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I3y now a great many Arhericans 
know that John Kenneth Gal- 
braith has mitten a new book. 
Readers of his controversial Amer- 
ican Capitalism or his evocative 
account of the Great Depression, 
The Great Crash, will probably 
find in it the same suave style, 
novelty of approach, and ahiable 
delight in shocking that made*the 
other books exceptionally inter- 
esting reading. But there the re- 
semblances end. 

Tlle A@uent Society is a much 
more ambitious effort to under- 
stand the American society, 
diagnose its defects, and ' pre- 
scribe some medication. One of 
the shades which hover over its 
pages is Vebleds. This is the 
book of a social critic, something 
of a moralist who happens at the 
same time to be a first-class econ- 
omist. 

In the year 1958, what does 
such a man have to say about his 
society? In the first place, that its 
thinking is obsolete. Veblen once 
said that everything that is, is 
wrong. Galbraith charges that 
much of our thhking is adjusted 
to past problems and anachronis- 
tic conceptions. - 

This is especially true of our 
siiperstitious awe of production. 
IYe act as though one of the re- 
cession's tragedies is the loss of 
unproduced consumer durables: 
cars, refrigerators, deep freezes, 
blendmasters, toastmasters, and 
shavemasters. Perhaps nostalgia 
reminds us of a one-third ill-fed, 
ill-clothed, and ill-housed. No 
doubt, the poor are still with us. 
But the reasons for their poverty 
have little to do with our eco- 
nomic performance. Defective 
heredity and improper nurture 
are individual in their incidence. 

Mr. Leknchman is Associate Pro- 
fessor of Economics at Bnrnard 
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College. 
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The inappropriate skin color 
which penalizes Negroes is in- 
appropriate because racial prej- 
udice lingers, not because indices 
of the gross national product lag. 
Possibly Galbraith overstates his 
case. But until as strong an oppos- 
ing argument is advanced, his 
conclusion stands: poverty has 
ceased, in this country, to be a 
national problem. 
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Something has gone awry with 
our values as well as our intelli- 
gence. An individual is known by 
what he can &ord. College teach- 
ers buy books, records, and prints; 
they travel inexpensively to 
Europe; and they contribute to 
the causes which move them. 
Presumably many of the clergy (a 
group I h o w  less well) do the 
same. These are the two worst- 
paid professions in the country, 
yet they can afford to educate 
themselves and their families. 
Among the many things which 
they cannot afford are new cars, 
expensive gadgets, and fashion- 
able clothing. 

A society, too, is knoivn by what 
it can afford. Ours cannot afford 
adequate schools, decent medical 
care for all, appropriate psychia- 
tric facilities, prisons which re- 
form instdd of merely incarcer- 
ate, and colleges which admit the 
talented, regwdless of their fam- 
ilies' incomes. I t  can afford dozens 
of brands of dog food, striped 
toothpaste, Queen Bee jelly, end- 
less varieties of cigarettes, and 
myriads of other products which 
at worst do great damage and, at 
best, uselessly distract. 

Is this what we want? Do we 
will the composition of output? 
The agnostic stance most econo- 
mists take to the performance of 
markets leads them to this con- 
clusion. Galbraith does not share 
it. To put it most simply, he thinks 
that we want what he wants. I am 
proud to share Galbraith's tastes, 
because Galbraith is a cultivated 
man. But the critical point in the 

argument is: how does Galbraith, 
or anyone else, b o w  that what is 
hawked around us is the result 
not of what we want, but of cer- 
tain misconceptions of what we 
want? 

Galbraith's reasoning has its in- 
genuities. If, he asks, wefeally 
wanted the gaudy trinkets which 
our manufactmers and merchants 
shower upon us, why must they 
advertise them so frenetically? 
Does it not appear that the pro- 
ducers of goods create rather than 
fill the demand for their products? 
After all, we really do want the 
schools and the hospitals, but we 
are confused about bow to get 
them, because we have convinced 
ourselves that public output is 
wasteful or dangerous, and pri- 
vate output, however trivial, is 
soundly American. These delu- 
sions have prevented us from re,- 
forming our tax system in such a 
way as to give effect to our real 
wishes. 

Galbraith's own book is ob- 
viously a powerful literary 
weapon in the hands of thbse who 
wish to shift these attitudes. But 
the key question remains: what 
do Americans really want? One 
year of recession does not prove 
that they have tired of Detroit's 
movsters. Sales of Oldsmobile, 
known in the trade as the King of 
Chrome, have held up better than 
slightly soberer medium-priced 
cars, And, where are the signs that 
Americans want more than the 
vocational and social benefits of 
education? 
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Galbraith says little about the 
rest of the world. This is a very 
American book, even in its being 
written by an ex-Canadian, about 
the American economy and its 
surrounding society, I cannot re- 
sist a few random comments on 
the international meanings of 
Galbraith's argument. 

It is wearily said that one of thc 
roots of anti-Americanism is the 
gross materialism of our culture, 



If Galbraith had his way, the 
chrome would be muted, and the 
schools would be more numerous. 
Smaller cars, traded in less fre- 
quently, would ride on narrower 
highways. Perhaps even the pre- ’ 
fix “super” would vanish. Of 
course, it is ,questionable whether 
the world loves its rich re1 a t’ ive 
better because he spends his 
money inore quietly. Quite con- 
ceivably, it will shift the attack to 
his penury. It is always possible 
that more education will help us 
to understand others better. Edu- 
cation isn’t much of a hope, but 
is there a better one? 

Perhaps there is a more impor- 
tant benefit to be won. Much of 
the world Loth hates and imitates 
11s. Perhaps we cannot do much 
about the hatred, but we might 

change the model which the 
,world emulates. Some of the un- 
derdeveloped countries have 
bought OUT luxuries which, in 
their poverty, they slwulrz not af- 
ford, because these have symbol- 
ized our achievement. If we 
shifted our emphasis, for our 
good, other lands might shift 
theirs, for their good. 

One more point. I t  has been 
said that when the American 
economy sneezes, Europe catches 
pneumonia. Although Europe has 
caught nothing worse than the 
sni5les in our last two recessions, 

a nothing guarantees the same good 
luck in this one, or another pore  
severe. One of the merits of the 
social balance which Galbraith 
preaches-the sane distribution of 
resources between public and pri- 

vate uses-is greater economic 
stability in this country, and less 
danger to other economies. 

I have not treated this book as 
an economic tract. As such, it.is 
brilliant. The heavy thunder of 
the academic journals has not 
sounded, but Galbraith is no mean 
artillerist. He will emerge scarred,’ 
but still mobile. 

I have a single concluding com- 
ment. Galbraith‘s criticisms and 
even his remedies are more closely 
argued than his assumptions. If 
the book is incomplete, it is be- 
cause its author has assumed 
rather than justified the social 
ethics which give the bite and the 
drive to his indictment. It would 
be pleasant if Galbraith were as 
good a theologian, as he is an 
economist. 

SUBSCRIPTION BLANK 

worldview 
170 Eat  64th Street 

New York 21, N. Y. 

Please enter my subscription to worldview 

Check enclosed$ ...................a Name ...................... t . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

Please bill ‘a Address .............. .;.. ..................... 

One Year $2.00 0 ..................................... 

(Make checks payable to worldview) 

11 



9“ ’b 
8 e 

Scralcbo on Our Yindsi American Images of China and India 
by Harold R. Isaacs. John Day. 416 pp. $6.75. 
This book, by a veteran reporter of the Aslan scene, Is 
not a poll of what “we” th ink of Chlna and Indla, but an 
absorbing study of t h e  opinions of 181 influentlal Ameri- 
cans who have a special knowledge of Eastern affairs. 

Commission of the Indian Government present the PrOb 
lems and the techniques of their country’s economia 
progress, as it hopefully undergoes “the crucial test of 
democracy” 

The Catholic Church In the Modern World 
by E. E. Y. Hales. Hanover ’House. 312 pp. $4.50. 
A long-needed contribution to modern historical literature 

f rom t h e  t lme of the French Revolution t o  the Hungarian 

The Tragic Vision and the Christiaa Faith 

$4.60. 
I n  essays on writers ranging from Shakespeare and Pascal 
to Faulkner and Freud, twelve scholars analyze the in- 
terpretation of the human condition that emerges from an 
essentially tragic view of l ife. 

edited by Nathan A. Scott, Jr. ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ i ~ t i ~ ~  press. 346 pp. i s  th is useful “PoP~iar” history Of the Church 

Of 1966’ 

The Great Arms Race 
by Hanson Baldwin. Praeger. 116 pp. $2.95. 
In an Informative survey, the mil i tary editor of t h e  New 
York Times examines and compares American and Soviet 
manpower, a i r  defense, nuclear strength, and Itratcoy. 

Britain and the United Watlons 
by Geoffrey L. ’Goodwin. Manhattan. 478 pp. $3.00. 
Britain’s Involvement In international affairs and the vari- 
ous phases of I ts ro le  i n  the U N  are covered in this vol- 
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ume, eighth in a series of national studies Initiated by the 
Carnegle Endowment for lnternatlonal Peace. 

War in Algeria: is ~ ~ ~ f ~ d ~ ~ ~ t i ~ ~  the A ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ?  
by Lorna Hahn. American Committee on Africa. 32 pp. 60 
cents. 
The historical background of French control i n  Algeria, 
factors i n  the present crisis, and the possibility of a SOIU- 
t lon in North African unity are considered in this valuable 
pamphlet. 

The Hew lndlar Progress Through Democracy 
Macmllian. 412 pp. $5.00. 
Four members of a study group set up by the Planning 
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