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An iconoclastic economist and social theorist, Thorstein Veblen
developed an influential critique of both mainstream economic
theory and capitalist society as whole. The Theory of the Leisure
Class, his first book, reached a large audience outside of academia
and quickly became a classic indictment of upper-class behavior
and values. Using concepts drawn from Darwin’s theory of
evolution, Veblen attacked America’s turn-of-the-century “new
rich” as parasites who “retard the adaptation of human nature to
the exigencies of modern industrial life.” He effectively satirized
America’s “pecuniary culture,” where status was based largely
upon wealth, and he noted the tendency of lower- and middle-
class people to emulate the rich.
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Conspicuous consumption of valuable goods is a means of rep-
utability 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 com-
petitors 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
host at the same time that he is a witness to the consumption of that
excess of good things which his host is unable to dispose of single-
handed, and he is also made to witness his host’s facility in etiquette.

In the giving of costly entertainments other motives, of a more
genial kind, are of course also present. The custom of festive gather-
ings 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 fes-
tivities 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 colorable non-invidious
ground in these more avowable motives. But the economic effect of
these social amenities is not therefore lessened, either in the vicari-
ous 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 com-
plement 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 grada-
tions. 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 coun-
tenanced by their patron they are indices of his rank and vicarious
consumers of his superfluous wealth. Many of these affiliated gen-
tlemen of leisure are at the same time lesser men of substance in their
own right; so that some of them are scarcely at all, others only par-
tially, to be rated as vicarious consumers. So many of them, howev-
er, 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.…

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 servi-
tude, or rather of servility. Something of a honorific character always
attached to the livery of the armed retainer, but this honorific charac-
ter 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 slav-
ery as still to be fully sensitive to the sting of any imputation of ser-
vility. 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 liv-
ery 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 expect-
ed, 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 numer-
ous corps of menials. But as we descend the social scale, the point is
presently reached where the duties of vicarious leisure and con-
sumption devolve upon the wife alone. In the communities of the
Western culture, this point is at present found among the lower mid-
dle class.

And here occurs a curious inversion. It is a fact of common
observance that in this lower middle class there is no pretense of
leisure on the part of the head of the household. Through force of cir-
cumstances 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 mod-
ern 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 eco-
nomic 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 today. But the deriva-
tive fact—the vicarious leisure and consumption rendered by the
wife, and the auxiliary vicarious performance of leisure by
menials—remains in a vogue as a conventionality which the
demands of reputability will not suffer to be slighted. It is by no
means a 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 com-
mon 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 is form of work or household duties or
social amenities, which prove on analysis to serve little or no ulteri-
or end beyond showing that she does not occupy herself with any-
thing 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 atten-
tion to household matters, of a decorative and mundificatory charac-
ter, are not pleasing to the sense of men trained in middle-class pro-
prieties; but the taste to which these effects of household adornment
and tidiness appeal is a taste which has been formed under the selec-
tive guidance of a canon of propriety that demands just these evi-
dences 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 color, and for other ends that are to be classed as aesthetic in the
proper sense of the term; and it is not denied that effects having some
substantial aesthetic 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 put-
ting 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 lit-
tle if any pretense 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 archa-
ic 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 consump-
tion is the abiding mark of the unfree servant.

This vicarious consumption practiced 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 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
civilized communities the lines of demarcation between social class-
es 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 appear-
ance.

The basis on which good repute in any highly organized indus-
trial 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 meth-
ods 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 soci-
ety, not even the most abjectly poor, forgoes all customary conspicu-
ous 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 pretense of pecuniary decency is put away. There is no class and
no country that has yielded so abjectly before the pressure of physi-
cal want as to deny themselves all gratification of this higher or spir-
itual need.


