic institutions
generally, and in particular in speaking of vicarious leisure and of
dress, that the position of women in the modern economic scheme is
more widely and more consistently at variance with the promptings
of the instinct of workmanship than is the position of the men of the
same classes. It is also apparently true that the woman’s temperament includes a larger share of this instinct that approves peace and
disapproves futility. It is therefore not a fortuitous circumstance that
the women of modern industrial communities show a livelier sense of
the discrepancy between the accepted scheme of life and the exigencies
of the economic situation.
The several phases of the “woman question” have brought out in
intelligible form the extent to which the life of women in modern
society, and in the polite circles especially, is regulated by a body of
common sense formulated under the economic circumstances of an
earlier phase of development. It is still felt that woman’s life, in its
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civil, economic, and social bearing, is essentially and normally a vicarious life, the merit or demerit of which is, in the nature of things, to
be imputed to some other individual who stands in some relation of
ownership or tutelage to the woman. So, for instance, any action on
the part of a woman which traverses an injunction of the accepted
schedule of proprieties is felt to reﬂect immediately upon the honour
of the man whose woman she is. There may of course be some sense
of incongruity in the mind of any one passing an opinion of this
kind on the woman’s frailty or perversity; but the common-sense
judgment of the community in such matters is, after all, delivered
without much hesitation, and few men would question the legitimacy
of their sense of an outraged tutelage in any case that might arise. On
the other hand, relatively little discredit attaches to a woman through
the evil deeds of the man with whom her life is associated.
The good and beautiful scheme of life, then—that is to say the
scheme to which we are habituated—assigns to the woman a “sphere”
ancillary to the activity of the man; and it is felt that any departure
from the traditions of her assigned round of duties is unwomanly. If
the question is as to civil rights or the suﬀrage, our common sense in
the matter—that is to say the logical deliverance of our general
scheme of life upon the point in question—says that the woman
should be represented in the body politic and before the law, not
immediately in her own person, but through the mediation of the
head of the household to which she belongs. It is unfeminine in her
to aspire to a self-directing, self-centered life; and our common sense
tells us that her direct participation in the aﬀairs of the community,
civil or industrial, is a menace to that social order which expresses
our habits of thought as they have been formed under the guidance
of the traditions of the pecuniary culture. “All this fume and froth of
‘emancipating woman from the slavery of man’ and so on, is, to use the
chaste and expressive language of Elizabeth Cady Stanton* inversely,
‘utter rot.’ The social relations of the sexes are ﬁxed by nature. Our
entire civilisation—that is whatever is good in it—is based on the
home.” The “home” is the household with a male head. This view,
but commonly expressed even more chastely, is the prevailing view
of the woman’s status, not only among the common run of the men
of civilised communities, but among the women as well. Women
have a very alert sense of what the scheme of proprieties requires,
and while it is true that many of them are ill at ease under the details
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which the code imposes, there are few who do not recognise that the
existing moral order, of necessity and by the divine right of prescription, places the woman in a position ancillary to the man. In the last
analysis, according to her own sense of what is good and beautiful,
the woman’s life is, and in theory must be, an expression of the man’s
life at the second remove.
But in spite of this pervading sense of what is the good and natural place for the woman, there is also perceptible an incipient development of sentiment to the eﬀect that this whole arrangement of
tutelage and vicarious life and imputation of merit and demerit is
somehow a mistake. Or, at least, that even if it may be a natural
growth and a good arrangement in its time and place, and in spite of
its patent æsthetic value, still it does not adequately serve the more
everyday ends of life in a modern industrial community. Even that
large and substantial body of well-bred, upper and middle-class
women to whose dispassionate, matronly sense of the traditional proprieties this relation of status commends itself as fundamentally and
eternally right—even these, whose attitude is conservative, commonly ﬁnd some slight discrepancy in detail between things as they
are and as they should be in this respect. But that less manageable
body of modern women who, by force of youth, education, or temperament, are in some degree out of touch with the traditions of
status received from the barbarian culture, and in whom there is,
perhaps, an undue reversion to the impulse of self-expression and
workmanship,—these are touched with a sense of grievance too
vivid to leave them at rest.
In this “New-Woman” movement,* — as these blind and incoherent eﬀorts to rehabilitate the woman’s pre-glacial standing have been
named,—there are at least two elements discernible, both of which
are of an economic character. These two elements or motives are
expressed by the double watchword, “Emancipation” and “Work.”
Each of these words is recognised to stand for something in the way
of a wide-spread sense of grievance. The prevalence of the sentiment
is recognised even by people who do not see that there is any real
ground for a grievance in the situation as it stands to-day. It is among
the women of the well-to-do classes, in the communities which are
farthest advanced in industrial development, that this sense of a
grievance to be redressed is most alive and ﬁnds most frequent
expression. That is to say, in other words, there is a demand, more
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or less serious, for emancipation from all relation of status, tutelage,
or vicarious life; and the revulsion asserts itself especially among the
class of women upon whom the scheme of life handed down from the
régime of status imposes with least mitigation a vicarious life, and in
those communities whose economic development has departed
farthest from the circumstances to which this traditional scheme is
adapted. The demand comes from that portion of womankind which
is excluded by the canons of good repute from all eﬀectual work,
and which is closely reserved for a life of leisure and conspicuous
consumption.
More than one critic of this new-woman movement has misapprehended its motive. The case of the American “new woman” has lately
been summed up with some warmth by a popular observer of social
phenomena: “She is petted by her husband, the most devoted and
hard-working of husbands in the world. . . . She is the superior of her
husband in education, and in almost every respect. She is surrounded by the most numerous and delicate attentions. Yet she is not
satisﬁed. . . . The Anglo-Saxon ‘new woman’ is the most ridiculous
production of modern times, and destined to be the most ghastly failure of the century.” Apart from the deprecation—perhaps well
placed—which is contained in this presentment, it adds nothing but
obscurity to the woman question. The grievance of the new woman
is made up of those things which this typical characterisation of the
movement urges as reasons why she should be content. She is petted,
and is permitted, or even required, to consume largely and conspicuously—vicariously for her husband or other natural guardian. She is
exempted, or debarred, from vulgarly useful employment—in order
to perform leisure vicariously for the good repute of her natural (pecuniary) guardian. These oﬃces are the conventional marks of the unfree, at the same time that they are incompatible with the human
impulse to purposeful activity. But the woman is endowed with her
share—which there is reason to believe is more than an even share—
of the instinct of workmanship, to which futility of life or of expenditure is obnoxious. She must unfold her life activity in response to
the direct, unmediated stimuli of the economic environment with
which she is in contact. The impulse is perhaps stronger upon the
woman than upon the man to live her own life in her own way and to
enter the industrial process of the community at something nearer
than the second remove.
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So long as the woman’s place is consistently that of a drudge, she
is, in the average of cases, fairly contented with her lot. She not only has
something tangible and purposeful to do, but she has also no time or
thought to spare for a rebellious assertion of such human propensity
to self-direction as she has inherited. And after the stage of universal
female drudgery is passed, and a vicarious leisure without strenuous
application becomes the accredited employment of the women of the
well-to-do classes, the prescriptive force of the canon of pecuniary
decency, which requires the observance of ceremonial futility on
their part, will long preserve high-minded women from any sentimental leaning to self-direction and a “sphere of usefulness.” This is
especially true during the earlier phases of the pecuniary culture,
while the leisure of the leisure class is still in great measure a predatory activity, an active assertion of mastery in which there is enough
of tangible purpose of an invidious kind to admit of its being taken
seriously as an employment to which one may without shame put
one’s hand. This condition of things has obviously lasted well down
into the present in some communities. It continues to hold to a
diﬀerent extent for diﬀerent individuals, varying with the vividness
of the sense of status and with the feebleness of the impulse to workmanship with which the individual is endowed. But where the economic structure of the community has so far outgrown the scheme of
life based on status that the relation of personal subservience is no
longer felt to be the sole “natural” human relation; there the ancient
habit of purposeful activity will begin to assert itself in the less conformable individuals against the more recent, relatively superﬁcial,
relatively ephemeral habits and views which the predatory and the
pecuniary culture have contributed to our scheme of life. These
habits and views begin to lose their coercive force for the community
or the class in question so soon as the habit of mind and the views of
life due to the predatory and the quasi-peaceable discipline cease to
be in fairly close accord with the later-developed economic situation.
This is evident in the case of the industrious classes of modern communities; for them the leisure-class scheme of life has lost much of
its binding force, especially as regards the element of status. But it is
also visibly being veriﬁed in the case of the upper classes, though not
in the same manner.
The habits derived from the predatory and quasi-peaceable culture
are relatively ephemeral variants of certain underlying propensities
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and mental characteristics of the race; which it owes to the protracted
discipline of the earlier, proto-anthropoid cultural stage of peaceable,
relatively undiﬀerentiated economic life carried on in contact with
a relatively simple and invariable material environment. When the
habits superinduced by the emulative method of life have ceased
to enjoy the sanction of existing economic exigencies, a process of
disintegration sets in whereby the habits of thought of more recent
growth and of a less generic character to some extent yield the ground
before the more ancient and more pervading spiritual characteristics
of the race.
In a sense, then, the new-woman movement marks a reversion to
a more generic type of human character, or to a less diﬀerentiated
expression of human nature. It is a type of human nature which is to
be characterised as proto-anthropoid, and, as regards the substance if
not the form of its dominant traits, it belongs to a cultural stage that
may be classed as possibly sub-human. The particular movement or
evolutional feature in question of course shares this characterisation
with the rest of the later social development, in so far as this social
development shows evidence of a reversion to the spiritual
attitude that characterises the earlier, undiﬀerentiated stage of economic evolution. Such evidence of a general tendency to reversion
from the dominance of the invidious interest is not entirely wanting,
although it is neither plentiful nor unquestionably convincing. The
general decay of the sense of status in modern industrial communities
goes some way as evidence in this direction; and the perceptible
return to a disapproval of futility in human life, and a disapproval
of such activities as serve only the individual gain at the cost of the
collectivity or at the cost of other social groups, is evidence to a like
eﬀect. There is a perceptible tendency to deprecate the inﬂiction of
pain, as well as to discredit all marauding enterprises, even where
these expressions of the invidious interest do not tangibly work to the
material detriment of the community or of the individual who passes
an opinion on them. It may even be said that in the modern industrial
communities the average, dispassionate sense of men says that the
ideal character is a character which makes for peace, good-will, and
economic eﬃciency, rather than for a life of self-seeking, force, fraud,
and mastery.
The inﬂuence of the leisure class is not consistently for or against
the rehabilitation of this proto-anthropoid human nature. So far as
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concerns the chance of survival of individuals endowed with an
exceptionally large share of the primitive traits, the sheltered position of the class favours its members directly by withdrawing them
from the pecuniary struggle; but indirectly, through the leisure-class
canons of conspicuous waste of goods and eﬀort, the institution of a
leisure class lessens the chance of survival of such individuals in the
entire body of the population. The decent requirements of waste
absorb the surplus energy of the population in an invidious struggle
and leave no margin for the non-invidious expression of life. The
remoter, less tangible, spiritual eﬀects of the discipline of decency go
in the same direction and work perhaps more eﬀectually to the same
end. The canons of decent life are an elaboration of the principle of
invidious comparison, and they accordingly act consistently to inhibit
all non-invidious eﬀort and to inculcate the self-regarding attitude.

CHAPTER XIV
the higher learning as an expression of the
pecuniary culture
To the end that suitable habits of thought on certain heads may be
conserved in the incoming generation, a scholastic discipline is sanctioned by the common sense of the community and incorporated into
the accredited scheme of life. The habits of thought which are so
formed under the guidance of teachers and scholastic traditions have
an economic value—a value as aﬀecting the serviceability of the
individual—no less real than the similar economic value of the
habits of thought formed without such guidance under the discipline
of everyday life. Whatever characteristics of the accredited scholastic
scheme and discipline are traceable to the predilections of the leisure
class or to the guidance of the canons of pecuniary merit are to be set
down to the account of that institution, and whatever economic value
these features of the educational scheme possess are the expression in
detail of the value of that institution. It will be in place, therefore, to
point out any peculiar features of the educational system which are
traceable to the leisure-class scheme of life, whether as regards the
aim and method of the discipline, or as regards the compass and
character of the body of knowledge inculcated. It is in learning proper,
and more particularly in the higher learning, that the inﬂuence of
leisure-class ideals is most patent; and since the purpose here is not
to make an exhaustive collation of data showing the eﬀect of the pecuniary culture upon education, but rather to illustrate the method and
trend of the leisure-class inﬂuence in education, a survey of certain
salient features of the higher learning, such as may serve this purpose,
is all that will be attempted.
In point of derivation and early development, learning is somewhat
closely related to the devotional function of the community, particularly to the body of observances in which the service rendered the
supernatural leisure class expresses itself. The service by which it is
sought to conciliate supernatural agencies in the primitive cults is not
an industrially proﬁtable employment of the community’s time and
eﬀort. It is, therefore, in great part, to be classed as a vicarious leisure
performed for the supernatural powers with whom negotiations are
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carried on and whose good-will the service and the professions of
subservience are conceived to procure. In great part, the early learning
consisted in an acquisition of knowledge and facility in the service of
a supernatural agent. It was therefore closely analogous in character
to the training required for the domestic service of a temporal master.
To a great extent, the knowledge acquired under the priestly teachers
of the primitive community was knowledge of ritual and ceremonial;
that is to say, a knowledge of the most proper, most eﬀective, or most
acceptable manner of approaching and of serving the preternatural
agents. What was learned was how to make oneself indispensable to
these powers, and so to put oneself in a position to ask, or even to
require, their intercession in the course of events or their abstention
from interference in any given enterprise. Propitiation was the end,
and this end was sought, in great part, by acquiring facility in subservience. It appears to have been only gradually that other elements
than those of eﬃcient service of the master found their way into the
stock of priestly or shamanistic instruction.
The priestly servitor of the inscrutable powers that move in the
external world came to stand in the position of a mediator between
these powers and the common run of unrestricted humanity; for he
was possessed of a knowledge of the supernatural etiquette which
would admit him into the presence. And as commonly happens with
mediators between the vulgar and their masters, whether the masters
be natural or preternatural, he found it expedient to have the means
at hand tangibly to impress upon the vulgar the fact that these
inscrutable powers would do what he might ask of them. Hence,
presently, a knowledge of certain natural processes which could be
turned to account for spectacular eﬀect, together with some sleight
of hand, came to be an integral part of priestly lore. Knowledge of
this kind passes for knowledge of the “unknowable,” and it owes
its serviceability for the sacerdotal purpose to its recondite character.
It appears to have been from this source that learning, as an institution, arose, and its diﬀerentiation from this its parent stock of magic
ritual and shamanistic fraud has been slow and tedious, and is scarcely
yet complete even in the most advanced of the higher seminaries of
learning.
The recondite element in learning is still, as it has been in all ages,
a very attractive and eﬀective element for the purpose of impressing,
or even imposing upon, the unlearned; and the standing of the savant
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in the mind of the altogether unlettered is in great measure rated in
terms of intimacy with the occult forces. So, for instance, as a typical
case, even so late as the middle of this century, the Norwegian peasants
have instinctively formulated their sense of the superior erudition of
such doctors of divinity as Luther, Melanchthon, Peder Dass, and
even so late a scholar in divinity as Grundtvig,* in terms of the Black
Art. These, together with a very comprehensive list of minor celebrities, both living and dead, have been reputed masters in all magical
arts; and a high position in the ecclesiastical personnel has carried
with it, in the apprehension of these good people, an implication of
profound familiarity with magical practice and the occult sciences.
There is a parallel fact nearer home, similarly going to show the close
relationship, in popular apprehension, between erudition and the
unknowable; and it will at the same time serve to illustrate, in somewhat coarse outline, the bent which leisure-class life gives to the
cognitive interest. While the belief is by no means conﬁned to the
leisure class, that class to-day comprises a disproportionately large
number of believers in occult sciences of all kinds and shades. By
those whose habits of thought are not shaped by contact with modern
industry, the knowledge of the unknowable is still felt to be the
ultimate if not the only true knowledge.
Learning, then, set out by being in some sense a by-product of the
priestly vicarious leisure class; and, at least until a recent date, the
higher learning has since remained in some sense a by-product or byoccupation of the priestly classes. As the body of systematised knowledge increased, there presently arose a distinction, traceable very far
back in the history of education, between esoteric and exoteric knowledge, the former—so far as there is a substantial diﬀerence between
the two—comprising such knowledge as is primarily of no economic
or industrial eﬀect, and the latter comprising chieﬂy knowledge of
industrial processes and of natural phenomena which were habitually
turned to account for the material purposes of life. This line of
demarcation has in time become, at least in popular apprehension, the
normal line between the higher learning and the lower.
It is signiﬁcant, not only as an evidence of their close aﬃliation
with the priestly craft, but also as indicating that their activity to a good
extent falls under that category of conspicuous leisure known as manners and breeding, that the learned class in all primitive communities
are great sticklers for form, precedent, gradations of rank, ritual,
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ceremonial vestments, and learned paraphernalia generally. This is
of course to be expected, and it goes to say that the higher learning,
in its incipient phase, is a leisure-class occupation—more speciﬁcally
an occupation of the vicarious leisure class employed in the service of
the supernatural leisure class. But this predilection for the paraphernalia of learning goes also to indicate a further point of contact or of
continuity between the priestly oﬃce and the oﬃce of the savant. In
point of derivation, learning, as well as the priestly oﬃce, is largely
an outgrowth of sympathetic magic; and this magical apparatus of
form and ritual therefore ﬁnds its place with the learned class of the
primitive community as a matter of course. The ritual and paraphernalia have an occult eﬃcacy for the magical purpose; so that their
presence as an integral factor in the earlier phases of the development
of magic and science is a matter of expediency, quite as much as of
aﬀectionate regard for symbolism simply.
This sense of the eﬃcacy of symbolic ritual, and of sympathetic
eﬀect to be wrought through dexterous rehearsal of the traditional
accessories of the act or end to be compassed, is of course present
more obviously and in larger measure in magical practice than in the
discipline of the sciences, even of the occult sciences. But there are,
I apprehend, few persons with a cultivated sense of scholastic merit
to whom the ritualistic accessories of science are altogether an idle
matter. The very great tenacity with which these ritualistic paraphernalia persist through the later course of the development is
evident to any one who will reﬂect on what has been the history of
learning in our civilisation. Even to-day there are such things in the
usage of the learned community as the cap and gown, matriculation,
initiation, and graduation ceremonies, and the conferring of scholastic
degrees, dignities, and prerogatives in a way which suggests some
sort of a scholarly apostolic succession. The usage of the priestly
orders is no doubt the proximate source of all these features of
learned ritual, vestments, sacramental initiation, the transmission of
peculiar dignities and virtues by the imposition of hands, and the
like; but their derivation is traceable back of this point, to the source
from which the specialised priestly class proper received them in the
course of differentiation by which the priest came to be distinguished
from the sorcerer on the one hand and from the menial servant of a
temporal master on the other hand. So far as regards both their
derivation and their psychological content, these usages and the
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conceptions on which they rest belong to a stage in cultural development no later than that of the angekok and the rain-maker. Their
place in the later phases of devout observance, as well as in the higher
educational system, is that of a survival from a very early animistic
phase of the development of human nature.
These ritualistic features of the educational system of the present
and of the recent past, it is quite safe to say, have their place primarily
in the higher, liberal, and classic institutions and grades of learning,
rather than in the lower, technological, or practical grades and branches
of the system. So far as they possess them, the lower and less reputable branches of the educational scheme have evidently borrowed
these things from the higher grades; and their continued persistence
among the practical schools, without the sanction of the continued
example of the higher and classic grades, would be highly improbable, to say the least. With the lower and practical schools and scholars, the adoption and cultivation of these usages is a case of mimicry—
due to a desire to conform as far as may be to the standards of scholastic reputability maintained by the upper grades and classes, who have
come by these accessory features legitimately, by the right of lineal
devolution.
The analysis may even be safely carried a step farther. Ritualistic
survivals and reversions come out in fullest vigour and with the freest
air of spontaneity among those seminaries of learning which have to
do primarily with the education of the priestly and leisure classes.
Accordingly it should appear, and it does pretty plainly appear, on a
survey of recent developments in college and university life, that
wherever schools founded for the instruction of the lower classes in
the immediately useful branches of knowledge grow into institutions
of the higher learning, the growth of ritualistic ceremonial and paraphernalia and of elaborate scholastic “functions” goes hand in hand
with the transition of the schools in question from the ﬁeld of homely
practicality into the higher, classical sphere. The initial purpose of
these schools, and the work with which they have chieﬂy had to do at
the earlier of these two stages of their evolution, has been that of
ﬁtting the young of the industrious classes for work. On the higher,
classical plane of learning to which they commonly tend, their dominant aim becomes the preparation of the youth of the priestly and the
leisure classes—or of an incipient leisure class—for the consumption
of goods, material and immaterial, according to a conventionally
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accepted, reputable scope and method. This happy issue has commonly been the fate of schools founded by “friends of the people” for
the aid of struggling young men, and where this transition is made in
good form there is commonly, if not invariably, a coincident change
to a more ritualistic life in the schools.
In the school life of to-day, learned ritual is in a general way best at
home in schools whose chief end is the cultivation of the “humanities.”
This correlation is shown, perhaps more neatly than anywhere else,
in the life-history of the American colleges and universities of recent
growth. There may be many exceptions from the rule, especially
among those schools which have been founded by the typically reputable and ritualistic churches, and which, therefore, started on the
conservative and classical plane or reached the classical position by a
short-cut; but the general rule as regards the colleges founded in the
newer American communities during the present century has been
that so long as the constituency from which the colleges have drawn
their pupils has been dominated by habits of industry and thrift, so
long the reminiscences of the medicine-man have found but a scant
and precarious acceptance in the scheme of college life. But so soon
as wealth begins appreciably to accumulate in the community, and so
soon as a given school begins to lean on a leisure-class constituency,
there comes also a perceptibly increased insistence on scholastic
ritual and on conformity to the ancient forms as regards vestments
and social and scholastic solemnities. So, for instance, there has been
an approximate coincidence between the growth of wealth among the
constituency which supports any given college of the Middle West
and the date of acceptance—ﬁrst into tolerance and then into imperative vogue—of evening dress for men and of the décolleté for
women, as the scholarly vestments proper to occasions of learned
solemnity or to the seasons of social amenity within the college circle.
Apart from the mechanical diﬃculty of so large a task, it would scarcely
be a diﬃcult matter to trace this correlation. The like is true of the
vogue of the cap and gown.
Cap and gown have been adopted as learned insignia by many colleges of this section within the last few years; and it is safe to say that
this could scarcely have occurred at a much earlier date, or until
there had grown up a leisure-class sentiment of suﬃcient volume in
the community to support a strong movement of reversion towards
an archaic view as to the legitimate end of education. This particular
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item of learned ritual, it may be noted, would not only commend
itself to the leisure-class sense of the ﬁtness of things, as appealing to
the archaic propensity for spectacular eﬀect and the predilection for
antique symbolism; but it at the same time ﬁts into the leisure-class
scheme of life as involving a notable element of conspicuous waste.
The precise date at which the reversion to cap and gown took place,
as well as the fact that it aﬀected so large a number of schools at about
the same time, seems to have been due in some measure to a wave of
atavistic sense of conformity and reputability that passed over the
community at that period.
It may not be entirely beside the point to note that in point of time
this curious reversion seems to coincide with the culmination of
a certain vogue of atavistic sentiment and tradition in other directions also. The wave of reversion seems to have received its initial
impulse in the psychologically disintegrating eﬀects of the Civil War.
Habituation to war entails a body of predatory habits of thought,
whereby clannishness in some measure replaces the sense of solidarity, and a sense of invidious distinction supplants the impulse to
equitable, everyday serviceability. As an outcome of the cumulative
action of these factors, the generation which follows a season of war
is apt to witness a rehabilitation of the element of status, both in
its social life and in its scheme of devout observances and other symbolic or ceremonial forms. Throughout the eighties, and less plainly
traceable through the seventies also, there was perceptible a gradually advancing wave of sentiment favouring quasi-predatory business
habits, insistence on status, anthropomorphism, and conservatism
generally. The more direct and unmediated of these expressions of
the barbarian temperament, such as the recrudescence of outlawry
and the spectacular quasi-predatory careers of fraud run by certain
“captains of industry,” came to a head earlier and were appreciably
on the decline by the close of the seventies. The recrudescence of
anthropomorphic sentiment also seems to have passed its most acute
stage before the close of the eighties. But the learned ritual and paraphernalia here spoken of are a still remoter and more recondite expression of the barbarian animistic sense; and these, therefore, gained
vogue and elaboration more slowly and reached their most eﬀective
development at a still later date. There is reason to believe that the
culmination is now already past. Except for the new impetus given
by a new war experience, and except for the support which the
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growth of a wealthy class aﬀords to all ritual, and especially to whatever ceremonial is wasteful and pointedly suggests gradations of
status, it is probable that the late improvements and augmentation
of scholastic insignia and ceremonial would gradually decline. But
while it may be true that the cap and gown, and the more strenuous
observance of scholastic proprieties which came with them, were
ﬂoated in on this post-bellum tidal wave of reversion to barbarism, it
is also no doubt true that such a ritualistic reversion could not have
been eﬀected in the college scheme of life until the accumulation of
wealth in the hands of a propertied class had gone far enough to
aﬀord the requisite pecuniary ground for a movement which should
bring the colleges of the country up to the leisure-class requirements
in the higher learning. The adoption of the cap and gown is one
of the striking atavistic features of modern college life, and at the
same time it marks the fact that these colleges have deﬁnitively become
leisure-class establishments, either in actual achievement or in
aspiration.
As further evidence of the close relation between the educational
system and the cultural standards of the community, it may be
remarked that there is some tendency latterly to substitute the captain of industry in place of the priest, as the head of seminaries of the
higher learning. The substitution is by no means complete or unequivocal. Those heads of institutions are best accepted who combine the
sacerdotal oﬃce with a high degree of pecuniary eﬃciency. There is
a similar but less pronounced tendency to intrust the work of instruction in the higher learning to men of some pecuniary qualiﬁcation.
Administrative ability and skill in advertising the enterprise count
for rather more than they once did, as qualiﬁcations for the work of
teaching. This applies especially in those sciences that have most to
do with the everyday facts of life, and it is particularly true of schools
in the economically single-minded communities. This partial substitution of pecuniary for sacerdotal eﬃciency is a concomitant of the
modern transition from conspicuous leisure to conspicuous consumption, as the chief means of reputability. The correlation of the
two facts is probably clear without further elaboration.
The attitude of the schools and of the learned class towards the
education of women serves to show in what manner and to what
extent learning has departed from its ancient station of priestly and
leisure-class prerogative, and it indicates also what approach has

244

The Theory of the Leisure Class

been made by the truly learned to the modern, economic or industrial, matter-of-fact standpoint. The higher schools and the learned
professions were until recently tabu to the women. These establishments were from the outset, and have in great measure continued to
be, devoted to the education of the priestly and leisure classes.
The women, as has been shown elsewhere, were the original subservient class, and to some extent, especially so far as regards their
nominal or ceremonial position, they have remained in that relation
down to the present. There has prevailed a strong sense that the
admission of women to the privileges of the higher learning (as to
the Eleusinian mysteries)* would be derogatory to the dignity of the
learned craft. It is therefore only very recently, and almost solely in
the industrially most advanced communities, that the higher grades
of schools have been freely opened to women. And even under the
urgent circumstances prevailing in the modern industrial communities, the highest and most reputable universities show an extreme
reluctance in making the move. The sense of class worthiness, that is
to say of status, of a honoriﬁc diﬀerentiation of the sexes according
to a distinction between superior and inferior intellectual dignity,
survives in a vigorous form in these corporations of the aristocracy of
learning. It is felt that the women should, in all propriety, acquire
only such knowledge as may be classed under one or the other of
two heads: (1) such knowledge as conduces immediately to a better
performance of domestic service—the domestic sphere; (2) such
accomplishments and dexterity, quasi-scholarly and quasi-artistic, as
plainly come in under the head of a performance of vicarious leisure.
Knowledge is felt to be unfeminine if it is knowledge which expresses
the unfolding of the learner’s own life, the acquisition of which proceeds on the learner’s own cognitive interest, without prompting
from the canons of propriety, and without reference back to a master
whose comfort or good repute is to be enhanced by the employment
or the exhibition of it. So, also, all knowledge which is useful as
evidence of leisure, other than vicarious leisure, is scarcely feminine.
For an appreciation of the relation which these higher seminaries
of learning bear to the economic life of the community, the phenomena which have been reviewed are of importance rather as indications
of a general attitude than as being in themselves facts of ﬁrst-rate
economic consequence. They go to show what is the instinctive attitude and animus of the learned class towards the life process of an
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industrial community. They serve as an exponent of the stage of
development, for the industrial purpose, attained by the higher learning and by the learned class, and so they aﬀord an indication as to
what may fairly be looked for from this class at points where the
learning and the life of the class bear more immediately upon the
economic life and eﬃciency of the community, and upon the adjustment of its scheme of life to the requirements of the time. What these
ritualistic survivals go to indicate is a prevalence of conservatism, if
not of reactionary sentiment, especially among the higher schools
where the conventional learning is cultivated.
To these indications of a conservative attitude is to be added
another characteristic which goes in the same direction, but which
is a symptom of graver consequence than this playful inclination to
trivialities of form and ritual. By far the greater number of American
colleges and universities, for instance, are aﬃliated to some religious
denomination and are somewhat given to devout observances. Their
putative familiarity with scientiﬁc methods and the scientiﬁc point of
view should presumably exempt the faculties of these schools from
animistic habits of thought; but there is still a considerable proportion of them who profess an attachment to the anthropomorphic beliefs
and observances of an earlier culture. These professions of devotional zeal are, no doubt, to a good extent expedient and perfunctory,
both on the part of the schools in their corporate capacity, and on the
part of the individual members of the corps of instructors; but it can
not be doubted that there is after all a very appreciable element of
anthropomorphic sentiment present in the higher schools. So far as
this is the case it must be set down as the expression of an archaic,
animistic habit of mind. This habit of mind must necessarily assert
itself to some extent in the instruction oﬀered, and to this extent its
inﬂuence in shaping the habits of thought of the student makes for
conservatism and reversion; it acts to hinder his development in the
direction of matter-of-fact knowledge, such as best serves the ends
of industry.
The college sports, which have so great a vogue in the reputable
seminaries of learning to-day, tend in a similar direction; and,
indeed, sports have much in common with the devout attitude of the
colleges, both as regards their psychological basis and as regards
their disciplinary eﬀect. But this expression of the barbarian temperament is to be credited primarily to the body of students, rather
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than to the temper of the schools as such; except in so far as the colleges or the college oﬃcials—as sometimes happens—actively
countenance and foster the growth of sports. The like is true of college fraternities as of college sports, but with a diﬀerence. The latter
are chieﬂy an expression of the predatory impulse simply; the
former are more speciﬁcally an expression of that heritage of clannishness which is so large a feature in the temperament of the predatory barbarian. It is also noticeable that a close relation subsists
between the fraternities and the sporting activity of the schools.
After what has already been said in an earlier chapter on the sporting and gambling habit, it is scarcely necessary further to discuss the
economic value of this training in sports and in factional organisation and activity.
But all these features of the scheme of life of the learned class, and
of the establishments dedicated to the conservation of the higher
learning, are in a great measure incidental only. They are scarcely to
be accounted organic elements of the professed work of research and
instruction for the ostensible pursuit of which the schools exist. But
these symptomatic indications go to establish a presumption as to the
character of the work performed—as seen from the economic point
of view—and as to the bent which the serious work carried on under
their auspices gives to the youth who resort to the schools. The presumption raised by the considerations already oﬀered is that in their
work also, as well as in their ceremonial, the higher schools may be
expected to take a conservative position; but this presumption must
be checked by a comparison of the economic character of the work
actually performed, and by something of a survey of the learning
whose conservation is intrusted to the higher schools. On this head,
it is well known that the accredited seminaries of learning have, until
a recent date, held a conservative position. They have taken an attitude of deprecation towards all innovations. As a general rule a new
point of view or a new formulation of knowledge have been countenanced and taken up within the schools only after these new things
have made their way outside of the schools. As exceptions from this
rule are chieﬂy to be mentioned innovations of an inconspicuous
kind and departures which do not bear in any tangible way upon the
conventional point of view or upon the conventional scheme of life;
as, for instance, details of fact in the mathematico-physical sciences,
and new readings and interpretations of the classics, especially such
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as have a philological or literary bearing only. Except within the
domain of the “humanities,” in the narrow sense, and except so far
as the traditional point of view of the humanities has been left intact
by the innovators, it has generally held true that the accredited
learned class and the seminaries of the higher learning have looked
askance at all innovation. New views, new departures in scientiﬁc
theory, especially new departures which touch the theory of human
relations at any point, have found a place in the scheme of the university tardily and by a reluctant tolerance, rather than by a cordial
welcome; and the men who have occupied themselves with such
eﬀorts to widen the scope of human knowledge have not commonly
been well received by their learned contemporaries. The higher
schools have not commonly given their countenance to a serious
advance in the methods or the content of knowledge until the innovations have outlived their youth and much of their usefulness—
after they have become commonplaces of the intellectual furniture of
a new generation which has grown up under, and has had its habits
of thought shaped by, the new, extra-scholastic body of knowledge
and the new standpoint. This is true of the recent past. How far it
may be true of the immediate present it would be hazardous to say,
for it is impossible to see present-day facts in such perspective as to
get a fair conception of their relative proportions.
So far, nothing has been said of the Mæcenas function* of the
well-to-do, which is habitually dwelt on at some length by writers
and speakers who treat of the development of culture and of social
structure. This leisure-class function is not without an important
bearing on the higher learning and on the spread of knowledge and
culture. The manner and the degree in which the class furthers
learning through patronage of this kind is suﬃciently familiar. It has
been frequently presented in aﬀectionate and eﬀective terms by
spokesmen whose familiarity with the topic ﬁts them to bring home
to their hearers the profound signiﬁcance of this cultural factor.
These spokesmen, however, have presented the matter from the
point of view of the cultural interest, or of the interest of reputability, rather than from that of the economic interest. As apprehended
from the economic point of view, and valued for the purpose of
industrial serviceability, this function of the well-to-do, as well as the
intellectual attitude of members of the well-to-do class, merits some
attention and will bear illustration.
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By way of characterisation of the Mæcenas relation, it is to be
noted that, considered externally, as an economic or industrial
relation simply, it is a relation of status. The scholar under patronage performs the duties of a learned life vicariously for his patron, to
whom a certain repute inures after the manner of the good repute
imputed to a master for whom any form of vicarious leisure is performed. It is also to be noted that, in point of historical fact, the
furtherance of learning or the maintenance of scholarly activity
through the Mæcenas relation has most commonly been a furtherance of proﬁciency in classical lore or in the humanities. This knowledge
tends to lower rather than to heighten the industrial eﬃciency of the
community.
Further, as regards the direct participation of the members of the
leisure class in the furtherance of knowledge. The canons of reputable
living act to throw such intellectual interest as seeks expression
among the class on the side of classical and formal erudition, rather
than on the side of the sciences that bear some relation to the
community’s industrial life. The most frequent excursions into other
than classical ﬁelds of knowledge on the part of members of the
leisure class are made into the discipline of law and the political,
and more especially the administrative, sciences. These so-called sciences are substantially bodies of maxims of expediency for guidance
in the leisure-class oﬃce of government, as conducted on a proprietary basis. The interest with which this discipline is approached is
therefore not commonly the intellectual or cognitive interest simply.
It is largely the practical interest of the exigencies of that relation of
mastery in which the members of the class are placed. In point
of derivation, the oﬃce of government is a predatory function, pertaining integrally to the archaic leisure-class scheme of life. It is an
exercise of control and coercion over the population from which the
class draws its sustenance. This discipline, as well as the incidents of
practice which give it its content, therefore has some attraction for
the class apart from all questions of cognition. All this holds true
wherever and so long as the governmental oﬃce continues, in form
or in substance, to be a proprietary oﬃce; and it holds true beyond
that limit, in so far as the tradition of the more archaic phase of governmental evolution has lasted on into the later life of those modern
communities for whom proprietary government by a leisure class is
now beginning to pass away.
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For that ﬁeld of learning within which the cognitive or intellectual
interest is dominant—the sciences properly so called—the case is
somewhat diﬀerent, not only as regards the attitude of the leisure class,
but as regards the whole drift of the pecuniary culture. Knowledge
for its own sake, the exercise of the faculty of comprehensive without ulterior purpose, should, it might be expected, be sought by men
whom no urgent material interest diverts from such a quest. The
sheltered industrial position of the leisure class should give free play
to the cognitive interest in members of this class, and we should
consequently have, as many writers conﬁdently ﬁnd that we do have,
a very large proportion of scholars, scientists, savants derived from
this class and deriving their incentive to scientiﬁc investigation and
speculation from the discipline of a life of leisure. Some such result
is to be looked for, but there are features of the leisure-class scheme
of life, already suﬃciently dwelt upon, which go to divert the intellectual interest of this class to other subjects than that causal
sequence in phenomena which makes the content of the sciences.
The habits of thought which characterise the life of the class run on
the personal relation of dominance, and on the derivative, invidious
concepts of honor, worth, merit, character, and the like. The causal
sequence which makes up the subject matter of science is not visible
from this point of view. Neither does good repute attach to knowledge
of facts that are vulgarly useful. Hence it should appear probable that
the interest of the invidious comparison with respect to pecuniary or
other honoriﬁc merit should occupy the attention of the leisure class,
to the neglect of the cognitive interest. Where this latter interest asserts
itself it should commonly be diverted to ﬁelds of speculation or
investigation which are reputable and futile, rather than to the quest
of scientiﬁc knowledge. Such indeed has been the history of priestly
and leisure-class learning so long as no considerable body of systematised knowledge had been intruded into the scholastic discipline
from an extra-scholastic source. But since the relation of mastery and
subservience is ceasing to be the dominant and formative factor in
the community’s life process, other features of the life process and
other points of view are forcing themselves upon the scholars.
The true-bred gentleman of leisure should, and does, see the
world from the point of view of the personal relation; and the cognitive
interest, so far as it asserts itself in him, should seek to systematise
phenomena on this basis. Such indeed is the case with the gentleman
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of the old school, in whom the leisure-class ideals have suﬀered no
disintegration; and such is the attitude of his latter-day descendant,
in so far as he has fallen heir to the full complement of upper-class
virtues. But the ways of heredity are devious, and not every gentleman’s son is to the manor born. Especially is the transmission of the
habits of thought which characterise the predatory master somewhat
precarious in the case of a line of descent in which but one or two of
the latest steps have lain within the leisure-class discipline. The
chances of occurrence of a strong congenital or acquired bent towards
the exercise of the cognitive aptitudes are apparently best in those
members of the leisure class who are of lower-class or middle-class
antecedents,—that is to say, those who have inherited the complement of aptitudes proper to the industrious classes, and who owe
their place in the leisure class to the possession of qualities which
count for more to-day than they did in the times when the leisureclass scheme of life took shape. But even outside the range of these
later accessions to the leisure class there are an appreciable number
of individuals in whom the invidious interest is not suﬃciently dominant to shape their theoretical views, and in whom the proclivity to
theory is suﬃciently strong to lead them into the scientiﬁc quest.
The higher learning owes the intrusion of the sciences in part to
these aberrant scions of the leisure class, who have come under the
dominant inﬂuence of the latter-day tradition of impersonal relation
and who have inherited a complement of human aptitudes diﬀering
in certain salient features from the temperament which is characteristic of the régime of status. But it owes the presence of this alien
body of scientiﬁc knowledge also in part, and in a higher degree, to
members of the industrious classes who have been in suﬃciently easy
circumstances to turn their attention to other interests than that of
ﬁnding daily sustenance, and whose inherited aptitudes and anthropomorphic point of view does not dominate their intellectual processes.
As between these two groups, which approximately comprise the
eﬀective force of scientiﬁc progress, it is the latter that has contributed the most. And with respect to both it seems to be true that
they are not so much the source as the vehicle, or at the most they are
the instrument of commutation, by which the habits of thought
enforced upon the community, through contact with its environment
under the exigencies of modern associated life and the mechanical
industries, are turned to account for theoretical knowledge.
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Science, in the sense of an articulate recognition of causal sequence
in phenomena, whether physical or social, has been a feature of the
Western culture only since the industrial process in the Western
communities has come to be substantially a process of mechanical
contrivances in which man’s oﬃce is that of discrimination and valuation of material forces. Science has ﬂourished somewhat in the same
degree as the industrial life of the community has conformed to this
pattern, and somewhat in the same degree as the industrial interest
has dominated the community’s life. And science, and scientiﬁc
theory especially, has made headway in the several departments of
human life and knowledge in proportion as each of these several
departments has successively come into closer contact with the industrial process and the economic interest; or perhaps it is truer to say,
in proportion as each of them has successively escaped from the
dominance of the conceptions of personal relation or status, and of the
derivative canons of anthropomorphic ﬁtness and honoriﬁc worth.
It is only as the exigencies of modern industrial life have enforced
the recognition of causal sequence in the practical contact of
mankind with their environment, that men have come to systematise
the phenomena of this environment, and the facts of their own contact with it, in terms of causal sequence. So that while the higher
learning in its best development, as the perfect ﬂower of scholasticism and classicism, was a by-product of the priestly oﬃce and the
life of leisure, so modern science may be said to be a by-product of
the industrial process. Through these groups of men, then—investigators, savants, scientists, inventors, speculators—most of whom
have done their most telling work outside the shelter of the schools,
the habits of thought enforced by the modern industrial life have
found coherent expression and elaboration as a body of theoretical
science having to do with the causal sequence of phenomena. And
from this extra-scholastic ﬁeld of scientiﬁc speculation, changes of
method and purpose have from time to time been intruded into the
scholastic discipline.
In this connection it is to be remarked that there is a very perceptible diﬀerence of substance and purpose between the instruction
oﬀered in the primary and secondary schools, on the one hand, and
in the higher seminaries of learning, on the other hand. The diﬀerence
in point of immediate practicality of the information imparted and of
the proﬁciency acquired may be of some consequence and may merit
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the attention which it has from time to time received; but there is a
more substantial diﬀerence in the mental and spiritual bent which is
favoured by the one and the other discipline. This divergent trend in
discipline between the higher and the lower learning is especially
noticeable as regards the primary education in its latest development
in the advanced industrial communities. Here the instruction is
directed chieﬂy to proﬁciency or dexterity, intellectual and manual,
in the apprehension and employment of impersonal facts, in their
causal rather than in their honoriﬁc incidence. It is true, under the
traditions of the earlier days, when the primary education was also
predominantly a leisure-class commodity, a free use is still made of
emulation as a spur to diligence in the common run of primary
schools; but even this use of emulation as an expedient is visibly
declining in the primary grades of instruction in communities where
the lower education is not under the guidance of the ecclesiastical or
military tradition. All this holds true in a peculiar degree, and more
especially on the spiritual side, of such portions of the educational
system as have been immediately aﬀected by kindergarten methods
and ideals.
The peculiarly non-invidious trend of the kindergarten discipline,
and the similar character of the kindergarten inﬂuence in primary
education beyond the limits of the kindergarten proper, should be
taken in connection with what has already been said of the peculiar
spiritual attitude of leisure-class womankind under the circumstances of the modern economic situation. The kindergarten discipline is at its best—or at its farthest remove from ancient patriarchal
and pedagogical ideals—in the advanced industrial communities,
where there is a considerable body of intelligent and idle women, and
where the system of status has somewhat abated in rigour under the
disintegrating inﬂuence of industrial life and in the absence of a consistent body of military and ecclesiastical traditions. It is from these
women in easy circumstances that it gets its moral support. The aims
and methods of the kindergarten commend themselves with especial
eﬀect to this class of women who are ill at ease under the pecuniary
code of reputable life. The kindergarten, and whatever the kindergarten spirit counts for in modern education, therefore, is to be set
down, along with the “new-woman movement,” to the account of
that revulsion against futility and invidious comparison which the
leisure-class life under modern circumstances induces in the women
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most immediately exposed to its discipline. In this way it appears
that, by indirection, the institution of a leisure class here again favours
the growth of a non-invidious attitude, which may, in the long run,
prove a menace to the stability of the institution itself, and even to
the institution of individual ownership on which it rests.
During the recent past some tangible changes have taken place in the
scope of college and university teaching. These changes have in the
main consisted in a partial displacement of the humanities—those
branches of learning which are conceived to make for the traditional
“culture,” character, tastes, and ideals—by those more matter-of-fact
branches which make for civic and industrial eﬃciency. To put the
same thing in other words, those branches of knowledge which make
for eﬃciency (ultimately productive eﬃciency) have gradually been
gaining ground against those branches which make for a heightened
consumption or a lowered industrial eﬃciency and for a type of character suited to the régime of status. In this adaptation of the scheme
of instruction the higher schools have commonly been found on the
conservative side; each step which they have taken in advance has
been to some extent of the nature of a concession. The sciences have
been intruded into the scholar’s discipline from without, not to say
from below. It is noticeable that the humanities which have so reluctantly yielded ground to the sciences are pretty uniformly adapted to
shape the character of the student in accordance with a traditional
self-centred scheme of consumption; a scheme of contemplation and
enjoyment of the true, the beautiful, and the good, according to a
conventional standard of propriety and excellence, the salient feature
of which is leisure—otium cum dignitate.* In language veiled by their
own habituation to the archaic, decorous point of view, the spokesmen of the humanities have insisted upon the ideal embodied in
the maxim, fruges consumere nati.* This attitude should occasion no
surprise in the case of schools which are shaped by and rest upon a
leisure-class culture.
The professed grounds on which it has been sought, as far as
might be, to maintain the received standards and methods of culture
intact are likewise characteristic of the archaic temperament and of
the leisure-class theory of life. The enjoyment and the bent derived
from habitual contemplation of the life, ideals, speculations, and
methods of consuming time and goods, in vogue among the leisure
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class of classical antiquity, for instance, is felt to be “higher,” “nobler,”
“worthier,” than what results in these respects from a like familiarity
with the everyday life and the knowledge and aspirations of commonplace humanity in a modern community. That learning the content of which is an unmitigated knowledge of latter-day men and
things is by comparison “lower,” “base,” “ignoble,”—one even hears
the epithet “sub-human” applied to this matter-of-fact knowledge of
mankind and of everyday life.
This contention of the leisure-class spokesmen of the humanities
seems to be substantially sound. In point of substantial fact, the
gratiﬁcation and the culture, or the spiritual attitude or habit of
mind, resulting from an habitual contemplation of the anthropomorphism, clannishness, and leisurely self-complacency of the gentleman
of an early day, or from a familiarity with the animistic superstitions
and the exuberant truculence of the Homeric heroes, for instance, is,
æsthetically considered, more legitimate than the corresponding
results derived from a matter-of-fact knowledge of things and a contemplation of latter-day civic or workmanlike eﬃciency. There can
be but little question that the ﬁrst-named habits have the advantage
in respect of æsthetic or honoriﬁc value, and therefore in respect of
the “worth” which is made the basis of award in the comparison. The
content of the canons of taste, and more particularly of the canons of
honour, is in the nature of things a resultant of the past life and
circumstances of the race, transmitted to the later generation by
inheritance or by tradition; and the fact that the protracted dominance of a predatory, leisure-class scheme of life has profoundly
shaped the habit of mind and the point of view of the race in the past,
is a suﬃcient basis for an æsthetically legitimate dominance of such a
scheme of life in very much of what concerns matters of taste in the
present. For the purpose in hand, canons of taste are race habits,
acquired through a more or less protracted habituation to the
approval or disapproval of the kind of things upon which a favourable
or unfavourable judgment of taste is passed. Other things being equal,
the longer and more unbroken the habituation, the more legitimate is
the canon of taste in question. All this seems to be even truer of judgments regarding worth or honour than of judgments of taste generally.
But whatever may be the æsthetic legitimacy of the derogatory
judgment passed on the newer learning by the spokesmen of the
humanities, and however substantial may be the merits of the
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contention that the classic lore is worthier and results in a more truly
human culture and character, it does not concern the question in
hand. The question in hand is as to how far these branches of learning,
and the point of view for which they stand in the educational system,
help or hinder an eﬃcient collective life under modern industrial circumstances,—how far they further a more facile adaptation to the
economic situation of to-day. The question is an economic, not an
æsthetic one; and the leisure-class standards of learning which ﬁnd
expression in the deprecatory attitude of the higher schools towards
matter-of-fact knowledge are, for the present purpose, to be valued
from this point of view only. For this purpose the use of such epithets as “noble,” “base,” “higher,” “lower,” etc., is signiﬁcant only as
showing the animus and the point of view of the disputants; whether
they contend for the worthiness of the new or of the old. All these
epithets are honoriﬁc or humiliﬁc terms; that is to say, they are terms
of invidious comparison, which in the last analysis fall under the category of the reputable or the disreputable; that is, they belong within
the range of ideas that characterises the scheme of life of the régime
of status; that is, they are in substance an expression of sportsmanship—of the predatory and animistic habit of mind; that is, they
indicate an archaic point of view and theory of life, which may ﬁt the
predatory stage of culture and of economic organisation from which
they have sprung, but which are, from the point of view of economic
eﬃciency in the broader sense, disserviceable anachronisms.
The classics, and their position of prerogative in the scheme of
education to which the higher seminaries of learning cling with such
a fond predilection, serve to shape the intellectual attitude and lower
the economic eﬃciency of the new learned generation. They do this
not only by holding up an archaic ideal of manhood, but also by the
discrimination which they inculcate with respect to the reputable
and the disreputable in knowledge. This result is accomplished in
two ways: (1) by inspiring an habitual aversion to what is merely
useful, as contrasted with what is merely honoriﬁc in learning, and so
shaping the tastes of the novice that he comes in good faith to ﬁnd
gratiﬁcation of his tastes solely, or almost solely, in such exercise of
the intellect as normally results in no industrial or social gain; and
(2) by consuming the learner’s time and eﬀort in acquiring knowledge which is of no use, except in so far as this learning has by convention become incorporated into the sum of learning required of the
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scholar, and has thereby aﬀected the terminology and diction
employed in the useful branches of knowledge. Except for this terminological diﬃculty—which is itself a consequence of the vogue of
the classics in the past—a knowledge of the ancient languages, for
instance, would have no practical bearing for any scientist or any
scholar not engaged on work primarily of a linguistic character. Of
course all this has nothing to say as to the cultural value of the classics, nor is there any intention to disparage the discipline of the classics or the bent which their study gives to the student. That bent
seems to be of an economically disserviceable kind, but this fact—
somewhat notorious indeed—need disturb no one who has the good
fortune to ﬁnd comfort and strength in the classical lore. The fact
that classical learning acts to derange the learner’s workmanlike
aptitudes should fall lightly upon the apprehension of those who
hold workmanship of small account in comparison with the cultivation of decorous ideals:
Iam ﬁdes et pax et honos pudorque
Priscus et neglecta redire virtus
Audet.*

Owing to the circumstance that this knowledge has become part of
the elementary requirements in our system of education, the ability
to use and to understand certain of the dead languages of southern
Europe is not only gratifying to the person who ﬁnds occasion to
parade his accomplishments in this respect, but the evidence of such
knowledge serves at the same time to recommend any savant to his
audience, both lay and learned. It is currently expected that a certain
number of years shall have been spent in acquiring this substantially
useless information, and its absence creates a presumption of hasty
and precarious learning, as well as of a vulgar practicality that is equally
obnoxious to the conventional standards of sound scholarship and
intellectual force.
The case is analogous to what happens in the purchase of any article
of consumption by a purchaser who is not an expert judge of materials or of workmanship. He makes his estimate of value of the article
chieﬂy on the ground of the apparent expensiveness of the ﬁnish of
those decorative parts and features which have no immediate relation
to the intrinsic usefulness of the article; the presumption being that
some sort of ill-deﬁned proportion subsists between the substantial
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value of the article and the expense of adornment added in order to
sell it. The presumption that there can ordinarily be no sound scholarship where a knowledge of the classics and humanities is wanting
leads to a conspicuous waste of time and labour on the part of the
general body of students in acquiring such knowledge. The conventional insistence on a modicum of conspicuous waste as an incident
of all reputable scholarship has aﬀected our canons of taste and of
serviceability in matters of scholarship in much the same way as the
same principle has inﬂuenced our judgment of the serviceability of
manufactured goods.
It is true, since conspicuous consumption has gained more and
more on conspicuous leisure as a means of repute, the acquisition of
the dead languages is no longer so imperative a requirement as it
once was, and its talismanic virtue as a voucher of scholarship has
suﬀered a concomitant impairment. But while this is true, it is also
true that the classics have scarcely lost in absolute value as a voucher
of scholastic respectability, since for this purpose it is only necessary
that the scholar should be able to put in evidence some learning
which is conventionally recognised as evidence of wasted time; and
the classics lend themselves with great facility to this use. Indeed,
there can be little doubt that it is their utility as evidence of wasted
time and eﬀort, and hence of the pecuniary strength necessary in
order to aﬀord this waste, that has secured to the classics their
position of prerogative in the scheme of the higher learning, and has led
to their being esteemed the most honoriﬁc of all learning. They serve
the decorative ends of leisure-class learning better than any other body
of knowledge, and hence they are an eﬀective means of reputability.
In this respect the classics have until lately had scarcely a rival.
They still have no dangerous rival on the continent of Europe, but
lately, since college athletics have won their way into a recognised
standing as an accredited ﬁeld of scholarly accomplishment, this latter
branch of learning—if athletics may be freely classed as learning—
has become a rival of the classics for the primacy in leisure-class
education in American and English schools. Athletics have an obvious
advantage over the classics for the purpose of leisure-class learning,
since success as an athlete presumes, not only a waste of time, but also
a waste of money, as well as the possession of certain highly unindustrial archaic traits of character and temperament. In the German
universities the place of athletics and Greek-letter fraternities, as a
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leisure-class scholarly occupation, has in some measure been supplied
by a skilled and graded inebriety and a perfunctory duelling.
The leisure class and its standard of virtue—archaism and waste—
can scarcely have been concerned in the introduction of the classics
into the scheme of the higher learning; but the tenacious retention of
the classics by the higher schools, and the high degree of reputability
which still attaches to them, are no doubt due to their conforming so
closely to the requirements of archaism and waste.
“Classic” always carries this connotation of wasteful and archaic,
whether it is used to denote the dead languages or the obsolete or
obsolescent forms of thought and diction in the living language, or to
denote other items of scholarly activity or apparatus to which it is
applied with less aptness. So the archaic idiom of the English language is spoken of as “classic” English. Its use is imperative in all
speaking and writing upon serious topics, and a facile use of it lends
dignity to even the most commonplace and trivial string of talk. The
newest form of English diction is of course never written; the sense
of that leisure-class propriety which requires archaism in speech is
present even in the most illiterate or sensational writers in suﬃcient
force to prevent such a lapse. On the other hand, the highest and
most conventionalised style of archaic diction is—quite characteristically—properly employed only in communications between an
anthropomorphic divinity and his subjects. Midway between these
extremes lies the everyday speech of leisure-class conversation and
literature.
Elegant diction, whether in writing or speaking, is an eﬀective
means of reputability. It is of moment to know with some precision
what is the degree of archaism conventionally required in speaking
on any given topic. Usage diﬀers appreciably from the pulpit to the
market-place; the latter, as might be expected, admits the use of
relatively new and eﬀective words and turns of expression, even by
fastidious persons. A discriminate avoidance of neologisms is honoriﬁc,
not only because it argues that time has been wasted in acquiring the
obsolescent habit of speech, but also as showing that the speaker has
from infancy habitually associated with persons who have been
familiar with the obsolescent idiom. It thereby goes to show his
leisure-class antecedents. Great purity of speech is presumptive evidence of several successive lives spent in other than vulgarly useful
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occupations; although its evidence is by no means entirely conclusive
to this point.
As felicitous an instance of futile classicism as can well be found,
outside of the Far East, is the conventional spelling of the English
language. A breach of the proprieties in spelling is extremely annoying and will discredit any writer in the eyes of all persons who are
possessed of a developed sense of the true and beautiful. English
orthography satisﬁes all the requirements of the canons of reputability under the law of conspicuous waste. It is archaic, cumbrous, and
ineﬀective; its acquisition consumes much time and eﬀort; failure to
acquire it is easy of detection. Therefore it is the ﬁrst and readiest
test of reputability in learning, and conformity to its ritual is indispensable to a blameless scholastic life.
On this head of purity of speech, as at other points where a conventional usage rests on the canons of archaism and waste, the spokesmen
for the usage instinctively take an apologetic attitude. It is contended,
in substance, that a punctilious use of ancient and accredited locutions will serve to convey thought more adequately and more precisely than would the straightforward use of the latest form of spoken
English; whereas it is notorious that the ideas of to-day are eﬀectively
expressed in the slang of to-day. Classic speech has the honoriﬁc
virtue of dignity; it commands attention and respect as being the
accredited method of communication under the leisure-class scheme
of life, because it carries a pointed suggestion of the industrial
exemption of the speaker. The advantage of the accredited locutions
lies in their reputability; they are reputable because they are cumbrous and out of date, and therefore argue waste of time and exemption from the use and the need of direct and forcible speech.

EXPLANATORY NOTES
10 tribes of the Andamans . . . Pueblo communities . . . included in the same class:
references to aborigines of Japan, Australia, Africa, and the Americas
reﬂect the heightened interest in ethnographic studies, such as Lewis
Henry Morgan’s Ancient Societies (1877).
17 prima facie: at ﬁrst sight, before future examination.
32 Nota notæ est nota rei ipsius: a known component of a thing is known by
the thing itself.
33 Summum crede . . . causas: ‘I believe that the greatest abomination is to
prefer life over honour, and on account of life to lose the reason for
living.’ (Juvenal, Satire VIII.)
66 otium cum dignitate: leisure with merit, honour.
77 Malthusian: Thomas Robert Malthus (1766–1837), English economist,
published his controversial An Essay on the Principle of Population in 1798.
He argued that unchecked populations increase by means of geometric
ratios, whereas food supplies are governed by arithmetic ratios. The grim
result: too many people, too little sustenance to support human needs.
89 dolicho-blond element: in The Theory of the Leisure Class, Veblen focuses on the
eﬀects of selection upon the behaviour of diﬀerent social groups. In later
essays he makes distinctions based on adaptation as groups came to terms
with their changing habitation. For him it was a matter of emphasis
whether one sees the destructive changes taking place during the secondary predatory stage as the result of mutations within the breed or whether
one continues to emphasize the original type of the peaceful savage.
92 the Columbian Exposition: held in Chicago in 1893; the highly popular
World’s Fair that commemorated the ‘discovery’ of America by Christopher
Columbus in 1492; famous for the White City designed by Daniel Burnham
that featured displays of the newest technologies, and anthropological
exhibitions.
97 the ideal of feminine beauty is a robust, large-limbed woman . . . that of the
maidens of the Homeric poems: Veblen contrasts the modern type of the
neurasthenic ‘lady’ with a chocolate-box face valued by the leisure class
with the strong, active, will-strong ‘woman’ exempliﬁed by such ﬁgures
as Hecuba, Cassandra, and Andromache, as well as Penelope, Circe, and
Nausicaa.
99 bona ﬁde: honest.
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104 Diogenes-like: Diogenes (d. c.320 bc) founded the philosophy of the
Cynics that rejected social conventions and urged an ascetic life of
poverty. He is famed for having gone through the night-time streets of
Athens with a lantern, looking for an honest man.
107 John Ruskin and William Morris: Ruskin (1819–1900), art critic and social
reformer who, together with Morris (1834–96), deplored the replacement
of handicrafts with machine-made objects. Morris was a poet, artist,
Socialist, and founder of a famous decorating ﬁrm dedicated to aesthetic
beauty in all things (from wallpaper to furniture and book-design) based
on traditions set down by medieval artisans. His social views, like those of
Ruskin, linked the health of art to the repudiation of industrial capitalism
and a return to home-crafts. Veblen met Morris in England in 1896 and
decided he did not care for him.
108 Kelmscott Press: founded by Morris in 1890, the press printed limited editions of ﬁne books using his own type designs and ornate decorations,
including the famous ‘Kelmscott Chaucer’ of 1896.
141 the dolichocephalic-blond . . . the Mediterranean: in contrast to ‘dolichocephalic’ (long, narrow skulls), ‘brachycephalic’ is the Greek term for
wide skulls, while ‘the Mediterranean’ type refers loosely to the Latin
races.
143 Darwinian and Spencerian: Charles Robert Darwin (1809–82), English
naturalist whose journeys to South American coasts as a young man led
to the long-delayed publication in 1859 of On the Origin of Species by Means
of Natural Selection, followed by The Descent of Man (1871) and other
works that created a ﬁrestorm among scientists, theologians, and members of the general public. The English philosopher Herbert Spencer
(1820–1903) pointed evolutionary theory in the direction of sociology rather
than the natural sciences. The popular conception of Social Darwinism
stood as a positive argument for the belief that the strongest members of
a society rightly succeed while the weak fall by the wayside. It became an
accepted way to read the triumphs of late nineteenth-century capitalism.
147 only in a Pickwickian sense: Samuel Pickwick, the titular ﬁgure of The
Posthumous Papers of the Pickwick Club, published by Charles Dickens in
1837, was a remnant, even in Dickens’s day, of a rapidly disappearing
non-predatory society marked by ‘sympathy, honesty, and regard for life’.
149 a brilliant (Napoleonic) success: a reference to the reoccurrence in history
of the ruthless and triumphant male who sweeps all before him, not merely
to the speciﬁc career of Napoleon Bonaparte (1765–1821), military leader
and emperor of France.
155 the nouveaux arrivés: newly installed members of the leisure class who lack
experience in how to handle the useless idleness backed by several generations of wealth.
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162 martial ardour . . . under the stimulus of some special provocation: Veblen
alludes to the inﬂamed militaristic passions of the period, exempliﬁed by
the Boer War in Africa and the Spanish American War in Cuba.
170 feræ natura: the nature of the beast.
181 in petto: in secret.
183 hamingia or gipta (gæfa, au∂~na): both here and in Veblen’s translation of
The Laxdaela Saga (1925), he refers to the Icelandic terms for the good
luck granted by a preternatural agent that determines one’s destiny.
187 ignava ratio: worthless calculation.
189 the Unitarian or the Universalist: practitioners of a Protestant faith which,
in Veblen’s view, renders them less ‘anthropomorphic’ because they reject
the orthodox Christian belief in the Trinitarian nature of God, the Son,
and the Holy Ghost.
194 the Salvation Army: a non-sectarian Protestant organization with an evangelical and philanthropic mission, the Salvation Army was founded in
London in 1865 by William Booth based upon a military model. Its work
spread to the United States in 1878.
the Young Men’s Christian Association . . . Christian Endeavour: the YMCA
was formed in London in 1844 and in the United States in 1851. Together
with the Young People’s Society for Christian Endeavour, these organizations promoted spiritual, social, and physical well-being.
198 Mine eyes . . . His truth is marching on: ‘The Battle Hymn of the Republic’,
sung to the tune of ‘John Brown’s Body’, was written in 1861 by Julia
Ward Howe in support of the Union cause during the American Civil
War. It draws upon Old Testament passages, as in Isaiah 5, which detail
God’s wrath. The Grapes of Wrath, John Steinbeck’s novel of social
protest published in 1939, took its title from both the Bible and Howe’s
verses—examples of what Veblen called ‘sanguinary epithets applied to
the divinity’ that have become ‘acceptable to our unreﬂecting apprehension’ (p. 197).
202 Un saint qu’on ne chôme pas: a saint without a feast-day; a person given no
regard by the people.
230 Elizabeth Cady Stanton: Stanton (1815–1902), leader of the American
suﬀrage movement, organized the ﬁrst women’s rights convention in
Seneca Falls, New York, in 1838, together with Lucretia Mott. She later
joined forces with Susan B. Anthony in 1851, and served as ﬁrst president
of the National Woman Suﬀrage Association from 1869 to 1890.
231 this ‘New-Woman’ movement: an activist programme promoting the advancement of women’s economic, legal, social, and political rights. It ﬁrst took
hold in England, then moved to the Continent and the United States by
the mid-1800s, where it inspired both attacks and strong support.
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238 Luther, Melanchthon, Peder Dass . . . Grundtvig: the ‘archaic’ animistic
beliefs in ‘black arts’ held by Norwegian peasants coloured their views of
teaching by erudite theologians such as Martin Luther (1483–1546),
German leader of the Protestant Reformation, his associate Philip
Melanchthon (1497–1560), and others such as the Danish scholar Nicolay
Grundtvig (1783–1872), as well as Peder [Petter] Dass (1647–1708),
Norwegian poet and clergyman.
244 the Eleusinian mysteries: ancient Greek secret rites led by women, held at
Eleusis in celebration of the abduction of Persephone and her return from
the Underworld aided by her mother Demeter, that symbolized the cycle
of death and rebirth.
247 the Mæcenas function: Caius Maecenas (d. 8 bc) was a Roman statesman
in the time of Augustus Caesar. As the patron of writers like Horace and
Virgil, he represents the tradition of men of wealth who support the arts.
253 otium cum dignitate: see note to p. 66.
fruges consumere nati: born to consume the fruits of the earth.
256 Iam ﬁdes et pax . . . Audet: ‘now neglected faith and peace, and ancient
honour and shame, dares to return’ (Horace, ‘Carmen Saeculare’).

