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At the heart of Thorstein Veblen’s The Theory of the Leisure
Class lies a paradox: societies that celebrate industry, thrift,
and progress reserve honors for patterns of wasteful display
and idleness, making status depend less on what people
produce than on what they can afford not to do and what
they can conspicuously consume, a tension that unsettles
stories about merit, efficiency, and rational choice, showing
how public recognition is steered by social rituals that
transform expenditure into honor, leisure into evidence of
worth, and taste into an instrument of stratification while
binding individuals to norms that reproduce inequality and
shape institutions to favor spectacle over service.

First published in 1899, The Theory of the Leisure Class
belongs to the tradition of social and economic critique,
using the emerging industrial order of the late nineteenth-
century United States and other industrial societies as its
empirical horizon. Veblen, an economist and social theorist,
examines how institutions and habits form under capitalism
and how they express deeper cultural logics. The book
appears near the end of the Gilded Age, when
unprecedented wealth met persistent inequality and public
life was saturated with display. Within this context, Veblen
sets out not to narrate events but to analyze a pattern of
behavior that organizes status, consumption, and
respectability.

Readers encounter a voice at once clinical and wry,
combining the vocabulary of economics with the
observational habits of anthropology. Veblen constructs an
argument through patient accumulation of examples,



typologies, and etymological asides, yet the prose carries a
dry, penetrating humor that keeps the analysis lively. The
result is not a plot but an unfolding taxonomy of motives
and customs, arranged to show how they cohere into a
social order. The tone is formal, the sentences often long,
and the method comparative; yet the book remains
accessible to attentive readers who welcome a critical,
inquisitive guide through everyday habits.

Central to the book is the claim that consumption and
leisure can function as public signals rather than private
satisfactions. Veblen names and explores conspicuous
consumption, conspicuous leisure, and the pressures of
emulation, showing how people borrow standards from the
class above them and translate resources into marks of
distinction. He observes how canons of taste arise from
pecuniary standards, how waste acquires prestige, and how
institutions reward display over utility. These analyses
illuminate the shaping of education, dress, domestic
arrangements, and civic ritual, not as random preferences
but as patterned efforts to secure esteem in a competitive
social environment.

Veblen’s frame is evolutionary and institutional. He treats
modern habits as survivals and adaptations, reading them
against practices from earlier stages of social organization
and noting the persistence of honor codes within
commercial life. This comparative stance allows him to
argue that economic behavior is never purely calculative; it
is entangled with ceremonial claims, reputational
safeguards, and inherited standards of worth. He scrutinizes
the language of improvement and efficiency, asking how it
can mask a preference for visible expenditure. The analysis
is systematic rather than anecdotal, proceeding by



categories and tendencies that invite readers to test them
against their own observations.

More than a historical curiosity, the book clarifies
dynamics that remain visible in contemporary life, from
luxury branding and influencer culture to debt-fueled
lifestyles and widening inequality. Its account of status
display helps explain why technologies, fashions, and
experiences become badges of belonging, and why
upgrades can feel obligatory even when they add little
utility. The analysis also intersects with public debates about
sustainability and public investment by interrogating how
prestige shapes consumption and policy preferences. For
readers navigating markets saturated with signals, Veblen
offers language and perspective to separate use from
display and to recognize the institutional incentives behind
both.

Approached as a guide rather than a verdict, The Theory
of the Leisure Class rewards patient reading with a durable
framework for noticing how esteem circulates. Its diagnoses
do not require agreement on every point to be illuminating;
they prompt questions about personal habits, public
priorities, and the rhetoric that justifies them. The prose can
feel of its era, yet the analytic poise and understated irony
remain striking. As an introduction to institutional thinking
and a lens on consumer culture, the book continues to
matter because it treats everyday choices as socially legible
acts, inviting scrutiny of what we admire and why.
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The Theory of the Leisure Class, published in 1899 by
Thorstein Veblen, examines how status, consumption, and
institutions interlock in modern industrial societies. Writing
in an evolutionary and comparative vein, Veblen treats the
leisure class not as a novelty but as a persistent social
formation that shapes tastes, morals, and economic
behavior. He investigates how reputability is established,
how certain expenditures come to signify worth, and how
abstention from useful labor acquires prestige. Rather than
modeling individuals as purely utility-seeking, he
emphasizes social competition and display, proposing that
economic life is saturated with symbolic contests that
influence production, distribution, and everyday conduct.

Veblen begins by tracing the emergence of a leisure
stratum from early predatory and warrior stages where
prowess, ownership, and exploit were esteemed. With
property and patriarchal household organization came a
graded social order in which useful labor was stigmatized,
while ceremonial abstention from work conferred honor. This
pattern, he argues, survives in modern life through the
institution of conspicuous leisure, where time conspicuously
unspent in productive effort functions as a badge of rank.
Gamesmanship, etiquette, and elaborate routines of
nonproductive activity serve to mark distance from
necessity, and to establish invidious distinctions that
separate reputable persons from those engaged in ordinary,
industrial employments.

Conspicuous consumption complements conspicuous
leisure by using visible expenditure to advertise pecuniary



standing. Goods are valued not solely for serviceability but
for their ability to signal costliness under prevailing canons
of reputability. Veblen describes how honorific waste
becomes integral to taste, so that delicate fabrics,
impractical designs, and lavish hospitality acquire esteem
precisely because they indicate expense and exemption
from toil. Through pecuniary emulation, lower strata imitate
the purchasing styles of those above them, reinforcing a
hierarchy organized around display. This dynamic channels
resources toward symbols of rank and away from utility,
guiding choices in dress, dwelling, table service, and other
public-facing consumptions.

The household figures prominently in this economy of
display. Veblen notes that servants and dependents perform
vicarious leisure and consumption on behalf of their patrons,
extending the visible area of waste. Women in particular are
assigned representative duties in dress, decorum, and
domestic ceremonial that attest to a household’s means,
even when such duties limit their participation in productive
pursuits. Standards of feminine delicacy, complex etiquette,
and the maintenance of retinues operate as indices of
pecuniary strength. Through these arrangements,
reputability is collectivized: a family’s standing is read
through the bodies, manners, and surroundings of its
members, and through their ability to avoid visibly useful
labor.

Veblen extends this analysis to cultural and civic
institutions, arguing that they are reshaped by pecuniary
standards of reputability. Sports emphasize prowess and
costly waste of time and resources, with the most esteemed
pursuits often being the least utilitarian. Education tends
toward gentlemanly accomplishments and prestigious
curricula that mark status rather than technical



competence, while learned leisure and aesthetic refinement
function as emblems. Religious observances and charitable
giving may similarly acquire honorific value when they
attest to surplus means. Clubs, law, and ceremonial public
life stabilize these canons by rewarding those who embody
them, even as industrial techniques and impersonal
machine processes advance on separate, utilitarian lines.

Across these domains, Veblen contrasts the demands of
productive industry with the ceremonial dictates of
pecuniary culture. He posits an instinct of workmanship that
favors efficiency, durability, and serviceability, yet finds it
constrained by reputational requirements that elevate
costliness and show. Business enterprise navigates this
terrain by pursuing monetary gain within a framework that
prizes visible success, while industrial operations must
adapt to standards that sometimes divert effort from use to
display. The result is a patterned waste embedded in
consumption and organization alike, sustained by emulation
and honor, and resistant to change because it is continually
taught, rewarded, and rendered aesthetically agreeable.

The book’s broader significance lies in naming and
analyzing mechanisms by which status competition
organizes economic life. By articulating ideas such as
conspicuous leisure, conspicuous consumption, and
pecuniary emulation, Veblen supplied a vocabulary for
interpreting consumer societies that extends beyond his
historical illustrations. The work highlights tensions between
utility and display, production and reputation, and invites
inquiry into how institutions legitimate waste as virtue. Its
influence crosses economics, sociology, and cultural
criticism, informing debates about consumption, branding,
philanthropy, and education. Without prescribing a final
remedy, the study leaves readers with durable questions



about whether industrial progress can be reconciled with
reputational canons that celebrate waste.
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Thorstein Veblen published The Theory of the Leisure Class
in 1899, at the close of the American Gilded Age and the
dawn of the Progressive Era. The book emerged from
Chicago, where Veblen taught in the University of Chicago’s
Department of Political Economy and helped edit the Journal
of Political Economy. The 1890s United States was marked
by rapid urbanization, technological change, and the
consolidation of corporate power. The Panic of 1893
triggered a severe depression, intensifying debates about
inequality, finance, and governance. Against this backdrop,
Veblen examined how institutions and social habits evolved
under industrial capitalism, especially among wealthy urban
elites.

The Second Industrial Revolution reshaped production,
transportation, and communication, enabling large
enterprises to dominate markets. Trusts and holding
companies linked railroads, steel, oil, tobacco, and
meatpacking, concentrating ownership and influencing
politics. Standard Oil’s integrated operations and the sugar
refining combination at issue in United States v. E. C. Knight
(1895) exemplified the limits of the Sherman Antitrust Act of
1890. Investment banks underwrote vast mergers, while
managers and engineers rationalized factory organization.
These structural shifts created fortunes and visible lifestyles
that signaled status. Veblen’s analysis targeted the social
logic behind such display, rather than the technical
mechanics of production.

The decade also witnessed sharp labor conflict that
highlighted class divisions. The Homestead Strike of 1892



against Carnegie Steel and the Pullman Strike of 1894, led
by the American Railway Union under Eugene V. Debs, drew
national attention. Federal troops intervened during the
Pullman boycott, and the Supreme Court’s decision in In re
Debs (1895) upheld a broad use of injunctions.
Unemployment and wage cuts during the depression
deepened unrest. These confrontations revealed competing
values between industrial discipline and workers’ claims to
dignity. Veblen situated elite consumption and leisure within
this contested landscape of power, status, and coercion.

Urban consumer culture expanded rapidly in the 1890s.
Department stores such as Marshall Field in Chicago and
Wanamaker’s in Philadelphia displayed abundant goods,
while mail-order firms like Montgomery Ward and Sears,
Roebuck & Co. delivered to rural households. The 1893
World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago showcased electric
lighting, architecture, and exhibits that celebrated material
progress and civic display. Advertising agencies
professionalized persuasion, and etiquette manuals codified
taste. Country clubs, hotels, seaside resorts, and
fashionable avenues publicized new rituals of ease. Veblen
focused on how such environments fostered consumption as
a visible sign of rank and cultural authority.

The social sciences were being reorganized into distinct
disciplines, providing Veblen with methods and
interlocutors. The University of Chicago founded a sociology
department in 1892, and J. Laurence Laughlin established its
economics department and the Journal of Political Economy.
Veblen drew on Charles Darwin’s evolutionary theory,
criticized utility-based economics, and mined anthropology
and ethnology—especially writings by Lewis Henry Morgan
and E. B. Tylor—for comparative examples of status
practices. He departed from laissez-faire orthodoxy by



treating habits, institutions, and emulation as evolving
forces. This intellectual milieu encouraged cross-disciplinary
critique of how economic behavior is shaped by culture.

Veblen’s personal trajectory also informed his
perspective. Born in rural Wisconsin in 1857 to Norwegian
immigrant farmers and raised in Minnesota, he graduated
from Carleton College in 1880 and earned a Ph.D. in
philosophy at Yale in 1884. After years of study and limited
academic prospects, he joined the University of Chicago in
the 1890s, serving as an instructor and editorial worker
before publishing his first book. His Midwestern, immigrant
background contrasted with the genteel conventions of East
Coast elites he analyzed. That distance, combined with
scholarly training, sharpened his scrutiny of honor, leisure,
and consumption as social signals.

Political ferment framed economic discussion. The
Populist movement criticized railroads, banks, and
monopolies, while agrarian regions pressed for currency
reform. The 1896 presidential campaign pitted William
McKinley’s support for the gold standard against William
Jennings Bryan’s free silver, dramatizing conflict over credit
and prices during the depression’s aftermath. In Chicago,
reformers such as Jane Addams at Hull-House documented
urban poverty and investigated working-class life.
Journalistic exposés, including Henry Demarest Lloyd’s
Wealth Against Commonwealth (1894), attacked corporate
abuses. Veblen’s book entered this contested arena,
interrogating the cultural markers by which elites justified
prominence apart from productive contribution.

The Theory of the Leisure Class crystallized anxieties
about display, waste, and authority in an age of
unprecedented industrial capacity. It described
consumption, etiquette, sport, and education as arenas



where prestige could be asserted and reproduced,
illuminating the distance between business interests and
technological workmanship. Rather than narrate economic
cycles, Veblen critiqued the institutions and habits that
made visible privilege seem natural. His account reflects the
Gilded Age’s grand fortunes, its showcase spectacles, and
its class conflicts, while aligning with early Progressive calls
to examine social consequences of wealth. The book offered
a durable vocabulary for critiquing status-driven economies.
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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[1] 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[1q]. 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[2q].

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[2] also affords a fair
instance. In such a community 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 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.

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[3], 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[4], 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 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 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 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 merrymaking, 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 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 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



law and pecuniary emulation are prominent alongside more
settled social forms.

33 An early anthropological label in Veblen’s typology
referring roughly to long‑headed, lighter‑haired European
populations; such typological racial labels were common in
his time but are now considered imprecise and historically
contingent.

34 Another historic anthropological label in the book
denoting short‑headed, darker‑haired European population
types; like other such classifications from the period, it
reflects dated typologies rather than modern genetics-based
categories.

35 A kinship or descent system organized through the male
line (patrilineal descent), i.e., relations and inheritance
traced primarily through male ancestors.

36 An adjective derived from Charles Dickens’s character
Mr. Pickwick (The Pickwick Papers), used to mean naive,
kindly, or sentimentally benevolent in tone or effect.

37 An early anthropological descriptor combining
'dolichocephalic' (long‑headed) with 'blond' to denote a
fair‑haired, long‑skulled Northern or 'Nordic' type; the
phrase reflects dated racial typologies common in late 19th–
early 20th century writing.

38 A reference to the ritualized academic fencing (Mensur)
practiced by some German university student fraternities
since the 19th century, a formalized duel that could leave
facial scars and served as a mark of student honor.



39 Refers to quasi‑military youth organizations of the period
(notably The Boys' Brigade founded in the 1880s, commonly
cited as 1883 in Glasgow) that combined drill, discipline,
and Christian instruction; Veblen uses the plural to include
similar groups.

40 A Latinized expression in the text meaning roughly
'ferine' or 'wild nature,' used by Veblen to indicate a return
to savage or barbarian traits; the spelling and usage are
idiosyncratic rather than a standard classical Latin phrase.

41 A cluster of Old Norse/Germanic words cited by Veblen
for a sense of luck, fate, or a protective fortune—concepts
frequently invoked in Icelandic sagas and early Germanic
folk‑legend traditions.

42 A medieval legal practice (trial by combat) in which
disputing parties settled certain cases by single combat,
with the outcome taken as determining legal right in parts
of European law until the early modern period.

43 A traditional maxim meaning that one who is confident
in the justice of his cause has an advantage; it appears in
English literature and drama and is cited here as an
expression of belief in providential support for a righteous
claimant.

44 Latin for a ‘lazy’ or ‘idle’ form of reasoning; logicians
used the phrase to denote an inadequate explanatory habit
(invoking purposive or animistic explanations instead of
causal analysis).

45 An evangelical Christian movement founded by William
Booth in London in 1865, organized on quasi‑military lines



and known for both evangelism and social‑service work
among the urban poor.

46 Commonly abbreviated YMCA, this international Christian
association began in London in 1844 to promote Christian
principles among young men and later became well known
for sponsoring physical education and organized sports.

47 A public holiday honoring workers and the labor
movement, originating in the late 19th century (first
observed in various places in the 1880s) and made a U.S.
federal holiday in 1894; Veblen cites it as an instance of
vicarious leisure instituted to honor labor.

48 A French phrase used by Veblen (literally, roughly ‘a
saint for whom one does not shirk work’); he employs it to
suggest a saint who has lost popular veneration or no longer
commands the customary tribute of vicarious leisure
(interpretation given with some qualification).

49 A religious or devotional system that attributes human
characteristics or intentions to deities or natural forces; in
Veblen's usage it denotes cults that interpret phenomena in
personal, human-like terms.

50 An adjective meaning 'priestly' or relating to priests and
the exercise of clerical authority, often used to describe
institutions or functions of a priesthood.

51 A phrase meaning social comparison intended to
provoke envy, resentment, or to establish status; Veblen
uses it to describe competitive displays that mark social
hierarchy.



52 An interdenominational Protestant youth organization
founded in the United States in 1881 to promote Christian
fellowship, moral training, and organized youth participation
in church work.

53 An American social activist and leader of the 19th-
century women's rights and suffrage movement (1815–
1902), known for organizing early women's rights
conventions and for writings advocating legal and political
equality for women.

54 Angekok (also angakkuq or angakok in some spellings) is
a term for a shaman or medicine-man in Arctic indigenous
cultures, notably Inuit; such figures performed ritual,
healing, and mediatory roles in traditional communities.

55 Peder Dass (c.1647–1707) was a Norwegian Lutheran
priest and poet known for devotional and topographical
verse; he became a prominent ecclesiastical figure in
Norway's seventeenth-century cultural life.

56 Grundtvig refers to N. F. S. Grundtvig (1783–1872), a
Danish pastor, hymn-writer and educational reformer
influential in 19th-century Denmark for revitalizing folk
education and church life.

57 The Maecenas function alludes to the role of a Maecenas
—after Gaius Maecenas, an Augustan Roman statesman and
famous patron of poets—meaning the patronage of arts and
learning by wealthy individuals.

58 The Eleusianin mysteries (more commonly spelled
Eleusinian Mysteries) were secret initiation rites held at
Eleusis in ancient Greece in honor of Demeter and


