tial item in the Galbraith canon. Since
then, Galbraith has memorably exam-
ined The Great Crash of 1929, composed
in The Scotch an affectionate memoir of
a rural Canadian boyhood, perpetrated
a political novel, The Triumph, whose
plot revolves around events suspiciously
similar to events in the Dominican
Republic, presided as host over a multi-
part BBC survey of economics whose lit-
erary child was The Age of Uncertainty,
explained Money in terms intelligible to
the laity, and collaborated with Nicole
Salinger on a popular guide to eco-
nomics a la Galbraith. Just for good
measure, he formulated in The New In-
dustrial State an iconoclastic interpreta-
tion of the American economy as half
planned by huge corporations and half
chaotically unplanned by a horde of inef-
ficient small businessmen in desperate
competition among themselves.
Galbraith’s last major work, his 1973
Economics and the Public Purpose, was
particularly notable for its author’s con-
fession that he was a socialist, though of
a decidedly liberal and democratic variety.

With the supplement of numerous
book reviews, magazine articles, and
occasional essays and manifestos,
Galbraith might appear to have been ad-
equately occupied even for a Calvinist
by this stream of publications. But the
man has also rejoiced in a second role as
a political and public personality. In
time past he has written speeches for
Adlai Stevenson and John F. Kennedy,
served in the latters administration as
ambassador to India, been the president
of both Americans for Democratic Ac-
tion and the American Economic Asso-
ciation, enjoyed bouts on television with
his Gstaad neighbor William F. Buckley,
and supported numerous liberal causes
and presidential candidates, among the
latter Eugene McCarthy and George
McGovern. Even more commendably, as
he has grown older Galbraith has be-
come increasingly radical. Of few pun-
dits can the same be said. Success
reconciles most people to the established
order.

This selection of Galbraiths favorite
short pieces, prepared in the last half
dozen years for various audiences, is a
savory potpourri of book reviews, mus-
ings on economic themes, and fragments
of personal history. Confronted by an at-
tractive target, Galbraith is a wonder-
fully malicious critic. Of the three
assessments grouped under the rubric
“Defenders of the Faith,” my favorite is
the fastidious skewering of William Si-
mons A Time for Truth. The tone of the
essay is suggested in the opening para-
graph, in which the master notes that
Simon advises businessmen to give their
money where their ideology is and cer-
tainly to deny donations to institutions
like Harvard that harbor the likes of
Galbraith. Under the circumstances, ob-
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serves Galbraith, “It is obvious that 1
must lean over backwards to be judicious
and fair. But happily that is, in any case,
my tendency.” If Simon recognizes book
reviewing irony, he must have known
what lay in store for him.

The economic essays faithfully sum-
marize Galbraith’s long-standing assess-
ment of the modern corporation and the
modern state. Huge corporations are
here to stay because their managers suc-
cessfully coordinate large numbers of
specialists, a system which Galbraith
has dubbed the technostructure, in pur-
suit of corporate objectives. Naturally,
even inevitably, corporations carefully
schedule over several years their invest-
ments and product innovations. To pro-
tect these investments and insure the
success of their market objectives, large
corporations do their considerable best
to coax customers into purchasing at
profitable prices the merchandise and
services that corporations can supply
conveniently. In this planned sector,
price competition is rare and consumer
sovereignty is, to speak mildly, limited
by the advertising and marketing ma-
nipulations of sellers whose commercial
propaganda dominates print and elec-
tronic media.

Accordingly, Galbraith’s 1972 presi-
dential address to the American Eco-
nomic Association, “Power and the
Useful Economist,” excoriates the pro-
fession for perpetuating the myth of a
free market and thereby distorting the
realities of economic life. In Galbraith’s
words, “The most damaging feature
of neoclassical and neo-Keynesian eco-
nomics is the arrangement by which
power—the ability of persons or institu-
tions to bend others to their purposes—
is removed from the subject.” It is this
stubborn resistance to plain evidence
that has turned economics into a con-
servative subject and economists into
the disastrous guides to public policy
many corporate chief executive officers
have been.

For his part, Galbraith, who presided
over price control during World War II,
is an unrepentant advocate of govern-
ment action designed to tame corporate
power and inject appropriate public pur-
pose into corporate behavior. Toward
that objective, he is perfectly willing to
nationalize defense contractors because
they are inefficient and energy com-
panies because their role is too vital to
be left in private control. He views ra-
tioning, price and wage controls, and as-
sorted government regulation with
equanimity. Properly designed and ad-
ministered, these interventions are
likely to generate more equitable conse-
quences than those of ostensibly free but
actually privately controlled markets.

Among the seven entries of “Personal
History,” the most hilarious is “My Forty
Years With the FBL.” Galbraith has an-

notated that agency’s file on him, ob-
tained under the provisions of the
Freedom of Information Act. Always
keeping his temper as a successful iron-
ist must, Galbraith sets to rest any lin-
gering question about the efficiency of
the FBI during the nearly interminable
reign of J. Edgar Hoover. Cursed by the
director’s utter humorlessness and sim-
ple-minded suspicions of radicals (any-
one to the left of Hoover), the FBI
relentlessly collected pointless trivia, in-
cluding revelations that Galbraith was a
“poor public speaker,” “a good con-
versationalist,” and an individual of
“commanding appearance due to his
height of 5’6" [I am 6'8%"] and his digni-
fied bearing.” One helpful Berkeley
friend told the FBI that their target was
“reactionary” and hence “entirely desir-
able from every angle.” Galbraith, un-
like some unluckier objects of FBI
attention, suffered neither financial nor
professional loss as a result of FBI inves-
tigation. He even salutes the agency for
its rather ham-handed attempts to be
fair and to allow for the malice of some
of its informants.

I have been reading and reviewing
Galbraith’s books almost as long as he
has been writing them. This lively col-
lection demonstrates yet again that
Galbraith is one of our most useful as
well as attractive men of letters. Presi-
dent Carter’s belated efforts to rally his
constituents around a new ethic of con-
servation register an overdue echo of the
animating theme of The Affluent So-
ciety—the prodigious wastefulness of
much of America’s private consumption
and the abiding squalor of the public
economy. Galbraith stands in some dan-
ger of becoming a prophet with honor in
his own lifetime, on his own as well as
other continents. He would be the last
person to be astonished at the impend-
ing triumph of truth and virtue.

Robert Lekachman teaches economics at
the Lehman College campus of the City
University of New York. His most recent
book is Economists at Bay (McGraw-
Hil.

Books in Brief

Out of This Century: Confessions of
an Art Addict

by Peggy Guggenheim

Universe Books, 413 pp., $17.50

“YOU MUSTN'T overdo it,” said one of her
guests to Peggy Guggenheim one day.
“Oh,” she replied, “but I must.” This atti-
tude, while making her a rather trying
companion, gave her a remarkably vivid
life. My God, was it vivid.

Miss Guggenheim was born in 1898,
into a family as batty as it was rich: One
aunt sang scales at bus stops; an uncle
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lived on charcoal and ice. Seeking more
interesting forms of self-expression, she
gambled, had operations, became en-
gaged several times, and even went to
work. Finally, she took up with intellec-
tuals. Her first husband thrilled her
with his unconventionality: “He was the
first man I knew who never wore a hat.”
The marriage, although thrilling, was
not happy, and after a few years she had
had enough of bohemian life (“Laurence
had tried one night in a bistro to tear off
all my clothes... A few months before he
burned up my sweater, and walked on
my stomach four times in the same eve-
ning”).

After living with another intellectual,
and then with a third, Miss Guggen-
heim, by then in her mid-thirties, was at
loose ends. What she then did is an in-
spiration to all women finding them-
selves suddenly alone, with little work
experience and no assets beyond a siz-
able private income: She opened an art
gallery. While acting as a cultural force,
she had affairs with a number of artists
and writers (Yves Tanguy, Max Ernst,
Samuel Beckett), and participated in
many colorful scenes. A sentence that
appears quite often in one form or an-
other is “The walls were spattered with
blood.”

Miss Guggenheim’s style shows a
highly developed sense of the dramatic:
She overstates the ordinary, and under-

states the improbable. When she gets
married, or goes to a bar, we are told,
respectively, “I did not like the idea of
living in sin with an enemy alien” and “I
rushed out in search of adventure.”
When she has something really loopy to
tell us, however, she reports it in the
childlike, matter-of-fact manner of
Daisy Ashford or Lorelei Lee (“Mr.
Kuhn thought I should go to Africa with
him and try to wipe out syphilis among
the natives”). Miss Guggenheim has
done an admirable job of conveying a
flamboyant, and ultimately sad, life—"1
am furious when I think of all the men
who have slept with me while thinking
of other men who slept with me be-
fore”—and of reminding us that the pur-
suit of artists is even more frustrating
than the pursuit of art.

—RHODA KOENIG

The Living End
by Stanley Elkin
Dutton, 148 pp., $7.95

IF JOB HAD written Revelations, if the lit-
tle guys had won in Paradise Lost, if the
Divine Comedy were staged as a three-
ring circus, we’d have something very
like The Living End, a set of three inter-
locking stories about heaven and hell.
Really heaven and hell, haloes and
blazes, “The Conventional Wisdom,” as
Elkin calls the first story. Twain mocked

man for his postcard view of heaven,
but Elkin turns it against God, an ar-
bitrary touring artist who never found
His audience—and destroyed the world
because of it. Not since Melville shook
Ahab’ fist at heaven has an American
written more affectingly about the prob-
lem of Evil, the bugs in the divine “State
of the Art,” which is the title of the third

story.

Elkin is the Sugar Ray Robinson of
contemporary fiction: Invention for in-
vention, metaphor for metaphor, he is
the best. In The Living End his imagina-
tion moves up a class, stretches into
large formulations, encompasses the
ordinary life of a Minneapolis—St. Paul
liquor salesman and the secrets God
held back from man— “why dentistry
was a purer science than astronomy, bi-
ography a higher form than dance,” and
more. Bad men and fast talkers are the
heroes of Elkin’s novels. In The Living
End everybody— “Bouncer Being” God,
a surly Christ, common folk in hell—
has good lines. If God the artist is petty,
Elkin the creator is not. Comedy is be-
stowed like grace, and art is love.

While burlesque moments may offend
some readers, The Living End should be
Elkin’s most popular book. It invents
once more the last things, and in so
doing helps us invent our lives before
our living ends.

~—TOM LECLAIR
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