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We have yet to see that not the total of resources but their studied
and rational use is the key to achievement—J. 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 define this

science as: The study of the needs of mankind, and the means of

satisfying them with the least possible waste of human energy.
—PETER KROPOTKIN.

Rescuing Galbraith
from the conventional wisdom

JOHN KENNETH GALBRAITH’S The Affluent Society 1s the only modern
book on economics to become a best-seller. Comparisons have been
made with Tawney’s Acquisitive Society and with Keynes’s General
T'heory of Employment, Interest and Money, and praise has been
lavished on the book from the political right, left and centre. The
Financial Times found it “a stringent and stimulating piece of social
analysis”, the Daily Telegraph thought it might provide the ’sixties with
“the popular tools of thought for handling the unfamiliar problems of
our already rich society”. Even the warring factions in the Labour
Party were united in praise of it, from Mr. Crosland who declared that
“l am wholeheartedly a Galbraith man” to Mr. Crossman, who believed
it to be “the most entertaining and profound exposure of post-war
Western society that has yet been published”, and Tribune which saw
in it a “‘magnificently iconoclastic assault on economic illusions”. 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 ‘“private opulence and public squalor”
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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what he never set out to be, but when one week we see him on television,
billed along with various beat writers and militant pacifists as a pillar
of American dissent, while another week we learn of him as one of the
eggheads in Kennedy’s 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 find 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. “Is there not an equal possibility that Jack and Bobby Kennedy’s
opportunism and ruthlessness might rub off on the Schlesingers, Gal-
braiths and Commagers?”.

Now it is reported that Kennedy has decided to send Galbraith
to India as American Ambassador, and the Guardian comments that
“It 1s a tribute to Mr. Kennedy that a man of Professor Galbraith’s
calibre should be eager to serve under him.” This is a different version
of the Victorian theory, and we might 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. Kennedy’s calibre. Ambassadorships are one
of the traditional spoils of office in the American political system,
and while an economist of Galbraith’s 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.

* e %k

Galbraith’s dabbling in Democratic politics, his urbane and witty
manner, and the relatively trivial nature of his more recent writings,
have successfully concealed his book’s revolutionary implications.
Richard Crossman, in a recent review, regretting that The Liberal Hour
is by no means the successor to The Affluent Society for which its readers
had hoped, suggest that the new book’s title

“is aptly chosen to explain how a man who is so rigorous and extreme in
theory yet manages to remain the confidante 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, ‘It is sufficient for me to master
one discipline’ he seems to tell us. 'l 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 Affluent Society’.”

3

braith may have already performed “a similar historical role by provid-
ing the prolegomena to any modern socialist theory of c.apgahsm, while
remaining, in his political attitudes, staunchly ant_1-soc1ahst. Crossman
is referring to the development of Galbraith’s view of the role of gov-
ernmental intervention in the economy, as evinced by American Cap.ztal-
ism: The Concept of Countervailing Power (1952), The A ffluent Socieety
(1958) and the essay on inflation in 7 he Liberal Hour (1?69), but h§s
assumption about the particular historical role of Galbraith’s book is
as questionable as his assumption about Lenin. Its importance lies
elsewhere. .

What is the book about? It is about the end of scarcity. The
second thing every student of economics learns is the assumption that
“goods are scarce: economics is a study of scarcity and the problems
arising from scarcity”. But what happens when scarcity 1s 1no longer
a necessary condition? America’s productive capacity, Galbraith
observes, is so much greater than its needs that a significant shc.e.of
the gross national product—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 thr.ough
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 worker’s income, security and purchasing power depend
on it. “Production has become the solvent of the tensions once associa-
ted with inequality, and it has become the indispensable remedy for the
discomforts, anxieties, and privations associated with emonomicC 1nse-
curity”. It is also

“buttressed by a highly dubious but equally accepted psychology of want; by
an equally dubious but equally accepted interpretation of national interest; and
by powerful vested interests. So all-embracing, indeed, is our sense of the im-
portance of production as a goal that a first reaction to any questioning of this
attitude will be, ‘What else is there?’ So large does production bulk in our

thoughts that we can only suppose that a vacuum must remain if it should be
relegated to a smaller role.”

The shortcomings of economics, he says, are not original error
but uncorrected obsolescence. In the interpretation of social pheno-
mena there is a continual competition between what is relevant and
what is merely acceptable, and in this competition “all tactical advantage
is with the acceptable”. Audiences of all kinds most applaud what t‘l‘ley
like best, and people approve most what they understand best—"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 labqnously
learned”. This concensus of acceptable ideas is what Galbraith has
named the Conventional Wisdom. There is a conventional wisdom of

Crossman goes on to suggest that just as Hobson unwittingly provided
Lenin with the ideas which “could be vulgarised into a revolutionary

the left as well as one of the right, and it is to be found in economic
myth that destroyed the whole system of colonial imperialism” so Gal-

theory as much as in any other field.
















































