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THORSTEIN VEBLEN
A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH

Thorstein Veblen was born in rural Wisconsin on July 30, 
1857. His parents were poor farmers of Norwegian origin 
(Dorfman, 1966). Thorstein was the sixth of 12 children. 
He was able to escape the farm and, at the age of 17, 
began studying at Carleton College in Northfield, Minne-
sota. Early in his schooling, he demonstrated both the 
bitterness and the sense of humor that were to charac-
terize his later work. He met his future first wife, niece 
of the president of Carleton College, at the school (they 
eventually married in 1888). Veblen graduated in 1880 and 
obtained a teaching position, but the school soon closed 
and he went east to study philosophy at Johns Hopkins 
University. However, he failed to obtain a scholarship and 
moved on to Yale in the hopes of finding economic sup-
port for his studies. He managed to get by economically  

and obtained his PhD from Yale in 1884 (one of his teachers was an early giant of sociology, 
William Graham Sumner). However, in spite of strong letters of recommendation, he was 
unable to obtain a university position because, at least in part, of his agnosticism, his lack 
(at the time) of a professional reputation, and the fact that he was perceived as an immigrant 
lacking the polish needed to hold a university post. He was idle for the next few years (he 
attributed this idleness to ill health), but, by 1891, he returned to his studies, this time focus-
ing more on the social sciences at Cornell University. With the help of one of his professors 
of economics (A. Laurence Laughlin) who was moving to the University of Chicago, Veblen 
was able to become a fellow at the University of Chicago in 1892. He did much of the edito-
rial work associated with The Journal of Political Economy, one of the many new academic 
journals created during this period at Chicago. Veblen was a marginal figure at Chicago, but 
he did teach some courses and, more important, used The Journal of Political Economy as an 
outlet for his writings. His work also began to appear in other outlets, including The American 
Journal of Sociology, another of the University of Chicago’s new journals.

In 1899, he published his first and what became his best-known book, The Theory of the Lei-
sure Class, but his position at Chicago remained tenuous. In fact, when he asked for a custom-
ary raise of a few hundred dollars, the university president made it clear that he would not be 
displeased if Veblen left the university. However, the book received a great deal of attention, 
and Veblen was eventually promoted to the position of assistant professor. Although some 
students found his teaching inspiring, most found it abysmal. One of his Chicago students said 
that he was “an exceedingly queer fish. . . . Very commonly with his cheek in hand, or in some 
such position, he talked in a low, placid monotone, in itself a most uninteresting delivery and 
manner of conducting the class” (Dorfman, 1966:248–249). It was not unusual for him to begin 
a course with a large number of students who had heard of his growing fame, but for the class 
to dwindle to a few diehards by the end of the semester.

Veblen’s days at Chicago were numbered for various reasons, including the fact that his mar-
riage was crumbling and he offended Victorian sentiments with affairs with other women. In 
1906, Veblen took an associate professorship at Stanford University. Unlike the situation at  
Chicago, he taught mainly undergraduates at Stanford, and many of them were put off by 
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