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Assumption: Human Nature

ñThe psychological and anthropological 
preconceptions of the economists have 
been those which were accepted by the 
psychological and social sciences some 
generations ago. The hedonistic 
conception of man is that of a lightning 
calculator of pleasures and pains who 
oscillates like a homogeneous globule of 
desire of happiness under the impulse of 
stimuli that shift him about the area, but 
leave him intact.ò 



Assumption: Human Nature

ñSpiritually, the hedonistic man is not 
a prime mover. He is not the seat of 
a process of living, except in the 
sense that he is subject to a series of 
permutations enforced upon him by 
circumstances external and alien to 
him.ò 



Assumption: Human Nature

ñThe later psychology, re-enforced by 
modern anthropological research, 
gives a different conception of 
human nature. According to this 
conception, it is the characteristic of 
man to do something, not simply to 
suffer pleasures and pains through 
the impact of suitable forces.ò 



Assumption: Human Nature

ñHe is not simply a bundle of desires 
that are to be saturated by being 
placed in the path of the forces of 
the environment, but rather a 
coherent structure of propensities 
and habits which seeks realization 
and expression in an unfolding 
activity.ò 



Assumption: Economic Behavior

Economic behavior, Veblen contended, 
had to be analyzed in terms of its 
social context. Human beings are 
active participants within this holistic 
context, they are not merely the 
passive repository of social and 
economic forces.



Assumption: A Social Animal

ñSensitiveness to rebuke or approval is a 
matter of selective necessity under the 
circumstances of associated life. Without it 
no group of men could carry on a 
collective life in a material environment 
that requires shaping to the ends of man. 
In this respect, again, man shows a 
spiritual relationship with the gregarious 
animals rather than with the solitary 
beasts of prey.ò 



Assumption: Adaptation

Societies make constant adaptations of 
their technology to meet their 
economic ends.



Social Evolution 

Adaptations to the natural and social 
environment take the form of 
technological innovation. The 
invention or diffusion of more 
powerful technologies is the driving 
force behind social evolution.



Social Evolution

ñThe process of cumulative change 
that is to be accounted for is the 
sequence of change in the methods 
of doing things ðthe methods of 
dealing with the material means of 
life.ò



Social Evolution

ñThe life of man in society, just like 
the life of other species, is a struggle 
for existence, and therefore it is a 
process of selective adaptation. The 
evolution of social structure has been 
a process of natural selection of 
institution.ò



Social Evolution

ñThe progress which has been and is being 
made in human institutions and in human 
character may be set down, broadly, to a 
natural selection of the fittest habits of 
thought and to a process of enforced 
adaptation of individuals to an 
environment which has progressively 
changed with the growth of the 
community and with the changing 
institutions under which men have lived.ò



Social Evolution

ñInstitutions are not only themselves 
the result of a selective and adaptive 
process which shapes the prevailing 
or dominant types of spiritual 
attitude and aptitudes; they are at 
the same time special methods of life 
and of human relations, and are 
therefore in their turn efficient 
factors of selection.ò 



Social Evolution

ñSo that the changing institutions in 
their turn make for a further 
selection of individuals endowed with 
the fittest temperament, and a 
further adaptation of individual 
temperament and habits to the 
changing environment through the 
formation of new institutions.ò



Social Evolution

Social evolution, therefore, is a pattern 
of institutional adaptation (and 
ultimately human adaptation) ðto 
changing technology and the 
economy of a society.



Social Evolution

Technology and economy affect all 
other institutions within a society.



Social Evolution

ñA study of éprimitive cultureséshows 
a close correlation between the 
material (industrial and pecuniary) 
life of any given people and their 
civic, domestic, and religious scheme 
of life; the myths and the religious 
cult reflect the character of these 
other ðespecially the economic and 
domestic ðinstitutions in a peculiarly 
naµve and truthful manner.ò



Social Evolution

Veblen places economic (pecuniary) 
and technological interests in 
opposition to one another. Contrary 
to many evolutionists of his day, he 
did not see the capitalist or the 
businessman as being at the pinnacle 
of an evolutionary pyramid, but 
rather as a parasite on technological 
advance.



Social Evolution

ñThe leisure class lives by the 
industrial community rather than in 
it. Its relations to industry are of a 
pecuniary rather than an industrial 
kind. Admission to the class is gained 
by exercise of the pecuniary 
aptitudes ðaptitudes for acquisition 
rather than for serviceability.ò 



Social Evolution

ñThere is, therefore, a continued 
selective sifting of the human 
material that makes up the leisure 
class, and this selection proceeds on 
the ground of fitness for pecuniary 
pursuits.ò 




