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THORSTEIN BUNDE VEBLEN
1857-1929

The Great Iconoclast—Institutionalist—*Antimarginalist”

Thrones in economes are not always accepted without reser-
vation; throughout their development, economic doctrines
hove been challenged and criticized. But no one has ever*been
more challenging and more critical than Thorstein Vcblcn-
philosopher. anthropolagist, socialogist, economist. “compleat”
social scientist. and prophet extraordinary, Indeed, Veblen
ranks as one of the most creative and original thinkers in the
history of economics, and ke influenced an entire generation of
brilliant economic sckolaxs who succccded him.

Vcblen was born on & backwoods farm in Wisconsin, of
Norwegian immigrant parenis. His life was unusual; in fact,
there s no question that itv material terms he wag a failure.
After h i s undergraduate éducation at Carleton College, he
spent a checkered career in which hc pursued some graduate
work at Johns Hopkins University and eventually ended up af
Yale where he recieved a Pir.D. degree in philosophy 1n 1884,

Despite ltis briflfant mind, Vcblen was quite eccentric, had
difficulty getting along with people, and earned a reputation of
bring an extremely dull and wninterested teacher of ynder- This is the typcof argument that Veblen used in hammering
graduate students. As & result he stumbled from one precarious 4WAY at the accepted economic _docmnes of his time. He wrote
teaching positron to another, never reaching a rank highet than more than a dozen books, all of them interesting and contro-
associate professor whigh he held at Stanford University from  versial. His first and most well-known book, The Theory of the
1906 to 1909. In later years he taught af the University Of Leisure Class (1899: new cd., 1918, is often required reading
Misseuri and af the New School for Social Research in New ¢Uen today for students taking courses in sociology. In this book
York City he c¢oined a famous phrase, conspicuous consumption. by

Historically Veblew was part what is known as the which he meant the tendency of those above the subsistence
“institutionalist” school of economic thought. He belieped that level, 1e., the “leisure class,” 1o be mainly concerned with im-
human behavior could best be understood in terms Of the prac- pressing others through standards of living, taste, and dress—
tices and customs of 'soricry, its methods Of doing things, and that is. ,through what he called “pecuniary emulation” —
its ways of thinking @bout things, all of which compose which 1s the hallmark of soctety. This, Veblen argued, was a
“settled habits of thought common to the generality of men.” “commonly observed pattern of behavior” which was contrary
These habits become institutions-deeply ingrained patterns Of 10 marginai utility theory, for it clearly could imply that people
thought and action on which all material civilization is built. may sometimes buy more of agood ai higher prices than al

Institutions, however. are not permanent. They unfold and lower prices in order to impress others. . ]
crow intonew patterns of change. In this sense, socioeconomic Thorstein Vcbicn, more perhaps than any other social scien-
behavior is more evolutionary and dyramic than it is mechan-  #ist, criticized practically every phase of social life. Throughout

Historical Pictures Service, Chicago

isitic—more like biology than physics—because it js devoid of
the “natural,” “‘normal,” “controlling principles” that are
found in the writings of marginal utility theorists and other
(lassical economists.

122

his writings there are prophecies abont the changing structure
of society, many of which have materialized with astounding
accuracy. History may someday record that Veblen was the
greatest prophet of social and economic change Who ever lived.
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JOHN L. LEWIS

1880-1969
In the early 1950s, John L. Lewis was a household
word ‘in America, one of the best-known and un-
doubtedly the most controversial labor leader in the
nation. The son of a Welsh coa miner who had
come {0 the United States, and once a miner himself
(starting a age 12), Lewis rose through the ranks of
the union and established a powerful monopoly.

Self-educated. and steeped in classica literature,
Lewis was a dramatic, almost theatrical speaker
who laced his oralions with quotations from Shake-
speare. In the 1930s he led his United Mine Workers
out of the American Federation of Labor and in the
next two decades became leader of what was prob-
ably the strongest and for many years the most suc-
cessful of labor unions. During and after World War
1. he frequently defied the president of the United
States and inflamed public opinion by leading his
soft-coal miners out on sirike.

Under Lewis's aggressive leadership, the UMW
became a powerful force, and ¢nzi miners wages
rose to be among the highest of industrizt ~orkers
Lewis was denounced on aif sides, but his ininers
regarded him as amost a saint. The Lewis tactics
were smple. He recognized that in the American
economy of the 1930s and 1940s, he who ¢ontrollc
the output of soft coal controlled the economy. He
set about to establish control. To begin with, Lewis
took exception to the union philosophy of the time,
as expounded by the AFL, namely that union or-
ganization efforts should be directed only toward
the skilled workers--craftspersons such as carpen-
ters and printers. Lewis and others argued that the
growing army of mass-production workers in steel
and in the automobile Industries. for example.
should be organized. Consequently, they withdrew
from the AFL in 1936 and established the Commit-
tee for Industria Organizations. Later, as the Con-
gress of |ndustrial Organizations, the CIQ and the
AFL were merged.

Lewis organized the UMW ‘as an “industrial
union,” that is, everyone who worked in the coal-
mining industry was included, regardless of specific
skill’, With absolute control of the union, he pro-
ceeded to impress un the coal operators the fact that
he both had control and was to be trusted. that is,
the union would deliver as promised. Although
there were frequent strikes, they were caled and
ended on Lewis's orders. Until he retired in the late
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1950s, Lewis was supreme 1n the union and a formi-
dable public figure. He cultivated an image as an
ogre with heavy, bushy eyebrows-the mean man as
supplied from central casting. Unlike many umon
officials, Lewis lived on a modest scale and seemed
1o care little for financidl reward. The UMW had
numerous benefits for its members, including the
then novel benefit of medical care {financed by a
roydty paid by the operators).

Ales, Lewis suffered the fate of many successful
monopolists. Coa prices rose and supplies were fre-
quently interrupted by strikes as Lewis grew more
and more imperious as he grew older. Consumers,
both residential and industrial, turned 10 oil and-gas
for fuels, and cod mining shifted increasingly 10
strip mining and to geographic areas in which
UMW control was weak. The nation’s force of coal
miners was aso much reduced by mechanization,
and over the years dechned to about, half of the
number in 1950. By the 1970s the UMW had de-
‘clined both in membership and economic pqwer.
Monopoly had come full circle.
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