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ANARCHY 2
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Readers in industry
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COVER DRAWING by Michael Foreman, by kind permission of the
artist and the publishers of ñAMBITò, a magazine of poems, drawings,
short stories and criticism. (180 Regents Park Road, NW1).

óL

We have yet to see that not the total of resources but their studied
and rational use is the key to achievement-ð-ðJ. K. GALBRAITH.
But as soon as we look at Political Economy from this point of
view, it entirely changes its aspect. It ceases to be a simple
description of facts, and becomes a science, and we may deýne this
science as: The study of the needs of mankind, and the means of
satisfying them with the least possible waste of human energy.

-ðPETER KROPOTKIN.

 t 'ng  

J OHN KENNETH GALBRA1Tnôs The Aýluent Society is the only mo.dem
book on economics to become a best-seller. Comparisons have been
made with Tawneyôs Acquisitive Society and with Keynesôs General
Theory of Employment, Interest and Money, and praise has been
lavished on the book from the political right, left and centre. The
Fintmcial Times found it ña stringent and stimulating piece of social
analysisò, the Daily Telegraph thought it might provide the ósixties with
ñthe popular tools of thought for handling the unfamiliar problems of
our already rich societyò. Even the warring factions in the Labour
Party were united in praise of it, from Mr. Crosland who declared that
ñI am wholeheartedly a Galbraith manò to Mr. Crossman, who believed
it to be ñthe most entertaining and profound exposure of post-war
Western society that has yet been publishedò, and Tribune which saw
in it a ñmagniýcently iconoclastic assault on economic illusionsò. It
even has its admirers on the other side of the iron curtain, where Gal-
braith himself is the only leading Western economist to have lectured
on the economics of capitalism, and one of the only ones to seek an
exchange of professional and personal views with his opposite numbers
in Moscow, Warsaw and Belgrade.

The book s title has been bandied about so much as a description
of contemporary Britain and America that we have already grown tired
of it, while the phrase about ñprivate opulence and public squalorò
has provided the Labour Party with the succinct new campaigning point
which it urgently needed. Ironically, since Galbraith so devastatingly
attacks the Conventional Wisdom of accepted ideas, he has fallen victim
himself to it. This part of his argument has been absorbed into the
conventional wisdom of liberal thought, while his most radical, and
from our point of view, most valuable, observations have been widely
ignored.

This is partly his own fault. You cannot blame him for not being
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whatlhe never set out to be, but when one week we see him on television,
billed along with various beat writers and militant paciýsts as a pillar
of American dissent, while another week we learn of him as one of the
eggheads in Kennedyôs presidential campaign, we feel strengthened in
our view that academic intellectuals are more useful as critics of
politicians than as their aides. American liberals who voted for
Kennedy on the strength of his intellectual entourage have only them-
selves to blame when they ýnd their idols pushed into the background
by the practical men of affairs. Margaret Halsey, in the October
Liberation remarked that there was something rather touching about the
belief that the qualities lacking in the presidential candidate could sneak
in by the back door through his advisers. It reminds one, she said, of
the Victorian theory that a drunkard can be reformed by the love of
a good woman, and she observed that it is a theory that can work both
ways. ñIs there not an equal possibility that Jack and Bobby Kennedyôs
opportunism and ruthlessness might rub olf on the Schlesingers, Gal-
braiths and Commagers?ò.

Now it is reported that Kennedy has decided to send Galbraith
to India as American Ambassador, and the Guardian comments that
ñIt is a tribute to Mr. Kennedy that a man of Professor Galbraithôs
calibre should be eager to serve under him.ñ This is a different version
of the Victorian theory, and we ntiglit again reverse it to say that it
is no tribute to Professor Galbraith that he should be eager to serve
under a man of Mr. Kennedyós calibre. Ambassadorships are one
of the traditional spoils of ollice in the American political system,
and while an economist of Galhraitlfs brilliance and unorthodoxy could
be of service to India, this is the very role which as a diplomat he
would be precluded from playing. And again, while his observations
on the problems of a conspicuously non-affluent society would be
valuable, they are the very observations which, as a diplomat he
would be precluded from making except to President Kennedy. _

=l= IF *

Galbraithôs dabbling in Democratic politics, his urbane and witty
manner, and the relatively trivial nature of his more recent writings,
have successfully concealed his hookós revolutionary implications.
Richard Crossman, in a recent review, regretting thatThe Liberal Hour
is by no means the successor to óMir A film-nr Society for which its readers
had hoped, suggest that the new book's title

ñis aptly chosen to explain how a man who is so rigorous and extreme in
theory yet manages to remain the conliilunte of successive Democratic candidates.
Like his predecessors, Hobson and Keynes, the two most subversive thinkers
of our century, Galbraith shields himself from the logic of ideas by studying
economics in isolation from politics and power. óI t is suýcient for me to master
one disciplineô he seems to tell us. ól leave it to other academic revolutionaries
to subject our political institutions to the kind -of devastating analysis I have
applied to the economic institutions of the Atlluent Societyô.ò'
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braith may have already performed ña similar historical role by provid-
ing the prolegomena to any modern socialist theory of capitalism, While
remaining, in his political attitudes, staunchly anti-socialist. Crossman
is referring to the development of Galbraith_ôs view of the _role of gov-
ernmental intervention in the economy, as evinced by American Capital-
ism: The Concept of Countervaiiing Power (1952), The Aýiuent Soczeety
(1958) and the essay on inþation in T Liberal Hour (1?6Q), but his
assumption about the particular historical role_ of Galbraith s book_ is
as questionable as his assumption about Lemn. Its importance lies
elsewhere. _

What is the book aboutó? It is about the _end of scarcity. The
second thing every student of economics learns is_ the assumption that
ñgoods are scarce: economics is a study of scarcity and the problems
arising from scarcityò. But what happens when scarcity is no longer
a necessary condition? Americaôs productive capacity, Galbraith
observes, is so much greater than its needs that a sigmýcant sl1c_e_of
the gross national productð-eleven billion dollars worth_ of advertising
--is devoted to the frantic manufacture of wants which the actual
productive machine has subsequently to satisfy. Want-creation through
advertising has become the key to the whole economic system, and _is the
most important industry, since it alone keeps people and factories at
work. And production is vital, not for the sake of the goods produced,
but because the workerôs income security and purchasing power depend
on it. ñProduction has become ihe solvent of the tensions once associa-
ted with inequality, and it has become the indispensable remedy for the

Crossman goes on to suggest that just as Hobson unwittingly provided
Lenin with the ideas which ñcould he vulgarised into a revolutionary
myth that destroyed the whole system of colonial imperialismò so Gal-

discomforts anxieties, and privations associated with emonomic inse-
curityò. It is also

. ñbuttressed by a highly dubious but equally accepted psychology _of want; by
an equally dubious but equally accepted interpretation of national interesý; and
by powerful vested interests. So all-embracing, indeed, is our sense _of t e ini-
portance of production as a. goal that aa ýrst reaction to any qu_est1onin,g of this
attitude will be, óWhat else is there? So large does pr-oductioii bulk indogr
thoughts that we can only suppose that a vacuum must remain if it shoul e
relegated to a smaller role.ò

The shortcomings of economics, he says, are not orig_inal error
but uncorrected obsolescence. In the interpretation of social pheno-
mena there is a continual competition between what 1s_ relevant and
what is merely acceptable, and in this competition ñall tactical advantage
is with the acceptableò. Audiences of all kinds most applaud what they
like best, and people approve most what they understand best--ð we
adhere as though to a raft, to those ideas which represent our under-
standing. This is a prime manifestation of vested interest. For a vested
interest in understanding is more preciously guarded than any other
treasure. It is why men react, not infrequently with something akin
to religious passion, to the defence of what they have so laboriously
learnedò. This concensus of acceptable ideas is what Galbraith has
named the Conventional Wisdom. There is a conventional wisdom of
the left as well as one of the right, and it is to be found in economic
theory as much as in any other ýeld.



_ Adam Smithôs classical formulation of economic liberalism was
viewed with alarm when ýrst published, but soon afterwards it became
the conventional wisdom and ñthere were solemn warnings of the irre-
parable damage that would be done by Factory Acts, trade unions, social
insurance, and other social legislationò. Now, the conventional wisdom
accepts the welfare state and holds that these measures ñsoftened and
civilised capitalism and made it tenableñ though there have never ceased
to be warnings that the break with laissez-faire was fatal. It has been
the same story with the gold standard and the balanced budget and again
it was only circumstances which defeated the conventional wisdom.
The American budget never balanced during the depression, but it was
not until 1936 that Keynes made the unbalanced budget respectable.
Keynesian theory itself has now turned into a body of conventional
wisdom, the obsolescence of parts of which, in Galbraithôs view is
now well advanced. He makes fun of the different conventional wis-
doms, from Social Darwinism to Marxism, which substitute acceptable
ideas for observable facts, and in particular, of the economic shibboleths
to which all right-thinking Americans subscribe-ð-most of which, how-
ever, are ñcherished almost exclusively either in the second person or
in the abstractò.

Rugged _ champions of free enterprise thus scorn the quest for
security, having ýrst insured their own, and the advocates of bold risk-
taking are often those who have never, individually or corporatively,
taken a risk in their lives. ñThe preoccupation of workers with
unemployment insurance or old age pensions has usually seemed most
supine and degenerate to business executives who would be unattracted
by companies in which they were subject to arbitrary discharge or which
lacked adequate pension arrangements.ò The conventional wisdom is,
indeed, selective in its preoccupation with production. It lauds it when
it 1S sanctiýed _by proýt and gratilics private acquisitiveness, but depre-
pates it when its purpose is to satisfy social needs; thus cars have an
importance greater than the roads on which they are driven. Education
is unproductive but the manufacture of the school toilet seats productive.
Vacuum cleaners are praiseworthy but street cleaners are an unfortunate
expense. ñPartly as a result our houses are generally clean and our
Streets are generally ýlthy.ò

This disparity. he points out, is not accidental. The economy is
kept at an inþationary level. and discrimination against the public ser-
vices is an organic feature of inflation :

ñThe _line which divides our area of wealth from our area of poverty is roughly
that_which divides privately produced and marketed goods from publicly rendered
services. Our wealth in the first is not only in startling contrast with the
meagreness of the latter, but our wealth in privately produced goods is to a,
marked degree, the cause of crisis in the supply of public services.ò ô

The relevance of this line of argument toó what Mr. Macmillan calls
theopportumty state and what Professor Titmuss calls the irresponsible
society is all too obvious, but this is not the most important thing about
Galbraithôs argument.

a-
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The important thing is that the Professor of Economics at Harvard

has come round to the point of view, not of the contemporary socialist
economists, but of the ñutopiansò, in espousing the principle of óto
each according to his needô. For he argues the case for divorcing
income from employment, divorcing production from security. ñWe
have seen,ò he says,

ñthat while our productive energies are used to make things of no great
urgency-ððthings for which the demand must be synthesised at elaborate cost
or they might not be wanted at allð-the process of production continues to be
of nearly undiminished urgency as a source of income. The income men derive
from producing things of slight consequence is of great consequence. The pro-
duction reþects the low marginal utility of the goods to society. The income
reþects the high total utility of a livelihood to at person.ò

You cannot seriously argue that we ñmissò the goods which are not
produced in a depdession. It is the hardship due to unemployment
which depresses us. Thus ñgood timesò are identiýed with full employ-
ment rather than with high production. Galbraith therefore proposes
to ñbreak the connection between security and productionò and to
eliminate the hazard of depression unemployment for the worker by
what he calls Cyclically Graduated Compensationðunemployment com-
pensation which, as unemployment increases, is itself increased to
approach the level of the weekly wage, and diminishes as full employ-
ment as approached.

Even worse, from the point of view of the conventional wisdom,
he is no longer impressed by the cult of productive eþiciency:

ñIf the modern corporation must manufacture not only the goods but the
desire for thel goods it manufactures, the efficiency of the ýrst part of this
activity ceases to be decisive. One could indeed argue that human happiness
would be as effectively advanced by ineýiciency in want creation, as eýciency
in production. Under these circumstances, the relation of the modern cor-
poration to the people who comprise itð-their chance for dignity, individuality,
and full development of personality-ðmay be at least as important as its efficiency.
These may be worth having even at a higher cost of production . . . Why should
life be made intolerable to make things of small urgency? it A

ñCan the North Dakota farmer be indicted for failure to lab-our hard and lo-ng
to produce the wheat that his government wishes passionately it did not have
to buy? Are we desperately dependent on the diligence of the worker who
applies mare-o-n and pink enamel to the functionless bulge of a modern motor-
car? The idle man may still be an enemy of himself. But it is hard to say
that the loss of his effort is damaging to society. Yet it is such damage which
causes us to condemn idleness.ò

Now, if the cult of eþiciency, like the cult of production from which
it derives, is a hangover from the days of scarcity, what other social
criteria are there? Galbraith suggests that ñother tests-ðcompassion,
individual happiness and well-being, the minimisation of community or
other social tensionsò-now become relevant, and that what must now
be counted one of the central economic goals of our society ñis to
eliminate toil as a required economic institution. This is not a utopian
visionò.

It might be objected that Galbraitlfs debunking of the religion of






























