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PREFACE 

This dissertation is concerned with the economic ideas of John 

Ruskin. Generally, Ruskin has not peen given very much attention by 

economists. Yet he wrote a considerable amount about economics; 

criticizing existing theory, developing his own economic concepts and 

ideas and making proposals for economic c4ange. The purposes of this 

study are to examine the amount of attention given to Ruskin by 

economist!:!, to present and examine his economic writings and to consider 

hi!=i influence. 
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faculty adviser and was always avaiiable for assistance and encourage

ment; Dr. Richard L. Porter for his interest and ideas; and Dr. Norbert 

R. Mahnken for his assistance. 

During my graduate study, I also received special encouragement. 

from many other people, especially Dr. Richard W. Poole, Dr. Richard H. 

Leftwich, Dr. Julian H. Bradsher, I)r. Robe-rt L. Sandmeyer and Dr. Frank 

G. St~indl. I appreciate their efforts on my behalf and their 

encouragement. 

I am indebted to the. administration of the University of Northern 

Iowa for granting me a professional development leave with pay during 

the spring semester, 1971. 
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the completion of this dissertation. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

John Ruskin, born in 1819 and died in 1900, wrote and lectured 

throughout most of .his adult life. His published works, with some 

previously unpublished material, were collected by Eo T. Cook and 

1 Alexander Wedderburn. Ruskin's works includes books, poetry, sketches 

and drawings, articles, prose essays, dialogues, lectures, letters and 

an autobiography. The subject matter, equally diverse, ranges over 

such topics .as art critici~m, architecture, nature, aesthetics, ethics, 

religion, geology, education, .. government, political economy and social 

reform. Ruskin's literary reputation, especially as an art and archi-

tecture critic, was firmly established during his lifetime. Major 

works on art and architecture include: Modern Painters (five volumes), 

~ Seven Lamps of Architecture and The Stones of Venice (three 

volumes). He was elected Slade Professor of Fine Art at Oxford 

University in 1869 and held the position for eleven years (1870-1879, 

1883-1885). However, Ruskin believed his most import~nt writing was on 

the subject of political economy. In comparing his writings on 

political economy to his other.works, he contended "they contained 

1John Ruskin, The Works of John iuskin (thirty-nine volumes), eds. 
E.T. Cook and Alex~nder Wedderburn (lib. ed., London, 1903-1912). 
This edition of Ruskin's works is used throughout this study. Subse
quent citations of this reference will be parenthetically in the text 
by volume and page number. 



better work than most of my former writings, and more important truths 

than all of them put together ••• " (XVII, p. 143). He thought "my 

forte is really not descriptive but political economy" (XXVII, p. 325). 

Evidently Ruskin believed he had devoted some of the best years of his 

life to studying, thinking and writing about political economy. He 

thought his conclusions, based on his studies, were correct and that 

his writings about political economy were superior to his other work. 

It does not appear that economists have the same high regard for his 

work. 

The Problem 

2 

Despite Ruskin's evaluation of his own work in political economy, 

there does not appear to be a complete and thorough study of his writ

ings by a professional economist trained in the modern neoclassical 

tradition. The analysis of his political economy, when done by 

economists, seems to be either contemporary with him or only fragmentary 

or done by an unorthodox economist. Other studies of Ruskin's economic 

teachings have been done by individuals trained in the humanities, 

literature or the fine arts. These studies, while useful, were not done 

by individuals who could bring the training and skills of a professional 

economist to their work. Consequently this study is an attempt to fill 

a gap in the study of economists and economic thought. Since some 

economists are now searching for a radical new approach, it is 

particularly timely to analyze the economics of Ruskin, a critic and 

dissenter. The underlying assumption is that Ruskin, although not a 

professional economist by training or major occupation, presented fruit

ful insights, inspirations and points of view concerning economic 
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ptoblems and their solution. This study will examine several specific 

questions. One of these concerns the tteatment of Ruskin by economists, 

particularly in the last thirty years. A second question concerns 

Ruskin's criticism of.classical economics. The third question concerns 

Ruskin's positive reconstruction of political economy. The fourth 

question concerns Ruskin's influence upon economists, economi~s and 

social thought and policy in Great Britain, 

An Outline of the Study 

The first step in this study, beyond the introduction, is an 

investigation of the literature to determine what has been written about 

the political economy of John Ruskin, This survey of the literature 

shows what has been.done in studying his political economy. It also 

shows that the contemplated work has not been done, thus supporting the 

need for the study. Finally, this survey of the literature examines the 

question of the treatment given to Ruskin by economists, particularly 

in the last thirty years. The investigation of the literature is 

divided into three parts: (1) an examination of a group of histories 

of economic thought to determine .the textbook treatment of Ruskin; (2) 

a search of relevant bibliographies for articles about Ruskin, partic

ularly by economists; and (3) a search for other material written about 

Ruskin by economists. The search of the literature leads to the follow

ing conclusions: (1) Ruskin is given only scant treatment in histories 

of economic thought; (2) while economists write articles about individ

uals and t~eir ideas, they have left the writing of articles about 

Ruskin's economics in the past thirty years to noneconomists; and (3) 

there has not been a complete study of Ruskin's economics by a modern 
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economist. Both Ruskin's life style and his writing style are 

examined to explain why he is generally ignored by economists and no 

longer widely read by the public. Economists do.not consider Ruskin as 

one of.them. Further his peculiar life and personality has attracted 

study that could have been devoted to his ideas. His writing style con

tains several characteristics that make him difficult to read and that 

discourage and frustrate the reader. 

The third chapter traces the development of Ruskin'-~ interest in 

political economy and the shift of his emphasis from art criticism to 

political.economy. It introduces his writings that consider political 

economy most directly, the circumstances.under which they were written, 

his purpose in writing these works and their place in Ruskin's overall 

scheme of political economy. Furthermore, Ruskin's qualifications as 

an economist are considered. His ability to grasp first principles and 

to go beyond initial premises were helpful to him. His lack of knowl

edge and understanding of classical economics hindered his development 

as an economist. Ruskin mounted a scathing attack upon classical 

economics. He contended that econo~ics conflicted with religious teach

ings based on the Bible. He argued that economics was not a science 

because it was contrary to religion and because it did not consider 

consumption. Further, economics was founded upon an incorrect premise 

about the nature of man. He was critical of economists for not defining 

specific terms and concepts. Ruskin's criticism combined some entirely 

justifiable attacks on classical economics with occasional misunder

standings of what economists were trying to do, For example, classical 

economics did not give consumption much attention, On the other hand, 

some criticism was based on a lack of understanding or what the 



classical economists were trying to do. Much of.it ~ould'better have 

been directed at the popularizers and practitioners of classical 

economics. His idea about what motivates man did not appear to be as 

applicable as the ideas of ~e classical economists, although this 

touched a weak link in economic analysis. His complaints that econ-. 

omists had not defined terms were partly justified since there was not 

always common agreement on what terms meant~ However, economists 

usually defined their terms but Ruskin disliked the definitions •. 

Ruskin's principles of political economy are divided into two 

5 

parts and presented in Chapters IV and·V. His ideas are abstracted, 

rearranged and organized in a topical manner. Where necessary, these 

ideas are·interpreted and expanded~ In addition, a commentary. 

evaluates his ideas. The effect is a modern exposition of Ruskin's 

economics. Certain of.his ideas would have been helpful in tqe develop

ment of economics during hts life. For example, his analysis of 

polit~cal economy made it more a science of choice than a study of 

wealth. His analysis of consumption recognized the possibility of 

hoa+ding. He recognized a demand for commodities caused a derived 

demand for labor., However, these ideas needed to be developed and 

adapted to traditional.economic theory before they could be very useful. 

For today, Ruskin's writings contain the ideas for the.development of a 

human standard of value which, replacing the.monetary standard, would 

serve to measure and evaluate economic activities. Of course, there is 

a question whether economic activities can be·measured by a human 

standard, If it is possible, then it suggests an alternative to the 

price system as a method of valuing goods and services. 
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Ruskin's program for change and reform is presented in Chapter VI 

in a manner similar to his reconstruction of political economy. He 

wanted to reform the behavior of indt"4.duals so they acted honestly and 

justly and considered the effects of their action on others. He 

proposed changing economic institutions to transform the free enterprise 

market economy into an economy regulated and managed by trade guilds. 

Property, although still p~ivately owned, would be owned by the users 

of it, In addftion, he proposed a program of government activity which 

made the government responsible for managing the economy, although he 

did not call for central planning. Ruskin wanted to bring about a more 

efficient use of resources, particularly labor. He also favored a less 

unequal distribution of income. If his terms are accepted, it appears 

his proposais would move the economy towards these objectives. Many of 

his proposals for change are interesting and suggestive because they 

consider problems that currently face many economies. Either the 

problem has never been resolved or changing historical circumstances 

have caused current controversy about the problem. 

The extent of Ruskin's influence is surveyed in Chapter VII. With 

the exception of Hobson, who was not an orthodox economist, it does not 

appear that Ruskin influenced greatly any economist significant in the 

history of economic thought, Consequently, it seems his influence upon 

economic analysis has been minor. On the other hand, evidence is 

presented showing that Ruskin was a major influence upon the lives of 

some noneconomists like Gandhi and Morris. Furthermore, several 

different writers credited Ruskin with helping to destroy the doctrine 

of laissez-faire and preparing the way for the welfare state. Many of 



his proposals for change are compatible with practices followed by 

governments today. 
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The summary of the material and the conclusions are presented in 

the last chapter. Ruskin's reconstruction of political economy is 

summarized around the basic concept of a human standard of value. His 

proposals for reform are also summarized. The conclusions of the study 

are: (1) Ruskin's neglect by modern economists is not entirely 

justified; (2) his criticism of classical economics was partly justified 

and partly based on a lack of understanding; (3) his positive recon

struction of economics contained useful suggestions and insights for his 

own time but they needed to be further developed; his ideas provide the 

basis for constructing a human standard of value for the present time 

but a means of applying this standard needs to be developed; (4) his 

proposals for change contain useful insights into economic problems and 

their solution, both for his own time and for the present day; and (5) 

while Ruskin has not had much influence upon economists or economic 

analysis, it appears he has had significant influence upon social 

thought and policy in Great Britain. Further research is needed to 

determine more precisely his influence. 



CHAPTER II 

THE ATTENTION GIVEN TO RUSKIN 

BY MODERN ECONOMISTS 

One of the questions to be examined in this study is the amount of 

attention given to Ruskin by economists, particularly during the last 

thirty years. This examination involves a search of the literature to 

determine what, if anything, modern economists have written about 

Ruskin, This search of the literature will determine the previous work 

that has been done on the political economy of Ruskin. In addition to 

providing a starting point, a search of the literature will provide 

some useful information and prevent the duplication of research. Show

ing that this particular study has not been done supports the need for 

the present study. This survey of the literature leads to the conclu

sion that Ruskin is either ignored completely or given very slight 

attention by economists. Most,studies of his economic ideas have been 

made by noneconomists. A basic assumption underlying this study is 

that economists in history of thot1ght .might well give more attention to 

Ruskin, 

After determining that Ruskin has, for the most part, .been 

neglected by economists, the second part of this chapter will offer 

some probable reason for this neglect. Both his life style and his 

style of writing are contributory factors, Ruskin was not a profes

sional economist either by training or by occupation. His personality 

0 
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and personal relations with other,people have attracted study that 

could and perhaps should have been devote4 to his writings. His writ-

ings on economics are not collected and condensed into a particular part 

of his works, but .are scattered throughout his writings, Further, his 

style of writing involves certain mannertsms that tend to discourage 

a reader. However, these reasons for neglecting Ruskin are not entirely 

justified if he has written something of value. 

A Survey of the Literature 

The search of the literature for previous work on Ruskin by 

economists is divided into three parts. The first part is an examina-

tion of modern books on economic thought for references to Ruskin, The 

second.part is a search of bibliographies for articles on Ruskin by 

economists .in economic journals. The third part is a search for other 

material written about Ruskin by economists. While not: exclusively 

restricted to the last thirty years, the search is concentrated on that 

period of time. The primary reason for this limitation is the major 

proposition to be examined in the chapter is the amount of ,attention 

given to Ruskin and his political economy by modern economists, 

Ruskin in Histories of Economic Thought. 

A sample of thirty-five books on economic thought, ideas, 

doctrines, theories, analyses or about economists were selected. 1 No 

effort was made to pick a representative or random sample of books 

1Appendix A contains a list of ,the books examined, grouped by the 
number of references to Ruskin. It also contained a detailed examina
tion of what was written about Ruskin. 
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since no detailed statist~cal analysis was to be made. The main 

criterion used in selecting this group of books was their availability; 

however, these books are considered to include the standard and well

kn.own texts in the field. It is believed that these books accurately 

reflect the treatment of Ruskin by writers of books on economic 

tho4ght. While the conclusions drawn from this investigation can be 

strictly applied only to this group of books, it is believed these 

conclusions apply generally to the.treatment of Ruskin in books of 

economic thought. The starting point, in examining these books, was 

the number of references to Ruskin in the indices of these books. The 

second part of the investigation considered the amount written about. 

Ruskin for each reference. Usually it was only a single sentence or a 

paragraph. The third part evaluated the information presented .about 

Ruskin. The assumption was that consideration of these three points 

would answer the que~tion about the amount of attention given Ruskin 

by the writers of these books. In order to stay within the limits. of 

the study, these books, with fqur exceptions, have been published since 

1940. 

These thirty-five books had a total of forty-four references to 

Ruskin in their indices. Twenty did not.cite Ruskin at all and 

presumably contained no information about him. The other fifteen books 

averaged about,three references to Ruskin per book. There were two 

books that differed from the others in that they each contained seven 

references to Ruskin. If these two are temporarily excluded, references 

to Ruskin averaged less than one per book~ Usually, these references 

involve only a single sentence or a single paragraph about Ruskin or 

his ideas. The most frequent point ~ade by these books deals with 
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Ruskin's influence upon John Hobson. Next, Ruskin is referred to as a 

critic of either the economic syste~ or of traditional economic theory 

or of both. Ruskin is c~assified as either a moralist, a romantic~st, 

a Christian Socialist or a welfare economi~t. This divergence shows 

the difficulty of trying to fit Ruskin into a neat little box. 

Comparisons are drawn between Ruskin and other writers such as Carlyle, 

Tolstoy, Thoreau and Veblen. 

The conclusions drawn from the examination of these books are that 

Ruskin is either ignored completely or treated very lightly. When he 

is considered, the treatment is quite brief, usually .about his influence 

upon Hobson or his criticism. His positive ideas about economic t~eory 

and his proposals for reform receive littl.e or no att;ention. Generally 

the situa,tion seems to be about the same·today as it was in the early 

1940's. At that time, an English professor expressed dissatisfaction 

with the vagueness of the treatment of Ruskin by professional economists 

and concluded that he was "accorded scant respect by students of 

economic th,eory. 112 

Articles on Ruskin by Economists 

After making the investigation of books classified as histories of 

economic thought, available and relevant bibliographies were examined 

3 for articles about Ruskin by economists. This search, with one 

2John Tyree Fain, "Ruskin and the Orthodox Political Economists," 
~ Southern Economic Journal, X (1943), p. 1. Fain has written 
articles about Ruskin and a book, Ruskin and the Economists (Nashville, 
1956). At that time, 1956, he was a professor of English at The 
University of Florida. 

3 Appendix B lists the bibliographies examined, the method of 
examination .and the results in more detail. 
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exception, was also concentrated on the period o~ the time since 1940. 

For the period since 1940, certain conclusions can be drawn. While 

economists did write articles about individuals and their ideas in the 

period of time since 1940, they apparently did not write any articles 

about Ruskin since the investigation did not uncover any. There are 

articles written about the.economic ideas of Ruskin but these articles 

were not written by economhts. Apparently the study of the econon;iic 

ideas of Ruskin has been left by professional economists to nonecono-

mists. Since no artic],es about,Ruskin by economists were found for the 

period since.1940, the .search was extended, in the case of one. 

bibliography, to include the period from 1886-1939. This resulted in 

the discovery of four articles about Ruskin written by economists. 

These articles do not appear to reduce. the need for this study nor do 

they appear to be very useful to it. One of these articles, written at 

the time of.Ruskin's death, is very.brief and provides littl,e informa

tion about Ruskin or his ideas. 4 Another one of these articles, also 

quite short, has had apparently little impact·on the economics 

profession although it appealed to economists to make greater use of 

Ruskin's ideas. 5 A third artic],e; written several years before Ruskin's. 

death, while longer, is not considered an authoritative article since it 

credited Ruskin with attacking, overthrowing and destroying "that· 

6 figment of the orthodox imagination, the 'economic man'," While 

4James Bonar, "John Ruskin," The Economic Jo1,1rnal, X (1900), pp. 
274-275, 

5 C. S. Devas, "Lessons from Ruskin,11 The Economic Journal, VIII 
(1898), PP• 28-36. 

6F. J, Stinson, "Ruskin as a Political Economist,11 The Quarterly 
Journal of Economics, II (1888), p. 444. 



Ruskin did attack this concept, he did not destroy it since the 

economics ,profession has continually resc4ed, rehabili~ated and used 

this ccmc~pt down to the present time. This article al.so predicted, 

that .the bricks of the politiqal economy of the ft,tture would be .built 

from "Ruskin',s earth" .rather tha,n frc::,m "Ricardo's. straw. 117 Obviously, 

13 

this prediction has. not.yet been fulfilled .since the,amount of time and 

attention given by economists to the study of Ruskin is negligible as 

compared to that devoted to R.icardo. The last of the four artic],es, 

written much later, is not a comprehensive article s:i;nce it considers 

8 only Ru.skin's views on interest. This is on,e ·subject. ort which Ruskin's. 

views changed over a period of time. By extending the period of .time , 

under conside~ation; it was possible to fi~d a few articles about 

Ruskin's economics that,were.writt;en by economists. These articles 

have not done . what .is proposed in this study. They are not . complete nor 

do they appear tq be completely reliabl,e. It appears the authors may 

not. hav'e been completely orthodox economists. Although there are some 

articles by economists. about Rui;;kin, these .articles are mainly contem-

porary with Ruskin. Since these articles are not considered definitive 

studies, the.search of bibliographies further supports the .need for 

this study and tl)e conclusion that; economists, especially in·the more. 

recent past, have not given Ruskin much attention. 

7 Ibid·., P• 445. 

8 c. E. Collet, "The Development of Ruskin's Views on Interest,", 
Economic.History, I (1926), pp. 23-33. 
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Other Material on Ruskin by Economists 

The third and last part of the search for m~terial written about 

RuskiIJ, by economists took several approaches, There.was an att~mpt to 

find dissertations writte.n about Ruskin by economists. While disserta-. 

tions have been written about Ruskin and various aspects of his work, 

no evidence.of any dissertation about Ruskin's political economy 

written by an economist was discovered, A search of biographies about 

Ruskin .turned up one written by an economist. This biography, probably 

the most complete study of Ruskin by.an economist, was written by 

Hobson. But there are some questions that must be raised about.Robson's. 

study, Its objectivity can be questio~ed since one of Robson's purposes 

was to 

•• , render some.assistance to those who are disposed to 
admit the validity of the cl~im which Mr. Ruskin has made to 
be first and above·all else a Political Economist, and who 
are willing to give careful consideration alike. to the 
strictures .he has passed upon c~rrent economic theory.and 
practice, and to the schemes .of social and industrial recon
struction which he has 9advocated with zeal and persistency 
for over thirty years. 

Since Hobson had the objective .of supporting .Ruskin's claim to be a· 

political econoI1,1ist ,. his study may not be completely neutral and 

unbiaseq. Since the study was written before Ruskin's death, it may 

have been too early to.measure Ruskin's influence or do complete justice 

to his ideas. Hobson was usually considered a heretic and a dissenter 

rather than an orthodox economiet and the development of economics since 

that time makes a modern interpretation af Ruskin desirable. Since. 

Hobson was a disciple of Ruskin, .it is not al.ways clear whetheJ;" he was 

9 John A. Hobson, John.Ruskin: Social Reformer (Boston, 1898), _,..... 
pp. viii-ix, 
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prese,ntiI).g his own ideas or those. of Ruskin. While Hobson I s study may 

be 0f some assistance to the present study, it does not remove the need 

for a modern study of Ruskin. A search was made for selections or 

editi.ons. of Ruskin I s works that have been edited by an economist, There 

are many such bo.oks. including editions of ~ this Last, Ruskiµ' s 

first book on political ecqnomy, and one edition of this work with an 

10 introduct.ion by an economist was found. This introduction, while 

useful, was not a definitive study of.Ruskin and was defective in 

omitting Munera Pulveris when listing Ruskin's writ~ngs on political 

economy, The third part of this search uncovered more studies of 

Ruskin's political economy by noneconomists and reinforced the conclu-

sion that economists have left the study of Ruskin's political economy 

to them. No recent material on Ruskin by economists was found in the 

third part of this search~ 

To summarize, Ruskin has been mostly ignored and neglected by 

economists, particularly in modern times. Most studies of Ruskin's. 

economic ideas have been made by scholars who are not.trained econo-

mists. These studies, while useful, are limited because of the lack of 

formal economic training on the part of those making the studyo There 

is a need for a study of Ruskin's political economy by a professional· 

economists trained in the modern neoclassical tradition. 

Reasens for the Neglect of Ruskin 

There are several reasons why Ruskin is largely ignored and unread 

at the present time both by economists and the general public. These 

lORichard T, Ely, .edo, ~ this ~' by John Ruskin (New York, 
1901). 
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r~asons; wh.ile explaining the neglect of Ruskin, do not completely 

justify it if his writings contain fruitful ins:i,ghts, inspirations and 

points of view of value today. For purposes. of exposition, the reasons 

for the neglect of Ruskin can be divided. into two categories~ those 

which pertain to his life style and which pertain to his martner of 

writing. 

Ruskin's.Life Styl~ 

Probably the mo.st important reason why Ruskin is ignored by 

economists is.that he was not considered an·economist, either during 

his own time or today.· He was never trained or employed as a profes-

sional. economist. It has been noted that Ruskin's reputation was 

first established as a critic of art and architecture. From 1843; when 

the first volume of Modern Painters was.published, until 1860 when; he 

wrote some.essays on political economy, Ruskin's work was.on subjects 

other than political economy. It ·is true that some of the elements of 

his ideas about political economy.were present in his writings on art 

and architecture, Ruskin recognized that his essays on art 

•.• have been coloured throughout,--nay; continually altered 
in sh,ape, and even warped and broken, by digressicms respect'-. 
ing social questions, which had for .me an interest tenfold 
greater than the work I had been. forced into undertaking. 
(VII, .p, 257) 

But when. Ruskin's essays on political economy were first printe4 in 

18,60, he was considered an intruder who knew nothing about economics. 

(XVII, p .. lxxxi) • Schumpeteir, who · referred to Ruskin as a minor 

prophet, dismissed him because he tried to criticize ;existing political 

economy without adequate preparation and mastery of the facts and 



t~chniques of ecpnomics. 11 Seligm.an al.so wrote.that :Ruskin was 

12 consider,ed a 11,rank amateur" by the aqademicia,ns. Ruskin ,contributed 

to, thiei assessment of hims:elf. by minimizing .the amptint. of reading in .· 
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polit;ical; economy ,that )le had done (XVI, p. 10). · While these judgements 

illustrate why ec;cmomists. ign~re Ruskin, th~y are not important for 

the· ma.in pl,lrpoae of .. this study. If Ruskin wrote sqmething .of value, he,. 

should not be ignored merely because he was.not a professional 

economist. 

He ,is commG.>nly:regarded 13,s a genius and a prophet. Wilenski 

thought Ruskin 11a genius because, at .his best, he displayed a great 

imaginat,ive grasp of fi,rst prinqipl~s and refused. to assume that· a 

pretty b],ossom meap.s a .whelesome fru:i,t, 1113 It .is expecting too much of 

Ruskin to require that he be a .. learned individual in economics, Addi-

tions . to the. stock of ,knowledge are frequently ·made by .. those who ~o , 

not accept the conventional ·knowledge •. Schumpeter wrqte, IIGeniuses and . 

propl').ets do not usually _excel in professional learning, and their 

orig:i.nali.ty, if any, is often due _tG precisely .the fa,ct that they do 

not. 1114 Ruskin was in opposition to th,e prevailing .theory·and practice. 

Even if .it is admit t~d his grasp of .economics was defective, a study· is · 

still needed to pqint .out his merits .and·· defec~s. The neglect of 

11 Joseph. A. Sc;:hump'.eter., Histary of Economic Analysis, .ed. 
Elizabeth B. Sc~umpeter. (New York, °1954), p. · 411. · · 

12Ben B. Seligman, Main Currents, in Modern Economics: Economic 
Thought ·Sine~ 18.70 (New, York, 1962), -p :-224: -

13 Reginald Howard Wilemiki, John Ruskin: An Introduction.~ 
Further Study of lli_ Life and Work (New York~ 19)3) ; p. 28. 

14 Joseph A. Schumpeter; Capitalism, Socia.liam, !ru!, Democrapy · 
(3rd ed., New·Yo:tk, 1950), p. ~L · · · 
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Ruskin by economists b~cauE;1e he was not·a professional economiE;1t·is not 

a.sufficient re~$on.fot ignoring him if his writings are of worth toda,y. 

Ruskin's peculiar personal life has had two effects •. Much study 

has been devoted to his personality and·personal life. Attention .has 

been diverted from his writings to this :kind ,of study. Further,. the. 

irregularities of.Ruskin's.life :have peen.a reaf:lon for discounting his. 

workand giving it less attention. His mental in$tability can be used 

as a mark. against him by those who do not·like what·he,wrote. 

Ruskin's relationships with his parents were unusuaL He was the 

only child of cousins who married rather late in life. There was some 

history of mental instabil;ity .in ·his family background as his·grand-

father conunitted suicide while insane. Some of Ruskin's own.mental 

problems may have been due .to his. her(;!dity .• 15 Ruskin was much indu,lged, 

by his father .. and, acc,ording_ to Wilenski, Ruskin's "self-indulgence . was 

a definite .weakness in his. character; quite independent of his men.tal 

16 
illness.'.' Ruskin' ei mother, a possessive, evangelical and. domineer:i.ng 

woman, took complete charge of his educa.tion---even to the extent of• 

taking rooms at. Oxford while he attended thl\'l University and requiring 

her son t6 visit her every evening. His earlier education wa.s almost .. 

entirely at home. ·· When Ruskin's. marriage failed, he moved back in with 

his parents and lived with the~ until their deaths.. It appears that 

Ruskin was yery much under, parental influence and cont.rel. 

15 
For a scholarly ·stu.dy of Ruskin's· ance.stry see Helen Gill 

Vilj.oen, Ruskin's Scottish.Heritage:_ ,A Prelude(Urbana, 1956). 

16wnenski; p, 37, The biographical information has. been drawn· 
from several sources that are in essential ag'I'.eement on the basic. facts~ 
The "Synopt;ic Tables." in Wilenski ,. pp. 15-24, provide a chronological 
outline ·of Ruski:n 's life •. 
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Throughout his life, Ruskin wa,s continually attracted to young 

girls. This may have been due·to an·unfortunate and frustrated love 

for one of the daughters of his father'·s French business partner. 

Ruskin first met Adele Domecq when, he was fourteen and the.Ruskin 

family dined·in'rte Do~ecq home. in Paris while. on tQeir way back to 

London from a European tour. Ruskin and Adele saw each 0th.er at 

infrequent intervals for a few years when their parents yisit.ed in each, 

other's home~. Ruskin ,was th.oroughly in love but Adele did not return 

his feelings. His mother looked upon the possibility .of ·her son 

marrying a Roman Cat.holic as being too .preposterous. even. to· be guarded 

against. Nothing developed from this relationship but. Ruskin appears 

to have been thoroughly-frustrated by·it. When Adele married, Ruskin 

suffered a physical breakdown·and left Oxford for a time. This affair 

may.be ·one of the reasons why Ruski:n was never able to develop a.mature 

relationship with a woman. It is al.so a possible .cause of later mental 

and emotianal problems. 

Ruskin's marriage was ,unusual and has received; much study. He 

married .Euphemia.Gray, a cousin, in 1848. She was.about nine years 

younger than·he. The marriage was never con:sununated even though they 

lived together for six yea.rs. In 1854, Euphemia left Ruskin and filed,. 

a suit for nullity .on ·the grounds of impote1'.ce. · Although Ruskin pre

pared a statement for his defense, he dec·ided not to use it and the .suit. 

was uncontested. The affair was a scandal to Victorian Englan~ and. 

Ruskin suffered some public .humiliation and·some adverse publicit,y. 

Hqwever, it does not .appear that he was personally affe.cted as he had 

been.in the earlier affair with Adele. An·attempt to vindicate Euphemia 
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Gray was made by James. 17 · In response to this Whitehouse wr0te a strong 

18 defense of Ruskino. A more·recent book dealing with .some of the 

relationships was written by Lutyen~. 19 

In 1858, Ruskin, nearly forty, met Rose La Touche, then a child of 

ten.· She became a student of his, taking drawing lessons and this was 

the beginning of an unusual relationship that lasted until her death in 

1875, Withi,n a year of the first. meeting, Ruskin was in love with her, 

perhaps because of her youth, and in·spite of the difference.in.their 

ages. He proposed. marriage whe-q Rose was eighteen but she put him off 

until .she was twenty-one. At that t:l.met.she again postponed a decision 

and then later definitely refused to marry him at all. Since Rose was 

almost a religious fanatic, one of her reasons for re~using Ruskin was 

his 11 deconversion11 ,from evangelical protestantism, Rose's mother had 

received an unfavorable report from Ruskin's first wife about his treat-

ment of her, · The whole episode represents an infantile .strain in 

Ruskin and he was frequently so ob$essed with Rose that he was unable 

to work, His writings and lectures during .this period of time .contain 

many allusions and references to Rose, 

Wilenski's study of Ruskin's life and writing convinced him that 

Ruskin was "a mental invalid all hi,s life, 1120 Although not a psycholo-

gist, Wilenski. concluded. Ruskin's illness was a type of manic-depression 

17 s· · 1r William Milbourne James, ed. John'Ruskin and Effie Gray 
(New York, 1947), 

18 John Howard Whitehouse, .Vindication of Ruskin (iondon, 1950), 

19 Mary Lutyens, Millais. and th~ Ruskins (New York, 1967), 

20w·1 k' 10 1 ens 1, p, . , 
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and that traces of this illness·appea.red in.Ruskiµ's writings as early 

as 1843. During peri.ods of hyper-confidence~ Ruskin thought -he had 

exceptional ;knowledge of nature -and -of the intentic;ms of. God. He 

planned · vas.t and grandiose 'schemes · of .:work during the_se periods~ These 

periods alternated with periods . pf· depression during which Ruskin was._ 

listless. and suffered from a. sense of fa-ilure, He showed flashes of 

persecution mania-and· inferiority complex. He complained of physical 

illn~ss, showed a hatred towards the wo;rld and blamed his parents for 

his own self-indulgences. These periods of st,tper-confidence and 

depression alternated ·and. continued througbout,Ruskip's life, They 

intensified :until Ruskin Sl\ffered a series -of attacks of madness af 

varying length and. intensity from 1878 ta 1889. His mental state 

showed characteristics of extreme mobH:l,ty af intEJrest, inabiUty to 

concentrate, alternating periods of euphoria and depression and an 

incr.ease of irritabil:l. ty, . o bsessio~.s, delusions and· eccentric , conduct. 

From ,1889 _until his _death. in 1900, _Ruskin remained· in __ almost ·complete 

seclusion •. -

Some of · the more unusual -_and irregular details of Ruskin's. lif~ 

have been presented because they have attracted study away from.his 

writings and have· caused. his work to be given ,less impor.tance. While, 

each person's work ;is in:f;luenced by his own personality, Ruskin's 

writings have been particularly,inflt,tenced by.his. Yet, from a certain 

point of view, this biographical material :.should be cori.s:j.dered irrele-,.. 

vant:. While Ruskin's personal life is interesting .. because it_ was 

unusual and although his. mental instability in:l;luen,ced his writings, it , 

is still necessary to .. consider objectively what he did write. It .is·· 

necessary to go to his writings, to study.and analyze.them and to 
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evaluate, their wortho A knowledge of his personality maybe helpfu,l in 

understanding and in interpreting his writings but their value and 

worth must be determined by what he actually wrote and not by his 

mental aberrations at the time. On the.other hand, Ruskin's'mental. 

illness shoulq. not be used to dism:i,ss arbitrarily what he.did without 

a proper evaluati.on. Just as Van Gogh's mental illness. does not cause 

his pictures to be rej ect,ed arbitrarily so Ruskin's mental illness 

should ne>t cause all of ,his writings to be rejected surnmarilyo Yet·it 

seems very likely that Ruskin's personal life style has attracted 

excessive interest away fr.om the study of his writing and has caused 

his work to be discQunted and given les.s attentiono 

Ruskin's.Sty!~ of Writing 

Even if an economist overlooks the, fact .that Ruskin was not. a 

professi0nal .econ0mist or if a reader goes beyond · the studies of 

Ruskin's life to study his writings, there are some difficulties in 

Ruskin's manner of writing that tend·to discourage a reader, Some of 

Ruskin's writings contain very fine prose but eyen this has been 

cri.ticized o He was thought to be a "word painter" rather than a writer 

of important truths and insightso Schumpeter thought Ruskin's crit

icisms 0f art had thems.elves become .works of art. 21 Attention has· 

been given to Ruskin's manner of expression rather than to what he 

wrot:e; 

But his writ:ings. pres.ent more, important difficulties, particularly 

to a modern readeri One of these difficulties .is· that Ruskin '.s ideas 

21schumpeter, History of Economic Analysis, po 411. 
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on polit~cal.econQmy are not systemat;:ical;ly colleq1;:ed.and presented in 

one plac.e but are .scattereq. 1;:hroughout his writings. For example, the 

index-to the Library Edition, gives references to twenty.volumes under 

the subject "Political Economy" (XXXIX; pp. ·415-417). Under. "Usury," .. ·. 

references are given to fifte~n 'different volumes· (XXXIX,. p. 64~). No 

matter the particular top:i,.c, Ruskin apparently felt it. nece,ssary · to 

express his economi.c ideas. On -the other -hand, writiD;gs consideri'Q.g 

mainly political ecot,.omy. contain numeraus digres.sions ·into· other topics. 

In his later writings especially, Ruskin seems to have written whatever 

came into.his mind witho1,1.t'attempting .to stay ·on.the subject. Almost 

every paragraph may start a new train of thought. Part·of this may be 

due to Ruskin's geriius and wide interest; .however, it ·is.most frust;rat-.. 

ing . to the, reader. Ruskin himself recognized· this problem. "l3ut it is 

the best·I can·do: it expresses the thoughts t~at come t@,l!le a$ they 

come; and I ha~e no time just now to· put them into more int~lligble · 

words" (XXVII; p. 293) •. This characteristic of Ruskin's writing may be,. 

attributeµ to his e:x;cess.ive mobility. of it;1terest and his. inab,ility to. 

concentrate on a particular subject fo.r · an :extended time. It may· also 

shew a certain amount·of arrogance and self7 indulgence. · Rusk:1.n·was 

indulging himself when, he fr.eely expressed his opinion .on many topics 

and was indic.ating his arrogances . in· believing that hi.s opinions were 

22 
always corrE;!c t. . 

Since Ruskin was .a mor1;1_list and a reaqer of the ,Bib!~, his. writing , 

is heavily over.la.id with moral to11es and bib_lical references~ He is 

22 Kenneth Clark, ed., Ruskin Today (New York., 1965), p. xv. 
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continually preaching and telling_ people what to do. Every subject 

seems to hE!,ve been considered. a brap.oh. of morals, and at times, Ruskin . 

seeme to b~ giving sermons. While some people may enjoy good · sermons_, 

once it departs from .what· .. they want to hea.r, they turn away and so . 

23 Ruskin is . not widely read. · Biblical .references are conu_nori and · even · 

the title ·of Ruskin's first, book ori political. economy, Unto this Last., 

is from _the Bible.: However, bibical references have lost their 

meaning for generatforis who did not grow up memori~ing Bible passages 

as a matter of course. Furth.ermore, the Bible ;references· seem to 

signal that Ruskin has quit thinking for himself and is relying upon the, 

quotation to carry the tbougbt, 

Some of Ruskin's. writings are difficult to understand because of 

the convolutions. and intricacies of his rhetoric. To illustrate, ·he 

used cryptic title~, as Muti:era Pulve:ds ancj. Fors Clavigerc9.. These·· 

titles may have no . particular meaning or they may. have several diff,erent · 

mel:l,nings. "'Fors' is the best part. of three good, Engli,sh words, Force, 

Fortit:ude, and Fortup.e •••• Clava means a club, Clavis, a key. 

Clavus, a nail, or a rudder" (XXVIr; p·. 28). Ruskin's writings cont:ain. 

numer.ous ;references· to the classical. languages, Greek and Latin. These. 

classical·languages are not translated. He made frequent references to 

classical literature, In _discussing commerce~ he. quoted from The 

Merchant of Venice and fre>m_Dante's Inferno (XVII, pp. 222-223). 

Ruskin coined new words such as "illth," which he.used for the opposite 

of wealth (XVII, :p. 89)_. He also _returned. to obsolete definitions of 

old. words., Hi~ edit.ors, recClgnizing .Rusk:f_.n' s obscurantism in ·Mun.era 

23Ibid,, p. xiv. 
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Pulveris, commented. "there is mixed with it so much of excu·rsus into 

classical field,s, so much of verbal and literary argument, that readers 

fail to keep hold of the main thread" (XVII, p, lxiii), Ruskin also 

recognized the problem and advised the reader: "Whenever you are 

puzzled by an apparently mistaken use of words in these essays, take 

your dictionary, remembering I had to fix terms, as well. as prirtci,plesll 

(XVII, p. 249n), Some passages which combine most of these character~ 

istics are almost totally confused and incoherent, 

Ruski.n exhibited in his writing another characteristic that may 

discourage the reader. On·occasion he appeared hostile, showing signs 

24 
of hate and contempt for his readers, It is almost as if Ruskin were 

verbally assaulting th.e reader. While this may .be due to Ruskin's 

mental problems, most·readers do not like to be attacked, For example, 

Ruskin wrote, "Your voices are not worth a rat~s squeak, either in 

Parliament or out .. of it, till you have some .. ideas tci utter with .them 

• , ," (XVII, p, 326), In addition, some of Ruskin's writings appear 

to be utter nonsense, although it is difficult to make this judgment 

since'some of what he proposed, thought nonsense at .the time, has come 

to be accepted, Althqugh these characteristics make reading and under-

standing Ruskin difficult and explain why he is not widely read, they 

still do not· justi,fy ignoring all hi$ writings, if he conttibuted 

conc.epts of value .. 

24Gaylord .C. LeRoy, "Ruskin and 'The Conditi.on of England'," The 
South Atlantic Quarterly, XLVII (1948), p. 539. 
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Summary· 

A survey of the literature shows that Ruskin is largely ignored 

and neglected, particularly by present day economistso He receives· 

only·slight treatment in histories of economic thought. The studies of 

Ruskin, even of his political economy, have been made, for the most 

part, by noneconomists, Generally economists have not written articles 

about Ruskin or his economic ideas. The studies .that have been made by 

economists are either fragmentary or. their reliability and objectivity . 

is questionable; Since analysis of Ruskin's economics should not be 

left entirely to individuals who are not trained economists, this search 

of the literature supports the need for a study to fill a gap.in the 

history of economic thoughto 

Economists have pot given much.attention to Ruskin because he is 

not considered art economist. Since Ruskin '.s personality and personal 

life .were unusual, much study that could have been devoted to his 

writings has been directed t6 his lifeo His mental illness has also 

caused his writin,gs to be dismissed without thorough study, His style 

· of writing, disc;:ouraging and frustrating to the reader, appears to be 

another reason why Ruskin is not widely r~ad or studied today. While 

these reasons explain, they do not entirely justify the neglect of 

Ruskin, 



CHAPTER III 

RUSKIN I S MOVEMENT FROM THE CRITICISM OF ART · 

TO THE CRITICISM OF POLITICAL ECONOMY 

Ruskin,, over a pet:iod of ·years, .:turned hi~ atten,tion more· and more 

to polit~cal. economy un.til, he finally wrote directly on, the subject.; . . . 

Tl"/.is cl).ange of at;:tent;:ion .was a gradual development rather than an-abrupt 

shift;:. After initially writing on politiqal economy; Ruskin did not 

restrict himself to this subject. Instead, he .left'the subject of· 

politiqal ec,onomy, turned, his .attention back to ot;:her subj~cts .and 

returq.ed to politic&l'economy at in,tervals. The first part of this 

chapter traces .the developmen,t of his interest in politic~! eco,nomy in 

oi:der. to show his gradual change of _emphasis.. Ruskin's first int;:erest · 

was nature and·the representation _of·nat;ure in landscape painting. His 

study.of painting ·broadened to incl\,\de.athei;- types of painting and~ 

eventually, archi~ecture, particularly the ornamentation of build:i;ngs~ 

From thh interest, he movec;l to a study of the men who did the art wor~. 

His study of. m~m l~d to the study: e:>'f. society and the ec:;onon_dc system. · 

His interest in the econ6miG ·· system naturally led .ta the study of .. the 

economic theory. whi~h att:empted to. explain the economic system. The 

information .about. the development -.of Ruskin ',s · interest ·in, politic-al 

economy.comes froII). his own writings. 

Some .of Ruskin \s writings con.sider the subject of political economy 

directly. The second part of this chapter introduces .these writings, 

.., "7 
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explain,s the circumstances under which they were written and the,purpose 

Ruskin had in mind when he wrote them. These writings are the primary 

source upon which this·study is based, 

Since. Ruskin was not a professi.onal economist, questions have been 

raised about his· qualificati.ons. for writin,g on .. the subject, The third 

part of this chapter presents and ev,aluates Ruskin's qualifications, 

Obviously. Ruski.n thought he wa,s qualified and furthermore Hobson 

defended his qualif:i,cati.ons, Ruskin was not well prepared in the sense 

of having studied, and mastered the classical economic system or its 

analytical techniques, but he did bring certain abilities to the study 

of political economy; It appears that Ruskin's method of study was to 

accumulate information and data through reading and observation, His 

method of accumulating information can.best be described as casual 

empiricism, He _thought about, .this information until he reached certain 

conclusions, He developed and presented these conclusions in his 

writings and lectures, along with information, examples and analogies 

that supported the conclusions, However, he tended to ignore 

conflicting data or ideas. 

The last part of this chapter prese11ts and·analyzes Ruskin's 

criticism of orthodox political economy and the economists, This 

critictsm is both general, covering all of political economy, and 

specific, considering certaiI). topics, Political economy.was 

irreligious and unscientific according to Ruskin. He thought consump-:

tion was ignored and that·ecqnomists did not·properly define ,their 

terms, Some of. Ruskin's crit.icism was well-founded and justified whil,e 

some of it was based on.a lackc of u11derstanding of economic theory, 
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This chapter, then, traces Ruskin's interest in political economy, 

introduces his major writings on the subject, examines. his quali.fica-

tions and analyzes his attack upon traditional political economy, 

The Development of Ruskin's Interest 

in Political Economy 

John Ruskin, in referring to himself at the age of twenty, wrote, 

11 I had never myself seen Death; nor had any part in the grief or anxiety 

of a sick chamber; norhad I ever seen, far less conceived, the misery 

of unaided poverty" (XXXV, pp. 232-233). This sentence illustrates his 

sheltered upbringing and an early lack of concern about economic and 

social questions, despite his extensive travels thrqughout England and 

Europe.· Eventually, however, he became aware of social questions and 

his writings on art and architecture reflected this awareness.. In 

studying architecture, Ruskin wrote: 

, the preference accorded finally to one school over 
another, is founded on a .. comparison· of their. influences on the 
life .of the workman-:--a questfori by all other writers on the 
subject of archite.cture wholly forgotten or despised, (VI±, p. 
257). 

Ruskin was int.erested both in the type of architecture produced and in 

the effect of the work upon the helillth and character of the work.man, 

He thought good art came only from artists who took pleasure in their 

work; Concerning the ornamentation ori buildings, Ruskin asked, "Was it 

done with enjoyment-,--was the carver happy while .he was about·it? 11 

Making .the ornamentation might be hard but "it must have been happy 

too, or it will not be living" (VII, p, 218). · Ruskin's concern about 

the effect of the employment upon the workers was illustrated when he; 



though writing about architecture, questioned the kind of employment 

that: consumer spending provided. 

It is not enough to find men:pbsolute subsistence; we should 
think of the manner of life which our demands necessitate; 
and endeavor, as far as may be, to make all our needs such as 
may, in ·the supply of them, .raise., as well as feed, the poor. 
It is fa:r bette.r to give work which is above the men, than to 
educate the men to be above their.work, (VIII, p. 264) 
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He wondered whether consumer spending bought products that were produced 

under good and healthy .work situations or wheth.er it bought articles 

produced under unwholesome conditions of emploYJD.ent. Furthe+more, he. 

wanted consumers to think about th.is question in making their buying 

decisiqns. 

Ruskin's "first clue to the re.al sources of wrong in the social . 

laws of modern Europe'' came from listening to the daughters of Peter 

Domecq and their husbands (XXXV, p, 409). Domecq was the ownE?r of 

large wine producing properties in Spain and France and the partner of 

Ruskin's father, who sold the wine to.English customers. On one 

occasion, apparently in 1845, when the Domecqs visited in the Ruskin 

home, the conversation was 11of their Spanish labourers and·French 

tenantry, with no idea whatever respecting them but .. that, except as 

producers by their labour of money to be spent in Paris, they were 

cumberers of the ground" (XXXV, p, 409). Ruskin was upset when he 

began to.compare the lives of the Domecq and Ruskin families with those 

of the laborers. The work of the laborers produced the wine. yet they 

received very little and lived simply. In contrast, the Domecq and 

Ruskin families, while they did not work so hard, received much and 

were able to live luxuriously. Ruskin began to: 



•.• contr~st the luxury-and cG>ntinual-opportunity of my. 
own exulting days; with the poverty and captivity, or, as it 
seemed to chance always, :fatal issue :0f · any efforts to· escape 
from these., in which my cousins, the ·only· creatures whom I. had 
to. care. for, beyond my hom~-, were each · and all . spending, or 
ending, their l~bor:$.ous, yotit}:l.. (XXXV, p. 409) 

Since Ruskin's inter~st in political·ec~nomy was aroused, he refid the· 

works of Sismondii in 18.45 while ;on 'his_ first ·trj,p abr.oad. withQut his 
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parents (XXXV, p. 356). Tw~ years later, while staying .in Scotla!).d; he 

had ."wise thoughts and wholesome slee,p aft.er them. These thoughts are 

sca.ttered up a!).d·down in.~ .. and Mu:nera Pul:veris 11 (VIII, p. xxvii). 

In '. 184 9, when Ruskin was thirty, a journey gave him .. "knowledge of . the 

agricultu!'.al conditions·of the great Alpine Chain which.was the origin 

of · the design of St. George '·s Guild," a society. established later by .. 

him (XXXV, p. 437). From 1854-.1858, Ruskin was directly assaci.ated with 

the.Working Men's-College, teaching .classes in art and drawing. This 

College was organized by·a group.of men insp,ired, by Frede:r:ick Denison 

Mi;turice, a Christian Socialist. The College provided education for the 

working cl.asses· to _satisfy some of their intellectual and cultural. 

desires. While Ru1;1kin ',s off,icial title wa,s ·Master :of the Elemeiita.ry 

and Landscape School of Drawing at the Working Men's Institute, he came 

into mqre contact wi;h members of tl,le working classes~ This undoubte.ply'. 

increased his interest in -their conditions of life~, Afte;r ·1858, 

althoug.h not. teaching regularly, he .ccmtinqed his associ1;1.,tion wit}:l the. 

institution by ret4rniil,g to teach for short tertl].s or to-give lectur~s. 

Wr.iting ta Mrs Carlyle·. in 1855, Ruskiri commen.ted: 

My stµdies ·of. political ecenomy. have induced me to think also , 
that nobody knows.anyt'b,ing .about that, and I am .at•present; 
engaged :in an ,investigati,on, bn independent principles, of .. 
the Natures of, Money, Rent; and Taxes, in an abstract form,. 
whiqh som_etimes keep· me awake ·all night. (V, p. 1) 
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Certainly, the infl,uence of.Carlyle upon Ruskin increased his awareness 

of socia,1 problems. Rt1skin considered himself a disciple of, Carlyle, 

looking upon Carlyle as his mast.er. . He ·read anq learned a great dea,1 

1· from Carlyle, the strongest influence on his lifet next to his mother. 

Therefore, it is evident that ovet a period of time Ruskin's'intetest·in. 

polit.ical economy increased: he thaught more about .the economic 

system: and political economy and began to write aqd·lecture on the· 

subject:, 

Ruskin '.s Majer· Works on Politic.al Economy· 

While in Venice in 1852, Ruskin wrote three letters to The 

LLond9nJ.· Times· about the principles of taxation, representation, .and 

educat.ion. Instead of sending the letters directly to the .paper, he 

sent them .. to his. father who withhelp them from publicatioI?,, Th~ letters . 

an tax.ation and representati,an, .first published· in the Library Editioll,, 

ar~ Rusk.in' s first writings focusing upan politic.al and· economic ques-

tions, These letters were writteq because, tha1,1gh the Corn Laws ha<;l 

been. abolished, "the Conserv:ative Party under Disraeli were still 

han.kering after a return to protection" (XII, p, lxxix). Ruskin want.ed 

to. infl.uence · public :apinion in favor of free trade and he wanted • to be. 

able .to refer ta the _letters later, Fain, after studying th,e letters 

betw.een Ruskin and_ his father, assumed that his father's opposition ,kept. 

Ruskin from palitic;:al econot:Jly for a number :Of years; presented evidence 

ta st1ppor,t this assumption and concluded _that 1 without .parental. 

1Benjamin Evans Lippincott; Victorian Critics & Democracy 
(Minneapolis, 1938), p. 59. 
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opposition, Ruskin wou+d have written on political.economy tep years 

earlier than he .did an.d · mad.e a more orderly and significant contribution 

in·the field. 2 

In 1857 Ruskin presented two lectures at Manchester on "The 

Political Economy of Art,," These lectures were published the same year 

and later re-issued with some additions as"! Joy ill Ever" and its 

Price in the Market in 1880 (XVI, p, xvii). Ruskin lectured because he 

wanted to enlarge his audience and.to help contribute to the.immediate 

betterment of soci.al and econom:!.c conditions, Ostensibly, these 

lectures applied ,economic.µiethods and terminology to the discovery, 

applicatj,.on, accumulation and distribution of artists .and art ·work; but 

they also con.ta.in some of the basic ideas of· Ruskin's proposals fqr 

social reform, especially those for a paternalistic government. These 

lectures were delivered during a period of commercial depression and at 

Manchester, the center ,of laissez. faire doctrines (XVI, .p. xxivh 

While touring England in 1859 Ruskin was shocked by the.ugliness 

that· was "blackening the coun~ry''. and by the "gloomy squalor of the 

workmen's life. 113 In 1860, after thinking about this situation, Ruskin 

wrote a series of ,essays· for publication in Cornhill magazine, In all, 

four essays were written and printed, The essays aroused a storm of 

controversy almost immediately, directed at Ruskin; the editor, William , 

Makepeace Thackeray; .and tl1e publisher, George Smith. Primarily, 

critics objected to the nature of his atta;ek upon orthodox doctrine and 

policy. After the firf:it three essays, Ruskin .was informed that only•one 

2 John Tyree Fain, IIRuskin and His Father, 11 PMLA, LIX (194,4), pp, 
238-242, 

3 Wilenski, p, 385. 
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more essay would be accepted. In 1862 these four essays were collected 

and published in a book entitled Unto. this ~· !!!ltQ_ this Last 

attacked existing doctrine, presented brief deUnitions of concepts used 

by Ruskin and some·proposals for change, It was an attempt to. moralize 

and humanize political economy apd to overthrow the accepted doctrine, 

In 1861, Ruskin received a letter from J. A.· Froude, a friend of 

Carlyle and .edi te.r of . Fraser's .Magazine,. inviting him to submit. some 

articles on political economy (XVII, p. 1). Therefore, Ruskin began a 

second series of essays upon political economy which appeared during 

1862-1863. These essays·brqught forth similar hostility and critici~m 

with the publishers preventing Froude from publishing any mote essays 

after the fourth ,one appear,ed in April, 1863, In 1871-la72, these 

essays were collec:ted.and published in a book entit],ed Munera Pulveris. 

In Mtinera Pulveris, Ruskin gave a :more detailed definition ef some con

cepts 1.1sed in Unto ~ ~,. extended his analysis to some additional· 

topics .and, in g~neral, presen.ted his reconstruc:tion of polit:Lcal 

economy. Both Qn£.Q_ -~ Last and Munera Pulveris are incomplete since 

Ruskin was not allowed to fipish his series of essays in either case. 

In 1867, Ruskin began writing .a series of letters to Thomc;1.s Dixon, 

a workman, who had written to .Ruskin about political economy, These 

letters, later collected and publi~hed as~~ Tide, were writte~ 

at the time of the Parlimentary debate on the. question of reforming 

Parliament and elections. In these letterf:it Ruskin presented his 

ideas abou.t economic~ polit:1,cal and- social reform. His organization of 

an ideal state and economy was included in.these letters. They con

tained a working out of Ruskin's ideas in laws, customs and 
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institutions, During the 1860's Ruskin wrote letters to various 

newspapers on economic questions. 

In 1871, Ruskin began a ser.ies .of· letters to the working men of. 

England. These let~ers, similar to a monthly magazi~e, were written, 

publi$hed and sold by Ruskin himself, The letters, entitled Fors 

Clavigera, continued on a monthly basis until March, 1878, thereafter at 

regular intervals until 1884. There are a total of ninety-six of these 

letters, collected in volumes during Ruskin's life, These letters 

appear to be written.on any subject that came into.Ruskin's mind, They 

included some of his ideas which had changed over a period of time as 

well as more e~tensive definitiqns and analysis of his earlier ideas, 

They were an attempt by Ruskin to put some of his ideas into practice 

and they promoted his organization, ,the Guild of St. George. 

While Ruskin's ideas about political economy were scattered 

throughout his writings, Unto this~' Munera Pulveris, Time .and Tide 

and~ Calvigera (although each contai~s many digressions into oth~r 

subjects) deal most directly with political economy,· To generalize, 

Unto ~ ~ is an attack upon classical economic theory while 

Munera Pulveris is an alternative reconstruction o:f political economy. 

Time and Tide contains Ruskin's proposals for reorganizing society and --~ ' 

the economic system. Fors Clayigera represents Ruskin's attempt to 

bring about change through individual action. 

Ruskin's Qualifications for Political Economy 

John Ruskin was ne.ither educated nor trained as a political 

economist, Because of his writings in political economy, he was 

attacked for not having read and studied more classical economics. He 
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himself contributed tq thi~ criticism by declaring he did notread 

modern authors. However, an . exami_nation of his. writ:f,ngs. leads one to 

conclude that-Ruskin .was more fijmiliar with the works of classical 

economists than.he admitt~d. He frequently referred to John Stuart·Mill 

al'l;d his writings. References were.made to Adam Smith, .David Ricardo, 

Henry Fawcett, J. E. ·Cairnes and. others. But Ruskin did not read 

the writing~ of these.economists with a sympathetic or a detached point 

of .view.. Instead, it appears that his reading was designed to pick out. 

examples and passages to criticize since that was his usual reference 

to these authors. This illustrates some familiarity with the works of.· 

these authors.but not a good understanding of them. Neither is this. 

approach completely fair·or,scientiftc since it is easy to take 

passages out.of context and misinterpret them. 

Ruskin showed more familiarity with writings of some Greek and 

Roman authors and he expressed.his debt to them. In_explaining !!E1.Q. 

£.h.!!. ~' Ruskin wrote that· its purpose. was to give: 

for the first.time in plain English,--,.it has often 
been incidentil\l,lly given in gqod Greek,by Plato·and· 
Xenophon. and good Latin by Cic~ro and Horace,--a logical 
definition of WEALTH: such definition being absolut~ly 
needeq for a basis of : econQmical sc:i,ence. ' (XVII, p. 18) 

In his letters Ruskin noted.he had been reading Xenophon and Livy whom 

he called the Roman Homer.(XVII, p. xlvi). He stud:l.ed Xenophon,.Platq, 

Homer, . Livy,. Horace and the economy. of Athens.with the intention of 

writing some essays on politicql economy (XVII, p. xlix). The influence 

of the. Greeks upon Ruskin was more important _than that of the Romans 

and Xenophon and Plato were the Greek authors that Ruskin was most· 

indebted to, Ruskin attempted to·return the study of political economy 

to the basic ideas of the Greek and Roman authors that he read. Instead 
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of working with the classical.economic system, he tried to reintroduce 

a Greek theory of economi~s. Undoubtedly, Ruskin would have been more 

easily understood and accepted if he had expressed his ideas in the 

terms of his contemporaries rather than relying so heavily upon the 

classics and attempting to return to their terms. 

In addition to his reading, Ruskin was exposed to the business and 

commercial world, As a result of attending business dinners which his 

father gave for his wine customers, Ruskin formed an "extremely low 

estimate of the commercial mind as such;--estimate which I have never 

had the slightest reason to alter" (XXXV, p. 130). At the time of the 

controversy about Unto !h.!..§_~, Ruskin, in a letter commented that 

"having passed all my life in clc;ise connection with the mercantile 

world and hearing these subj ect.s often discussed. by men of business at 

my father's table, I am likely to know pretty well what I am about 

(XXXVI, p. 340), Ruskin's knowledge of business was not very 

thorough since his father encouraged him in literary matters and until 

his death in 1864 handled all the business matters in connection with 

the publication of.Ruskin's books. But with his powers of observation 

Ruskin probably picked up some knowledge of business matters useful 

when he.wrote on polittcal economy, 

Since Ruskin's writings on art and architecture contained 

excursions into economic questions, his interest in political economy 

II 

is demonstrably a long~standing and gradual development. He looked upon 

art as an expression of national life and character, and this led him 

to examine the principles of national well-being. He concluded that 

good and beautiful art work would be achieved only after better 
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conditions of economic, so cf.al and political l:f..fe were obtained •. · His 

studies of ancient Athens and.of medieval Venice convince<;!. him that.good 

art work is possibly only under the proper economic and social condi-

tions (XVII, pp. xxiv-xxv). Ruskin thought his study of the fine arts 

had uniquely fitted him to analyze political economy and that 11no 

exhaustive examination of the subject was possible to any person 

unacquainted with t~e value of the,products of the highest industries 

commonly called the '~ine Arts' ••• 11 (XVII, p. 131). Hobson sided 

with Ruskin, believing that Ruskin was a "skilled specialist in the 

finer qualities of wqrk on one hand, and of enjoyment or consumption on 

4 the other hand." He contended that Ruskin's study of art, architecture 

and handicrafts provided a "wide and·varied knowledge of the handling of. 

different tools and tnaterials for the .. production of. useful and beau ti-. 

5 ful goods," Hobson concluded that so far as a "first-:-hand knowledge 

of work.and its results is concerned, Mr. Ruskin enjoyed an immense 

6 superiority over his opponents." Ruskin wanted all work, if possible, 

to be on the same basiij as art work. Workers should do work that they 

liked and their obj~ct should be the performance of good w9rk first and 

only then the earning of income. 

Since Ruskin was.a man.of letters, one of the qualifications that 

he brought to political economy was his literary ability. Unto this 

7 
~ is now regarded, in many ways, as his greatest work. Hobson 

4 Hobson, John Ruskin: Social Reformer, p. 70. 

5Ibid, 

6 Ibid. , p. 71. 

7 Clark, p. ix. 
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thought.Ruskin's mast~ry of the language was an advantage and while he. 

did not always agree with Ruskin's passion for going to the roots of 

words, he . thought th.at Ruskin's 

••• habit of int~lligent scrutiny applied to such terms as 
'value,' 'capital,' 'profit;' 'constdption,' was really use
ful in exposing the ambiguity and fi1sification of facts to 
which these terms have lent themselves.a 

Ruskin was able to use words with exactness and precision, ·although not 

always with c+arity (XVII, p. xxx), On balance, at t~e present time, 

Rusk:J.n's style of writing is much more.of a handicap than an advantage. 

since it keeps him from being widely read. 

In addition to the above.characteristics, Ruskin did not:have any 

particular bias nor.was he servile to authority, according to Hobson,· 

9 who praised. "his fearless hone1;1ty in dealing with all seen facts." 

Hobson also thought that all who had closely read Ruskin's words "must 

10 admit his wonderful faculty of minute analysis," Hobson concluded 

that Ruskin was very competent to write about political economy but he 

was mildly critic~l of Ruskin's 

lack of opportunity of early free contact·with the 
labouring classes, whose work and life is of prime importanc~ 
in economic st;udy, and an·in1;1uff:j.cient grasp of evolution in. 
the structure of industr.ial and political insti.tut:j.ons .11 

Ruskin brought.certain qualifications to the·study of politic~l 

economy, partic~lar+y his ability to grasp first.principles and his, 

knowledge of Greek political economy. and of the-. fine arts. But: he was 

8 Hobsc;m, ~ -Ruskin: Social_,Reformer,, p. 72. · 

9Ibid. 

lOibid,, p. 73. 

11Ibid., p. 74. 
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handicapped in his study of political,economy by his refusal to read 

and understand the.classical econorni~ system and by his mental problems 

whi(:!h interfered with his study·. of the subject, and with h:f.s· ability to 

express. himself in a comprehensible .fashion •. Howeyer, more. important 

than his qualificB:tio~s·is an analysb of what he wrot;e~ 

Ruskin's Criticism .of Classical Theory 

Ruskin emphasized that he d:j..d not just diff.er with other political 

economists b~t that they were absolutely contrary and in direct 

collision with him (XXVI; p. 584). His violent feelings towards 

traditio-qal political.economy and orthodox economists develope4 and 

became more pronounced during the period of time he was writing about 

political econo~y. Ruskin's attack was frequently vicious and also. 

personal,as he attempted to overturn and destroy existing eco~omic 

doctrine, He made.several general criticisms of political economy •. 

Ruskin, with his knowledge of the Bible and Christianity, attacked 

political econo-qi.y on .moral and .religious grounds claitD:ing that. it was 

immo.ral and irreligious.- He argued. that politi-cal .economy was not a 

science. Ruskin also ,asserted that existing political economy,did not· 

understand.· the t~ue nature of man. 

In additio-q to these general indictments of.classical economi~s, 

Ruskit). criticized the ·definit.ion _and use of. certain speci:l;ic concepts. 

He did not think the classical economists had satisfactorily defined 

wealth. He-thought they overemphasized the medium of exchange function 

of money. He believed that the orthodox economists .were incapable of 

understanding and explaining intr..insic va:j.ue. Neither did he believe 
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that production .had been adequately, defined. Further, ther:e were some 

other ideas that Ruskin disagreed with concerning the spending ,of money. 

General Criticisms 

Ruskin attacked political economy on moral and·religious grounds 

because he thought there was a fundamental conflict between political 

economy and religion.' The political economists had a knowledge of God, 

but they believed He could not rule.and His laws would n0,t wor:k, 

according to.Ruskin. He thought the belief of political economists 

that the "laws of the Devil were the only practical ones, and that the 

laws of.God were merely a form of poetical.language, passed all that I 

had ever before.heard or read of moral infidelity" (VU, p. 448). In 

his private letters, Ruskin was even more.vehement in condemning 

political economy on moral grounds. 

The Sc~ence of Polit~cal Economy is a Lie,--wholly .and to the 
very root (as hitherto taught). It is also the Damnedest,~
that is to say, the most utterly and to the lowest pit con
demned of God.and his Angels--that the Devil, or Betrayer of 
Men, has yet invented, except.his (the Devil's) theory of 
Sanctificationo To this ·'science,' and to this alone.(the 
professed and organised, pursuit,of Money) is owing All the. 
evil of modern days. I say All, The Monastic theory is at 
an end. It is now the Money theory whicµ corrupts the Church,, 
corrupts .the household life, destroys honour, beauty, and life 
througqout the universe, (XVII, p. lxxxii) 

This passage, while illustrating Ruskin's attack on.economics on mqral 

grounds, also ,shows that he was critical of economics. because. he did 

not. like the results of the economic system. He believed .the economic 

system produced ugliness and.corruption rather than beauty. To contrast 

existing political economy and his political economy on religious 

grounds, Ruskin drew up the following outline.: 



ECONOMY : ·, GOD I s AND THE DEVIL I s 

Devil~s, and.Fool's 
Political Economy 

1. · That ggod things.are only 1. 
good, if :they can be 
turned into money. 

2. That all human prosperity 2. 
must be founded on the 
vices,of human nature, 
because these are the 
essential powers of human 
nature, and its virtues· 
are accidental and 
impotent. 

3. That every man.is bound to 3. 
form, and at liberty to .. 
follow, his own opinion 
on all matters concerning 
him. 

4. That there is no Devil• 4. 
no Life, .and ne God. 

God, and His-Servant's 
Economy. 

That money is only good 
i{ it can be.turned into· 
goqd·things. 
That all human pros
perity lllUSt be founde4 
on the virtues of human 
nature, because these. 
are·the essential 
powers of human nature, 
and its vices are: 
accidental and impotent. 
That every man is bound, 
to know, and under orders 
to· follow, God's opinion 
on all matters concerning 
him. 
(indivisible). That 
there is an Eternal 
God, an Eternal Life·and 
an Eternal Death. 
(XXIX, p. 562) 

Obviously, Ruskin's politi,cal,economy was of God while .that pf his 
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opponents was of·tq.e Devil. Ruskin believed he.was following the Bible 

in his politicc!,1 economy and.he made-frequent references to it. In 

addition, there are moral strains throughout hiel writings on politi,cal. 

economy and he was attempting to bring moral considerations directly 

into political economy. 

Ruskin also used the religious argument in declaring the,docti;:ines 

of pQliti,cal,economy were not a s~ience. "I know no previous instance 

in history of a nation's establishing a systematic di~obedience to the 

f~rst principles of its professed religion'.' (XVII, .p. 7 5). Ruskin was 

referring to the different attitudes towards money and wealth taught.by 

political econo11_1y on.one hand and by the Bible and professed religion on 

the .othe:i;:. He considered that politic;al economy taught.how to gain 

wea\th and money while the Bible, the .revealed _word.of God, blessed the 
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poor and taught the love of money was the source of all evil. If the 

Bible was the revealed word of God, then political economy.could not.be 

a scienc_e because God. could not _have revealed certain truths through 

the Bible and contrary truths in political science. Ruskin did not rely 

completely upon.the religious.argument to support his claim that 

politic~! economy was not a science. He ·believed it.could not be a 

science because "it has omitted the study of exactly the most important 

branch of the business--the study of SE_ending 11 (XVIII, pp, 451-452), 

While consumptipn may not be more important .than production, it is th,e 

end purpose of economic activity and the classical economif?ts tended. to 

emphasize production and minimize the importance of.consumption, The 

importance of utility, demand and consumption was not recognized until. 

the work of the ,marginalists after the time of Ruskin's writing of this 

passage; Ruskin also argued that politi,cal econ9my was not a sci.ence 

because terms were not.clearly defined, 

In the _writings of the vulgar economists, nothing more excites 
my indignation than the subterfuges by which they endeavour to 
accommodate their pseudo-science to the existing abuses of. 
wealth, by disguising the true nature of rent. (}~:VII, p. 436) 

Ruskin defined rent as the "price continuously paid for the loan of tl;i.e 

property of. another persot1-" (XVII, ,p, 436). Since. this is commercial 

rent rather than economic reijt, Ruskin was either not familiar with, 

did not.understand or did not care about economic rent in, the ,Ricardian 

sense. Ruskin's objections to the definitions or the lack of defini-

tions of other concepts will be included under specific critic~sms. 

Ruskin and· the orthodox political eco_nomists disagreed about the 

nature of man, He thought that economists cons::l.dered only part of man 

but it was necessary to consider the whole man, Ruskin was attacking 

the concept of "economic .man." He believed the political econoII_lists. 
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left .. out a vital, part of man's nature, his soul; and that it .was wrong 

to reason about man, as if . he did not : have a soul (~VI, .p. 31~) • While 

the methoc:1-ology of.the economists was basically sound, introducing the 

soul ·back· int_o man made all: of their calculations wrqng (XVII;. pp. 

25-26). Ruskin also rejected the.idea that,man's own self-:int~rest was 

the motivating force behind .his actions. He believed existing economics 

was founded upon.the selfishness and covetousness of man. To Ruskin, 

political, economy considered the human being ae a covetous·machine and 

then .examined various laws tq. see how the greatest obtainable wealth 

was .accumulated (XVII, p. 25). He thought .Political economy was founded 

on the desire of man to defraud his neighbor (XXVII, p. 95). He 

believed.that the orthodo~ polit~cal.economists looked upon.man as a 

"beast of prey" (XXXVI, p. 592). Since Ruskin rejected this view .. of 

man, he attacked "all political economy.founded on sel:l;-interest being 

but the fulfillment of that which ·once brought schism into the Policy 

of angels, and.ruin into.the Economy of .Heaven" (XVII; p. 105). 

Ruskin's critic~sm of political economy on.religious grounds. 

reflects, his h,ilure to distinguish between positive and normative 

ecqnom~cs •. For the most part, the best classical economists tried to. 

explain h~w economic units behaved in.a market economy; rather than to 

explain how they should behave. Thus; moral and religious considera

tions did not really enter into their analysis at all. Ruskin was.more 

interested in how economic units should behave and he want.ed them to 

act.in accordance with the teachings of the Bible and organized 

religion. Until.this difference was made clear; there could be no 

com~on ground between Ruskin and the clas~ical economists., His 

c~iti~ism of political economy as.not be~ng scien.tif~c was on a.firmer 
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footing and could have been made even.more,telling, Some,topics, such 

as consumption, had been relatively neglected by classical economists. 

In addition, there was confusion about .terms since common meanings for 

all terms had not been accepted by all economists~ In addition, Ruskin 

could have pointed out that modern politi,cal.economy was a young 

science, not much data had been collected and little empirical testing 

of hypotheses h~d taken place •. This would have added to his criticism 

of political economy, One of the strongest of Ruskin's critic~sms was 

about.the n~ture of man, While economists continue to use some 

"economic,man" concept, they specify that it applies to only the 

economic part of ~an's activities, The continual criticism of this 

concept indicates that it is a weak point in economic theory. The 

concept has required continual modification and change because.of these 

criticisms and it is usually recognized as a useful concept only for 

simplifying problems, Further, man's self-interest may not.be material 

gain except in a market economy.· In .order to attack the concept of 

self-interest, Ruskin pushed it.further than the classical economistsi 

intended and corrupted it into selfishness, covetousness and dishonesty, 

Naturally, thisi made the concept easier to attack but it is not com

pletely fair to the best classical economists, They were not trying to 

lqwer mora:i standards nor teach people tq act dishonestly, The popular-. 

izers and practitioners of political economy may have rationalized that 

because acting in their own self-interest also promoted the interest 

of the nation, ther1 selfish and even dishonest behavior was permissible, 

There.are really two questions to be considered here and definitive 

answers cannot. be provided. The first question·was whether standards 
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of economic behavior such as honesty were actually lower after the 

introduction of the.market ecqnomy. · Was Ruskin correct when he wrote 

about the corruption of the various aspects of.society? It is not 

possible to answer this question on the basis of empirical evidence, 

even if the evide~ce did exist, sine~ other changes were taking place 

also. The second question was: if standards of behavior were lowert 

how much of this should be attributed .to the teaching tha~ economi~ 

units should act in their own self-interest since that promoted the 

general interest? Again, .it is not possible to answer this question 

objectively, but it .is possible to speculat~ that the better economists 

would not have been responsible since they made it clear that the abuse 

of self-interest was prevented by the work:l,.ngs of coi!lpe·t;it±on. · Economic 

units acting in their own self-interest would only promote the general 

interest in that ,particular case. Ruskin's general criticisms of 

political economy were a mixture, Partly Ruskin did not understand 

the concepts or the terms of.economics and partly he did not accept. 

them. Some of his criticism was justified and could have been made 

more effective. In part, .his criticisms rested on a completely differ

ent view of human nature, the nature of the economic system and the 

natur~ of political economy. 

Ruskin's.Critic:i.sm 0f Specific Concepts 

Ruskin argued that political economy was not a science yet, 

"because no one has defined wealth •••• They don't even know what 

Money.is, but tacitly assume that Money is desirable,--as a sign of 

w~alth witnout defining wealth itself'.' (XXXVI, p, 418). In addition to 

this lack of a definition, he thought that the nature of wealth had not 



been explained nor had the necessary conditions for the production of 

wealth been outlined (XVII, p. 131). Ruskin emphasized his criticism 

of political economy for neglecting wealth. 

Both in definition of the elements of wealth, and in state
ment of the laws which govern its distribution, modern 
politic~! economy has been thus absolutely incompetent, or 
absolutely false. (XVII, p. 137) 
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Ruskin ch~rged that John Stuart Mill assumed everyone had a sufficiently 

correct ide~ of wealth so t~at it was not encessary to define it but 

Ruskin rejected this view. 

There is not one person in ten thousand who has a notion 
sufficiently correct, even for the commonest purposes of 
"what is meant" by wealth; still less of what wealth 
everlastingly .!.@.., whether we me.an it or not; which it is 
the business of every student of economy to ascertain. 
(XVII, p. 132) 

Ruskin's criticism of political economy for not.defining wealth was not. 

well~founded. His reference to Mill was an example of picking a passage 

out of context since Mill continued by explaining wealth, While Ruskin 

did not a~cept the definition of wealth of .the classical economists, 

they did define it. However, the use of the term wealth has not always 

been clear. There was confusion between wealth and income and it was 

not.always made clear that wealth meant a stock while income meant a 

flow. So while the use of the term can be criticized,.it .is not cor-

rect that most political economists did not define wealth, 

Ruskin criticized other economists for ignoring intrinsic value. 

He thought that "vulgar" economists. did not consider the quality of 

goods but only their exchange value (XVII, p. 134). Since economists 

did not consider the quality of goods, Ruskin argued that they could not 

"conceive of any quality of essential badness or.goodness existing" in 

goods, and that they wer·e "incapable of investigating the laws of wealth 
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in such articles". (XVII, ppo 134-135). So he cc;mcl~ded. that .11 the. 

mo.dern political economist.s .~ ~' without .exceEtion, incapable of 

apprehending lli nature .Qi .intrinsic value at.all 11 (XVII, po 135). It 

is true that,other economists did not consider intrinsic value but the 

better classical economists distinguished between value in use and value 

in exchange and made it clear that th~y were only considering exchange 

value. This d:i,d not mean that the only value was.exchange.value, but, 

rather that.the economists were restricting their study to ito Either 

Ruskin did not understand this or he was not willing to accept it •. 

After restricting themselves to exchange value, the classical economists 

analyzed it in terms of price and costs of production so they did 

explain the nature of the value concept they were interested in. 

In his analysis of money, Ruskin again disagreed with and criti-

cized other economists. He thought tQey placed too.much emphasis upon. 

the use of money as a means of exchange while ignoring its other uses. 

This most,important function of money, as a title deed, on the 
non-v:J.olatien of which all national soundness of commerce and 
peace of life depend, has been never rightly distinguished by 
economists from the quite unimportant function of money as.a 
means of exchange. (XIX, p. 404) 

Ruskin thought the medium of.exchange function was unimportant since. 

exchange, although inconvenient, coulq take place without it. But a 

person needs a document to claim legal.ownership of s9me things. 

Ruskin's definition of money was broader than that of the .orthodox 

economists since he included all documents that claimed wealth and not. 

just claims that circulated. Since he included all claims then the 

claiming function was more important to him. It is not clear whether 

Ruskin realized this difference. Of course, the question of what was 



money and part of the money supply caused controversy at various times 

in England. 

Ruskin was critical of other economfsts (especially John E. 

Cairnes) for their treatment of production. 

But what do you mean by a "producer''? You have used this word 
"productive" again and again, and your genius, it is to be 
supposed, lies in definition as, you say, mine does not •. Where 
is your definition of "production" or of "producers"?. Shew it 
me--yours or any other economist's. Your science is the 
science.of productive industry, and no writer among you all has 
yet stated what it was you were to produce; Wealth, you say, 
yes--truly, but what is that?. Gold? by your own account the. 
more you have of it, the less you know what to .do with it; 
Pictures and stat4es? I hope not, for truly, it is probable 
you know less than others how to produce those, Useful things? 
yes--but what are they? (XVII, p, 495) 

Obviously, .Ruskin did not think the orthodox economists had correctly 

defined production or the object of production, What Ruskin was 
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object:ing to, however, was not the lack of a definition but tl).e defini-

tioQ. itself. 

Ruskin also attacked certain other propositions and practices 

including the ideas that it did not make any difference how money was 

spent and that the development of new wants benefitted the community. 

He thought the general public believed that since spending money pro-

vided employment, expenditures on selfish luxuries could be justified 

(XVI, pp, 48-49). Ruskin condemned these ideas as mischievous and 

absurd. He believed artic~es could be produced that were useful to 

society rather than just a.luxury·taindividuals and that produced 

articles might be useless and perishable rather than the opposite. New 

wants may be frivolous or they may bring about healthy activity. 

Ruskin did not want luxuries produced until the poor were fed, clothed 

and housed (XVI, pp, .124-125), He thought the destruction of the poor 

was caused by luxury and waste (XVI, p, 406). In these criticisms 
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Ruskin was arguing against popular beliefs but he thought most 

economists went along with these beliefso These criticisms are directed 

more at the economic system than at economic theory. Ruskin did not 

like the economic system because he thought it was wasteful, or 

inefficient, and because he did not agree with the distribution of 

income, 

Ruskin's specific criticisms were mostly that economists had not 

defined these particular concepts, As stated, the criticism was 

usually incorrect since the terms had been defined, It was more.that 

Ruskin did not accept the definitions of other economists. He should 

have realized that terms can be defined differently for different 

problems if it is helpful to do so and that other economists were 

justified in defining terms in ways useful to their studies. Ruskin's 

criticism could have been better directed at the confusion that resulted 

when common definitions for terms were not accepted and the particular 

definition used was not made clear. This was particularly true at the 

time of Ruskin's writing since modern economics was a relatively young 

science and commonality of terms was not always achieved. His criticism 

of society reflected his own value judgments, Ruskin thought the 

economic system was inefficient because it produced some things that he 

regarded as useless, He objected to the distribution of income since 

some people did not have the basic necessities while others lived lives 

of luxuryo 

Summary 

Over a period of years, Ruskin's social consciousness developed.· 

His observation of a society which was ugly, inefficient and had great 
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contrasts in income caused him to reflect and study upon political 

economy, the theoretical foundation of tbis society. He was convinced 

that political economy was in error so he tried to destroy it by 

writing Q£.t.Q.~ Last, which is partly destructive and partly con

structive. The eLements of Ruskin's scheme of political economy are 

contained in it and in Munera Pulveris, a much less well-written worko 

After these works, Ruskin made use of letters, an easier and less 

rigorous style.of writing. ~~ Tide represents Ruskin's attempts 

to develop his economic system, It contains many of his proposals for 

change. Fors Clavigera, a still less disciplined work, wanders over 

many subjects. The political economy of it does not add much to what 

Ruskin had already written in a theoretical sense. Rather, it is 

Ruskin's attempt to bring about social reform through individual action 

and through the promotion of the Guild of St. George. 

Ruskin was not a trained economist, nor did he educate himself in 

classical.economics. His political economy was defective as he did not 

understand the system he was trying to destroyo Ruskin has been con-. 

sidered a genius and quite knowledgeable in certain areas and he brought 

these qualif:l,e;ations to his work on political.economy •. Ruskin 

criticized classical economics because economic practices were in 

confLict .with bibical teachingso He did not think political economy 

was a science and he believed its views on the nature of.man were 

defectiveo He was very critical of economists for not defining and 

explaining concepts like wealth, intrinsic value and production. But 

much of Ruskin's criticism resulted from a lack of knowledge and under

standing of the classical system. His criticisms should have been 

directed more at the popularizers and practitioners of economics who 



ignored the qualifying statements of the better classical economists. 

However, some of his criticisms, . such as the neglect of consumption, • 

were justified. 
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CHAPTER IV 

RUSKIN'S PRINCIPLES OF POLITICAL ECONOMY: 

PART I 

The purpose of Chapters IV and.Vis to present a topical.exposition 

of.Ruskin's poli~ical economy in.order to examine the significance of 

his wr;tings in this area. Chapter IV includes three sections; the 

basic introductory concepts, the concepts clustered around wealth and 

the concepts relating to monetary and aggregate economics •. The method 

employed for this expasition consists of.a rewriting of .his ecanomic 

ideas. For the mC;>st part, his ideas are reformulated in terms af neo~ 

claesical concepts and the .. effect is to present a· Ruskinian principle. 

of economics. . This . involves .. abstracting Ruskin's ideas from . his 

writi~gs, reorganizing them in a l9gical topical arrangement and pre

senting them in.a neoclassical framework. In general, it is assumed 

that the reader has an.adequate.knowledge of b9th the economics of 

Ruskin's time and today so that it is not.necessary to make explicit 

comparisons and contrasts between these three points of view. However, 

a collll!lentary does examine and evaluate his ideas. . Since the foundatic;ms 

of Ruskin's economic theory were t~ken from Greek economi~ thought, his 

political economy tends to be backward leaking. On the other hand, 

many of his proposals for change and reform were.in advance of their 

time. 
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Introductory Concepts 

Ruskin's political economy was based upon a particular view .of the 

nature of man. He also defined and analyzed the nature of political 

economy and the role of economists. The theme developed in these 

introductory concepts, human life itself, unifies many of Ruskin's 

economic concepts. He analyzed most economic concepts and processes in 

terms of a human standard, their effect upon life, rather than in terms 

of a monetary standard. 

The Nature of Man 

Classical economic theory, assuming that man acted in his own 

self-interest for material gain, developed the concept of the "economic 

man," ,and concluded that such behavior, within the appropriate insti

l tutional framework, also promoted the general welfare. Since.much of 

classical theory was developed upon an abstract basis, using logic and 

deductive reasoning, the conclusions depended partly upon the initial 

premise of self-interest. These conclusions were used as a rationale 

for individual economic behavior and, usually, for a lack of action by 

the government. Since Ruskin thought it necessary to study the whole 

man, he rejected the 11 economic man1,1 concept. Man must .not o~ly be 

studied as a whole person, but also in.relation to other men and 

society~ Further, Ruskin rejected the premise that man.acted in his own 

self-interest since he did not believe a system of economy could be 

built on the resulting dishonesty and disagreement (XXIX, .p. 579). He 

1 Adam Smi~h, ~ Inquiry Into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth 
.Qi Nations, ed. Edwin Cannan (New ~k, 1937)7"P"p. 422-423.~-



developed a different .concept as the motivating force behind man's. 

actions since it was a delusion "tll.at an advantageous cod~ of social 

actton m~y be.determined irrespectively of-the influence.of social 

affection" (XVII, p. 25). Ruskin thought that conclusions reached by 
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assuming away t4e social affections were incorrect since.dropping these 

assumpt~ons so changed human nature and behavior (XVII, p. 26). Since 

he believed the current political economy had been developed upon an 

incomplete and therefore, erroneous foundation, it could not be applied 

to solve the problems of society, Before political economy could assist 

in solving man's economi~ problems, ·a proper foundation fqr it should be 

laid by introducing the influence of social affections upon m~n's 

behavior so th~t the true natu_re o~ man. could be determined and studied •. 

Ruskin was cri;icized because he intrqduced social affections into· 

man's behavior; ,it was alleged.that.he substituted sentimentality fQr 

scientific analysis. Ruskin denied tha~ he put sentiment in place of 

science •. He ·believed that he.was exposing what pretended.to be a 

science:and then defining the material elements and the moral principles 

of political econoiµ.y (XVII, ,pp. 137-138). Hobson defended Ruskin 

against the ch~rge of sentimentality, arguing that he had "taken a truly 

2 
scientific and not, as commonly supposed, a sentimental ,posit_iem. 11 

Ruskin was, however, attempting to humanize the abstract and deductive 

reasoning of political.economy by considering the whole.man. To·some 

extent,. human feelings were to replace scientific abstraction; but:the 

purpose of.introducing a different con~ept .of human behavior was to 

develop a science of political economy that would lead to more reliable 

2 Hobson, John_Ruskin: Social Reformer, p. 120. 
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conclusions. Since Ruskin believed that God.intended:human behavior to 

be guided by balances of justice, all "endeavour.to reduce rules of 

action from balance.of expediency is in vain" (XVII, p. 28). He 

thought th~ correct,relation between economic units depended.on justice, 

including "affection--such affection as one man ~.to an<;>ther" (XVII, 

p. 28). Further, Ruskin believed most men can determine what is just 

and what.unjust, and the best possible consequences would come from 

economic units acting with justice towards each other (XVII, p. 28). 

He based his political economy, not on the idea that man was an animal 

of prey, but that "Man is an animal whose physical power depends on its 

social faiths and affections" (XXXVI, p. 592). He tried to develop a 

system of political economy based on the whole man, including his heart. 

and soul as a source of affection and justice. Since he started with a 

different view of,man,.Ruskin developed different.ideas and.conclusions 

about political economy. 

Ruskin gave some examples of employer and employee relationships 

where he thought social affections played a very important role. One 

of these situations was that of a master of a household and his 

servants. He argued that the motive power of the servant.was a soul and 

consequently, the largest amount of work would be done by him only when 

the "will or spirit of .the creature, is brought to its greatest strength 

by its own proper fuel: namely, by the affections 11 (XVII, pp. 29-30), 

He recognized that a strong and wise master would probably get more work 

done than an idolent or weak but good-:-natured one. But, other things 

being equal, Ruskin believed the most work would be done when the 

master and the servant have affection for each other, when the master 
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makes the work beneficial to the servant and when the master forwards 

the interest of the servant in just and wholesome;ways (XVII, p. 30). 

He thought this unselfish treatment of the servant by the master would 

cause the servant t~ do the most work; render the greatest good for the 

master's interest and, thus, produce the most effective return (XVII, 

p, 30). Ruskin considered social affections solely as.a motivating 

force, "not at all as things in themselves desirable or noble, or in 

any other way abstractedly good 11 (XVII, p, 30). He did not mean that 

individuals should treat each other kindly to advance their own self-

interest but as a matter of justice •. In fact, he thought the 11affec-

tions only become a true motive power when they ignore every other 

motive and condition of political economy11 (XVII, p. 31). 

Another example used by Ruskin was that of an army officer and his 

men. Again, other factors being equal, Ruskin argued: 

, • , the officer who has the most direct personal relations 
with .his men, the most care for their interests, and the most 
value for their lives, will develop their effective strength, 
through their affection for his own person, and trust in his 
character, to a degree wholly unattainable by other means, 
(XVII, p, 32) 

As the number of men involved increased, Ruskin believed this principle 

was even more applicabie, By using these two examples, he thought he 

had shown that relationships between economic units based on justice, 

including affection, would produce the best result or the greatest out-

put. Yet when Ruskin turned from these simple examples to tqe relation 

between a manufacturer and his workers, he did not find the emotion of 

affection. He thought that a group of men associated for the purpose 

of production was not animated by affection for each other and that 

workers were not willing to lay down their lives for their employer 

(XVII, p. 32). But he explained that this difference resulted from a. 
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different administration of wages. Servants and soldiers were usually 

employed at a fixed wage rate for a definite period while the wages and 

even the employment of manufacturing workers varied with the demand for 

labor (XVII, p. 33), Under.these conditions, where wage rates and 

employment changed with the demand for labor, no development of social 

affections between the employer and employee could take place. In order 

to permit and encourage the development of affections between these 

groups, Ruskin thought it would b~ necessary to change the administra

tion of labor so that workers were employed at a fixed wage rate for a. 

definite period of time. He.did not accept the current system as given 

but was willing to consider how it might be changed. With the proper 

changes, the feelings and emotions of affection could become the moti

vating force for individual behavior and the foundation of a sound 

political economy, Ruskin argued that orthodox economist$, using the 

motivating force of self-~nterest, were led into wrong calculations 

and incorrect conclusions. 

Ruskin analyzed a problem that has been a source of difficulty 

and controversy among economists. Generally, economists today begin by 

assuming that economic units act in their own self-interest although 

self-interest is not restricted to material or pecuniary gain. This 

assumption, applied to individual economic units, means that consumers. 

maximize satisfaction, firms maximize profits and resource owners 

maximize income. Since every type of economic unit ha$ something to. 

maximize, definite conclusions about equilibrium positions can be drawn •. 

Yet, from time to time, questions are raised about these assumptio~s. 

Do economic units maximize, and, if so, what do they maximize? 

Apparently not all economic behavior is explained satisfactorily by the 
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idea that economic units act in their own self-interest, unless 

self-interest is defined so broadly as to lose almost all meaning. Per

haps certain types of behavior could be explained better by Ruskin's 

factors of justice and affection. This still leav~s the problem of tim

ing: when do economic units act.towards each other on the basis of 

affection and when on the.basis of self-interest? Ruskin sought to 

change institutional relationships so that they always acted on the 

basis of justice and affection. While his ideas are suggestive, they 

also present certain difficulties, If affection is or becomes the 

motivating force behind human behavior, what do economic units 

maximize'? If they try to maximize affection, how is this to be .measured 

and how is it to be used to predict economic behavior? Ruskin did not 

answer these questions. 

Ruskin's analysis of.human nat1,1re may be of interest to individuals 

in the field of personnel management, since he was trying to establish 

the conditions under which workers would be most productive, His ideas 

of the treatment of workers and the proper employer-employee relation

ship may offer fruitful insights to managers who are concerned with 

motiv~ting workers to be.productive, 

Generally, Ruskin's ideas about the nature of man are normative 

rather than positive. He was more interested in what could or should 

be than what was, Reacting against the corruption of the idea that 

men, by acting in their own self,interest, also promote the,general 

welfare, he wanted individuals to act towards each other with justice 

and affection. In Adam Smith's model, self-interest was very closely 

restrained by perfect competition; but in practice, this restraint 
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tended to be ignored and individuals rationalized almost any action 

that promoted their interest as also promoting the interest of society. 

From this and other ideas, it was felt little could be done to improve, 

the conditions of the less fortunate members of soci~ty. Ruskin thought 

action motivated by justice and affection would improve relations 

between the classes. But he also thought.that workers inspired by just 

and affectionate treatment would produce a larger output. While 

Ruskin's ideas have probably not been the cause, some economic analysis 

is concerned with the study of human motivation, rather than just making 

an assumption about.behavior, 

Ruskin thought economists should study the whole man and that the 

motivating force behind human behavior was affection, These ideas are 

humanistic, idealistic and romantic which may help to classify Ruskin 

in the stream of thought, He appealed to economic units to act on a. 

nobler basis, in an attempt to improve man's character, the true wealth 

of a country. Improving man's character would increase the wealth of 

a nation, 

The Nature of Political Economy 

Ruskin scattered many definitions of political economy throughout 

his writings but these are quite similar; hence, only a few of his 

definitions are presented, He believed "all economy, whether of states, 

households, or individuals may be defined to be the art of managing 

labour" (XVI, p, 18), Since Ruskin, although not always consistent, 

did not believe that political economy was a science, he called it an 

art, Since he also referred to it as managing a particular resource, 

labor, this shows his emphasis on the labor resource and also upon 



applied economics. He usually was quite consistent in failing to make 

any distinction between different kinds of.economic,units and in 

applying the same principles to them. In modern terms, this is wrong 

since, for some problems, economists distinguish between individual 

economic units and the whole economy. But to Ruskin political economy 

meant "citizen's economy," and all responsible citizens should under

stand its first principles (XVI, p, 9). The economy of the nation 

should be managed like a well-ordered household according to Ruskin, 
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He did not think that the economic principles for doing so were obscure 

nor that profound study was necessary to learn them, But accurate study 

was required; the practical requirements of these principles were dis

agreeable and people did not want to understand them because they were 

unwilling tG> obey them (XVI, p, 9). Ruskin thought the word 11economy11 

had been twisted into an incorrect meaning and use: "In our use of it, 

it constantly signifies merely sparing or saving; economy of money 

means saving money--economy of time, sparing time, and so on" (XVI, 

p, 19), Ruskin objected to this usage~ argued that economy did not 

mean saving money or time and defined economy as "the administration of 

a house; its stewardship; spending or saving, that is, whether money 

or time, or anything else, to the best possible advantage" (XVI, p, 19). 

This definition can be interpreted as expressing economy to be making 

the best possible use of meanso To Ruskin: 11Precisely the same laws 

of economy which apply to the cultivation of a farm or an estate, apply 

to the cultivation of a province or of an island" (XVI, p. 23), This 

view, while correct for some problems, could lead Ruskin into the 

fallacy of composition, It led Ruskin to certain ideas about the 

relationship of the government to the economy, If the same principles 



are applied to a nation as to a farm, then the government has the same 

authority to manage the economy as the farmer has to run the farm, 

Ruskin accepted and argued for the necessity of the government having 

this authority since he wanted.the laissez-faire system to.be replaced 

by a system managed by an authoritarian and paternalistic government. 

To Ruskin: 

Political economy means the management of the affairs of 
citizens; ,and it either regards exclusively the administra
tion of the affairs of one nation, or the affairs of the world 
considered as one nation, (XVI, p, 116n) 
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Ruskin· proposed a quid pro quo relationship between citizens and their 

government similar to the relationship between children and their 

parents that emphasized the authority required by a paternal government, 

He thought citizens had a right.to claim education from their government 

only if they were obedient to the government; a right to claim employ-

ment from the government only if-the government had the right to direct 

and discipline their labor; and a right to be helped by the government 

only if the government had the. authority to control national fancy and 

energy (XVI, pp, 26-47), 

As Ruskin developed his ideas, he broadened and elaborated upon 

the meaning of political economy. 

Political economy (the economy of astate, or of 
citizens) consists simply in the production, preservation, _and 
distribution, at -fittest time and place of useful or pleasur
able tqings, The farmer who cuts his hay at-the right time; 
the shipwright who drives his bolts well home in sound wood; 
the builder who lays good bricks in well-tempered mortar, the 
housewife who takes care of her furniture in the parlour, and 
guards again~t all waste in her kitch~n; and the singer who 
rightly disciplines, and never overstrains her voice, are.all 
polit~cal economists in the true and final sense: adding 
continually to the riches and well-being of.the nation to which 
they. belong, (XVII, p, 44) . 
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Ruskin, in this definition, dropped some of the emphasis upon labor but 

it is clear that he was more interested in applied rather than 

theoretical economics. While scarce resources and human wants are not 

mentioned, this definition resembles present day ideas in that it is 

about. choice more than wealth., Ruskin extended his ideas;, 

As domestic economy regulates the acts and.habits of a 
household, Political Economy regulates those of a society or 
State, .with reference to the means of its maintenance. 
Political Economy.is neither an art nor a science; but a 
system of conduct and legislature, founded on the scie~ces, 
directing the arts, and impossible, except under certain 
conditions of moral culture. (XVII, p. 147) 

While Ruskin used the two terms, domestic economy and political economy, 

he;still made no distinction between individual economic.units and the 

whole economy. Here he denied political economy was either an art or 

a science, calling it a means of regulating the.behavior.of the society 

by legislation. This behavior involves the conduct.of individuals 

towards each other and is subject to governmental control for the pur-. 

pose.of maintaining the society. 

In outlining the nature of political economy, Ruskin explicitly 

introduced moral considerations. He believed that "industry, frugality, 

and discretion, the three foundations of economy, are moral qualit~es, 

and cannot be attained without moral discipline. II (XVII, p. 138), 

He thought t}:lat "political economy, being a science of wealth, must be 

a science•respecting humaQ capaqities and dispositions" (XVII, p, 81), 

To Ruskin, these were moral qualities, He believed the introduction of 

moral considerations was one.of the essential differences between 

orthodox economic~ and his polit~cal.economy since his economy was 

, based on presumably attainable honesty in men, .and 
conceivable respect in them for the interests of others, 



while t~e popular science founds itself wholly on their 
supposed constant regard for their own, and on their honesty 
only so far as thereby likely to be secured. (XVII, pq 347) 

This shows that Ruskin thought classical economics taught men to be 

honest only when it was in their own.self-interest. He tried to t~ach 

them to be honest always. 

Since political economy was concerned with the maintenance of tbe 

state, Ruskin defined that to be "the support.of its population in 

healthy and happy life; and the increase of their numbers, so far as 

that increase is consistent with their happiness 11 (XVII, p. 148). He 

thought political economy was to regulate society to obtain the proper 
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balance between the size of the population and the comfort and happiness 

of the people since it was not.the 

••• object of political economy to increase the numbers of a 
nation at the cost of common health or comfort; nor to 
increase indefinitely the comfort.of individuals, by sacrifice 
of surrounding lives, or possibilities of life. (XVII, p. 148) 

Ruskin "clearly stated the aim of all economy, namely, the extension of 

life" (XVII, p, 149). With this, he fixed the end-objective of 

political economy, The purpose of political economy was not accumu-

lating money or exchangeable property nor satisfying human wants. If 

achieving these objectives was always a means of extending life, then 

attention could be directed at them. Sine~ satisfying t~ese purposes 

was not always a means of extending life, then the objective of 

extending life should be kept in mind as the ultimate.objective of 

political economy. Ruskin's concept of the proper balance between the 

number of individuals and their comfort and happiness was an optimum 

theory of population even though it was not expressed in terms of per 

capita output. It did not represent an operational guideline for 

controlling population although Ruskin did expand on the concept, By 



life, he meant healtl:Jy and happy life including 11the happiness and 

power of the entire human.nature, body and soul11 (XVII, p. 149). He· 

specified the objective of political economy to be 11The multiplication 

of human life at the highest standard11 (XVII, p. 150). To do this: 

Determine the noblest type of man, and aim simply at 
maintaining the largest possible number of persons of that 
class, and it will be found that the largest.possible number 
of.every healthy subordinate·class must necessarily be 
produced also. (XVII, p. 150) 

Ruskin did not explain why this should follow and it sti+l do~s not 
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furnish an operational guideline for the number of,people it should be. 

the object of polit~cal.economy to produce, Thus, while Ruskin's 

concept of population suggests population control, it is not subject to 

objective measurement of either the number of people or of their 

quality. He indicated that the noblest type of "manhood ••• involves 

the perfections (whatever.we may hereafter determine these to be) of.his 

body, affections, and intelligence" (XVII, p. 150). It is the object .. 

of political economy to produce, accumulate and use.material things 

"which .serve either to sustain and comfort the body, or exercise rightly 

the affections and form the intelligence11 (XVII; p, 150) •. 

In Ruskin's definition, political economy is not a study.of how 

scarce means can be used to best s~tJ.1;3:f,y competing ends. 3 The· end, 

extension of,life, has been determined and thi!;l causes the nature of 

political economy to.be different. The problem of scarcity stil+ 

exists but scarce resources are to be.used .to extend life, not.to 

satisfy human wants., Economic activity and institutions must be 

3For a neoclassical discussion of the economic,problem and the . . . 

nature of economics see Lionel Robbins, An Essay .2£ the Nature and. 
Significance.of Economic Science, 2nd ed. (London, 1962). 



judged, not on the basis of satisfying wants, ,but on the basis of 

e~tending life. Ruskin's ideas about the nature.of political econOillY 

came from Greek thought before Aristotle~ being developed.from the 

4 ideas of Xenophon and Plato. This is shown by several features of 

Ruskin's thought: the lack of a.distinction between the economy of a 
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household.and the whole society, the regulatory.aspect of his ecanomics, 

the authoritarian and paternalistic governme~t and the end-objective of 

polit:i,cal,economy. Political economy is a subordina~e branch af polit-

ical philosophy, which has the purpose of developing good citizens. 

It must be a study of .. the whole man and of life itself, although some 

specialization of study is possible. If the end result, life, is kept 

in mind, the study of.political economy.involves the goods,and services 

that extend life. It includes.moral and ethic;.al considerations because 

of ,the interest in the quality of life. Political economy. involves a 

broad area of study as one of the subordinate parts of the social 

sciences. In modern terms, this implies the economist must be educateg 

in philosophy and the other socia.l sciences to be a good ec;.onomist .or· 

it implies a multi- or inter-disciplinary approach to solving problems. 

Since guiding individuals to produce and use things that extend life 

begins with educating them, economics would.be closely related to 

educatian. 

Ruskin's.views about·political economy contrasted sharply with his 

ideas about mercantile economy. .. He thought that what had been called 

political economy was "in reality nothing more than the investigatio~ 

of some accidental phenomena af modern commercial operations, nor has it 

4sir Ernest Barker, Political Thought in England from Herbert 
Spencer l.Q; the Present Day (New York, 1915), pp. 190-198, 
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been true in its investigation even of these11 (XVII, p. 147). Ruskin 

did not think.that this study had any connection with the political 

economy of the Greeks and Romans and he was probably correct since 

classical political economy dates from Adam Smith. Ruskin wanted to 

return to the early Greek scholars and to introduce.a Greek theory of 

political economy into England. He did not accept the basic assumptions 

of mercantile economy, was not interested in its conclusion, and.so 

rejected the subject completely (XVII, :P• 26). He admitted that there 

was.a mercantile economy as·dist:f,nguished from social economy, but he. 

11 said that neither Mill, Fawcett, nor Bastiat knew the con!=emptible 

science. they professed to teach'.' (XVII, p. lxxxiii). According to 

Ruskin: 

. mercantile economy, the economy of 11merces 11 or of 
11pay, 11 .signifies the accumulation, in tqe hands of individuals, 
of legal or moral claim upon, or power.over, the labour of. 
others; every such claim implying precisely as much poverty 
or debt on one side as. it implies riches or right ,on_ the 
other. It does not, therefore, necessarily involve an addi
tion to the actual property, or well-being of the state, in 
which it exists. (XVII, pp. 44-45) 

With mercantile economy, Ruskin made a distinction between an individual 

and the economy since, if an individual enriches himself .at the expense 

of someone else, that does not increase the wealth of the state, 

Ruskin, rejecting mercant:1,.le economy, used his analysis of political 

econol!ly as.a starting point for the study of other economic.concepts, 

The Role of Economists 

If the purpose·of.political economy.is.the extension of life, it 

would appear that the true science of 



.•• political economy, which has yet,to be distinguished 
from the bastard science ••• is that which teaches nations 
to desire and labour for the things that·lead to.life: and 
which teaches them to scorn and destroy the things that lead 
to destruction •..•• the great and only science of Political 
Economy teaches them, in.all these cas~s, what is vanity, and 
what substance,, •• (XVII, p. 85) 

If these ideas are accepted, 

• the essential work of t~e political economist is to 
determine what are in reality useful or life-giving things, 
and by what-degrees and kinds of labour they are attainable 
and distributable. (XVII, p. 152) 
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The role of the economist is to determine those goods and servicesthat 

are really useful in extending life, In a market economy, this implies 

providing consumers with as much information as possible. In a 

controlled economy, it means determining what goods and services should 

be produced. The views of Ruskin seem most current in offering fruitful 

insights, particularly in relation to the consumer information and the 

drug abuse problems. 

Furthermore, the economist has the role of determining how to 

produce and distribute these useful things. In broad terms,.it is the 

role of the economist to manage the economy. To Ruskin, this meant the 

. , • wise management of labo.uJ:,; ... and it means this mainly in 
thr~e senses: namely, first,applying your labour rationally; 
secondly, preserving its produce carefully; lastly, distrib~t
ing its produce seasonably. (XVI, p. 19) 

While Ruskin used the term labor, this can be.generalized to include the 

efficient use of all resources. Once it has been determined what to 

produce, the rational use of resources means using them where they are· 

most productive. The output should be conserved rather than wasted, 

and then distributed to those whoneed and can use it, Ruskin's views, 

while outlining the basic questions that any economic system must 
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answer, are not relevant to a free market economy since the market 

system would perform the functions he gave to the economists, His views 

indicate in a very broad and general way the overall problems of a 

controlled economy since the controllers must answer these questionso 

With respect to supply and demand, Ruskin indicated more specifically 

what must be done; "all wise economy, political or domestic, consists 

in the resolved maintenance of a.given relation between supply and 

demand, other than the instinctive, or (directly) natural, one" (XVII, 

p. 137)0 To him, political economy "is the science which not merely 

ascertains the relations of existing demand and supply, but determines 

what ought to be demanded and what can be supplied" (XVII, p. 522). One 

task of the economist, in managing the economy, is to determine what 

individuals should have and how this could be supplied to them. Ruskin 

thought there were 11all manner of demands, all manner of supplieso The 

true political economist regulates tQese, o 0
11 (XVII, po 522), The 

economist must not,only teach individuals what things are good and 

extend life but must teach them to desire these goods and serviceso 

Then the economist must direct.the economy to produce these goods and 

services, Since laissez-faire was at its peak in Great Britain shortly 

before and during the time of Ruskin's writings, his teachings were 

directly contrary to the thought and practice of his timeo · 

Ruskin assigned the economist .certain specific tasks relative to 

the study of certain toptcso He thought 11 the object of any special 

analysis of wealth will be not so much to enumerate what is service-. 

able as to distinguish what is destructive, o 0
11 (XVII, p, 165). 

Along with determining what things are useful in extending life, the 

economist .must determine what is harmful in destroying life and avoid 
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the production of them. The economist .must also determine the point at 

which useful things used in excess become harmful and teach individuals 

and the nation not to abuse useful thingso Further, when useful things 

are Froduced, the economist must allow for the production of the 

necessary capacity on the part of individuals to use them (XVII, p. 

167), To do this, the economist must know and understand both the 

nature of goods and services and human and national character. Ruskin 

believed"the gist of the whole business is, that the man, and their 

property, must both be produced together--not one to the loss of the 

other" (XIX, p. 401), Ruskin sought a proper balance between the 

production of material goods and services and the development of men of 

good character, To summarize, the economist, for the individual and the 

nation, must direct the economy to.produce those goods and services 

that are most beneficial in extending life at its highest level and 

avoid the production of things that reduce lifeo 

One of the reasons for studying riches was "the economist has to 

inquire, first, into the advisable modes of their collection; secondly, 

into the advisable modes of their administration11 (XVII, po 160), Since 

to Ruskin, riches was a relative term meaning the distribution of 

wealth, he wanted the economist to be aware of the existing distripution 

and to determine how it had come about, rather than to accept it as 

giveno He wanted more analysis of what happened to the distribution of 

wealth as the economy grew and the amount of wealth increased, Ruskin's 

comments serve to remind economists of the distributional effects of 

aggregate changes and that the answers to the basic economic questions. 

depend partly upon the initial distribution of property and income. 

Concerning the administration of riches, the economist should show the 
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rich person hQw to select goods wisely, how to use his riches to direct 

labor justly and how to use his riches to provide for the future (XVII, 

p, 162), The economist has to be especially concerned about t~aching 

and advising the rich since they exercise greater power and influence 

upon the economy and other.economic.units. 

One more illustration of Ruskin's role for the economist concerned 

the problem of housing. He believed one.of the first wants that an 

economic system should satisfy was that of housing its people yet.he 

observed that there was a just demand by deserving people for adequate 

housing which was not being supplied in tqe market place (XVII, p. 526). 

He thought economists should investigate this problem, determine why 

adequate housing was not being supplied and take action to provide an 

adequate supply of houses for the people desiring them. In his managed 

economy, that would be one of the first demands that economists would 

satisfy, In contrast to Ruskin's time, housing is now an area that 

engages the attention of the government. 

Ruskin's political economy set forth an ambitious.role.for t~e 

economists in his managed economic system, The economists were to 

manage the economy so as to answer the basic economic questions. 

Further, they had the role of.educating and guiding the demands. of the 

people and of supplying just demands. Since Ruskin's political economy 

was mainly applied economics, the function of the economi~t was most 

closely related to policy. 

Wealth and Related Subjects 

Even .. though the nature of political economy as outlined by Ruskin 

made it more a study of choice than of wealth, he devoted considerable 



attention to wealth and some closely related topics such as value and 

the. nati.onal storeo He defined these terms and analyzed the conceptso 

Utility and Value 
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Ruskin argued that his background in the study of the fine arts 

uniquely fitted him to study political economy, especially intrinsic 

value so he set himself to define "Intrinsic Value, and Intrinsic 

Contrary~of-Value" (XVII, po 135), Since value was closely related to 

wealth, an understanding of it was necessary to investigate the laws of 

wealtho He thought ."usefulness and agreeableness underlie exchange 

value, and must be ascertained to exist in the thing, before we can 

esteem it an object of wealth" (XVII, p, 80), For an article to have 

exchange value, it must first be useful but Ruskin argued that the 

11 economical usefulness of a thing depends not merely on its own nature, 

but on the number of people who can and will use it. every 

material utility depends on its relative human capacity" (XVII, pp, 80-

81). Not only must a thing be useful in itself but people must have the 

capacity to use it. He argued further that the 11 agreeableness of a 

thing depends not merely on its own likeableness, but on the number of 

people who can be got to like it" (XVII, p. 81). Ruskin concluded that 

human capacities and dispositions, moral qualities, are important in 

determining utility and exchange valueo Ruskin emphasized the c~pacity 

to use a good, which depends upon the person involvedo An object may 

have usefulness but whether this usefulness is developed depends upon 

the capacity of the individual to make use of ito He believed "if a 

thing is to be useful, it must be not only of an availing nature, but 
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in availing handso o o usefulness is value in the hands of the 

valiant o o ." (XVII, p. 88). While Ruskin's. remarks on utility are 

limited, they emphasize the capacity of persons to make good use of 

articleso Since he began his analysis with exchange value, it can be 

concluded he put more emphasis on utility than on cost of production 

in determining exchange valueo Ruskin preferred the term useful, rather 

than the term utility, since he thought other economists used the 

expression "utilities fixed and embodied in material objects" instead 

of "useful things" because they did not know what useful things.were 

and did not want to be asked about them (XXVII, po 66)0 To Ruskin, 

utility meant being useful and since.his concept of value was.a form 

of use value, he did not make a distinction between utility and valueo 

Present day economists define utility as the subjective evaluation by 

an individual of the usefulness or want satisfying ability of goods and 

services and this does depend, not only on the goods or services, but on 

the tastes and preferences of the individualo 

Ruskin returned to Latin to define intrinsic value: 

o o o the nominative of valorem o o o is valor , o o Valor, 
from valere, to be well or strong o o o strong, in life (if 
a man), or valiant; strong, for life (if a thing), or valu
able. To be "valuable," therefore, is to "avail towards 
lifeo" A truly valuable or availing thing is that which leads 
to li.fe with its whole strengtho In proportion as it does not 
lead to life, or as its strength is broken, it is less 
valuable, in proportion as it leads away from life, it is. 
unvaluable or malignant. 

The value of a thing, therefore, is independent of 
opinion and of quantity, (XVII, pp, 83-85) 

This concept of intrinsic value differs from exchange value since it is 

independent of both demand and supply. Intrinsic value is the ability 

to sustain and support life and those things with this ability are 

valuable, Those things without the power to maintain and extend life 
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are of no value. When Ruskin returned tq the analysis of value, he · 

added another concepto "'Value' signifies the strength, or 'availing' 

of anything towards the sustaining of life, and is always twofold • , • 

primarily, INTRINSIC, and secondarily, EFFECTUAL'.' (XVII, po 153), 

Ruskin, making it clear that his concept of value is not.market value, 

warned the reader not to conft1,se value with price or.costo "Value is 

the life-giving power £f anythin& o • o Intrinsic value is the absolute 

power of anything to.support life" (XVII, p, 153)0 He retained the 

same concept of intrinsic value, the essential property or power of a 

thing to sustain life dependent upon its inherent qualities; he added 

to this concept, the capacity of individuals to ma~e use of the 

intrinsic value of things: 

o • o in order that this value of theirs may become effectual, 
a certain state is necessary in the recipient of it. 
The production of effectual value, tj:ierefore, always.involves. 
~ needs: first,~ product~on of.!!:. thing essentially~
.fu!..; !h£!!. ~ production of the capacity to use. llo Where the 
intrinsic value and acceptant capacity come together, there is 
Effectual value, or wealth; where there is no intrinsic value, 
or no acceptant capacity, there is no effectual value; that is 
to say, no wealtho (XVII, po 154) 

The intrinsic usefulness of goods is realized or made effective only if 

the possessors of the go0ds have the capacity to use them to sustain 

lifeo When this happens, there is value or effectual value which is 

necessary for the existence of wealth, Throughout, Ruskin explained 

value in terms of things, either material or physical objects. 

While not explicitly mentioning services, . they are implicit in his 

analysiso Perhaps, since he placed so much emphasis on the labor factor 

of production, he should have explicitly included services. His 

analysis is completely separate from market value since even free goods, 

such as air, have Ruskinian value, Neither cost nor price measure his 
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concept of value and he.did not explain how to measure it. He argued 

that.material things did have a definite amount.of intrinsic value or a 

certain amount of power to maintain the body, stimulate the emotions 

or develop the intelligence but he did not.explain how this intrinsic 

value could be measured. Ruskin theught that acceptant capacity was not: 

a definite but a graduated power. This suggests.the concept of dimin

ishing marginal utility since the acceptant capacity to use a geod would 

decrease as an individual accumulates larger and larger.quantities ef 

the good but Ruskin did not develop this idea. It is obvious that 

Ruskinian value is value in use and not value in exchange. Economists 

generally consider only value in exchange, not because it is the only 

kind of value, but because exchange value interests econemists~ partic

ularly in a market economy, and because it can be measured objectively 

by market price, 

Wealth 

Ruskin wanted economists to determine what goods were good for life 

and how these things could be produced and distributed. He thought this 

would involve the study and investigation of the "phenemena, first, of 

WEALTH; secondly, of MONEY, and thirdly, of RICHES" (XVII, p, 152). 

These terms, while often used as synonyms, meant entirely· different .. 

things to Ruskin, wbo theught wealth "consists of things in themselves 

valuable; 'Money,' of documentary claims to the possession of such 

things; and 'Riches' is a relative term ••• 11 which compared the size 

of one person's possessiens.with these of other persens (XVII; p. 152). 

While critical of his contemporaries, Ruskin credited Xenophon with 
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having given a "faultless definition of Wealth, and explanation of its 

dependence for efficiency on the merits and faculties of its 

possessor o o 0
11 (XXXI, po 27). He thought Xenophon's definition could 

not be improved and it must be the basis for all true political 

economy, 

Because of his beliefs about the treatment of wealth and since he 

thought a logical definition of wealth was.a necessary basic for a 

scientific economics, Ruskin wanted to give "an accurate and stable 

definition of wealth" (XVII, po 19), He began by quoti~g John Stuart 

Mill: 111 To be wealthy,' says Mr, Mill, 'is to have a large stock of 

useful articles"' (XVII, p, 86), Ruskin accepted this definition but 

he wanted it to be perfectly understood, which requires knowledge of the 

meaning of "having" and "useful." He argued that "having" is 

not an absolute, but a gradated, power; and consists not 
only in the quantity or nature of the thing possessed, but 
also (and in a greater degree) in its suitableness to the per~ 
son possessing it and in his vital power to use it, (XVII, po 
87) 

Ruskin's definition of wealth, after considering the meaning of "having" 

became: "The possession of useful articles, which~ can use" (XVII, 

po 87), Ruskin thought this was a serious change since wealth instead 

of "depending merely on a 'have,' .is thus seen to depend on a 'can,', 

, • o And what we reasoned of only as accumulation of material, is seen 

to demand also accumulation of capacity11 (XVII, po 87)o Since he 

thought people possessed articles they could not use, he questioned the· 

usual assumption that individuals will only possess things they can use 

and made the capacity to use articles correctly a necessary condition 

for them to be called wealth, Further, Ruskin wanted "useful" defined 
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because he thought articles that could be used by some people might be 

abused by others and this depended upon the persons more than upon the 

articles, He contended that 11if a thing is to be useful, it must not be 

only of an availing nature, but in availing hands. Or, in accurate 

terms, usefulness is value in the hands of the valiant • 11 (XVII , p • 

88), To Ruskin, "useful" depended upon two criteria: the inherent 

usefulness of the article and the capacity of an individual to use it. 

After defining "having" .as the capacity to use an article and "useful" 

as an availing nature in availing hands, Ruskin defined wealth as "THE 

POSSESSION OF THE VALUABLE BY THE VALIANT" (XVII, p. 88). He argued 

that in considering wealth as a "power existing in a nation, the two 

elements, the value of the thing, and the valour of its possessor, must 

be estimated together" (XVII, pp. 88-89). He thought many persons 

considered wealthy really were not because they were not."valiant" and 

did not have the power to use properly their possessions and make the 

wealth effective. Ruskinian wealth consists, not only of articles 

essentially valuable, but also includes the capacity to use these 

articles. If wealth is considered as the "Science of Accumulation," 

then it requires accumulating the capacity to use articles as well as 

the things themselves and when considered as the "Science of Distribu

tion, is distribution not absolute, but discriminate; not of everything 

to every man, but of the right thing to the right.man" (XVII, p. 88). 

Ruskin thought the "study of Wealth is a province of natural science-,.

it deals with the essential properties of things".(XVII, p. 152). This 

study would also have to include the study of man, the possessor of the 

things, to be consistent with his definition. 



Ruskin developed a li~t which classified wealth or valuable 

material things into five classes: 

(i) Land, with its associated air, water, and organisms. 
(ii) Houses, furniture, and instruments. (iii) Stored 
or prepared food, medici~e, and articles of bodily luxury, 
including clothtng. (iv) Books. (v) Works of art. 
(XVII, p. 154) . 

He believed these items contained int~insic value but making this 

intrinsic value effective or these things wealth required the capacity 
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to use these things on toe part of .the possessorso The value of.land · 

is, first, "producing food and mechanical power; secondly, as an object 

of sight and thought, producing intellectual power" (XVII, pp. 154-155). 

Ruskin thought the value of land for production varied with its form, 

substance and climate and that land had a certain fixed intrinsic value 

which could be made effectual by the ·men who dealt with it (XVII, 

p. 155). The concept of a.fixed intrinsic value or ability to produce 

a fixed amount of output is wrong unless this is the point at which 

diminishing returns become negative as more capital and labor are 

added to the land. Ruskin did not make it clear he was referring to 

this pointo The second element of:valtie in land is its beauty, 

including that of its animals and plants (XVII, p. 155). Ruskin wanted 

some land to be preserved in its natural state of beauty, not.used for 

production. While Ruskin did not specifically introduce location as a 

factor in value, he did mention place. He mentioned only that mineral 

content which produces power and this leaves out many natural resourceso 

Ruskin thaught the value of buildings consisted in "permanent strength, 

with convenience af form, of size, and of position; sa as to render 

employment peaceful, social intercourse easy, temperature and air 

healthy" (XVII, p. 156). It also consisted of "historical association, 



and architectural beauty .•. •" (XVII, p. 156). Ruskin believed the 

.•. value of instruments consists, first, in their power, 
of shortening labour, or otherwise accomplishing what human 
strength.unaided could not., • secondarily, in their aid 
to abstract sciences. '(XVII, p. 156) 

Although Ruskin included furniture in his list, he did not state its 

value. Instruments included all machinery and tools, and.buildings 

included all structures. While Ruskin did not ·indicate the value of 
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food, medicine and articles of luxury, he questioned the 

.•• possible methods of obtaining pure food in such 
security and equality of supply as to avoid both waste and 
famine: .. then the economy of .medicine and just range of 
sanitary law: finally the economy of luxury. (XVII, p, 
157) 

In this category, Ruskin omitted a whole range of consumer durable and 

non-durable items. He thought the value of books consisted in "their 

power of preserving and communicating the knowledge of facts, Second-

arily, in their power.of exciting vital or noble emotion and intellectual 

action", (XVII, p. 157). Ruskin believed the value of works of art is 

"of the same nature as that of books; but the laws of their production 

and possible modes of distribution are very different and require 

separate examination" (XVII, p. 157). Although Ruskin grouped works of 

art·separately because their production was different, this separation 

placed more.emphasis upon them. He believed a study of wealth included 

studying the way these . things can be used for man's well-being, :rather . 

than merely assuming they will be. He placed considerable emphasis 

upon how these items affect.the emotiQns and intelligence; rather than 

concentrating on.the production of goods and services. Aesthetic 

considerations played a part in determining the value of these items. 

Ruskin did not.mention il).ventories or stocks of goods in the productive 
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process nor did he include money or financial claims since he 

considered them money, not wealth. In his list, Ruskin did not make 

any distinction between stocks or flov1s or separate income from wealth 

so flows and income are a part of Ruskinian wealth. 

Since Ruskin referred to the wealth of the nation and the weal~h 

of ,the world, he used the term in the aggregate as well as in the 

individual sense. Aggregate wealth would consist of the sum of the 

valuable things listed above. "Wealth consists of.the good, and tQere

fore useful, things in the possession of the nation. , •11 (XIX, 

p, 402), While Ruskin thought the intrinsic value could be measured, 

it is impossible to measure the acceptant capacity and the total amount 

of Ruskinian wealth. For the world, Ruskin listed wealth as ''its 

healthy food-giving land, its convenient building land, its useful 

animals, its useful minerals, .its books, and works of art 11 (XXIX, 

p, 14). This list is less comprehensive and thus inconsistent with his 

earlier classification of wealth and it omits wealth produced by man 

except for books and art works; however, Ruskin was emphasizing that·the 

wealth of the world was not infinite, He made clear that each one of 

the things he mentioned was limited in amount: that if one person had 

them, someone else could not; .and if they were in one place, these items 

could not, be in another (XXIX, pp, 14-16). At one point in time or over 

a short period of .time, these ideas are correct since wealth is limited 

and this means choices about who is to have it, where it is to be and 

what it is to be used for. For the individual, Ruskin listed the 

"substantial wealth of man" as the "earth he cultivates, with its 

pleasant or serviceable animals and plants, and in the rightly produced 

work of his own hands" (XXVIII, p, 18), All of these lists of Ruskin 



placed more attention on things provided by nature, such as land, and 

those things produced by manual labor, especially the fine arts, while 

tending to de-emphasize capital goods which would be used in the 

productive process, 

Concerning wealth, Ruskin believed his concept, 111:;hat it consists 

in an intrinsic value developed by a vital power, is directly opposed 

to two nearly universal conceptions of wealth11 (XVII, p, 164), First, 

all "wealth is intrinsic, and is not constituted by the judgment of 

men" (XVII, p, 164), The basis of wealth was intrinsic value and this 

was independent of the demand for and the supply of a good, Ruskin 

thought not everything that "is widely coveted, dearly bought, and 

pleasurable in possession, must be included in our definition of 
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wealth" (XVII, p, 164), While some things are true wealth and good for 

one person or in moderate use, they become false wealth or evil for 

another person or in iIIUnoderate use, The essential properties or 

intrinsic value of the things have not changed, but the use of them by a 

particular person or their abuse causes the things to be evil. It is 

this use or abuse that alters and harms the person so that the things 

become false wealth. So the term "wealth is never to be attache4 to the 

accidental object 21..2.. morbid desire, but only to the constant desire 

of .2.. legitimate™'' (XVII, p, 165), Second, Ruskin asserted that. 

"wealth is not.only intrinsic, but dependent, in order to become 

effectual, on a given.degree of vital power in its possessor , , . 11 

(XVII, p, 166), He thought this idea was opposed to the popular view 

that though wealth "may always be constituted by caprice, it is, when 

so constituted, a substantial thing, of which given quantities may be 
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counted as existing here, or there, and exchangeable at rated prices11 

(XVII, .p, 166), Ruskin believed this popular view ignored the idea of 

acceptant capacity and contained three errors. First, while individuals 

may possess articles they cannot U$e and call them part of tqeir wealth 

if they can be exchanged for usable items; the power of making such 

exchanges depends upon finding individuals with the capacity to us~ the 

articles, so tQe fact that these articles are wealth depends upon tQe 

capacity of.someone to use them (XVII, p, 166), Second, .in 11giving the 

name of wealth to things which we cannot use, we in reality confuse 

wealth with money" (XVII, p, 167). Ruskin thought that goods which 

individuals possess without the capacity to use, expecting to exchange 

them for usable goods, are to those.individuals 11pers0nally, merely one 

of the forms of money, not of wealth".(XVII, p, 167), Third, the public 

view confuses "Guardianship with Possession; .the real state of men of 

property being, too commonly, that of curators, not possessors, of 

wealth" (XVII, p, 168), These errors in the popular view of wealth 

result from neglecting the second point of Ruskinian wealth, the 

capacity of individuals to use the intrinsic value, Elaborating upon 

the third error, Ruskin thought a "man's power over his property" could 

be divided into: 

power of Use, for himself, Administration, to others, 
Ostentation, .Destruction, or Request; and possession is in 
use only, which for each man is sternly limited; that such 
things,. and so much of them as he can use, are, indeed, well 
for him, or Wealth; and more of them, or any other things, 
are ill for him, or Illth, (XVII, p, 168) 

He believed an individual's capacity to use wealth of a particular 

kind was limited. Beyond this a person could administer his wealth by 

distributing, lending or increasing it, The individual would only be 
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taking care of the wealth, he would not,be using it. Furthermore, the 

individual might display, destroy or bequeath his wealth but this did 

not represent use either. Ruskin thought many rich persons were only 

trustees of wealth--not using it, but holding it until it ,was passed on 

to their heirs (XVII, p. 168). Since the existence of wealth depends 

upon the power of the possessor to use it, it is not constant nor 

measurable because the total amount of wealth in the nation changes as 

the number and character of its holders change (XVII, p. 170), 

Ruskin's analysis of wealth has nothing to do with the market price 

of goods. He emphasized intrinsic value, the inherent properties of the 

thing, and acceptant capacity, the power of individuals to use the 

intrinsic value, A good "is worth precisely what it can do for you; not 

what you choose to pay for it" (XIX, p. 405), While his analysis 

includes both flows and stocks, this is not incorrect if it is realized 

that a stock yields a flow of services. Since Ruskin excluded some 

things of exchange value, his analysis of wealth is narrower than that 

derived.from the market. "Many bad things will fetch a price in 

exchange, but they do not increase the wealth of the country11 .(XIX, 

p, 405), Ruskin coined.the word "illth" for those things that either 

do not have any intrinsic value or are abused in use. Ruskin considered 

those goods which an individual cannot use and is holding to exchange 

as money, not wealth. Goods in excess of what an individual can use 

are not included as wealth either" On the other hand, Ruskin's view of 

wealth was more extensive than that of the market. He included useful 

things, such as free goods that do not command a price, as wealth, 

Further, wealth depends upon the vital powers and capacities of indi

viduals to use articles of intrinsic value. Thus, 11 yot\ can only 
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pessess wealth according to your ewn capacity of it 11 (XXVIII, p. 715). 

Nothing is wealth to an individual unless he can use it. 

After defining and analyzing the nature of wealth, Ruskin 

considered the productin of wealtho He urged that all directions for 

the gaining of wealth and all general laws about the national.practice 

of buying and selling include moral and ethical conditions (XVII, p. 

53). He thought any consideration of the advantage and quantity "of 

national.wealth, resolves itself finally into one of abstract justice" 

(XVII, p, 52), He believed a nation which desired true wealth, would 

desire it moderately, "distribute it with kindness, and possess it with 

pleasure; but one which desires false wealth, desires it.immoderately, 

and can neither dispense it.with justice, nor enjoy it with peace11 

(XVII, po 144). Thus Ruskin linked moral and ethical considerations 

with wealth. He believed the 

, , , lawful basis of wealth is, that a man who werks should 
be paid the fair value of his work; and that if he does not 
choose to spend it to-day, he should have free leave to keep 
it, and spend it.to-morrow, Thus, an industrious .man working 
daily, and laying by daily, attains at last the possession of 
an accumulated sum of wealth, to which he has absolute righto 
(XVIII, p. 411) 

A man should be able to keep what he justly earned. The production of 

wealth requires the production of intrinsic value, To Ruskin, the 

, wealth of nations, as of men, consists in substance, 
not in ciphers; and that the.real good of all work, and of 
all commerce, depends on the final intrinsic worth of the 
thing you make, or get by it. (XVIII, p, 391) 

Further, one of the vital principles of economy was that 11 society 

cannat exist by reciprocal pilfering, but must produce wealth 

if it would have it , • , 11 (XVII, p. 486), The economist, for every 

unit.of intrinsic value, "must with exactest chemistry produce its 



twin atom of acceptant digestion, or understanding capacity; or, in 

the degree of his failure, he has no wealth" (XVII, p, 167). So the 

second step in producing wealth is the production of capacity to use 

the '.intrinsic value. Finally, Ruskin added a third point in his 

a~alysis of the production of wealth. 

Any given accumulation of commercial wealth may be indicat_ive 
• of faithful industries, progressive energies, and 

productive ingenuities: or ••• it may be indicative of 
mortal luxury, merciless tyranny, ruinous chicane. (XVII, p. 
52) 

Since true wealth was measured by its extension ,of life, any destruc-

-n.:f:an of life during its production must be subtracted to arrive at 

net Ruskinian wealth. Ruskin did not develop the cost or negative 
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side of his weal the concept: asi;Bil:ly .as he did the positive or extension 

of life side but his analysis suggests that the true or net Ruskinian 

wealth of anything depends on its ability to extend life minus any 

using up or decrease of life in its production. Its ability to extend 

life depend~ upon its intrinsic value and the human capacity to use 

this value. Some commercial wealth may be negative Ruskinian wealth if 

the negative using up of life in its production is greater than its 

positive extension of life in its consumption. Such items, in Ruskin's 

terms, would decrease the wealth of the nation. 
c 

In considering the distribution and use of wealth, Ruskin divided 

it into "property which produces life, and that which produces the 

objects of life" (XVI, p. 129). Food, .houses, clothes and fuel, or any 

property used to produce them, is property that produces life while any 

property that_gives pleasure and suggests or preserves thought is 

property that produces the objects o'f life (XV.I, pp. 129-130). Ruskin 

grouped this property into several classes. First, some property, air, 
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water and land, necessary to life, is provided by nature and Ruskin 

thought every person had an inalienable right to that amount of this 

property necessary for life (XVI, p, 130). Second,.some.property, 

necessary to life, is produced by labor and a person has a right to this 

property only if he has done the necessary labor to produce it, or its 

equivalent.labor (XVI, p. 130). Third, some property, not necessary to 

life, provides bodily pleasures and conveniences, is produced by labor 

and consists of luxuries (XVI, p, 132). Fourth, some property, non-. 

agricultural land and art works, provides intellectual and emotional 

pleasure and may be very hard to distinguish from number three (XVI, 

p. 132). This classification scheme divided property into necessities 

and luxuries. Ruskin wanted everyone to have access to the necessities 

provided by nature and to have the necessities provided by labor only if 

they worked to produce them, He disliked the distribution of wealth in 

Great Britain since he thought most of the wealth was "unjustly divided, 

because it had been gathered by fraud, or by dishonest force, and dis

tributed at the will, or lavished by the neglect, of such iniquitous 

gatherers" (XXIX, p. 16). 

To this point, Ruskin's analysis of wealth has been material or 

non-human wealth, although developing the full.usefulness of this 

material .wealth depended upon human capacity, But as Ruskin considered 

the power of wealth, he developed the concept of human wealth. "Since 

the essence of wealth consists in its authority over men, if the 

apparent or nominal wealth fail in this power, it fails in essence 
" 0 0 

ceases to be wealth at all" (XVII, p. SS). But if this is true, then 

will 



... it not.follow that the nobler and the more in number 
the persons are over whom it has power, the greater the 
wealth? Perhaps it may even appear ••• that the persons 
themselves~ the wealth. (XVII, p, 55) 

.So Ruskin argued that the 11final outcome and consummation of all 

wealth is in the producing as many as possible full-breathed, bright-

eyed, and happy-hearted human creatures11 (XVII, p, 56). Ruskin 

concluded, as a result of this reasoning process, 

THERE IS NO WEALTH BUT LIFE. Life, including all its powers 
of love, of joy, and of admiration. That country is the 
richest which nourishes the greatest number of noble and 
happy human beings; that man is richest who, haviing perfected 
the functions of his own life to the utmost, has also the 
widest helpful influence, both personal, and by means of his 
possessions, over the lives of others. (XVII, p. 105) 

,Ruskin reached this conclusion by following the idea that the real 

power of wealth is its control over men, It also recognizes that 

humans have productive power to produce things and this productive 

power is we~lth. It also relates to the idea that the capacity of 

humans to use intrinsic value is more important in Ruskin's concept of 

wealth than the intrinsic value itself, His analysis of wealth did 

not clearly separate nonhuman and human wealth because nonhuman wealth 
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depends upon the human faculty of acceptant capacityo Generally, Ruskin 

placed more emphasis upon human wealth and this final definition of 

wealth as life fits neatly with his objective of political economy. 

This objective was to increase the quantity and quality of life, but if 

life is the wealth of a country, then the objective is also to.increase 

the wealth of the nation. Ruskin referred to the first principle of his 

political economy: 

••• the material wealth of any country is the portion of its 
possessions which feeds and educates good men and women in 
it; the connected principle of national policy being that 
the strength and power of a.country depends absolutely on 



the quantity of good men and women in the territory of it, 
and not at all on the extent of the territory--still less 
on the number of vile and stupid inhabitantso (XXIX, p. 423) 
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Ruskin's analysis of wealth, both nonhuman and human, was in qualitative 

terms, He did not explain how to measure either form of wealth objec-

tively, Present day economists divide wealth into human and nonhuman 

forms. Human wealth is valued by some market measure of its productive 

capacity or its cost of production. Nonhuman wealth, a stock of 

capital since it does not include income, is also valued by its price 

or some objective market measureo Ruskin's ideas can be conceptualized 

and explained but not objectively measured or valuedo 

The National Store 

In his analysis of nonhuman wealth, Ruskin used, as an expository 

device, a concept called a store or a national store, The national 

store is a stock of useful material things that have been produced by 

labor, Ruskin asked his readers to suppose: 

o , o a national store of wealth, composed of material things 
either useful, or believed to be so, taken charge of by the 
government, and that every workman, having produced any 
article involving labour in its production, and for which he 
has no immediate use, brings it to add to this store, receiv
ing from the Government, in exchange, an order either for the 
return of the thing itself, or of its equivalent in other 
things, such as he may choose out of the store, at any time 
when he needs themo (XVII, po 171) 

For each article in the store, the government issued a promise to pay 

and these promises, in Ruskin's definition, are national currencyo If 

these claims are presented as rapidly as goods are brought to the 

store, then the stock of useful things stays the sameo But if a worker 

brings his output to the store and saves part of the claims received 
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in exchange.for it "he increases the national.wealth daily by as much 

as he does not use of the received orders, and to the same amount 

accumulates a monetary claim on t4e Government 11 (XVII, ppo 171-172). 

In this case, part of income is saved, not all of output.is consumed 

and that part not consumed is added to the stock of wealth in the 

national storeo The individual worker has the right to present his 

claims and make use of his wealtho To the extent he does not use his 

claims, the country is enriched by the wealth these claims represent 

and he has "rendered so much additional life possible in the State, of 

which additional life he bequeaths the immediate possibility to those 

whom he invests with his claim" (XVII, p, 172)0 This follows because 

the amount of wealth is its ability ta extend life and if one individual 

produces more than he consumes, the rest is available to increase 

life for otherso According to Ruskin, the government, in taking charge 

of the store, may be conserving, improving, or destroyingo If con-

serving, it does not change the amount of wealth in the.stereo If 

improving, the government, by proper.use of the material wealth, 

enriches the nation and is able, "for every order presented, to return 

a quantity of wealth greater than the order was written for. o 0 11 

(XVII, po 172)0 If this ability of the government is concealed, the 

promises to pay of the government do not completely represent the.stock 

of wealth in the store or the government may show this by 

, o o continual payment of the excess of value on each 
oxder, in which case there is , o · o a perpetual rise in the 
worth of the currency o a fall in the price of all 
articles represented by ito (XVII, p, 172) 

In this case, the government uses the wealth in the store to increase 

the store.without any corresponding increase in the claims against the 
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store so the value of the national store is greater than the clatms 

against it. If the government is a destructive or consuming power, it 

uses up part of the store and is "unable to return the value received 

on the presentation of the order" (XVII, po 173)0 The government may 

conceal this inability by making payments in full unless all claims 

are presented and the government cannot redeem its promises to pay or it 

may pay "less than value received on each presented order, in which case 

there is a consistent fall in the worth of the currency, or rise in the 

price of things represented by it 11 (XVII, po 173) o This is just the 

opposite of the previous case since the promises to pay of.the govern-

ment exceed the value of the national store. 

After illustrating the concept of a national store controlled by 

the government, Ruskin suggested that by substituting a group of 

, •• persons occupied in industrial pursuits, of whom each 
adds in his private capacity to the common store, we at once 
obtain an approximation to tqe actual condition of a.civilized 
mercantile community, (XVII, p, 173) 

Whether the store was owned and controlled by the government or by 

private economic units, Ruskin believed both social conditions were the 

same in 11 the prime importance of the supposed national store.or stock, 

and its destructibility or improveability by the holders of it 11 (XVII, 

p. 173). Whether held by government or by individuals, 11 the quantity 

of stock is of the same national moment" (XVII, p. 173). If the 

government held the store, its amount would be known, but if held by 

private individuals, the amount cannot be known except by examining 

their affairs, according to Ruskin. He believed 11 the riches of the 

nation consist in the abundance, and their wealth on the nature of this 

store" (XVII, p. 174), Ruskin emphasized the importance.of the store 
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and that whether held by the government or in private hands the 

national store "may be daily consumed, or daily enlarged, by its 

possessors; and while the currency remains apparently unaltered, the 

property it represents may diminish or increase" (XVII, p. 174). 

Ruskin was interested in the nature of the store. nHas the nation 

hitherto worked for and gathered the right thing or the wrong? On that 

issue rest the possibilities of its life" (XVII, p. 174). The nature 

of the store must be considered under 

••. two main lights; the one, that of its immediate and 
actual utility; the other, that of the past national 
character which it signifies by its production, and future 
character which it must develop by its use. (XVII, p, 178) 

Ruskin's concept of wealth can be applied to the national store. First, 

there is the amount of intrinsic.value or ability to.extend life of the 

goods contained in the store. He thought that the goods in the store 

might. 'be useful in extending life or they might· be harmful in destroying 

life. They might be necessities or luxuries. Even if the store 

contained useless things, that might not mean an entirely corresponding 

absence.of valuable things, because the people who produced the useless 

things might have made nothing as an alternative. In any case, the 

iIIIIilediate utility of the store is its power to either sustain life or 

to help produce things that will. Second, if the national store is 

used or consumed, then the acceptant capacity .to use its intrinsic;: 

value effectively must exist or be developed. This brings into consid-

eration the personal character of individuals and their capacity to 

make good use of.the store. Third is the cost of producing the store 

as measured in the using up of life and degradation of character of 

those who produced it. Thus, the value of the store is the amount it 
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can extend life minus the amount of life used up in producing it. 

Ruskin's analysis links production and consumption since the value of 

anything depends on how much life was used up in the productive process 

subtracted from how much life can be increased by the consumption 

process. 

Ruskin related the quantity and nature of the store to the popu-

lation of the country. "What quantity of each article composing the 

store exists in proportion to the real need for it by the population?" 

(XVII, p, 178), However, he did not think the quantity of the store 

compared to the number of people determined their distress or comfort. 

"An active and economical race always produces more than it.require~,· 

and lives (if it is permitted to do so) in competence on the produce of 

its daily labour" (XVII, p. 179). In this case, a small store.would-be 

associated with a comfortable existence, according to Ruskin. Unless 

there is some special case where a large .output would qe associated ·with 

a small stock of capital, this ·appears to be in error. If more is 

produced than is required' the store would ·become larger over time, 

If the store can be used in a productive manner, a larger store should 

mean a larger output and greater comfort for the population. On the 

other hand, Ruskin also thought that a large qu;mti.ty of store diq· not 

necessarily mean comfort for the population since: 

, , . an inactive and wasteful population, which cannot live 
by its daily labour, but is dependent, pqrtly or wholly·, on 
consumption of its store, may be. (by various difficulties," 
hereafter to be examined, in realizing or getting at such· 
store) retained in a state of abject distress, though it·s· 
possessions are immense, (XVII, p, 179). · 

There is no evidence Ruskin ever examined the difficulties in getting at 

the store, Unless there is some reason, like unem,ployment, it does not 
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seem that.a large capital stock.should be.associated with a small 

output. A larger store should make·possible greater comfort if it is 

used productivelyo If the store is used up over time, the quantity of 

it will become smaller and output will decrease·causing distress to the 

population. However, Ruskin can be i~terpreted as placing more emphasis 

upon the industriousness of the people in determining output rather than 

upon the size of the storeo 

Ruskin thought "the results always·involved in.the magnitude of 

store are, the commercial power of the nation, its security, and its 

mental character" (XVII, po 179). So, there were adyantages in having 

a large store relative to the population. A larger store would permit 

the country to engage in more extensive commercial operations such as 

foreign trade. Its security would be increased since.a large store 

could be the means of.sudden exertion or sustained endurance such as 

waro, Its character could become more civilized since a larger store 

would permit, the production and acquisition of certain.· treasures such as 

works of art, But Ruskin rejected the idea that a country with a 

certain amount.of store would be enriched by a decrease in its 

population since "Wealth is by definitien only the means sf.life, a 

nation cannot be enriched by its own.mortality" (XVII, po 18l)o He 

concluded that if two nations have an equal amount of store, the one 

with the larger population is to 

o be considered the richer, prqvided the type of the 
inhabit;ant.be as high (for, though.the relative bulk of .their 
store be less, its relative efficiency, or the amount of. 
effectual wealth, must be greater). (XVII, p. 180) 

The nation with the larger population, having greater need, would have 

greater acceptant capacity to use·the store and thus develop its 
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potential intrinsic value more fully, causing the wealth of store to be 

greater. This implies a diminishing marginal utility of wealth if 

individuals with less wealth are able to use it more effectively. When 

an article of given intrinsic value is placed in the hands of someone 

with greater capacity to use it, the amount of effectual value or 

wealth is increased, Further, since wealth is life, a country with a 

larger population is wealthier, providing the quality of the population 

is as high, If the quality of the population is decreased because of 

its large numbers, 

, • , we have evidence of poverty in its worst influence; and 
then, to determine whether the nation in its total may still 
be justifiably esteemed rich, we must set or weigh, the number 
of the poor against that of the rich. (XVII, p, 180) 

To do this, it is necessary to know who is rich and who is poor and how 

rich .and poor they are. In comparing the wealth of nati9ns, it is 

necessary to know the distribution of wealth as well as the total 

amount. 

Since Ruskin's list of material wealth included things provided 

by nature, the national store is only part of the material wealth of 

the country, that part produced by the economy, This national store 

is a stock concept and can be compared to a concept used by present day 

economists: the stock·of capitalq This stock, depending on institu-

tional arrangements, may be owned by the government or by private 

economic units. Depending on the economy, this stock may be increasing, 

decreasing or staying the same. Ruskin valued this stock at its power 

to extend life rather than using a market measure of its value. 
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Monetary and Aggregate Economics 

In his monetary economics, Ruskin defined and analyzed money, 

currency and national currencyo All of them, from the view of issuer, 

were promises to pay or from the view of the holder, claims. These 

claims gave command over goods and labor services, their most important 

powers. His analysis examined the use and worth of currency and the 

relation between the currency holders and the store-holderso While 

Ruskin's analysis of aggregate economics was brief, he commented upon 

total output, the price level and the value of moneyo 

Money, Currency and National Currency 

Ruskin thought the "study of Money is a province.of commercial 

science:~-it deals with conditions of engagement and exchange11 (XVII, 

p, 153). Ruskin defined money as a "documentary expression of legal 

claim" (XVII, p, 157). Money was not wealth but a "documentary claim 

to wealth, being the sign of the relative quantities of it, or of the 

labour producing it; to which, at a given time, persons, or societies, 

are entitled" (XVII, p, 158). This definition makes the nature.of money 

similar to "the title-deed of an estate" (XVII, po 158). Money was more 

than a means of exchange and only a small part of the money supply, as 

defined by Ruskin, would serve as a medium of exchange. To him, money 

was any claim to the possession of valuable things or, in other words, 

any pieces of paper or coin that were evidences of ownership or claims 

on existing wealth or available labor. Money could serve as a medium 

of.exchange because of its claiming power, when its right as a claim was 

exercised: "money is a documentary claim to a proportionate quantity 

of the wealth of the world, It is not a medium of exchange except~ 
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a claim" (XVII, pp. 486-487). Since a person with more money has a 

greater claim to valuable things, Ruskin insisted that money 11 is not a 

medium of exchange, but a token of right 11 (XXVIII, pp. 134n-135n). · 

Money can be examined from the view of the issuer or the holder, and 

Ruskin thought this caused some controversy among economists. "All 

money .•. is an acknowledgement of debt; but as such, it may either 

be considered to represent the labour and property of the creditor, or 

the idleness and penury of the debtor 11 (XVII, p, 150n), Promises to 

pay are debt to the issuer but they are a claim from the viewpoint of 

the holder. At one time, Ruskin defined money as a 11documentary promise 

ratified and guaranteed by the nation to give or find a certain 

quantity of labour on demand" (XVII, p, 150n). This definition is more 

restricted and he later called it 11more or less metaphysical," .while he 

referred to the broader definition as a "practical statement of 

immediate need" (XVII, p. 487). Since Ruskin showed little interest in 

market operations, he de-emphasized the importance of money as a medium 

of exchange, He emphasized money as a claim to wealth but it appears 

this claim would be exercised only when money was used as a medium of 

exchange. Thus Ruskin's distinction between money as a claim and as a 

medium of exchange may be less important than he thought, Since.he 

defined money as a claim, Ruskin concluded that its primary value 
·;ol:\ 

"consists in its having power over human beings; that, without this 

power, large material possessions are useless, and to any such person 

possessing such power, comparatively unnecessary" (XVII, p. 54). Money 

gives the holder the power to hire labor services to take care of 

and operate farms and factories. Because Ruskin defined money as merely 
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a claim, he argued that if all "the money.in the world, notes and gold, 

were destroyed in an instant, it ,would leave the world neither richer 

nor poorer than it was" (XVII, p. 158). While this follows from 

Ruskin's definition, three exceptions can be taken to this statement, 

First, it neglects the nonmonetary uses'of gold as a commodity. Second, 

it does not consider money as having net wealth because it yields a flow 

of services, Third, it ignores goods in the possession of.an individual 

who cannot use them and plans to exchange them for other goods. In 

defining wealth, Ruskin called these goods money. In defining money, he 

did not include these goods nor did he include them when referring to 

the destruction of money since there would then be decreases in wealth 

as a result of destroying money, This inconsistency.can be reconciled 

if these goods, while considered money by the individual since.he is 

going to use them as claims to something else, are considered wealth 

rather than money from the viewpoint of the whole economy. 

Ruskin continually emphasized money as a claim without value in 

itself: 

, money is only the written or coined sign of the relative 
quantities of wealth in each person's possession. All money 
is a divisible title-deed, of immense importance as an expres
sion of right to property; but absolutely valueless, as 
property itself, (XIX, p, 4~~). 

He argued that the money supply of a nation ie "at its maximum value, 

worth all the property of the nation, and no more, because no more can 

be got for it" (XIX, p, 402), This ignores the fact that some property 

does not have any document or claim attached to it and that money, even 

as defined by Ruskin, could have a velocity of circulation of more than 

one, So usually the money supply would not reach its maximum and would 

not be equal to all the property. Ruskin's conclusions, however, can 
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be accepted if one assumes a constant velocity of circulation and 

flexible prices. He concluded that if the money supply stayed the same 

while the articles of property increased, the value of money would 

increase or prices would fall since each unit of money claims more 

property, If articles of property are decreased while the money supply 

stays the same, the value of money would decrease or prices would rise 

since each unit of money.is claim to a smaller amount of property. If 

the articles of property stay the same while the supply of money is 

increased, the value of money decreases as prices rise and each unit 

of money claims a smaller amount.of property, If the articles of 

property stay the same when the money supply is decreased, the value of 

money increases as prices fall and each unit of money claims more 

property, This analysis attributes to money the technical character-

istic of expanding or contracting in total value to equal the value of 

the property it is claim to. Money has this technical characteristic 

only if prices are flexible. Since money was only a claim to Ruskin, he 

concluded that money is truly "lost in the degree in which its value is 

taken from it, (ceasing in that degree to be money at all); and.it is 

truly gained in the degree in which value is added to it 11 (XIX, p. 403), 

Money I s value is decreased when it claims a smaller amount· of·. property 

and increased when it claims more.property and these changes could 

result either from changes in the money supply or in the amount of 

property, 

Part of a country's money supply consists of currency, which 

Ruskin defined as 

. , , every document acknowledging debt, which is transfer
able in the countr;x:,, This transferableness depends upon its 
intelligibility and credit, Its intelligibility depends 



chiefly on the difficulty of forging anything like it;--
its credit much on national character, but ultimately always 
on the existence of substantial means of meeting its demand. 
(XVII, p. 194) . 
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The amount of currency must be less than the supply of money since it is 

only those promises to pay that circulate~ Ruskin recognized the 

"degrees of transferableness are variable, (some documents passing only 

in certain places, and others passing, if at all, for less than their 

inscribed value,) ••• 11 (XVII, p. 194). He thought producing articles 

of commercial value on "which bills were drawn, increase the currency 

indefinitely; and substances of intrinsic value, if stamped or signed 

without restriction so as to become acknowledgements of debt, increase 

it indefinitely also" (XVII, p. 195). As long as more goods are pro-

duced and bills of exchange are drawn on these goods, the amount of 

currency increases. Newly mined uncoined gold is just a good offered 

for sale but when it is coined and becomes a promise to pay, it. 

increases the currency and decreases its value so long.as there is no 

increase in goods. Transferableness, which is the same as accept~ 

ability, determines whether promises to pay circulate and become 

currencyo Promises to pay are acceptable if individuals are sure they 

are not counterfeit and know they can be used for claiming what the 

individuals want, Some promises to pay circulate only in certain parts 

of the country or they may circulate at less than their stamped value, 

at a discounto Those promises to pay have only a partial acceptability. 

Ruskin also defined:. 

Legally authorized or national currency ••• a form of 
public acknowledgment of debt, so regulated and divided that 
any person presenting a commodity of tried worth in the 
public market, shall, if he please, receive in exchange 
for it a document giving him claim to the return of its 



equivalent, (1) in any place, (2) at any time, and (3) in any 
kind. (XVII; p. 195) 

National currency is the circulating debt or promises to pay of the 
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government. It is only one part of tne total currency. Ruskin examined 

the nature and power of the currency with respect to place, time and 

kind. Currency is a claim to the 

•. return of equivalent wealth in any Place. Its use in 
this function is to save carriage, .• to be perfect in this 
use, the substance of currency must be to the maximum port
able, credible, and intelligible. (XVII, p. 196) 

This means goods can be exchanged for currency in one place but the 

currency can be used to claim the same value of goods some place else, 

This requires that prices be the same in both places, that the currency 

be equally acceptable in both places and that the currency be easily 

carried between the two places. Currency is also a claim to the "return 

of equivalent wealth at any Time. In this second use, currency is the 

exponent of accumulation, •• " (XVII, p, 196). The use of this cur-

rency is that of a store of value since goods are exchanged for currency 

which can be used at any later time to claim an equal value of goods, 

if prices do not increase and the acceptability of the currency does not 

change, This use of currency makes saving by "individuals unlimitedly 

possible; whereas , all gathering would be confi~ed within certain 

limits by the bulk of property, or by its decay, or the difficulty of 

its guardianship" (XVII, p. 196), Finally, currency is a claim to the 

"return of equivalent wealth in.any Kind, It is transferable right, not 

merely to this or that, but to anything; and its power in this function 

is proportional to the range of choice" (XVII, p, 197). This means 

goods can.be exchanged for currency and this currency used to claim any 



kinds of available goods and services in the market. In this use, 

currency is generalized purchasing powero With respect to both place 

and kind, these functtons of cur~ency are as a medium of exchangeo 

In relating currency and markets, Ruskin thought that if the 

••. currency is quite healthy and vital, the persons 
entrusted with its management are always able to give on 
demand either, A. The assigning document for the assigned 
quantity of goodso Or, B. The assigned quantity of goods 
for the assigning documento If they cannot give document for 
goods, the national exchange is at fault. If they cannot 
give goods for document, the national credit is at fault, 
(XVII, pp. 195-196) 
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If the currency is acceptable and if.markets are working properly then 

currency and goods can be freely exchanged for each other at the 

assigned values. Ruskin thought that markets were defective if goods 

could not be sold for currency and the currency was not acceptable ~f 

it could not be used to purchase goods. The first case might result if 

no one has currency to pay for goods and services while the second case 

could result if no one is willing to accept the currency as payment for 

goods or services. 

Ruskin, examining the relation between currency and gold, discussed 

the use of gold as a basis for the currencyo Since the currency is a 

promise to pay goods equal in value to those exchanged for it, the 

quality of the promised goods must be tested and guaranteed. Since a 

quantity of goods must be held to meet the promise of the currency to 

pay, it is essential that the promised goods be indestructible, and 

desirable that smallness of bulk be combined with large value. Ruskin 

found the desirable characteristics 

.• , united in gold; its intrinsic value is great, and its 
imaginary value greater; so that, partly through indolence, 
partly through necessity and want of organization, most, 
nations have agreed to take gold for the only basis of their 
currencies , •• (XVII, p, 197) 
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The basis or final promise to pay of national currency was to pay gold, 

It was used because it combined the desirable characteristic~ of large 

value, indestructibility and ability to be tested and guaranteed. One 

of the disadvantages ofusing gold as a currencybasewas "its port

ability enabling the metal to become an active part of the. medium of, 

exchange, , , 11 (XVII, p, 197), Gold not only served as a basis for 

the currency but it was also used as a currency. It was both currency 

and commodity and these two functions interfere with each other. Gold 

is bad currency since it can be withdrawn from circulation and used as 

a commodity in the arts. Butit is also a bad commodity since it might 

be coined and used as a currency. Its use in the arts is unsafe because 

it might be melted down and coined. However, these two functions also 

enhance each other because gold's use as a commodity increases its 

acceptability as a currency. Its use as currency increases its 

commodity value since a quantity is absorbed in that use and "increases 

the effect on the imagination of the quantity used in the arts" (XVII, 

p, 198), This and other reasons caused Ruskin to dislike the use of 

gold as a monetary standard because ''its significance as an expr.ession 

of debt varies , , , with the popular estimate of its desirableness, 

and with th~ quantity offered in the market" (XVII, po 199), He 

believed that his ability to obtain "other goods for gold" depended on 

how strongly people wanted "gold and on the limitation of its quantity, 

so that when , the world esteems gold less, or finds it more 

easily--filY right of claim 1£_ in ~ ·degree effaced • '' (XVII, p, 

199), He.argued that 11 the right.of debt ought not to rest.on a basis of 

imagination; nor should the frame of a national currency vibrate with 

every miser's panic, and every merchant'~ imprudence",(XVII, po 199), 
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Ruskin disliked gold as a standard of value because gold itself 

increased in value if the .demand for it increased and it decreased in 

value if the supply of it increased or the quantity of good$ and ser-

vices decreased, To him, ''gold is . only precious . as long as people think 

it so, and it loses it$ value either when more.of it is found, or when 

other things diminish in quantity" (XVII, p. 488), He ·believed that 

changes in the value of gold or the "rise of prices (Le., loss of 

value in money) is much more owing to wanton waste and war than to the 

Australian or Californian mines" (XVII, p. 489), Since gold was the 

basis of currency then a 

, premium on that article indicates bankruptcy of tbe 
government in that proportion •• , Currencies of forced 
acceptance, or of unlimited issue, are merely various modes 
of disguising taxation, •• (XVII, p, 201) 

The government is in partial default on its promise to pay golq if it 

circulates at a premium and Ruskin recognized that currency issue and 

inflation i$ a form of .. taxation to secure. resources by the government, 

Mostly, Ruskin's analysis of gold was orthodox. 

Ruskin divided the power of true currency into four categories.· 

First, there is the "credit power" of currency or its "worth in 

exchange, dependent.on public opinion of the stability and honesty of 

the issuer" (XVII, p, 202). This is how much the general public thinks 

a unit of currency will purchase in goods and services since by credit 

power, Ruskin meant the "general impression on the national mind" or 

the thought of how much the currency is worth (XVII, p. 182n), Second, 

the "real worth" of the currency is "what the division of the assets of 

the issuer would produce for it" (XVII, p. 202). If all the promises 

to pay of the issuer are presented for payment at once, the real worth 
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of the claim. is how much would be paid cm them. In erder for this real 

werth to equal the face value of the currency, the issuer would eithe:i. 

have to hold a one hundred percent reserve of.the basis of the currency 

or be given time to liquidate other assets in order to redeem his 

promises to pay. If his liabilities exceeded the value of his assets, 

the real worth of his promises to pay would be less than their face 

value. Third, the 11 exchange power" of the basis of the currency is "how 

much of other things we can get for •. • • gold" (XVII, p, 202). If 

currency is exchanged for gold, there is the question of how much the 

gold will buy or its exchange power. It would appear that exchange 

power should be equal to the face value of the currency unless gold is 

either at a premium or a discount. Fourth, there is the "power over 

labour, exercised by the given quantity of the base, or of the things 

to be got for it 11 (XVII, p, 202). If a five pound currency note is 

exchanged for five pounds of gold, the question i!;l "how much work and 

•• , whose .work, is to be. had for the food whic.h five pounds will buy" 

(XVII, p, 202). This means the quantity of labor that can be hired for 

the amount of goods the base of the currency will buy. In competitive 

markets, exchange.power and the power over.labor should closely approxi

mate each other since.a unit of gold should purchase goods and services 

equal in value to the labor it can hire. One unusual circumstance that 

provides an exception to this is art work from a dead artist since gold 

could purchase his existing art work but could not hire any more of his 

labor. All of these powers of the currency are powers to clai~ the gold 

basis of the currency or the power of the currency or the gold to.buy 

goods or hire labor services. 
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Ruskin b_roadly defined the total currency, including that issued 

by the government.and privately, as "transferable acknowledgment of 

debt," and he divided this debt into two classes, 11 the acknowledgment 

of debts which will be paid, and of debts which will not':' (XVII, pp. 

202-203). Ruskin excluded bad debts that would not be paid from his 

analysis even though they might temporarily still circulate. He 

included all good debts that will be paid even though they might not 

circulate because withdrawal from circulation is a ''graduated state, 

and indefinable" and they could enter back into circulation (XVII, 

p. 203n). He ranged "the true currency of the country on one side, and 

the store or property of the country on the other11 (XVII; pp. 203-204). 

That gold which circulates is included with the currency while commodity 

gold is included with the property. "Then the currency.represents the 

quantity of debt in the country, and the store the quantity of its 

possession" (XVII, p. 204). Ruskin divided the ownership of all the 

property between the currency-holders and the store-holders, and 

"whatever the claiming of the currency is.at any moment, that.value is 

to be deducted from tQe riches of the store~holders" (XVII; p. 204). 

The net value of the store-holders' property would be its value minus 

any claims or promises to pay upon their property held by the currency-

holders, according to Ruskino He argued that true econo~y, or debts 

that will be paid; 

••• represents either the debtor's wealth, or his ability 
and willingness ••• either wealth existing in his hands 
transferred to him by the creditor, or wealth which, as 
he is at some time surely to.return it, he is either 
increasing, or, if diminishing, has the.will and strength 
to reproduce. A sound currency, •• as by its increase it 
represents enlarging debt, represents also enlarging means 
• o • (XVI I, p o 2 04) . 
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Ruskin concluded that as true currency increased so did debt but this 

would be true by definition since currency.is promises to.pay or debt. 

He also concluded that increases in debt.would be associated with 

increased output.or the ability to increase output, but there are 

exceptions to this. Debt may increase without any increase in output 

or ability to increase output. Furthermore, output may increase without 

any increase in debt as .when an ind:i.vfa'ual.produces somet;:hing for 

himself. Therefore, Ruskin's conclusion does.not cover.all cases. 

Ruskin tried to determine whether people.were primarily store-

holders or currency-holders since he believed the characters of the two 

differed. He t~6ught: 

every man.possessing money has usually also some 
property beyond what is necessary for his immediate wants, 
and men possessing property usually also hold currency beyond 
what.is necessary for their immediate exchanges, it mainly 
determines the class to which they belong, whether in their 
eyestthe money is an adjunct of the property, or the property 
of the money. In the first case the holder's pleasure is in 
his possessions, and in his money subordinately, as the means 
of bettering or adding to them. In the second, his pleasure 
is in his money, and in his possessions only as representing 
it .••• The shortest distinction between the men is that 
the one wishes always to buy, and the other to sell. (XVII, 
p. 205) 

Ruskin, admitting that people were not exclusively store-holders or 

currency-holders, believed individuals were mainly store-holders if 

their pride of possession were mainly in their property, if .their cur-

rency holdings were subordinate to their property holdings and if they 

were to use their currency holding to buy more property. Individuals 

were primarily currency-holders if their pride of possession were 

mainly in their currency, if their property holdings were subordinate to 

their currency holdings and if they wished to sell their property to 

acquire more currency. Ruskin believed.the character of these two 
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groups is very important to the country since en the "character of.the 

store~holders chiefly depend the preservation, display, and serviGea~le

ness of its wealth; on that of the currency-holders, its distribution;. 

on that of both, its reproduction" (XVII, p. 206). The store-holders, 

since they hold the property of the nation, determine how it is cared 

f0r and used; whether it .is improved or destroyed, whether it is used 

to produce useful 0r useless things. Thus Ruskin th0ught the character 

of the store-h0lders was more important than the amount.of pr0perty in. 

the country; further, if the store-holders better their property, this 

reacts by improving their character. The currency-holders determine 

the distribution of property since they can, if they so cho0se, use 

their currency to acquire pr0perty and change its distribution. 

Ruskin's analysis of the character of the store-holders and the 

currency-holders is more psych0logical than economic. The evaluation 

of it by an economist is difficult since it .does go beyond.the usual 

boundaries 0f the discipline. 

In addition to studying who were the store-holders and who the 

currency-holders, Ruskin analyzed the quantity of the store relative 

to the ct1-rrency, He thought the "real worth of the currency, so fa;- as 

dependent on its relation to the magnitude of the store, may vary, 

within certain limits, without affecting its worth in exchange" (XVII, 

p. 181). The real worth of the currency is the stock of useful things 

in the store to which the currency is a claim while its worth in 

exchange is the amount of goods and services people think it will 

purchase. Ruskin thought.these col!.ld diverge from each other 

unperceived by the public and its credit power could be more or less 
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than its real worth. He believed currency was usually taken for more 

than it was worth; its credit power exceeded its real worth. People 

thought it would buy more goods and services than it could actually 

claim in.the store. Ruskin also related 11 the currency to the available. 

labour which it also represents 11 (XVII, p. 182), He thought.this rela-

tion involved the size of the store to the number and mind of the 

population. The size of the store can be measured relative to the 

number of the population but.its size relative to their willingness to 

work cannot be measured" This value of currency, power over labor, 

depends upon the amount of goods and services that can be acquired by 

hiring labor. It depends upon the number of laborers and their willing-

ness to work, To Ruskin, the worth of a 

, , , piece of money which .claims a given quantity of the 
store is, in exchange, less _or greater according to the 
facility of obtaining the same quantity of the same thing 
without having recourse to the store, (XVII, p, 182) 

Money or currency can be used tQ claim goods from the store or to hire 

labor services. If the currency commands a larger value of labor 

services than goods from the store, its power over labor is greater 

than its real worth; its value .in hiring labor is greater than in 

buying goods. If the currency commands a smaller value of labor 

services than goods from the store, its power over labor is less 

than its real worth; its value in hiring labor services is less 

than in buying goods. Normally, in competitive markets, these.values 

should be the same but it depends upon the willingness of store-holders 

to sell.goods and the willingness of labor to supply its services. 

Ruskin believed the first function of currency was it$ power to purchase 

goods. The worth of the currency in exercising this power is 11dependent 
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on the conceived or appreciated value of what it represents, and. 

dependent on the existence of what -it represents'! (XVII, p. 190). If 

the conceived or appreciated value of what the currency represents is 

high because the possessors value it highly and place a high price on 

it, then the currency is weak or worth little. Currency is strong or 

worth much if the possessors of what it represents do not.value it 

highly and place a low price on it, If what the currency.represents 

actually exists, then the currency can.be used to clai~ the article and 

is a true currency. If what the currency represents does not exist, 

the currency is a false currency since.it cannot:be used to clai~ a non

existent article. The second function of currency is commanding labor, 

If labor is very eager to acquire currency to.buy goods, it will be more 

willing to work.and tq.e value of currency in .commanding labor is 

greater. If labor is less willing to work, the value .of currency in 

commanding labor is less. Ruskin's analysis emphasized the power of 

money, and currency as.a part of the money supply, in obtaining material 

possessions or.commanding labor services. 

Ruskin attempted same analysis ef the demand for and,the necessary 

supply of currency. He thought th~ need for currency depended.upon.the 

size of the population, the number of currency-holders as compared to 

the nonholders and the number of store-holders as.compared .to the number 

of nonholders. Since he defined currency as a claim to goods that were 

net possessed, "its quantity indicates the number of claimants in pro~ 

portion.to the number of holders; and the force.and complexity of 

claim" (XVII, p, 191). He believed that.if the clatms were net very 

complex, there was little need for currency as a means of exchange and· 

the supply could be small in quantity. In a simple economy with little 
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specializatien, only a small quantity of currency is needed. When 

people . produce goods for themselves_, there is litt.le exchange. and small 

need for currency. A single unit of currency can affect more.than one 

exchange and as it.does, property ownership changes. In a more compli

cated economy.there would be a greater demand for currency. If a 

nation's habi_ts become more complex .and fantastic, if the currency 

itself .becomes an object of desire, then.the demand for currency-in

creases and it becomes larger in comparison to the store (XVII, p. 192). 

Although Ruskin's analysis of. the demand for currency appears correct 

as far as it goes, he did not specifically devote much attention to this 

topic. 

Ruskin's monetary concept closest to a present day definition of 

meney was currency. Money is commonly defined at the present time as 

anything generally used and accepted as a medium of exchange. Ruskin's 

currency was those acknowledgments of debt that circulated. He 

emphasized the function of currency-. as a claim to goods or labo_r 

services. His analysis connected the effect of currency and its use 

upon human character. He _integrated his monetary economics with tqe 

re$t of his polit~cal economy through this concern about the quality of 

life. Currency is helpful if its use extends life by assisting in the 

production of useful goods and services or by assisting in placing 

useful things in the hands of those.best able to use them. Currency 

is harmful if it causes the character of individuals to become.worse, 

if it leads to the productiQn of.harmful things or if its use places 

goods into the hands of.those less able to use 'them. 
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Aggregate Economics 

Although Ruskin's treatment of aggregate economics was not 

extensive, some of his analysis applies to the whole economy. He 

related total output to labor sinc'e he believed the labor of a nation, 

if well employed, is "sufficient to provide its whole population with 

good food and comfortable habitation; and not with, those.only, but with 

good.education besides, and objects of luxury ••• 11 (XVI, p. 18). But 

if labor is used unwisely or.not used at all, then suffering and want 

would be the result. If not all labor is used, total output would be 

less. If the labor is used inefficiently or does not work hard, then 

total output would be le$s. Total output depends not only on the level 

of employment of labor but also on the efficiency of labor. While 

recognizing that total output is limited by the amount of available 

land, capital and labor, Ruskin introduced another factor. With a 

given amount of labor, the quantity of work and output depends upon 

"the quantity of will with .which we ca.n inspire the .workman; and the 

true limit of labour is only in the limit of this moral stimulus of the 

will, and of the bodily power" (XVII, p. 177). If all the other factors 

of production are fixed, then the quantity of output is determined by 

the willingness of the laborers. If they are inspired to work harder 

through the proper development.of social affections, output will 

increase. Ruskin thought labor was "limited only by the great original 

capital of head, heart, and hand" (XVII, p. 177). He also related 

total output to the demand for particular products since he thought the 

desire for an article may stimulate 

the production of the money which buys it ••• the 
work by which the purchaser obtained the means of buying it, 



would not have been done by him, unless he had wanted that 
particular thing. (XVII, p. 177) 
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Individuals who might otherwise produce.nothing,.may, because they want 

certain goods, produce goods or provide services, increasing output, to 

earn the income to purchase what they want. 

Ruskin analyzed the relationship between money and wealth. 

The real worth of money remains unchanged, as long as the 
proportion of the quantity of existing money to the quantity 
of existing wealth or available labour remains unchanged, 
If the wealth increases, but not the money, the worth of the 
money increases; if the money increases, but not.the wealth, 
the worth of the money diminishes. (XVII, p. 158) 

In this analysis Ruskin implicitly assumed a constant velocity of 

circulation and flexible prices. Since wealth includes both currently 

produced and previous output not consumed, this analysis considers the 

value of money or the price level in relation to both current output 

and existing goods. If the relation between money and wealth or 

available labor does not change; then neither does the price level or 

the value of money. If wealth increases with a constant money supply, 

the price level must fall. If wealth remains constant but,the money 

supply increases, the price level must increase. While this analysis 

related the money supply directly to the price level, Ruskin recognized 

one situation in which the currency should be related to the quantity 

of wealth. 11 So long as the existing wealth or available labour is not 

fully represented by the currency, the currency may be increased with-

out diminution of the assigned worth of its pieces" (XVII, p. 158). In 

this case an increase.in currency increased wealth rather than increas-

ing the price level since there were some unemployed resources to 

increase production. Increased output.resulted because the increases 

in gold or money will "stimulate industry: an additional quantity of 
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wealth is immediat~ly produced, and if this be in proportion to the new 

claims advanced, the value of the existing currency is undepreciated" 

(XVII, p, 159). Ruskin did not e~plicitly explain the process but his. 

analysis is correct. If an increl;l,se in the money supply somehow causes 

a proportionate increase in product, the price level will not change. 

He went beyond this to the case if an increase in t~e money supply 

stimulated the production of "more goods than are·proportioned to the 

additional coinage, the worth of the existing economy will be raised" 

(XVII, p, 158). While this case would seem to be.very unusual, if not 

impossible, unless other changes are taking place at the same time, the 

conclusion is correct, If an increase in the money supply could result 

in a more than proportionate increase in product, the price level,must 

fall. If the 

, , . existing wealth, or available labour, is once fully 
represented, every piece of money thrown into circulation 
diminishes the worth of every.other existing piece, in the 
proportion it bears to the number of them •• , (XVII, p. 
158) 

Once full employment is reached so that production cannot be increased, 

additional increases in the money supply cause proportional increases in 

the price level. Since the money supply affects the production of 

wealth, Ruskin believed that the control and issue of currency by the 

government was, in some cases, wise. But he warned that: 

The issue of additional currency to meet the exigencies of 
immediate expense; is merely one of the disguised forms of 
borrowing or taxing. It is, however, in the present low 
state of economical knowledge, ·often possible for govern
ments to venture on an issue of currency, when they could 
not venture on an additional loan or tax, because the real 
operation of such issue is not understood by the people, 
and the pressure of it is irregularly distributed, and with 
an unperceived gradation. (XVII, p. 159) 
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If there were available labor resources, the government could increase 

production by issuing more currency. If there were no available labor 

resources, then the issue of more currency by the government, resulting 

in an increase in prices, was a form of taxation. Even though it 

caused rising prices, the government could acquire resources in this 

manner, especially if the people did not expect rising prices. The 

prices would.rise over a period cif:timeand affect people differently 

according to what happened to the money value of their income and 

property. 

Ruskin introduced the level of spending into his analysis of the 

money supply and the price level but his analysis was confused. 

Suppose • • • I hold stock to the value of ':f" 500 a year; if 
I live on a hundred a year, and lay by four hundred, I (for 
the time) keep down.the prices of all goods to the distributed 
amount of 'f:. 400 a year, or, in other words, neutralize the 
effect on the market of 400 pounds in gold imported annually 
from Australia. If, instead of laying by this sum in paper, 
I choose to throw it.into bullion (whether gold plate or 
coin does not matter), I not only keep down the price of 
goods, but raise the price of gold as a commodity, and 
neutralize 800 pounds' worth of imported gold. But if I 
annually spend my entire 500 (unproductively) I annually 
raise the price of goods by that amount, and neutralize a 
correspondent diminution in the supply of gold. If I spend 
my 500 productively, that is to say, so as to produce as 
much as, or more than I consume, I either leave the market 
as I find it, or by the excess of production increase the 
value of gold. (XVII, pp. 489-490) 

Ruskin gave many examples and did not make his assumptio~s clear. The 

first case, when he receives"£' 500 and hoards 400 of it, spending is. 

reduced by the amount of hoarding and prices will fall proportionately 

if they are flexible downward. If at the same time he hoards 't:' 400, 

the money supply is increased by this amount because of new gold, 

spending would not be reduced and.prices would not fall. In the second 

case, when he buys and hoards'£ 400 of .gold, the result would be the 
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same as the first case when he hoards'£ 400 of paper currency and not, 

as he indicates, the neutralization of~ 800. His hoarding of'£ 400, 

either paper c~rrency or gold currency, reduces the velocity of 

circulation, spending and prices if they are flexible. If at the same 

time, he increases his hoards by 'E 400, the money supply is increas~d 

by':£ 400, these changes.offset each other, there is no change in 

spending or prices. In the third case, when Ruskin spends hist' 500 so 

as not.to increase production, this would raise prices only if the!:' 500 

were withdrawn from hoards, increased velocity and spending. If the 

'E 500 were current income spent as received, there would be no effect on 

prices. In the last case, when he spends his t' 500 productively, if the 

~ 500 were income.spent as received, spending and prices would not be 

changed. If the'£ ~~Oare withdrawn from hoards and spent so as to 

increase production by an equal amount, the increased spending is 

matched by increased output and prices are unchanged. If it resulted, 

somehow, in a greater increase in production, prices must fall or the 

value of gold increases. Throughout this analysis the velocity of 

circulation is assumed to remain unchanged except for Ruskin's hoarding 

and dishoarding. 

He believed "war and waste raise prices at once" (XVII, p. 488). 

If the money supply and the velocity of circulation do not change, the 

decrease in wealth would cause prices to increase. Ruskin thought 

that increases in demand increased employment but he applied this 

analysis more to individual firms. He believed that bad commerce 

caused gluts on the market which lowered prices. "Cheapness caused by 

gluts of the market is merely a disease of clumsy and wanton commerce" 



(XVII, p. 186n). Ruskin thG>ught overproduction was impossible, so 

recognizing the occ~rance of gluts that caused falling prices, he 

blamed it on c0mmerce without explaining the cause. 
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Ruskin's aggregate economics relat~d total output to the quantity 

of.labor, its efficiency and its inspiration and willingness. Total 

output changed with the demand for particular products and with total 

spending in some cases. However, he usually related changes in the 

money supply to changes in spending and· the price level. Throughout 

his analysis, he assumed flexible prices, and while recognizing hoarding 

and dishoarding, usually assumed a constant velocity of circulation •. 

Since prices were flexible, hoarding and dishoarding resulted in changes 

in the price level rather than changes in output .or employment. 

Summary 

Part I of Ruskin's principles of political economy presented his 

views on certain economic concepts. The foundation of his political 

economy is his ideas about the nature of man, the nature of political. 

economy and the role of economists. Ruskin, rejecting the "economic 

man" concept, urged economists to .. study the .whole man. rather than just 

his acquisitive instincts. This is a sounder but more difficult 

approach •. Economists are usually concerned with only a part of .man's 

behavior and they assume he acts in his own self~interest in order to 

simplify problems and reach specific conclusions. Ruskin thought man 

was an affectionate being and the motivating force behind his actions 

was s0cial af~ections, the desire to treat other men with, justice and 

affection. Further, if employers treated their employees so as to 

develop the social affections the greatest output would be produced. 
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To pennit the full development of social affections, the administration 

of labor needed to be,changed so that wage rates and employment levels 

did not fluctuate with the demand for labor. Ruskin's ideas about.the 

nature of man are interesting andy depending on the reader, may offer 

insight and inspiration. 

Ruskin's study of the nature of polit~cal economy caused him to 

restate the economic.problem •. The fundamental fact of scarcity still 

exists but the objective of political economy.is the improve~ent in the 

quality and quantity of life. Improving the quality of life is more 

important than increasing the quantity of it. The economic problem is 

how to use scarce resource$ to increase or extend life. From this 

comes the basic questions:. what should be produced, how should it be 

produced and how should it be distributed in order to increase life. 

This definition of political economy makes it more.a study of choice 

than of wealth. It also mak~s applied economics more important than 

theoretical economics. Ruskin's economics apply more to a regulated or 

managed economy and the role.of the economists is that of education and 

management. They should decide and teach people what things are good 

and extend life and what things are evil and destroy life. They should 

direct the economy in the production of useful things and avoid the 

production of hannful things. 

Ruskin's analysis of value was strictly use-value •. First, there 

is intrinsic value which must be measured in tenns of supporting !if~. 

An article has intrinsic value, which is an inherent property, to the 

extent it sustains life. This intrinsic value is its usefulness or 

utility. Second, there is acceptant capacity which is the capacity of 

an individual to make effective use of the intrinsic value. The 
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individual must have the power to develop and make use of the ·intrinsic 

value. When int~insic value and acceptant capacity are combined, 

effectual value, the usefuln~ss of a thing in useful hands to extend .. 

life, results. This Ruskinian value is the basis of his concept of. 

wealth. Effectual value is wealth but to determine true net.wealth, 

tQe cost of producing the intrinsic value must be deducted. Again, 

this cost of production is measured in the using up or destroying of 

life. The net result.of this is Ruskinian wealth or the net addition 

to life. These concepts are completely separate from the market place· 

and their valuation is in human, not monetary, terms. Ruskin believed 

one of the most important forms of wealth for a country was human life 

of good character and quality. Some wealth was provided by nature, 

including free goods. Wealth produced, but not consumed,, makes up the 

national.store, a stock of useful articles. The.value of the store is 

its ability to extend life. 

To Ruskin, money was all claims to the possession of valuable 

things. Currency was.those acknowledgments of debts that circulated. 

The national currency was the circulating promi~es of the government 

to pay. The most important use of these was as a claim, not as a 

medium of exchange. Their power.as a claim was the power to purchase 

goods and to hire labor services. In these uses, they directed economic 

activity. Most ef Ruskin's aggregate concepts related the money 

supply to.the price level. 

The unifying theme in Ruskin's principles of political economy 

is human life. His basic concepts.are to be expressed and measured in 

terms of.a human standard. Not all of his ideas are well developed but 

they may provide insights and inspiration to the reader. 



CHAPTER V 

RUSKIN'S PRINCIPLES OF POLITICAL ECONOMY: PART II 

Chapter V, a continuation of Chapter IV, presents the remainder of 

Ruskin's Theoretical economics. His own words are used as the basis 

for this exposition as his views are abstracted from his writings; 

however, his ideas are reorganized and grouped under certain topics. 

Where necessary, his ideas are expanded and interpreted. Further, his 

ideas are subjected to an examination and evaluation, His economic 

analysis is grouped into those concepts related to the market, to making 

and using goods, and to distribution. 

Market Economics 

Certain Ruskinian concepts are closely related to the market even 

though he did not define or analyze them in usual market terms. He 

believed cost and price were commercial conditions and the market would 

provide monetary measures of them, Nevertheless, Ruskin defined them 

and insisted they be measured in terms of labor, a human measure, Cost 

was the quantity of labor necessary to produce an item. He divided 

cost into intrinsic and effectual cost and he digressed to explain his 

concept of cheapness. Price was the quantity of labor a seller requires 

in exchange for an item, Ruskin analyzed price from the view of the 

buyer and from that of the seller. Although Ruskin did not use supply 

and demand schedules, he ended with price determined by supply and 

11 Q 



demand. He thought if demand were constant, price varied with the 

cost of production. 
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Ruskin made many comments about supply and demand, but very little 

analysis of them. While he did not define supply, it appears to mean 

the existing quantities of a good. He defined demand as the force of 

the buyer's effective intention to buy. Mostly Ruskin argued there was 

not a natural or divine law about supply and demand. 

Ruskin contended therewas advantage but not profit in exchange. 

The advantage is acquiring goods that an individual can use. He 

thought much exchange was based on acquisition or unfair exchange where 

one person lost as much as another gained. The agents of exchange are 

merchants and they should receive a return for their effort but not 

profit based on the state of the markets. Commerce is an extension of 

exchange to trade between countries. Ruskin applied the same princi

ples to foreign trade as to trade within a country. 

Cost and Price 

Associated with his value theory, Ruskin defined cost and price to 

make clear the ~ifference between them and value. Concerning useful 

things, he defi~ed value as,the life--giving power of a good and "cost, 

the quantity of labour required to produce it; price, the quantity of 

labour wh.ich its possessor will take.in exchange for it" (XVII, p. 153). 

While cost and price were commercial conditions and their study part of 

the subject of money, he affirmed "cost and price are counted in 

Labour" (XVII, p. 182). While the market provides a money measure of 

cost and price, Ruskin measured them with a human standard, the 

quantity of labor. In his definition, the cost of a good is the amount 
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of labor necessary to make it, while the price of a good is the amdunt 

of labor which the seller requires for it. The concept of cost is 

more applicable to goods not yet produced, while price applies to goods 

already in existence. Although both cost and price are immediate or 

short run phenomena, Ruskin did not believe they were necessarily the 

same in amount. 

To Ruskin, "the 'Cost' of anything is the quantity of labour 

necessary to obtain it;--the quantity for which, or at which it 'stands' 

(constat). It is literally the 'Constancy' of the thing , , " (XVII, 

p. 183). Getting a thing requires so much labor and that is the cost 

of it. But Ruskin's use of the term"labour" must be understood, 

"Cost is measured , . . only in 'labor, ' not in 'opera, ' It does not 

matter how much work a thing needs to produce it; it matters only how 

much distress" (XVII, pp. 183-184). While cost is the quantity of 

labor required to make a good, labor is not the same as work nor is 

it all human effort, True labor is the destruction or using up of life 

either of the body, the heart or the mind. The distress or disutility 

of labor which measures the cost of making a good is some form of 

suffering, pain, patience or fatigue, 

Similar to value but with different meanings, cost was divided by 

Ruskin into two parts: "Intrinsic cost is that of getting the thing in 

the right way; effectual cost is that of getting the thing in the way 

we set about if." (XVII, p. 184). This division has little meaning 

since "intrinsic cost cannot be made a subject of analytical investiga-

tion, being only partially'discoverable, and that by long experience" 

(XVII, p, 184), Intrinsic cost is the quantity of labor required to 

produce a good in the most efficient method. Since new methods are 
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continually developed, the best way of making a good is not known and 

the perfect method has not been discovered" The economist can only 

analyze effectual cost: "the cost of the thing under existing 

circumstances, and by known processes" (XVII, p" 184). Effectual cost 

is the amount of labor required to produce the good using available 

techniques of production" Ruskin believed the cost of a thing, 

being dependent much on application or method, vari~s 
with the quantity of the thing wanted, and with the number 
of persons who work for it" It is easy to get a little of 
some things, but difficult to get much; it is impossible to 
get some things with few hands, but easy to get them with 
many. (XVII, p" 185) 

If cost increases as a larger amount is produced, the production of the 

good is taking place under conditions of increasing costs. If cost is 

reduced as a larger number of workers are used, it must be because of 

the economies of scale associated with the advantages of specialization 

and division of output" Ruskin believed it might be difficult to 

measure cost accurately but he thought it depended on "ascertainable 

physical circumstances" (XVII, po 185). While it is possible to 

measure labor time, Ruskin did not explain how to measure the using up 

of the lives of the workers. Since all of Ruskin's analysis of cost 

was expressed in terms of labor, his analysis is incomplete as he 

omitted all the other factors of production" He was aware of the other 

factors of production but he wanted cost measured by the quantity of 

labor" Capital goods, but not land, can be introduced easily, although 

not correctly, into the cost of a good" Since Ruskin eventually denied 

the net productivity of capital, presumably capital goods are, ignoring 

land, embodied labor. Using capital goods would use this embodied 

labor which would be part of the cost of the goods produced. 
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Present-day economists use an opportunity cost concept to begin the 

study of cost, Although ~uskin's ideas of cost may seem to be a 

simple labor theory, his definition of labor makes his cost analysis a 

complex, real cost concept. 

One of Ruskin's digressions while discussing cost considered the 

topic of cheapness. He believed that in the common use of the term 

something was cheap only "because it is supposed to be sold under its 

worth" (XVII, p. 185n). Ruskin objected to this since he believed 

everything had its proper worth and should be ~xchanged at that price, 

He thought the desire for cheapness was either a "rage for badness of 

all commodities, or it is an attempt to find· persons whose necessities 

will force them to let you have more than you should for your money" 

(XVII, p. 185n). Ruskin opposed both of these practices since people 

should desire good quality articles that extend life, and in justice, 

should pay for articles what they are worth. Ruskin distinguished fr.om 

the common view one condition of apparent cheapness due to the "real 

reduction in cost of articles by the right application of labour, But 

in this case the article is only cheap with reference to its former 

price . 11 (XVII, p. 185n). If an improved technique of production 

lowered cost, this was desirable but the lower price then becomes the 

regular price and the article is no longer considered cheap at this 

price. Ruskin believed the aqvantage of production at a lower cost is 

to increase the opportunities of life. 

He thought price was the analysis "of exchange value, and its 

expression by currencies" (XVII, p, 90). He first approached price 

from the view of the buyer, "The price of anything is the quantity of 

labour given by the person desiring it, in order to obtain possession 



124 

of it" (XVII, p. 94), From the viewpoint of the buyer this measures 

the price of a good as the amount of labor the buyer would have to give 

in exchange for it. Ruskin made this price depend on four variables. 

First, the "quantity of wish the purchaser has for the thing" in 

opposition toJ second, the "quantity of wish the seller has to keep 

it" (XVII, p, 94), The first variable is the desire of the buyer for 

this specific article rather than for other articles; it is his tastes 

and preferences for this article, The second variable is the desire of 

the seller to retain this article rather than being able to secure some 

other article; it is his willingness to keep the article rather than 

sell it, The other two variables are: third, the "quantity of labour 

the purchaser can afford, to obtain the thing" as opposed to; fourth, 

the "quantity of labour the seller can afford, to keep it" (XVII, 

p. 94). The third variable is the effective demand of the buyer for 

the article. It depends upon his income, the price of this article and 

the price of other articles, The fourtq variable is the amount of 

labor the seller must have in order to sell the article: it is his 

reservation price, Ruskin believed these variables operated only in 

excess or in comparison to the prices of other articles, This study of 

price is in terms of demand and supply even though he did not use those 

terms in his analysis, 

In analyzing price from the view of the buyer, price should be 

measured as the quantity of labor the buyer was willing to give for the 

good, But Ruskin defined the price of a good as the "quantity of 

labour which its possessor will ~ in exchange for J:..:r' (XVII, p, 153). 

So he changed his analysis to the view of the seller because: 



It is best to consider the price to be that fixed by the 
possessor, because the possessor has absolute power of 
refusing sale, while the purchaser has no absolute power 
of compelling it; but the effectual or market price is that 
at which their estimates coincide. (XVII, p. 186n) 

While the resulting price must be the same, Ruskin wanted to proceed 

from the seller's side since the seller decides whether to sell at a 

particular price or not. Although he thought the cost and intrinsic 
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value of a good depended on physical conditions and could be determined, 

Ruskin believed the price of a good was: 

.. , dependent on the human will, Such and such a thing is 
demonstrably good for so much. And it may demonstrably be 
had for so much. But it remains questionable, and in all 
manner of ways questionable, whether I choose to give so 
much, (XVII, p, 186). 

A good is worth so much according to Ruskin, because it has a certain 

intrinsic value or ability to sustain life. It costs a certain quantity 

of labor to produce so the cost can be determined. While a seller may 

be willing to sell at a certain price, the buyer can decide whether to 

buy or not. He thought this choice was a relative one since the buyer 

could decide to purchase this good or some other good. "Price depends 

not only on the cost of the commodity itself, but on its relation 

to the cost of every other attainable thing" (XVII, p. 186). The price 

of a good would not necessarily be the same as its cost since at that 

price buyers might decide to buy other goods and the good would not be 

sold, Ruskin argued the "power of choice is also a relative one, It 

depends not merely on our own estimate of the thing, but on everybody 

else's estimate .. ," (XVII, p, 186). He concluded the 

price of anything depends on four variables, 
(1) Its cost. 
(2) Its attainable quantity at that cost. 
(3) The number and power of the persons who want it. 



(4) The estimate they have formed of its desirableness. 
Its value only affects its price so far as it is contem

plated in this estimate; perhaps, therefore, not at all. 
(XVII, p. 187) 
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This analysis is in terms of a market, not a single buyer or a seller. 

The market is related to other markets since the cost and price of 

other goods are introduced. The first two variables are on the supply 

side even though Ruskin did not use that term or a supply schedule. 

The cost of the good is the quantity of labor necessary to make it and 

must be related to the cost of other goods. The attainable quantity is 

the amount that can be produced and made available at that particular 

cost since Ruskin thought cost changed with the quantity produced. The 

last two variables are on the demand side but Ruskin did not use a 

demand schedule. The third variable includes the number of buyers in 

this market and their ability to purchase this good which depends on 

their income and the prices of other goods. The fourth variable is the 

subjective evaluation of the buyers about the usefulness of this good 

as compared to other goods; it is their preference to have this good. 

Value only affects price by entering into the buyer's estimate of the 

usefulness of this good, according to Ruskin. He believed "utility 

would be one measure of price . . . " (XVII, p. 83n). 

While Ruskin indicated the market price is determined when the 

estimates of the buyers and sellers come together, he did not explain 

how this happened or how the market operated. He believed "when the 

demand is constant, the price varies as the quantity of labour required 

for production ... " (XVII, p. 83n). With a given demand, goods with 

higher labor costs will have higher prices. Ruskin expressed price in 

terms of labor, but he illustrated the way prices would be expressed 
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in terms of a currency. He assumed the four variables determining 

price were "known, and 'the estimate of desirableness,' commonly called 

the Demand, to be certain" (XVII, p. 187). He used an example of three 

men and three goods and concluded relative prices depend upon the 

relative hour times of production since goods requiring twice or four 

times as much labor to produce compared to another good were worth 

twice or four times as much (XVII, pp. 187-188). To change the relative 

labor prices and express them in a currency, Ruskin put the currency 

into "orders for a certain quantity of any given article (with us it is 

in the form of orders for gold), and all quantities of other articles 

are priced by the relation they bear to the article which the currency 

claims "(XVII, p. 189). If all goods, including gold, have relative 

labor time prices and thus, are in a certain relationship to each 

other, when the price of gold is fixed in the currency or monetary unit, 

the currency prices of all other goods are determined also. Ruskin 

reasoned: 

... the worth of the currency itself is not in the slightest 
degree founded more on the worth of the article which it 
either claims or consists in (as gold) than on the worth of 
every other article for which the gold is exchangeable. It 
is just as accurate to say, "so many pounds are worth an acre 
of land," as "an acre of land is worth so mahy pounds," 
The worth of gold, of land, of houses, and of food, and of 
all other things, depends at any moment on the existing 
quantities and relative dem~nds for all and each; and a 
change in the worth of, or demand for, any one, involves an 
instantaneously correspondent change in the worth of, and 
demand for, all the rest . . . (XVII, p. 189) 

Ruskin treated gold as a commodity whose price was determined by supply 

and demand, just like any other commodity. When the labor time prices 

of all commodities are determined and in a certain relation to each 

other, fixing the price of any one commodity in terms of the monetary 
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unit establishes monetary prices for all other commodities. It is 

peculiar of Ruskin to use land as an example when he worked with the 

labor time·necessary to prbduce goods since labor is not involved in 

the production of land, but the value of a currency is the amount of 

goods or services it can buy as much as it is the amount of .gold. it' is 

a prG>mise to pay. Ruskin's analysis was in the momentary time period 

since he worked with existing quantities. He emphasized the inter

relatedness of markets because demand was relative, a decision to buy 

one good or a different good, and these decisions have effects on more 

·than just the first market. However, only markets for related goods 

would be affected. Furthermore, the change would not be instantaneous, 

but· would take time to be worked out. As a generalization, Ruskin 

cencluded "if the demand is constant, the relative prices of things are 

as their costs, ot as the quantities of labour involved in production" 

{XVII, p. 188). lJMing y as a symbol for demand, he did not think 

demand was constarlt since as the price of a good increased, "consumers 

fall away; and as soon as there is a monopoly (all atl scarcit:? is a 

farm of monopoly, so that every commodity is affected occasionally by 

some colour of monopoly), y becomes the most in.fluential condition of 

the price" (XVII, p. 84n). Since Ruskin did not distinguish between· 

demand and quantity demanded, his reasoning is di'f'f'icult· to follow, but 

he rtated ·that customers bought less at higher prices. From this he 

reasoned that since demand was not constant, it was the most important 

influence upon price. This is a logical conclusion because his analysis 

was of the very short run when existing quantities were fixed. Further, 

Ruskin was more interested in the use made of goods than in their 

production. Finally he reacted against the classical ebononiistswho 
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placed less emphasis upon utility and demand and more upon costs and 

supply. 

One price of particular interest to Ruskin was the wage rate. He 

argued that just money payment for labor services 

... consists radically in a promise to some person working 
for us, that for the time and labour he spends in our 
service to-day we will give or procure equivalent time and 
labour in his service at any future time when he may demand 
it. (XVII, p. 64) 

The necessary condition for justice in the payment of wages is that the 

money wage paid to the worker should permit him to secure an equal 

quantity of labor services when he wants it. It might seem that the 

market price for labor services "expressed such an exchange: but this 

is a fallacy, for the market price is the momentary price of the kind 

of labour required, but the just price is its equivalent of the 

productive labour of mankind" (XVII, p. 64n). Since the market price 

of labor services varied with the demand for labor, it could and did 

diverge from the just price, according to Ruskin. 

While he wanted price measured in quantity of labor, Ruskin 

recognized price was a monetary measure of exchange value. His 

analysis of price was in the immediate market period, using existing 

quantities of supply and relative demands. While elementary, his 

analysis of price, using supply and demand, appears to be correct as 

far as it goes. While not explaining how a market operated, he related 

price to the cost of production but placed more emphasis upon demand in 

determining price. He showed how markets were interrelated and how 

labor prices could be converted to monetary prices. 
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Demand and Supply 

Ruskin's analysis of price was in terms of supply and demand and 

though he referred many times to these terms, he did not add much to 

these concepts. He thought: 

... the modern economist, ignoring intrinsic value, and 
accepting the popular estimate of things as the only ground 
of his science, has imagined himself to have ascertained 
the constant laws regulating the relation of this popular 
demand to its supply; or, at least, to have proved that 
demand and supply were connected by heavenly balance, 
over which human foresight had no power, (XVII, p. 135) 

Ruskin, citing a situation where starving people were demanding food 

but none was being supplied until human action was taken to provide 

food, rejected the idea that demand and supply were connected by a 

divine power, He concluded the "law" of demand and supply was "false 

always, and el/erywhere" (XVII, p. 136). In the situation cited, there 

was a demand fbr food but no supply forthcoming until a particular 

group took action to provide it, He thought relying upon demand and 

supply would have permitted the people to starve, Since this seemed an 

exception to any law of demand and supply, Ruskin argued such a law 

must be false or imaginary, In support of this he contended: 

. , . the vulgar economists are not even agreed in their 
account of it; for some of them mean by it, only that prices 
are regulated by the relation between demand and supply, 
which is partly true; and other mean that the relation 
itself is one with the process of which it is unwise to 
interfere; a statement which is not only. , . untrue; but 
accurately the reverse of the truth , , . (XVII, pp, 136-137) 

Since there was not a commonly accepted definition of supply and demand 

at the time, the terms were used in different ways. The meaning of 

"law" was not well understood and Ruskin was correct about the 

confusion concerning the concept. Since his own analysis of price was 
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really in terms of supply and demand, Ruskin recognized that supply and 

demand determined some prices. In other cases he thought prices were 

regulated in the self-interest of those with power to do so and he 

wanted all prices regulated on the basis of justice. It was because 

Ruskin declared "there is no such natural law, but that prices can be, 

and ought to be, regulated by laws of expediency and justice, that 

political economists have thought I did not understand their 

science .. (XVII, p. 532). He did not explain in complete detail 

what he thought the orthodox economists mean by a law of supply and 

demand but he denied there was any divine or natural law concerning 

this concept. He did not "therefore denounce the so-called law of 

supply and demand, but I absolutely deny the existence of such law; 

and I do in the very strongest terms denounce the assertion of the 

existence of such a law. " (XVII, p. 503). He asserted a real "law 

of relation holds between the non-existent wise demand and the 

non-existent b~neficial supply, but that no real law of relation holds 

between the existent foolish demand and the existent mischievous supply" 

(XVII, p. 504). 

In addition to attacking the idea of a law of demand and supply, 

Ruskin criticized the popular economist who thought himself wise in 

discovering that property or wealth "must go where they are required; 

that where demand is, supply must follow. He farther l;i£/ declares 

that this course of demand and supply cannot be forbidden by human 

laws" (XVII, p. 60). While Ruskin accepted the idea that under some 

circumstances a demand for a product would bring forth a resulting 

supply, he rejected the idea that demands and supplies could not be 

regulated. He cited the introduction of art works into households as 
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taking place under the "general law of supply and demand . . . that 

whatever a class of consumers, entirely unacquainted with the different 

qualities of the article they are buying, choose to ask for, will be 

duly supplied to them by the trade" (XIX, p. 14). This situation 

illustrates supply following demand but Ruskin did not like the results. 

At a minimum the consumers should be thoroughly infbrmed about the goods 

they were buying; at a maximum the demands of consumers and the supplies 

of sellers should be regulated, 

Ruskin's comments on supply and demand were mainly criticism of 

what he thought were the prevailing ideas. While some prices are 

partly determined by supply and demand, Ruskin preferred regulated 

prices. Prices determined in the market place by supply and demand 

were momentary, accidental, and not particularly desirable. Economists, 

not the price system, should guide the economic system. He never 

bothered to define supply although in his analysis of price it was an 

available amount based on costs of production. Because what people 

wanted depertded upon the qualities of goods and since the qualities of 

goods were related to intrinsic value, Ruskin connected value to demand. 

He thought he used "demand" differently than other economists since 

they meant "by it 'the quantity of a thing sold.' I mean by it 'the 

force of the buyer's capable intention to buy.' In good English, a 

person's 'demand' signifies, not what he gets, but what he asks for" 

(XVII, p. 84n). By "capable intention" Ruskin meant not only the desire 

to buy but the ability to do so; hence his concept is that of effective 

demand. One of the problems was that economists indicated supply and 

demand determine price and then that supply and demand are derived from 

price. This was a failure to make clear that while demand and supply 
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determine price, it is the quantity exchanged or quantity demanded and 

supplied that is derived from the price. He believed "Economy does not 

depend merely on principles of 'demand and supply,' but primarily on 

what is demanded, and what supplied; which I will beg of you to observe, 

and take to heart" (XVII, p. 178), Ruskin was more interested in the 

results of economic activity than in theoretical principles, He was 

concerned about what should be and he wanted economists to teach people 

to demand life-giving things and to direct the economic system to 

produce these, 

Demand what you deserve, and you shall be supplied with it, 
for your good, Demand what you do not deserve, and you shall 
be supplied with something which you have not demanded, 
and which Nature perceives that you deserve, quite to the 
contrary of your good, (XVII, pp, 424-425) 

To summarize, Ruskin rejected the idea that there was a constant 

divine or natural law that regulated demand and supply. He thought 

economists differed among themselves about the meaning of the "law of 

supply and demand." He recognized that supply and demand determined 

some prices but he preferred regulated prices, His own analysis of 

price was really in terms of supply and demand, although he never 

defined supply and merely used the idea of existing quantities, His 

definition and use of demand suggests a schedule since consumers 

demanded smaller quantities at higher prices but he did not develop the 

concept of a schedule, He accepted the idea that the demand for a good 

or service will develop a resulting supply but he wanted people to be 

informed and educated so they demanded only useful or life-giving things 

which the economic system would then produce, 
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Exchange and Commerce 

Since Ruskin's major interests in political economy were not the 

analysis of market operations, his examinations of exchange and 

commerce wer~ not extensive and frequently were confusing or wrong. 

His discussion of exchange revealed one of the meanings which he 

attached to profit. For example, 

,. 

. there can be no profit in it. It is only in labour 
there can be profit ... a making in advance,'' or making in 
favour of" (from proficio). In exchange, there is only 
advantage, i.e., a.bringing of vantage or power to the 
exchanging persons. Thus, one man, by sowing and reaping, 
turns one measure of corn into two measures, That is 
Profit, Another, by digging and f~rging;. ttg:ns one spad~ · 
into two spades. That is profit. But the man who has two 
measures of corn wants :sometimes to dig; and the man who 
has two spades wants sometimes to eat:--They exchange the 
gained grain for the gained tool; and both are the better 
for the exchange; but though there is much advantage in 
the transactioni there is no profit. Nothing is constructed 
or produced, Only that which had been before constructed 
is given to the person by whom it can be used. If labour 
is necessary to effect the exchange, that labour is in 
reality involved in the production, and, like all other 
labour, bears profit. Whatever number of men are 
concerned in the manufacture, or in the conveyance, have 
share in the profit; but neither the manufacture not the 
conveyance are the exchange, and in the exchange itself ': 
there is no profit. (XVII, pp, 90-91) 

Ruskin defined and used the term profit in different ways, In this 

example, profit is first restricted to physical output made by labor, 

Then, the use of the term is expanded to include income earned by labor 

services. Any income earned by labor, whether in physical production 

of goods or in providing services such as transportation is referred 

to as profit by Ruskin, He ignored, in this illustration, any contri-

bution or income of the other factors of production. As usual, his main 

concern was with the labor resource. All labor, whether involved in 

the production, transportation or making of the exchange deserves a 
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share of the profit, But in the actual exchange, ~here is no profit 

because nothing is produced and all labor services have been paid. In 

exchange there is, however, advantage as individuals acquire things 

useful to them. In fair exchange, both parties gain as they acquire 

goods they can use. Ruskin termed this "advantage" and there is 

advantage on both sides, This distinction between profit and advantage, 

mainly semantic, is confusing. It is ironic that Ruskin made this 

distinction since his idea of wealth included the capacity to use 

things. Thus, there should be a large amount of advantage in putting 

goods into the hands of those who can best use them, This would bring 

about the greatest increase in wealth. Even Hobson objected to the 

1 teaching that "there is no profit in exchange." Hobson thought this 

semantic distinction between profit and advantage led Ruskin into the 

error of condemning some exchanges because all the advantage was on one 

side. 

While Ruskin argued there was no profit in exchange, he believed 

many exchanges resulted in acquisition. 

If, in the exchange, one man is able to give what cost him 
little labour for what has cost the other much, he "acquires" 
a certain quantity of the produce of the other's labour. And 
precisely what he acquires, the other loses. In mercantile 
language, the person who thus acquires is commonly said to 
have "made a profit"; and I believe that many of our merchants 
are seriously under the impression that it is possible for 
everybody, somehow, to make a profit in this manner. Whereas, 
by the unfortunate constitution of the world we live in, the 
laws both of matter and motion have quite rigorously forbidden 
universal acquisition of this kind. Profit, or material gain, 
is attainable only by construction or by discovery; not be 
exchange. Whenever material gain follows exchange, for every 
plus there is a precisely equal minus. (XVII, p. 91) 

1 Hobson, John Ruskin: Social Reformer, p. 154. 
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Thus Ruskin again restricted profit to actual physical output. This 

analysis recognized that there is not always equal advantages on both 

sides of an exchange. One party may gain more than the other if he 

acquires a good that took much labor to produce in exchange for one 

that required little labor to produce. Ruskin called such gain 

"acquisition." While this acquisition may be said ~o represent a 

profit for the gaining person, there is no additional output for 

society and no profit in Ruskin's sense of the term. Ruskin's curious 

analysis of exchange can be somewhat understood when it is realized 

that he wanted to emphasize that the wealth of a society depends upon 

the production of useful things rather than the mere exchan~e of 

existing things. Furthermore, he wanted individuals to act with 

honesty and justice in the exchanging process. He thought many 

exchanges were on an unjust basis that resulted in gain or acquisition 

only on one side of them. Since Ruskin emphasized the importance of 

producing useful things, he was rather indifferent to the exchange or 

prices of existing things. 

Whether Mr. A. buys a Titian from Mr, B. for twenty, or for 
two thgusand, pounds, matters not sixperlce to the national 
revenue ... it matters in nowise to the revenue whether 
Mr. A, has the picture, and Mr. B, the money, or Mr. B, the 
picture, and Mr. A. the money. Which of them will spend the 
money most wisely, and which of them will keep the picture 
most carefully, is, indeed, a matter of some importance; but 
this cannot be known by the mere fact of exchange. (XIX, 
pp, 405-406) 

Ruskin correctly recognized the exchange of existing things as an 

internal transfer that might have distributional effects, but would not 

otherwise affect output, By his definition of wealth, he should have 

been interested in putting the picture into the hands of an individual 

who could best use it since this would have resulted in the greatest 
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wealth. But the transfer itself would not cause the production of any 

intrinsic value which is the basis of wealth. Since he thought much 

exchange was unjust and resulted in acquisition where one individual 

lost as much as the other individual gained, Ruskin believed: 

The Science of Exchange ..• considered as one of ga:i.,n, is, 
therefore, simply nugatory; but considere~ as one of acquisi
tion, it is a very curious science, differing in its data and 
basis from every other science known .... as the science 
of exchange relates to the advan,tage of one of the exchanging 
persons only, it is founded on the ignorance or incapacity of 
the opposite person. (XVII, p. 92) 

Ruskin condemned excqange that resulted only in acquisition because he 

believed its foundation was ignorance, lack of ability or a weaker 

bargaining position. The result of such exchange was unjust in that 

one side lost as much as the other side gained. Ruskin took a good 

idea--that exchanges are not always between equals and do not result in 

equal advantage--and pushed it too far. He thought exchanges would 

take place even if one party to the exchange were made worse off as a 

result. Presumably, if persons are free to exchange and not coerced, 

they will avoid those exchanges that make them worse off. Thus, the 

only exchanges taking place freely, without coercion, should be those 

where all parties will be made better off, or at least think they will 

not be any worse off as a result of the exchange. Since Ruskin thought 

many exchanges were unjust, he established some principles for just and 

economical exchanges. 

There must be advantage on both sides (or if only advantage 
on one, at least no disadvantage on the other) to the per
sons exchanging; and just payment for his time, intelligence, 
and labour, to any intermediate person effecting the trans
action (commonly called a merchant); and whatever advantage 
there is on either side, and whatever pay is given to the 
intermediate person, should be thoroughly known to all 
concerned. (XVII, p. 93) 



138 

His first principle, as indicated, should result from individuals being 

free either to exchange or not to do so. The second principle was that 

the merchant receive just payment while the third principle was full 

disclosure of all relevant information. This perfect knowledge on all 

sides is one of the characteristics of perfect competition. Ruskin, 

while restricting the gains from just exchange to the term advantage, 

divided advantage into "two ideas: the advantage, namely, of getting 

what we need, and that of getting what we wish for" (XVII, p. 94). 

Thdse things needed are necessities while things wished for are 

luxuries. He believed many "demands existing in the world are romantic; 

founded on visions, idealisms, hopes, and affections;and the regulation 

of the purse is, in its essence, regulation of the imagination a~d the 

heart" (XVII, p. 94). This illustrates another reason why Ruskin 

brought moral considerations and human feelings into economics. 

In his later writings, Ruskin, emphasizing the difference between 

production ,nd exchange, suggested "except for the novelty of the thing, 

~ exchange profits nobody, and presupposes a coincid~nce, or rather 

a harmonious dissent, of opinion not always attainable" (XXVIII, 

p. 159). Mere exchange means transfers of existing goods rather than 

the production of additional output. His example was one of barter 

which requires a double coincidence of wants. He wanted to emphasize 

that increased well-being of an economy requires more output rather 

than trading of existing goods. Relating the division of labor to 

exchange, Ruskin thought the principle of it "underlies that of 

exchange, and does not arise out of it, but is the only reason for it 

, .. the profit of the business is in the additional production, and 

only the convenience in the subsequent exchange" (XXVIII, p. 160). 



To Ruskin, increased output made division of labor beneficial and led 

to exchange, rather than the other way around. Profit resulted only 

from additional output and Ruskin even overlooked the advantage of 

getting goods to those who can best use them. He rejected the idea 
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that "exchange is the root of profit. Whereas only labour is the root 

of profit, and exchange merely causes loss to the producer by tithe 

to the pedlar" (XXIX, p, 225n), Neglecting other resources, Ruskin 

looked upon labor as the source of producing physical output and profit, 

While recognizing the costs of exchange, he thought these costs would 

cause lower returns to the producer. In perfectly competitive markets, 

all producers, selling at the same price, would have the same costs of 

both production and trasportation and the same returns. In other less 

competitive markets different transportation costs may cause either 

different prices to the buyer or different returns to the producer. 

Recognizing that exchange uses resources such as transportation and 

labor and is costly, Ruskin argues "it is only when there is advantage 

· to both producers (in getting the one thing for the other) greater than 

the loss in conveyance, that the exchange is expedient" (XVII, p. 219). 

Exchanges would take place only when the total advantage to the 

exchanging parties was greater than all the costs of making the 

exchanges. Ruskin subtracted the costs of transportation and making 

the exchange from the value of the goods. Since the basis of value 

was intrinsic, transportation and other exchange costs should not be 

added to determine value. Since these costs must be paid, they would 

be reflected in a higher price for the good. These costs and the higher 

price can be paid because of the advantages of individuals acquiring 

things they can use. He rejected the role of speculato~ and 
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arbitragers since just exchange was possible only when merchants 

received pay and not profit. By "pay," Ruskin m~ant "wages for labour 

or skill; by 'profit,' gain dependent on the state of the market" 

(XVII, p. 219n). The individuals arranging the exchange were to be 

paid for th~1r labor services but they were not to profit by purchasing 

where prices were low and selling where they were high" Ruskin defined 

"profit" in this use very differently from his previous use of the 

term. Ruskin did not want the merchant to receive profit because the 

amount of profit would depend "first, on keeping the exchangers 

ignorant of the exchange value of the articles;and, secondly, on taking 

advantage of the buyer's needs and the seller's poverty" (XVII, p. 220)" 

To summarize concerning exchange, Ruskin believed advantage, not 

profit, resulted from exchange since produced goods were placed with 

those who could use them. In fair exchange, both parties would receive 

some advantage" Conditions of just exchange require both parties to 

know the value of the thing being exchanged, The merchant arranging 

the exchange should be paid for his services" For exchange to be worth

while the advantage of individuals getting what they can use must be 

greater than the cost of the exchange itself, Exchange results from 

the advantages of division of labor, In unjust exchange, one person 

acquires what someone loses and this results from a lack of knowledge 

or ability, from inferior bargaining strength or from the unjust desire 

for gain on the part of those involved" 

Examining the role of the merchant in society, Ruskin concluded 

the public did not have a high estimate of commerce and merchants. Yet 

he thought managing a successful mercantile concern required mental 

abilities equal to the other professions, He decided the public had a 



low estimate of merchants and of cormnerce because "the merchant is 

presumed to act always selfishly. His work may be very necessary to 
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the cormnunity; but the motive of it is understood to be wholly personal" 

(XVII, p. 38). According to Ruskin, since the public believes that the 

merchant, in his business affairs, tries to gain for himself as much as 

possible and leave as little as possible to his customers, they hold 

him in low regard, 'He thought the public was right in condemning self

ishness but they should find a kind of "commerce which is not exclusive-

ly selfish. •. they will have to discover that there never was, 

or can be, any other kind of cormnerce; that this which they have 

called cormnerce was not cormnerce at all, but cozening II (XVII' 

pp. 38-39). Ruskin believed if the merchant was paid fairly for his 

labor services, rather than having his income depend on the state of 

the markets, he would act with honesty and fairness, and his esteem in 

the eyes of the public would increase. 

Ruskin's discussion of commerce rested upon the same ideas as 

exchange. His examples of exchange involved a small group of people 

while he looked at cormnerce in terms of regions and countries, He 

thought the use of currency gave the power to choose from many differ

ent goods in exchange and cormnerce was "the agency by which the power 

of choice is obtained , .. cormnerce is of more importance to a country 

in proportion to the limitations of its products, and the restlessness 

of its fancy .. " (XVII, p. 217). Trade between regions or countries 

permitted a greater variety of goods from which individuals could 

choose what they wanted in exchange for their currency. Countries pro

duce different things because of differing natural resources, climate 

and labor skills so cormnerce is required, "not only to exchange local 
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preducts, but local skills" (XVII, p. 217). These differences, par-

ticularly fn labor skills, cause production costs to differ from one 

country to the next. "The·labour which at any place is easiest, is in 

that place cheapest; and it becomes often desirable that jroducts 

raised in one country should be wrought in another" (XVII, p. 217). 

The human and nonhuman differences between countries are factors making 

specializhtion efficient, and resulting in the production of different 

things in different places, Conunerce is the trading of these special-

ized products. Ruskin thought it would eventually be discovered that 

"international value is regulated just as inter-provincial or inter-

parishional value is. The greater breadth of an arm of the sea 

increases the cost, but does not modify the principle of exchange 

... " (XVII, p. 218). Although greater transportation costs from 

increased distances tend to discourage inte~national trade, Ruskin 

thought the same principles applied to all trade. He 9pposed tariffs, 

favored free trade and applied more strictly the principles of honesty 

and justice in dealing with foreigners: 

... the farther your neighbor lives from you, and the less 
he und!rstands you, the more you are bound to be true in your 
dealings with.him; because your power over him is greater 
in proiortion to his ignorance, and his remedy more diffi
cult in proportion to his distance. (XVII, pp. 218-219) 

Ruskin thought it even more important not to take advantage of igno-

ranee and lack of ability when engaging in foreign trade. 

Making and Using Goods 

As noted, Ruskin distinguished between exchange and production, 

and included any costs of making exchanges as part of the costs of 

production. He devoted more attention to the making and using of goods 
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than he did to Fhe physical distribution of them. In his analysis of 
) 
,: 

production he ,;divided labor into positive or productive and n~gative or 

destructive. He brought in capital as a factor of production and 

explained his meaning of the term. Production is the ma.king of consumer 

gbods that sustaih life orcapital goods that can prodvce these con-

sumer goods. Throughout his writings, Ruskin gave more attention to 

labor than to other factors of production. He defined labor as the 

using up of life and was very concerned about the effects of employment 

upon the workers. To Ruskin, the end objective of production was con-

sumption. Consumption was the wise use of goods to extend life. Along 

with his analysis of consumption, Ruskin defined saving. One of his 

uses of the term saving included hoarding but he thought the effects of 

hoarding and dishoarding were on price levels, not output or employment 

levels. 

, Production 

Although Ruskin placed more emphasis 1,1-p"On consumption because it 

was the end objective of production, he did examine the topic of pro-

duction. He listed land as a valuable material thing: one of its 

values was in producing food and mechanical power. In defining pro-

duction, Ruskin referred first to labor and then tp capital. Relating 

labor to production, Ruskin, considering its aim, divided all labor 

into constructive, destructive and nugatory (XVII, p. 96). Construe-

tive labor, as in agriculture, is .used to make goods that support life. 

Destructive labor, as in war, is that which destroys life. Nugatory 

labor is neutral in that it does not produce either things that 

increase life or destroy it. He defined nugatory labor as that "which 
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not enough is given to answer a purpose effectually, and which, there-

fore, has all to be done over again. Also, labor which fails of effect 

through non-co-operation" (XVII, pp. 96n-97n). But after defining 

nugatory labor, Ruskin decided: 

. nearly all labour may be shortly divided into positive 
and negative labour: positive, that which produces life; 
negative, that which produces death; the most directly 
negative labour being murder, the most directly positive, 
the bearing and rearing of children ... (XVII, p. 97) 

In analyzing production, Ruskin found it necessary to go beyond what 

labor does and to consider its effect upon life, Only positive or 

constructive labor which produces life or the means of life is pro-

ductive labpr, Since wealth was life, the most productive labor--in 

producing wealth--was that which produces life. Ruskin clearly meant 

bY production of life, the rearing, not the begetting of children. 

Rearing life meant developing to the fullest the good qualities and 

characteristics of the individual. Ruskin criticized the use of labor 

to produce luxuries or destructive things. 

To this doubled loss, or negative power of labour, spent in 
producing means of destruction, we have to add ... what
ever more insidious waste of toil there is in production of 
unnecessary luxury. (XVII, p. 176). 

He recognized the foregone alternatives wln:!n labor is used to produce 

a particular item since labor is limited and the use of it involves 

choices, He wanted these choices td be such that labor was used to 

produce goods that improved the quality or increased the quantity of 

life. Producing luxuries, unless they were actually harmful, was only 

a single loss, the output of more useful goods; producing means of 

destruction was a double loss: the foregone useful goods and the 

destruction of life when the destructive goods were used to destroy 
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life. Since labor could be variable in its result, Ruskin reasoned 

"the prosperity of any nation is in exact proportion to the quantity 

of labour which it spends in obtaining and employing means of life 

... not merely wisely producing, but wisely distributing and con-

suming" (XVII, p. 98). The country will be more prosperous if it 

expends more of its labor in constructive rather than destructive 

pursuits. Constructive labor is that which produces and distributes 

goods that are useful for life. Only this activity should properly be 

regarded as production. 

Although Ruskin's main emphasis was on labor and its use, he 

explained capital "signifies 'head, or source, or root material'--it 

is material by which some derivative or second~ry good is produced . 

It is only capital proper . when it is thus producing something 

different lrom itself" (XVII, p. 98). Ruskin correctly identified 

capital as that which is used to produce something else but he in-

correctly limited it to producing something other than itself. This 

defines capital too narrowly since it excludes capital that produces 

other capital goods. As an example of capital, Ruskin used a plow-

share. A plowshare is true capital only if it wears itself out in pro-

ducing furrows, not just other plowshares. To Ruskin, the question 

was not: 

" ~ how quickly will this capital reproduce itself?"--but, 
what will it do during rep_roduction?" What substance will it 
furnish, g~od for life? what work construct, protective 
of life? if none, its own reproduction is useless--if worse 
than none,--(for capital may destroy life as well as support 
it), its own reproduction is worse than useless ... not 
a profit by any means. (XVII, p. 99) 

Ruskin was not interested in a more indirect and roundabout method of 

production, but in the production of consumer goods. He was not 
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interested in the use of capital to produce more capital goods but in 

the use of capital to produce consumer goods. He overlooked the 

possibilities of increased life resulting from a greater output of 

consumer goods that could come from the use of more capital intensive 

methods. While recognizing that capital goods are used up and wear out 

when used to produce consumer goods, he did not examine this problem. 

As with labor, his main concern was that capital be used productively 

in making goods that extend the possibilities of life. To explain, 

Ruskin used an analogy, for "capital is the head, or fountain head, 

of wealth--the 'well-head' of wealth, as the clouds are the well-heads 

of rain, .. " (XVII, pp. 99-100). As clouds are useful mainly when 

they produce rain and not just more clouds, so Ruskin thought capital 

was useful, as a source of wealth, not when it just produces capital 

goods but when it produces goods for consumption that are useful for 

life. Rus.kin thought: 

.. there are two kinds of true production, always going on 
in an active State: one of seed, and one of food; or pro
duction for the Ground, and for the Mouth; both of which are 
by covetous persons thought to be production only for the 
granary; whereas the function of the granary is but 
intermediate and conservative, fulfilled in distribution; 
else it ends in nothing but mildew, and nourishment of rats 
and worms, And since production for the Ground is only , · 
useful with future hope of harvest, all essential produc
tion is for the Mouth; and is finally measured by the 
mouth . . . · (XVII, p. 101) 

While Rusktn divided production into the making of consumption goods 

and capital goods, he emph,lisized that capital goods were eventually to 

produce consumer goods. He looked upon capital primarily as aiding 

labor since he included instruments as one of his valuable material 

things, whose value was in assisting labor or helping to do what labor 

alone could not do. 
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In addition to land, labor, and capital, Ruskin included another 

factor in production. Denying that labor is limited by capital or raw 

materials except in a certain ultimate, but unpractictl sense, Ruskin 
,, 

thought labor was limited more by the will of the wotban (XVII, 

p. 177). If the .worker were properly inspired and willing to work, a 

greater amOtint of work would be done, He believed the worker would be 

inspired to work harder if treated with justice and fairness, This 

just treatment, encouraging the development of social affections 

between workers and employers, would motivate and inspire the worker so 

that more production would take place. Although the attitude of the 

worker is a part of the labor factor of production, Ruskin separated it 

from labor because of the importance he attached to it. Motivating the 

worker to perform his job well is a constant problem in an industrial-

ized society because some jobs are routine and boring. Furthermore, 

the high standard of living in a modern industrialized economy is 

closely related to the job performance of its inter~related parts. 

Ruskin came to dislike machines, particularly those using steam. 

He thought the use of machines would not "increase the possibilities of 

life, They only increase the possibilities of idleness" (XXVII, 

p. 87). This happened, he believed, because out "of so much ground, 

only so much living is to be got, with or without machinery" (XXVII, 

p, 87). This view is less balanced than Ruskin's earlier ideas and 

mostly incorrect, Only in one limiting case, when the use of machinery 

capital with fixed amounts of other factors has brought total product 

to a maximum, is it correct to say that more machinery capital will not 

increase output. Since machines are a scarce and costly resource, 

this case would normally never be reached and more machinery would 
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increase output. It is very doubtful that Ruskin was referring to this 

particular case. While he also ignored technological change, this is 

permissible in a short time period. However, Ruskin never considered 

it in any ~f his analysis of production. It is true that much of the 

increase in productive capacity over time has been taken in the form of 

increased leisure. While this increased leisure represents an increase 

in the level of income, it has also caused problems for some people in 

the use of this time. In a practical sense, Ruskin's view that 

machinery increases the possibility of idleness is correct but he was 

wrong to deny the possibility of machines increasing output. Further, 

the use of machines may reduce the physical burdens of work and improve 

the quality of employment. 

Ruskin's analysis of production was limited. It included the 

factors of production and their use but he was more interested in the 

end result of production, consumption and the extension of life. 

Ruskin's analysis of production was suggestive in relation to his ideas 

about wealth. These suggestions were that the costs of production, the 

using up of life, must be subtracted from the ability of the produced 

goods to extend life to determine the net effect upon life. Hobson 

charged Ruskin with neglecting the cost of production side of this 

analysis and ignoring the relation between the two sides. 2 Fain 

refuted Robson's criticism of this point, contending that Ruskin 

suggested the costs of production must be subtracted in determining 

wealth and that he connected production and consumption in his 

2 Hobson, John Ruskin: Social Reformer, p. 107. 
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although Hobson is not entirely wrong. Ruskin developed the usefulness 

or extension of life s:ide more thoroughly than the cost or decrease of 

life side. He did not fully develop the relation between the two. 

But Fain pointed out that Ruskin's writings allude to the cost of 

production as being the decrease in life and suggest the necessity for 

subtracting this from the extension life to determine the net effect 

upon life of the production and consumption process and the true amount 

of wealth. According to Ruskin, production involved the use of the 

productive factors to make goods or provides services that directly 

support life--consumer goods--and capital goods that can be used to 

make consumer goods. The costs of production are the quantity of 

labor necessary to produce the goods or services, but this labor is the 

actual using up of life. Since production uses up life, this decrease 

in life must be subtracted from the ability of the produced goods and 

services to increase life when they are used to determine the amount of 

Ruskinian wealth in these goods or services. 

Labor and tmployment 

One of the ways that Ruskin was led to the study of political 

economy developed from his concern for labor. He defined political 

economy to be the art of managing labor and measured both cost and 

price in quantities of labor. Labor was the most important factor of 

production to him and he thought employment was one of the strongest 

influences upon a man's character. He believed that a man's labor, 

3 John Tyree Fain, "Ruskin and Hobson," PMLA, LXVII (1952), 
pp. 297-307. 
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well used, would always be sufficient to "provide him during his life 

with all things needful to him ... with many pleasant objects of 

luxury; and . . large intervals of healthful rest and serviceable 

leisure" (XVI, p. 18). But if the labor "of the individual be mis-

applied ... if it be insufficient ... suffering and want result, 

exactly in proportion to the indolence and improvidence--to the refusal 

of labour, or to the misapplication of it" (XVI, p. 19). Since some 

workers did not seem able to provide themselves with necessities, some 

luxuries and leisure, Ruskin thought something was wrong with the 

organization of society ·concerning the administration of labor. 

He defined labor as "the contest of the life of man with an oppo-

site;--the term 'life' including his intellect, soul, and physical 

power, contending with question, difficulty, trial, or material force" 

(XVII, pp. 94-94). This definition involves "life" itself in struggle 

or contest with any contending force. When Ruskin elaborated, he 

described labor as the "quantity of 'Lapse,' loss, or failure of human 

life, caused by any effort" (XVII, p. 183). Only that effort which 

causes using up or destroying life is counted as labor. Ruskin thought 

labor was usually confused with work or the application of power but 

he looked upon much effort as "merely a mode of recreation, or of 

pleasure'' (XVII, p. 183). This recreative effort is not a part of 

labor since, instead of using up life, it may actually extend it. 

Ruskin thought: 

.. labour is the suffering in effort. It is the negative 
quantity, or quantity of de-feat, which has to be counted 
against every Feat, or de-feet, which has to be counted 
against every Fact, or Deed of men. In brief, it is "that 
quantity of our toil which we die in." (XVII, p. 183) 
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Effort involving "suffering" or disutility is labor. This labor which 

uses up a part of man's life, must be measured against the value of the 

object produced by labor. This passage suggests the negative component 

of Ruskinian wealth. The analysis also suggests a particular concept 

of efficiency, comparable to cost-benefit studies. On one side are 

the benefits, the value of the goods produced by man's labor. Their 

value or benefit is not measured directly .. by a monetary standard but by 

a human standard--the extent to which they increase the quantity or 

improve the quality of life. Costs, the quantity of labor used in 

producing the goods, are also measured by a human standard--the using 

up of the lives of the workers. Subtracting costs from.benefits 

determines Ruskinian wealth, the net addition to life. Application of 

an efficiency or cost-benefit concept compares the using up of life 

to the extension of life. It is efficient and worthwhile to produce 

only those goods that increase life by their consumption more than they 

. use up, life by their production. It is most efficient to produce goods 

with the greatest amount of Ruskinian wealth, or with the greatest 

ratio of benefits to cbsts since they result in the gre.test net 

addition to life. With this analysis, production and consumption .are 

linked to each other. Ruskinian wealth may be produced by a greater 

output of goods that increase life by their consumption but it can 

also be produced by changing production methods so that less of life 

is used upby the production process. Although these ideas of Ruskin's 

can be conceptualized and put in modern economic terminology, any 
' 

measurement of the concepts is very difficult if not impossible. 

Measurement would certainly involve inter-personal comparisons of the 

utility of consumption and the disutility of production. Ruskin 
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.•. spending of life, is either of the body, in fatigue 
or pain; of the temper or heart (as in perseverance of 
search for things,--patience in waiting for them,--fortitude 
or degradation in suffering for them, and the like), or 
of the intellect. All these kinds of labour are supposed 
to be included in the general term, and the quantity of 
labour is then expressed by the time it lasts. So that a 
unit of labour is "an hour's work" or a day's work, as we 
may determine. (XVII, p. 184) 
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Any disuti1ity to any of man's faculties are included as labor. Labor 

may. be mainly physical, emotional or intellectual in nature but it is 

the distress or suffering in effort. Since the quantity of labor is 

measured.by the time it lasts and "some labour is more destructive of 

life than other labor, the hour or day of the more destructive toil is 

supposed to include proportionate rest" (XVII, p. 184n). Ruskin thought 

men usually took such rest only in death. But if the more destructive 

labor did include proper rest, units of labor would. be comparable since 

·a day's labor would be the using up of so much life. Adequate rest 

would also be one way of decreasing costs of production or increasing 

Ruskinian wealth since adequate rest would reduce the using up of life 

· in the process of production. But even if a standard unit of labor 

were measured as using up so much life, not all labor would be of the 

same quality. Ruskin thought labor was of a higher or lower "order, 

as it includes more or fewer of the elements of life: and labour of 

good quality, in any,kind, includes always as much intellect and 

feeling as will fully and harmoniously regulate the physiqal force" 

(XVII, p. 95). While good labor always involves enough mental and 

emotional effort to coordinate the physical effort, labor using more of 

man's faculties is of higher quality. Ruskin's analysis of labor was 

very broad since it included the entire range of human faculties: body 
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mind, heart, will and spirit. Effort of any human faculties causing 

suffering and distress was part of labor. He made this clear when he 

defined the"skill" of labor to 

... include the united force of experience, intellect, and 
passion, in their operation on manual labour: and under the 
term "passion" to include the entire range and agency of 
the moral feelings; from the simple patience and gentleness 
of mind which will give continuity and fineness to the 
touch, o.r enable one person to work without fatigue, and with 
good effect, twice as long as another, up to the qualities 
of character which render science possible ... and to the 
incommunicable emotion and imagination which are the first 
and mightiest sources of all value in art. (XVII, p. 67n) 

Moral elements were a part of Ruskin's ideas about labor since he 

included human feelings in addition to physical and intellectual effort. 

While some feelings retard labor, other feelings accelerate it. Ruskin 

thought feelings that retarded labor increased its disutility while 

those that accelerated it increased the quantity and quality of 

output QfVII, p. 67n). It is possible that feelings which accelerate 

labor woild not increase output but would reduce the disutility of 

labor or the amount of life being used up. If so, they would actually 

· decrease the amount of labor being used. Ruskin's analysis of labor 

was quite complicated. Since he distinguished between work and labor, 

only human-effort involving disutility and the using up of life was 

labor. Any-utility or job satisfaction from working would have to be 

deducted to determine the net disutility for a particular laborer. 

This definition is very intense since it is the actual using up of 

life. But much of what is cailed labor would not be labor as defined 

by Ruskin since it does not call forth effort that uses up life. 

Ruskin wanted the government to compel everyone, if able, to work 

since he thought that the necessities of life could only be produced by 
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labor and nobody had a right to them until he had done an amount of 

work equivalent to his share and the "business of the government is to 

see that they have done it, before it gives any one of them their 

dinner" (XXVIII, p. 651). He recognized some of the advantages of 

specialization of labor and thought it ."saves both toil and time that 

one man should dig, another bake, and another tan, , ." (XXVIII, 

p. 651). He did not explain how the same output could be produced 

with less time and labor through specialization and was more concerned 

with the disadvantages of it, His concept of wealth can be applied to 

evaluate the efficiency of the practice. Division of labor produces an 

increased output which should be valued at the amount its use extends 

life. But division of labor may increase labor's disutility and using 

up of life. Division of labor, using Ruskin's concepts, would be 

efficient only if the increase of life from the greater output exceeds 

the decrease of life as a result of its effects upon the worker. 

Ruskin did not explain how to perform these measurements but he 

analyzed the disadvantage of division of labor and gave some advice to 

consumers. 
·, 

We have much studied and much perfected, of late, the 
great civilized invention of the divtston of labour; only we 
give it a false name, It is not, truly speaking, the labour 
that is divided; but the men:-~Divided into mere segments of 
men-~broken into small fragments and crumbs of life; so that 
all the little piece of intelligence that is left in a man is 
not enough to make a pin, or a nail but exhausts itself in 
making the point of a pin or the head of a nail, Now it is a 
good and desirable thing, truly, to make many pins in a day; 
but if we could only see with what crystal.sand their points 
were polished,--sand of human soul, much to be magnified before 
it can be discerned for what it is--we should thi~k there might 
be some loss in ~t also. And the great cry that rises from 
all our manufacturing cities, louder than their furnace blast, 
is all in very deed for this,--that we manufacture everything 
there except men; we blanch c~tton, and strengthen steel, and 

,, 



refine sugar, and shape pottery; but to brighten, to 
strengthen, to refine, or to form a single living spirit, 
never enters into our estimate of advantages. And all the 
evil to which that cry is urging our myri~ds can be met only 
in one way: not by teaching nor preachirtk, for to teach them 
is but to show them their misery, and to ~reach to them, if 
we do nothing more than preach, is to mock at it. It can be 
met only by a right understanding, on the part of all classes, 
of what kinds of labour are good for men, raising them, and 
making them happy; by a determined sacrifice of such conve~ 
nience, or beauty, or cheapness as is to·be got only by the 
degradation of the workman; and by equally determined demand 
for the products and results of healthy and ennobling 
.labour. (X, p. 196) 
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Ruskin thought the division of labor increased the disutility of .labor, 

causing more of life to,be used up in the productive process. His 

ideas, that the wealth of a nation was in its good men and women and 

that employment played a large role in forming the character of men and 

women, caused him to emph•size the d+rading aspects of division of 

labor more than the possibility of inicreased o~tput, although he 

appreciated the need to produce goods and services tb sustain the life 

of the citizens of the nation. Since Ruskin did so much teaching and 

preaching, it is ironic that he condemned these activities. But he 

attempted to start programs of action and much of his teaching and 

preaching was directed at consumers that they might spend for goods 

that provided healthy employment. 

Ruskin wanted labor administered to maintain a "constant number of 

workmen in employment, whatever may be the accidental demand for the 

article they produce" (XVII, p. 35). He recognized that the demand for 

labor was derived from and reflected changes in the demand for labor's 

output. Changes in the demand for labor caused the level of wages and 

employment to change. He believed the "sudden and extensive inequali;.. 

ties of demand, which necessarily arise in the mercantile operations 
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of an active nation, constitute the only essential difficulty which has 

to be overcome in a just organization of labour" (XVII, p. 35). 

Although Ruskin applied this idea to individual firms and industries, 

it can be applied to the whole economy to show the relationship between 

aggregate demand, total output, the level of wages and the level of 

employment. He thought the present system of organization was to throw 

"both wages and trade into the form of a lottery, and to make the work

man's pay depend on intermittent exertion, and the principal's profit 

on dexterously used chance" (XVII, p. 35). Ruskin thought such 

practices were unnecessary and resulted 11merely from love of gambling 

on the part of the masters, and from ignorance and sensuality in the 

men" (XVII, p, 35). Al though it would be inconvenient and cause losses 

to change the system, Ruskin thought employers should try to maintain 

a constant level of output and provide continous employment for their 

workers. If workers were provided continous employment, he believed 

they should be willing to accept lower wage rates. He made some pro

posals for reform designed to achieve these results. 

Ruskin thought "employment forms the habits of body and mind, and 

these are the constitution of the man--the greater part of his moral 

or persistent nature . . . " (XVII, p. 541). He believed it was diffi

cult for a man to change his character so formed by work, placing more 

importance upon the type of employment provided to individuals than 

upon education in forming habits and character. Without providing any 

evidence to support this claim, Ruskin emphasized the relation between 

doing things, learning by doing, and being shaped by this, He 

concluded the cause and effect relationship was the "formation, namely, 

of the character of nations by their employments, and the determination 
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of their final fate by their character" (XVII, p. 541). In order to 

educate people and provide for their happiness, Ruskin thought "they 

must have such consistent employment as shall develop all the po¥ers of 

the fingers, and the limbs, and the brain: and that development is 

only to be obtained by hand-labour . ." (XVIII, p. 508). Since he 

believed employment was so important a factor in human development, 

Ruskin indicated the employment should be that which would develop the 

whole man. His fullest development required some manual employment, 

according to Ruskin. He applied this not only to individuals but to 

the entire nation. 

The wealth of a nation then, first, and its peace and well
being besides, depend on the number of persons it can employ 
in making good and useful things. . the character of men 
depends more on their occupations than on any teaching we can 
give t~, or principles with ,;;;,lfich we can inbue them. The 
employment forms the habits. (XIX, p. 406) 

' 

Further, the influence of employment depended on the result of it since 

the "labour producing no useful result was demoralizing. All such 

labour is. The labour producing useful result was educational in its 

influence on the temper. All such labour is" (XXVII, p. 39). Ruskin 

may have overemphasized the imp9rtance of employment upon individuals 

and the nation but at the time he wrote the individual be~an work when 

quite young and his employment was for a long number of hours. Under 

these conditions, employment was a stronger inf~uence than at the 

present time when the educatidnal process is longer and the work day is 

shorter. 

In addition to emphasizing the type of employment, Ruskin thought 

what the workers made was more important than the w1ges they received. 

It matters little, ultimately, how much a labourer is paid 
for making anything; but it matters fearfully what the thing 
is, which he is compelled to make. If his labour is so 



ordered as to produce food, and fresh air, and fresh water, 
no matter that his wages are low;--the food and fresh air 
and water will be at last there; and he will at last get 
the~. But if he is paid to destroy food and fresh air, or 
to produce iron bars instead of them;--the food and air 
will finally not be there, and he will not get them, to his 
great and final inconvenience. (XVIII, p. 391) 
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Since labor was a scarce resource, it should be used to produce goods 

that are useful and extend life rather than to destroy useful goods or 

to make useless goods. Ruskin did not think the operations of the 

price system in a market economy always produced the desirable use of 

labor. He thought labor was the primary factor of production and his 

concept of labor was the effort in production that resulted in fhe 

using up of life. Both the real costs of production and the quantity 

of labor were measured by the decrease in life of the workers making a 

particular product. If more destructive labor included proportionate 

rest, then a given labor time, such as a day, would mean a certain 

amount of life used up. Ruskin thought labor of a higher quality in-

volved the use of more of man's faculties. His analysis of the 

division of labor caused him to look unfavorably upon the practice. He 

thought labor should be organized so that the level of employment did 

not fluctuate and if necessary, workers should be willing to accept 

lower w~ges rates if assured of constant employment. Further, Ruskin 

emphasized the effect of the type of employment on the habits and 

character of the employee. 

Consumption and Saving 

Ruskin was extremely interested in consumption, particularly 

because he emphasized the capacity of individuals to use the intrinsic 

value of goods. He thought the prosperity of the country was more 
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dependent upon wise distribution--placing goods with those most able to 

use them and wise consumption--using the intrinsic value to its fullest, 

than upon production. Refuting the idea there is no good in consump-

tion itself, Ruskin argued: 

... consumption absolute is the end, crown, and perfection 
of production; and wise consumption is a far more difficult 
art than wise production. Twenty people can gain money for 
one who can use it; and the vital question, for individual 
and for nation, is never "how much do they make?" but "to 
what purpose do they spend?" (XVII, p. 98) 

He believed the object of political economy was to increase the wealth 

of the nation, which consists of its good people and the material 

things that support them. While improving the quality and increasing 

the quantity of life was the desired result, this requires the wise 

consumption of goods. Before goods can be consumed, they must be pro-

duced but the purpose of production is making consumer goods. Ruskin 

thought it was easier to make goods of intrinsic value than it was to 

develop the full and effective use of the intrinsic value in consump-

tion. Individuals may not have the capacity to use the goods fully or 

they may abuse them. Efficient consumption means using the intrinsic 

value of a good as effectively as possible. Ruskin thought even 

capital goods had as their end result the production of consumer goods, 

so all production was for the purpose of consumption which was "the 

crown of production; and the wealth of a nation is only to be estimated 

by what it consumes" (XVII, p. 101). Since concepts to measure the 

value of people were not available in Ruskin's time, he measured the 

step next to the people, the amount they consumed, to determine the 

wealth of the country. This measurement would be the amount of 

effectual value of the goods and services consumed by the nation. 
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Emphasizing consumption, Ruskin contended the "final object of politi-

cal economy, therefore, is to get good method of consumption, and 

great quantity ... to use everything, and to use it nobly; whether it 

be substance, service, or service perfecting substance" (XVII, p. 102). 

Since Ruskin here included services, it can be concluded he meant both 

goods and services even though he wrote material things. He wanted 

noble goods produced for use by noble people; these goods were not be 

be wasted; tbat is, they should be placed with individuals with capaci-

ty to use them. While omitting the final object of political economy, 

he quickly corrected this ommission. 

It is, therefore, the manner and issue of consumption 
which are the real tests of production. Production does not 
cons,ist in things laboriously made, but in things serviceably 
consumable; and the question for the nation is not how much 
labour it employs, but how much life it produces. For as 
consumption is the end and aim of production, so life is the 
end and aim of consumption. (XVII, p. 104) 

Ultimately, Ruskin took the last step and made life itself the desired 

end objective of consumption. The purpose of consumption was to main-

tain and increase life. Production was only a means to this end. 

While the costs of production are the amount of life used up in making 

\\ 
goods, the value of the produced goods is the amount of consumption 

they permit. The value of these goods in consumptiort was the amount of 

life they maintained and increased. 

Ruskin distinguished between consumption and saving as he used the 

"general term 'lay by' which means 'to put a thing where you can get it 

a9ain,' as opposed to the general term 'spend' which means 'to put a 

thing where you cannot get it again'" (XVII, p. 493). Consumption or 

spending involved the using up or destruction of goods so they cannot 

be retrieved. Saving or "laying by" does not involve the using up or 
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destruction of goods so they can be retrieved. He thought there was a 

very important difference between consumption and saving but he did not 

go into the differences in great detail. He believed the 

. . . general term ."lay by" includes three specific terms; 
first, to hoard the money or keep it as it is; secondly, to 
invest it in the form of something else; and thirdly, to 
lend, which is temporarily to transfer your own power over it 
to someone else. (XVII, p. 493) 

Ruskin suggested three different possible uses for savings--the result 

of the process of laying by. First, there was hoarding, holding the 

savings in the form of currency withdrawn from circulation. He thought 

hoarding and dishoarding would be reflected in price level changes. 

Second, there was real investment or the purchase of capital goods and 

third, there was lending or financial investment. In neither of these 

cases would the money be withdrawn from circulation nor affect the 

price level. 

Ruskin tried to make clear the way unselfish spending differed 

from selfish spending although he thought readers did not want to know 

the difference. He defined unselfish spt;lnding as "expenditure which, 

if you are a capitalist, does not pay you, but pays somebody else; and 

if you are a consumer, does not please you, but pleases somebody else" 

(XVII, p. 269). This defined unselfish spending as charitable spending. 

For the capitalist, it meant spending that resulted in a return to 

somebody other than himself. For the consumer, unselfish spending 

meant spending that satisfied the wants or increased the life of some-

one else, not himself. Selfish spending by the capitalist was invest-

ment that yielded a return to him while selfish spending by the con-

sumer satisfied his own wants or increased his own life. Ruskin also 

distinguished between consumption and transfer spending. 



Men are apt to call every exchange "expenditure," but it is 
only consumption which IS expenditure. A large number of the 
purchases made by the richer classes are mere forms of inter
change of unused property, wholly without effect on national 
prosperity. (XVII, p. 279n) 
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Consumption spending used up goods and services, created a demand for 

labor to produce them, used up resources and created income. Other 

purchases were mere transfers, did not use up goods or services, and 

did not create a demand for labor to produce things. Ruskin thought 

only consumption spending was important to the economy and of interest 

to economists. 

Although Ruskin thought other economists argued that a demand for 

commodities was not a demand for labor, he believed he had shown this 

to be false. He continually reiterated that a demand for commodities 

was a demand for labor. One example he used was that of a hardware 

manufacturer who first planned to buy some silver plate, then changed 

his mind and used the funds to hire more labor to produce hardware 

(XVII, pp. 77-78). While the funds went to the irbn workers, Ruskin 

argued they would have gone to the silversmiths if the manufacturer had 

purchased the silver plate. In either case, the funds went to the 

workers. If the manufacturer had purchased the silver plate, he would 

have been demanding the services of the workers to produce the plate. 

Ruskin concluded that a demand for commodities was a demand for labor. 

This conclusion, abstracting from material costs, appears correct, 

Using another example, he argued a worker would receive the same wages 

, .. whether we order him to make green velvet, with seed 
and a scythe, or red velvet, with silk and scissors. Neither 
does it anywise concern him whether, when the velvet is made, 
we consume it by walking on it, or wearing it, so long as 
our consumption of it is wholly selfish. (XVII, p. 103) 
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He believed that either case, hiring a garqener to make a green lawn or 

buying red velvet, was a demand for labor services and resulted in the 

same income for the workers. Thus, a demand for goods was as much a 

demand for labor as hiring labor services directly. Ruskin abstracted 

from costs other than labor costs; he recognized, in the case of red 

velvet, material costs must be deducted to arrive at the amount 

received by the worker. He tried to make the point that the "consumer 

of the velvet pays the weaver with his own funds as much as he pays the 

gardener" (XVII, p. 102n). 

Ruskin's analysis of consumption spending was threefold. Not only 

was he convinced that consumption spending demanded the services of 

labor but he was concerned about the way consumption spending directed 

the employment of labor. He tecognized the sovereignty of the spender 

in directing the output of the economy. Continually he urged consumers 

to direct their spending to buy goods produced under healthy and 

beneficial employment conditions. Attempting to arouse the public, he 

repeatedly argued that the "root of all benevolent and helpful action 

towards the lower classes cortsists in the wise direction of purchase 

... in spending cloney, as far as possible, only for the products of 

healthful and natural labour'1 (VII, p. 42 7n). Ruskin's concern fol

lowed logically from two ideas: that employment determined the charac

ter of men and that the buying of goods caused labor to be employed in 

making those goods. Ruskin's second point about consumption spending 

concerned the buying of luxury items when some people lacked adequate 

food and clothing. Realizing that spending on luxuries provided 

employment, he questioned the morality and propriety of producing such 

goods when some people did not have the necessities of life. He 



thought so "long as there are cold and nakedness in the land around 

you, so long there can be no question at all but that splendour of 

dress is a crime" (XVI, p, 51). Ruskin believed the rich should not 
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rationalize their spending on luxuries as providing employment because 

if the workers made luxuries, they could not be making necessities 

needed by the poor. Ruskin's third point about consumption dealt with 

his belief that life was the object of consumption, Consumption 

spending should be for useful items that maintain and extend life, 

Goods with the usefulness to extend life should be produced and then 

consumed by those who have the capacity to make use of them. 

Consumption spending, then, was very important to Ruskin. It was 

a major object of political economy and the reason for production. He 

made a sharp distinction between consumption and saving; one form of 

saving, for example, was hoarding, He also distinguished between 

consumption spending and the transfer of existing goods. He thought 

spending not only provided employment but it directed that employment 

and determined what would be produced (XVI, p, 48). 

Distribution 

Two topics are included as part of the subject of distribution. 

One of these is the value of labor; the other is the concept of riches, 

After sore general comments about the value of labor, Ruskiq's analysis 

of wages is divided into the concepts of market wages and just wages. 

He believed competition tended to cause market w~ges to be at the sub-

sistence level, just enough so the worker could maintain himself and 

his family. Sometimes wages were below this level, causing a reduction 

in the life of the worker. Just wages, to Ruskin, were the payment to 
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the worker of an amount of labor equal to what he had given. If a man 

does a certain amount of work, his wages should be the amount necessary 

to permit him to hire an equal amount of work to he done for himself. 

Since riches was a relative term to him, it was definitely a distribu

tional concept. It measured the amount of wealth of particular 

individuals or countries relative to others. The study of riches 

involved a study of the distribution of income between the rich and the 

poor and the relationship between these classes. Ruskin thought the 

desire to be rich was really the desire to exercise power over men. 

While not favoring complete equality of wealth, Ruskin believed in a 

less unequal distribution of wealth. 

The Value of Labor 

Ruskin thought the quality of labor varied with tpe amount of 

human faculties. used in the effort; however, when examining the value 

of labor, he used the concept of a standard quality of labor. When 

referring to the "value and price of labour, it is necessary always to 

understand labour of a given rank and quality •.. Bad (that is, 

heartless, inexperienced, or senseless) labour cannot be valued . 

(XVII, p. 95). Labor that used more of man's faculties was of a 

higher quality, but when considering labor's value, Ruskin meant labor 

of a certain quality. A standard quality of labor was a concept used 

to simplify the problem and discussion. Not all labor was of the 

same quality or had the same value but the "quality and kind of labour 

being given, its value, like that of all other valuable things, is 

invariable" (XVII, p. 95). Labor of a given quality had a certain 

value as Ruskin applied his concept of intrinsic value to labor. The 
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intrinsic value of labor of a given quality was its ability to produce 

goods that maintain or increase life. It is more difficult to apply 

the cqncept of intrinsic value to labor because the amount of labor 

"which must be given for other things is variable: and in estimating 

this variation, the price of other things must always be counted by 

the quantity of labour; not the price of labour by the quantity of 

other things" (XVII, p. 95). The amount of labor, even of the same 

quality, varied with the difficulty of the task. The amount of labor 

necessary to produce a good that would sustain a certain amount of life 

varied with the difficu1ty of the material used. Ruskin used the 

example of planting a tree in hard ground as compared to soft ground 

(XVII, p. 95). It would take more labor to plant the tree in the hard 

ground but the value of the tree planted in hard ground was no greater 

than the value of the tree planted in soft ground. More labor was 

required to produce the same intrinsic value of a good or a service 

if the raw materials were more difficult to work with. However, market 

values should not reflect these differences since a certain amount of 

wages would be paid for planting the trees in any kind of ground. 

Ruskin appeared, in this example, to use the idea that wages would not 

be by time but by the job. Since Ruskin measured cost and price in 

quantities of labor, he wanted all other goods or services valued in 

labor units rather than labor valued in terms of other goods. This is 

a continuation of his labor standard of value. He also objected to the 

expression "cheapness" of labor, preferring the expression "dearness" 

of what the labor achieved. He thought what is called "cheapness of 

labour, signifies . that many obstacles have to be overcome by it; 

so that much labor is required to produce a small result. But this 
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should never be spoken of as cheapness of labour, .but as dearrtess of 

the object wrought for" (XVII, p. 96). If a larger quantity of labof 

is required to achieve a given result, the result is more expensive, 

rather than the labor being cheaper. If the value of labor is intrin

sic, as Ruskin thought, then the use of varying quantities of labor is 

more properly reflected in varying values of the results of labor, 

rather than in varying values of labor itself. If labor were valued by 

time rather than piecework, this would tend to be the result, but the 

intrinsic value of labor is not a market value or price. Since Ruskin 

valued goods. in terms of labor and defined labor as the decrease in 

life·fromeffort, he concluded that other things are "bought and sold 

for Labour, but Labour itself cannot be bought nor sold for anything, 

being priceless" (XVII, p. 183). Ruskin thought it a fallacy that 

labor was a conunodity to be bought and sold since it is the actual 

using up of an individual's life. He also objected to making labor 

services a conunodity separate from the rest of the individual, He 

· believed one of the objects bf "Political Econon\y is net to buy, nor to 

sell labour, but to spare it" (XVII, p. 183n). This follows logically 

if labor is defined as effort that decreases or uses up human life. It 

should be economized to avoid, as much as possible, the decrease in 

human life. 

Even though Ruskin objected to making labor an exchangeable 

conunodity, he considered the wages paid for labor. His consideration 

of wages included two major areas: market wages and just wages. His 

analysis of market wages was an examination of more or less competitive 

labor markets, He·believed: 



, , , the 'value' of any piece of labour ... the quantity 
of .'.:"ood and air which will enable a man to ~erform it without 
los~ng actually any of his flesh or his nertous en~rgy, is as 
absolutely fixed a quantity as the weight of powder necessary 
to carry a given ball a fixed distance. (XVII, p. 473) 

168 

. Not only did Ruskin believe a fixed a.mount of sustenance was required 

to maintain a man while performing a certain amount of labor, he 

thought the required amount of sustenance could be accurately deter-

mined. ae wanted physicians to state precisely: 

the quantity and kind of food, and space of lodging, 
they cbnsider approximately necessary for the healthy life of 
a labdrer in any given·manufacture, and the number of hours 
he may, without shortening his life, work at such business 
daily if so sustained. (XVII, p. 473) 

While it may not be possible to determine these requirements and condi-

tions as precisely as Ruskin thought, estimates are made of nutritional 

and other requirements for maintaining life. After the doctors deter-

mine the requirements for a healthy life, Ruskin wanted all employers 

required to "give their men a choice between an order for that quantity 

of food and lodging, or such wages as the market may offer for that 

number of hours' work" (XVII, p. 474), Obviously, he thought the 

workers would choose the order for the required amount of food and 

housing rather than market wages. He believed market wages were 

actually less than those required for the healthy maintenance of the 

workers and the hours of work were so long that the life of the workers 

was being decreased. Ruskin wanted the worker to receive wages that 

would permit him to buy goods and services to maintain himself and 

his family, Further, the hours of work were to be shortened so that 

working did not decrease the life of the workers. Concerning wages, 

Ruskin generally thought the present system of "competition would still 

reduce them to the lowest rate at which life was possible" 
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(XVII, pp. 71-72). Consequently, he believed with the reduction of 

excise taxes and import duties, competition would cause a proportionate 

decrease in wages and the workers would be no better off.· The distress 

of the poor, because of low wages, resulted "from the two reacting 

forces of contpetition and oppression" (XVII, p~ 73). Ruskin rejected 

general over-population as a major factor causing the distress of the 

poor but thought a local over-population "shows itself by pressure of 

competition; and the taking advantage of this competition by the 

purchaser to obtain their labour unjustly cheap, consummates at once 

their suffering and his own . . . " (XVI, p, 73). Ruskin thought compe

tition would not result in just wages, but would generally cause wages 

to be at the subsistence level. Wages could fall below this level and 

the result would be to shorten the life of the worker. He related the 

s~bsistence wage level to the population but the population changes 

came about because of the effect of wages on the life span of the 

worker, not on the number of offspring he produced. Wages above the 

subsistence level would increase the population by increasing the 

length of life of the workers. This increased supply of labor would 

tend to drive wages down to the subsistence level. Lower wages, 

shortening the life of the worker, would reduce the supply of labor and 

wages would increase back to the subsistence level. This idea of 

subsistence wages was similar to that of the classical economists but 

the mechanism by which changes in the supply of labor came about was 

different. Since Ruskin thought wages tended to the subsistence level 

under competition, he argued that a worker must, in order to live, 

receive a higher wage rate if: 



.. , his work is liable to intermission, than if it is 
assured and continuous; and however severe the struggle for 
work may become, the general law will always hold, that men 
must get more daily pay if, on the average, they can only 
calculate on work three days a week than they would require 
if they were sure of work six days a week. (XVII, p. 35) 

170 

The worker must receive enough to live on for the week whether he works 

all week or :only part of the week. If the worker is employed only part 

of the week, he must receive a high wage rate to receive the same 

. amount of subsistence wages. But Ruskin thought the competitive system 

was false, unnatural, and destructive, because "a bad workman is 

allowed to offer his work at half-price, and either take the place of 

the good, or force him by his competition to work for an inadequate 

sum" (XVII, p. 34). He wanted all labor of the same rank and type to 

receive the same wages since this would cause good workers to be hired 

and bad workers to be left idle. He desired as few bad workmen be 

produced as possible and suggested some educational and training 

changes so that fewer of them would be produced. Ruskin thought 

competition could cause wages to be either higher or lower than just 

wages although he was more concerned about them being lower. Under 

competition, 

. , • according to the laws of demand and supply, when two 
men are ready to do the work~ and only one man wants to have 
it done, tµe two men underbid each other for it; and the one 
who gets it to do, is under-paid. But when two men want the 
work done, and there is only one man ready to do it, the 
two men who want it done overbid each other, and the workman 
is over-paid. (XVII, p. 64) 

Here his analysis is faulty since it does not allow for changes in 

either the quantity demanded for labor or in the quantity supplied of 

it as the wage rate changes. This is one of the dangers of slllB,ll 

group examples. Since Ruskin disliked the results of competition in 



determining wages, he looked for examples of wages not determined by 

competition. 

Now I pay my servants exactly what wages I think necessary 
to make them comfortable. The sum is not determined at all 
by competition; but sometimes by my notion of their comfort 
and deserving, and sometimes by theirs. If I were to become 
penniless to-morrow, several of them would certainly still 
serve me for nothing. (XVII, p. 137) 
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As Ruskin found this exception to wages determined by competition, he 

asserted that it is not 

. a law of Nature that wages are determined by competi~ 
tion. Still less is it a law of State, or we should not now 
be disputing about it publicly, to the loss of many millions 
of pounds to the country. The fact which vulgar economists 
have been weak enough to imagine a law, is only that, for 
the last twenty years a number of very senseless persons have 
attempted to determine wages in that manner; and have, in a 
measure, succeeded in occasionally doing so. (XVII, p. 137) 

While some wages were determined by competition, Ruskin did not think 

that system was a natural or state law. He continued to "attack the 

bestial idiotism of the modern theory that wages are to be measured by 

competition" (XVII, p. 263n). He believed the actual level of market 

wages was a temporary phenomena, not particularly related to the 

intrinsic value of labor. He thought the 11 accidental level of wages is 

a variable function of the number of provident and idle persons in the 

world, of the enmity between them as classes, and of the agreement 

between those of the same class" (XVII, p. 263). This was a literary 

model of a labor market. On one side was the number of employers; on 

the other was the number of employees. Between them were their feel-

ings for each other, some degree of friendliness or hostility. 

Employers might have agreements among themselves about the wages they 

would pay while employees might have agreements among themselves about 

the wages they would work for. If there are only a few employers who 
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have agreed among themselves not to compete for labor and who have no 

feelings of affection or justice towards the workers, w~es would be 
./ 

low. Wages would also be low if there are a large number of employees, 

no agreements among themselves about the wages they want and if they 

have feelings of affection towards the employe~s. Ruskin contended the 

"power of theprovident over the improvident depends thus, ptimarily, 

on their relative numbers; secondarily, on the modes of agreement of 

the adverse parties with each ot~er" (XVII, p. 263). These relations 

between the classes, which involved moral conditions, determined the 

level of market wages, If the rich are "entirely selfish, it is always 

ill their.interest.that.the poor should be!!:_! numerous as they m 

employ, and restrain"(XVII, p. 263). If the poor wert more numerous 

and still restrained, not only woul~ wages be lower, but each rich 

person would be able to employ the services of a larger number of the 

poor. Ruskin's model for determining market wages was a model of 

supply and demand and the level of wages depended upon the amount of 

competition in the market although Ruskin did not use thosl" terms. He 

· included the number on both sides of the market and any agreement 

between the demanders or suppliers. His analysis of the determination 

of market wages was inconsistent since he sometimes denied that wages 

.were determined by competition. He certainly denied it was a "law" of 

any kind that wages were determined by competition. Thinking that 

labor of a given quality has a certain intrinsic valu~, he pbjected to 
\'. 

the results of competition in labor markets since he thought: co19peti-

tion would cause wages to be too high, or more probable and important, 

too low. When admitting the effect of competition, he thought the 

result would be subsistence level of wages or even temporarily, a 
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level of wages that shortened life. 

In addition to analyzing the determination of market wages under 

the current system of labor administration, Ruskin considered the 

question of a just wage. He thought employers and employees had some 

common and some opposing interests, depending on the circumstances. 

\tis, indeed, always the interest of both that the work 
should be rightly done, and a just price obtained for it; 
but, in the division of profits, the gain of the one may or 
may not be the loss of the other. It is not the master's 
ihterest to pay wages so low as to leave the men sickly and 
depressed, nor the workman's interest to be paid high wages 
if the smallness of the master's profit hinders him from 
enlarging his bu~iness, or conducting it in a safe and 
liberal way. (XVII, p. 28) 

The major opposing interests would be in the distribution of income 

but even here Ruskin thought employers and workers had some common 

interests. However, he recognized the interests of different classes 

may conflict over the question of distribution and thought the possi-

bilities of conflict would be increased if individual economic units 

acted on the basis of expediency and self-interest. To reduce the 

possibilities of conflicting interests, he wanted economic units to act 

justly towards each other. To Ruskin, justice included "such affection 

as one man owes to another" (XVII, p. 28). Ruskin was convinced that 

under given circumstances and for all labor, there is a 

... just price approximately determinable; that every 
conscious deflection from this price towards zero is either 
gift on the part of the labourer, or theft on the part of the 
employer; and that all payment in conscious excess of this 
price is either theft on the part of the labourer, or gift 
on that of the employer. (XVII, p, 515) 

Not only was there a just wage but Ruskin thought it could be accurate-

ly determined. He was not interested in considering gifts, but just 

exchange. Since a just wage could be accurately determined, labor 
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services should be paid that amount in exchange. He believed the final 

principle of a just wage was that if a worker 

•.. does a given quantity of work for me, I am bound in 
. justicf to do, or procure to be done, a precisely equal 
quantity of work for him; and just trade in labour is the 
exchange of equivalent quantities of labour of different 
kinds. (XVII, p. 508) 

Ruskin defined the just wage in labor units, not monetary units, since 

he measured cost and price in quantities of labor. Changing this to 

monetary units, the just money wage is that amount of money payment 

which gives the worker claim to an equal amdunt of the same quality of 

labor that he expended, 11 If we promise to give him less labour than he 

has given us, we under-pay him, If we promise to give him more labour 

than he has given us, we over-pay him" (XVII, p. 64). Ruskin elabo-

rated upon the concept of equal amounts of labor enunciated in his 

doctrine of a just wage. Treating the worker 

. with absolute equity, it is evident that·~his equity 
can only consiSt in giving time for time, strength for 
strength, and skill for skill. If a man works an hour for 
us, and we ortly promise to work half an hour for him in 
return, we obtain an unjust advantage. If ... we promise 
to work an hour and a half for; him in return, he has an 
unjust advantage, The justice consists in absolute exchange; 
or, if there be any respect to the stations of the parties, 
it will not be in favour of the employer: there is 
certainly no equitable reason in a man's being poor, that 
if he give me a pound of bread to-day~ I should return him 
less than a pound of bread to-morrow; or any equitable 
reason in a man's being uneducated, that if he uses a certain 
quantity of skill and knowledge in my service, I should use 
ales$ quantity of skill and knowledge in his. (XVII, p. 65) 

Ruskin, while defining a just wage to be equal amounts of the same 

quality of labor, recognized the actual wage could exceed or be less 

. than the just wage. He was more concerned about it being less since 

he thought the worker was in an inferior bargaining position because of 

his poverty and ignorance. Following the fundamental idea of a just 



wage, ii.uskin contended that a laborer 

... should in justice be paid for two hour's work twice as 
much as for one hour's work, and for~ hour's work~ times 
as much, if the effort be similar and continuous. A man 
should in justice be paid for difficult or dangerous work 
proportionately more than for easy and safe work, supposing 

. the other conditions of the work similar. (XVII, p. 508) 

Expanding the analysis to allow for varying amounts of working time 
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left the basic idea of a just wage unchanged. He did not want the wage 

rate to vary with the amount of labor time so the total amount of just 

wages varied directly and proportionately with the amount of labor time. 

Ruskin recognized the concept of equalizing differences in wage rates 

since he wanted a higher wage rate paid for more difficult and danger-

our work to compensate the worker for these circumstances. 

After developing the principle of absolute justice in the payment 

of wages, Ruskin introduced two modifications of it. The first change 

required, in justice, a larger wage since "labour (rightly directed) is 

fruitful just as seed is, the fruit (or 'interest' ... ) of the labour 

first given, or 'advanced,' ought to be taken into account, and bal-

anced by an additional quantity of labour in the subsequent repayment" 

(XVII, p. 65). For labor services performed today, justice requires 

that the worker be paid a claim on an equal amount of labor today. If 

the worker can only exercise his claim on labor in the future, then the 

payment should be larger because of the passage of time. Justice 

requires that the worker receive more labor than he has given if he can 

only receive labor in the future for what he has given today. The 

second modification of a just wage would permit a somewhat smaller 

payment since: 

the order for labour, given in payment, is general, 
while the labour received is special. The current coin or 



document is practically an order on the nation for so much 
work of any kind; and this universal applicability to 
immediate need renders it so much more valuable than special 
labour can be, that an order for a less quantity of this 
general toil will always be accepted as a just equivalent 
for a greater quantity of special toil. (XVII, p. 66) 
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The worker provides a specific type of labor service but is paid money 

wages. Looking upon money as a general claim to labor services or 

goods, Ruskin reasoned that money was more valuable because the worker 

could use it to obtain any kind of goods or labor services, rather than 

just the same type of labor he had performed. TliUs a worker performing 

a given amount of a specific labor service would be willing to accept a 

money payment that gave him command over a smaller amount of labor 

services because it was generalized purchasing power that could be used 

to claim any kind of labor services or goods. He did not think these 

modifications changed the principle of a just wage but they made the 

determination 11 of the proper wages of any given labour in terms of a 

currency, matter of considerable complexity" (XVII, p. 6 7). It might 

not be possible to determine the money payment of a just wage precisely 

but Ruskin insisted that work "has a worth, just as fixed and real as 

the specific gravity of a substance, though such specific gravity may 

not be easily ascertainable when the substance is united with many 

others" (XVII, p. 68). Ignoring any complications, he concluded a just 

wage is an amount of money wages that permits the worker to obtain for 

himself "at least as much labour as he has giv~n, rather more than less. 

And thfs equity or justice of payment is, observe, wholly independent 

of any reference to the number of men who are willing to do the work" 

(XVII, p. 66). More workers see~ing employment would not cause the 

just wage to be lower nor would fewer workers seeking employment cause 



177 

it to be higher so Ruskin did not think the market wage usually 

expressed a just wage. Recognizing the long run influence of demand, 

he wanted wage rates regulated by some standard to avoid short run 

fluctuations in wage rates and levels of employment. 

In this ultimate sense, the price of labour is indeed always 
regulated by the demand for it; but, so far as the practical 
and innnediate administration of the matter is regarded, the 
best labour always has been, and is, as all labour ought to 
be, paid for by an invariable standard. (XVII, p. 34) 

Ruskin made proposals for regulating wages and providing employment as 

part of his program of change. Although he introduced som qualifica-

tions, the fundamental idea of a just wage was the exchange of equal 

amounts and qualitites of labor services. 

Riches 

Ruskin looked upon the study of riches as one of the major areas 

of investigation of political economy. He defined "riches" as a 

"relative term, expressing the magnitude of the possessions of one 

·person or society as compared with those of other persons or societies" 

(XVII, p. 152). He believed "the study of Riches is a province of 

moral science:--it deals with the due relations of men to each other in 

regard of material possessions; and with the just laws of their associ-

ation for purposes of labour" (XVII, p. 153). To Ruskin, the study of 

riches was a study of the distribution of wealth--income and property, 

and relations between classes involving moral consideration. In 

contrast, he looked upon traditional political economy, which he called 

mercantile economy, as. "the science of getting rich" (XVII, p. 43). He 

believed those individuals who followed the teachings of mercantile 

economy actually became rich but he contended "that men of business 
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rarely know the meaning of the word 'rich'" (XVII, p. 44). Since 

Ruskin defined riches as a distributional concept, being rich implied 

"its opposite 'poor' . , ." (XVU, p. 44), 

Rejecting the use of "rich" as an absolute term, he objected to 

the idea that everyone could be rich. 

Whereas riches area power like that of electricity, acting 
only through inequalities or negations of itself. The force 
of the guinea you have in your pocket depends wholly on the 
default of a guinea in your neighbor's pocket. If he did not 
want it, it would be of no use to you; the degree of power it 
possesses depends accurately upon the need or desire he has 
for it,--and the art of making yourself rich, in the ordinary 
mercantile economist's sense, is therefore equally and 
nec~SJ;arily the art of keeping your neighbour poor. 
(XVII, p. 44) 

Rich, by definition, was a relative rather than an absolute term to 

Ruskin; therefore, it is obviously impossible for everyone to be rich. 

Since he thought the primary power of money was its command over goods 

and services, this power depended on the desire of individuals for 

money and their willingness to give either goods or services for it. 

For any particutar individual, moreover, riches signified the acquisi-

tion "of legal or moral claim upon, or power over, the labour of others; 

every such claim implying precisely as much poverty or debt on one side, 

as it implies riches or right on the other" (XVII, p, 45), An increase 

in the riches of an individual did not necessarily mean an increase in 

the actual wealth or well-being of the nation, since it could come 

about as a result of increasing poverty on the part of other individu-

als. This analysis, assuming the amount of wealth to be fixed, appears 

to be very short run. If the amount of real wealth is fixed, then an 

increase in the amount of wealth he~d by one individual could only 

come about through a decrease in the amount held by others. Over a 
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longer period of time as wealth is increased, an individual could 

increase the amount of his wealth either with or without a correspond-

ing decrease in the wealth of others. 

Ruskin thought claims upon the labor of others could always be 

converted into real property since money could be used to buy prop-

erty; however, since 

... real property is not always convertible at once into 
power over labour, the idea of riches among active men in 
civilized nations generally refers to commercial wealth; and 
in estimating their possessions, they rather calculate the 
value of their horses and fields by the number of guineas they 
could get for them, than the value of their guineas by the 
number of horses and fields they could buy with them. 
(XVII, p. 45) 

To convert real property into power over labor would usually require 

selling it to obtain money to hire labor services. It might take time 

to sell real property, particularly if the sellers wanted to realize 

its full market value. He also illustrated one of the functions of 

money, a standard of value. The amount of riches or commercial wealth, 

not Ruskinian wealth, of an individual is the market value of his 

possessions as measured in the monetary unit. Even though it might 

take time to sell property and convert its market value into money, it 

could be done and the money used to hire labor services. So Ruskin 

emphasized the power of all possessions, particularly money, in 

commanding labor services. He thought an "accumulation of real prop-

erty is of little use to its owner, unless, together with it, he has 

commercial power over labour" (XVII, p. 45). Owners of large amounts 

of real property must be able to hire workers to tend and operate the 

property or the ownership will be of little value. Ruskin argued 

what is really wanted, 



... under the name of riches, is, essentially, power over 
men; in its simplest sense, the power of obtaining for our 
own advantage the labour of servant, tr~desman, and artist; 
in wider sense, authority of directing large masses of the 
nation to various ends (good, trivial, or hurtful, according 
to the mind of the rich person). (XVII, p. 46) 

For most individuals their power over labor comes from hiring labor 
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services of other individuals or causing labor to be employed in making 

the goods they purchase. As people become richer, this power increases. 

Owners of large amounts of property, such as factories, employ and 

direct the labor services of many individuals. Ruskin examined some of 

the factors determining the amount of this power over the labor of 

others: 

... this power of wealth of course is greater or less in 
direct proportion to the poverty of the men over whom it is 
exercised, and in inverse proportion to the number of persons 
who are as rich as ourselves, and who are ready to give the 
same price for an article of which the supply is limited . 
. . . the art of becoming "rich," in the common sense, is not 
absolutely nor finally the art of accumulating much money 
for ourselves, but also of contriving that our neighbours 
shall have less. In accurate terms, it is "the art of 
establishing the maximum inequality in our own favour." 
(XVII, p . 46) 

When men are poorer, Ruskin thought the power of wealth in hiring their 

services was greater because they have a greater need for money. When 

there are many rich people competing for labor services, the power of 

wealth in hiring labor services is decreased since the price of labor 

services would be bid up. At higher wage rates the need of workers to 

supply labor services for money may be less. For a few people to be as 

rich as possible there must be the greatest possible inequality of 

distribution of wealth. Ruskin concluded that being rich also meant 

keeping other people poor. 

In the abstract, Ruskin thought increases in the inequality of 
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distribution of wealth may be either advantageous or disadvantageous. 

He rej-ee-ted the assumption that such increases in inequality were 

necessarily advantageous as fallacious. Rather, 

. the beneficialness of the inequality depends, first, on 
the methods by which it was accomplished; and, secondly, on 
the purposes to which it is applied. Inequalities of wealth, 
unjustly established, have assuredly injured the nation in 
which they exist during their establishment; and, unjustly 

. directed, injure it yet more during their existence. But 
inequalities of wealth, justly established, benefit the nation 
in the course of . ...their establishment; and, nobly used, aid it 
yet· more by their existence·. ·. . . among every active and 
well-governed people, the various strength of individuals, 
tested by full exertion and specially applied to various need, 
issues in unequal, but harmonious results, receiving reward 
or authority according to its class and service .... (XVII, 
p. 47) 

If increases in inequality came about as a result of an increase of 

wealth without anyone being made poorer and if it came about through 

the greater effort of some individuals, then it may be beneficial. The 

existence of inequality may be beneficial if wealthy persons use their 

wealth to cause the production of useful goods that extend life. 

Ruskin did not favor complete equality of wealth as he thought that 

impossible. He believed individuals should receive differing amounts 

of wealth based on their class and service; however, he did not accept 

the distribution of wealth as given. He wanted to know how the 

existing distribution had come about and how the wealth was used. In 

some cases, a more unequal distribution of income would, by permitting 

a more ra11id rate of saving and capital accumulation, increase the rate 

of economic growth and benefit the nation. Ruskin admitted 

inequalities of distribution of wealth. Since he was interested in 

life and character, he examined who would become rich and who would 

remain poor in a market economy which was protected from violence and 



regulated by laws of supply and demand, Those who become rich are: 

... industrious, resolute, proud, cov1=tous, prompt, method
ical, sensible, unimaginative, insensitive, and ignorant. 
The persons who remain poor are the entirely f~lish, the 
entirely wise, the idle, the reckless, the humble, the 
thoughtful, the dull, the imaginative, the sensitive, the 

·well-informed, the improvident, the irregularly and impulsive
ly wicked, the clumsy knave, the open thief, and the entirely 
merciful, just, and godly person, (XVII, p. 90) 

While attributing both good and bad characteristics to both groups, 
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Ruskin assigned more good and bad characteristics to the poor and they 

appear to come off better in this description. Knight referred to 

this characterization as being valuable and representative, 4 Examining 

further what determines the amount of vealth of men, Ruskin decided 

that according to ''the various industry, capacity, good fortune, and 

desires of men, they obtain greater or smaller shares of, and claim 

upon, the wealth of the world" (XVII, p. 160). Generally those men who 

have a greater desire and capacity, who work harder and have good luck 

obtain a larger share of the wealth. Ruskin thought inequality in the 

shares of wealth, while somewhat necessary and jlil!lt, may lze "either 

restrained by law or circumstance within certain limits; or may 

increase indefinitely" (XVII, p. 160). He favored action to decrease 

the inequality by limiting the wealth of the rich and increasing the 

wealth of the poor, When no legal or moral action is taken to restrain 

the 

exercise of the will and intellect of the stronger, 
shrewder, or more covetous men, these differences become ulti
mately enormous, But as soon as they become sliJ distinct in 
their extremes as that, on one side, there shail be manifest 
redundance of possession, and on the other manifest pressure 

4Frank H. Knight, The Ethics of Competition and Other Essays 
(New York, 1935), pp, 65-66. 



of need,--the terms "riches" and 11 poverty11 are used to ex
press the opposite states ... (XVII, p. 160) 

Ruskin reiterated that riches was a relative term, so an individual 

could be considered rich only in relation to the poverty of others. 

While not specifying the proper degree of inequality he admitted the 
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need for some inequality and the undesirableness of complete equality. 

He again attributed certain characteristics to the rich but a smaller 

list than before. Most of his analysis to this point has been quite 

restrictive, assuming a fixed amount of wealth. 

Concerning riches, Ruskin thought it necessary to ''inquire, first, 

into the advisable modes of their collection; secondly, into the 

advisable modes of their administration" (XVII, p. 160). Two points 

about the collection of riches interested Ruskin. First, comparing the 

wealth of different nations required examining not just the absolute 

amount of wealth of the different countries, but also the existing 

distribution of wealth within the countries. One country might have a 

greater absolute amount of wealth but it should not be considered 

richer if most of this wealth is owned by a few individuals and the 

rest of the people are quite poor. Second, since Ruskin looked upon 

riches as a distributional concept, he believed riches could be 

collected by some individuals becoming wealthier or by other individ-

uals becoming poorer. Concerning any given collection of riches, he 

wanted to know how the "correlative poverty was produced ... whether 

by being surpassed only, or being depressed also; and if by being 

depressed, what are the advantages, or the contrary, conceivable in the 

depression" (XVII, p. 161). He did not just accept the existing 

distribution of wealth but wanted to know how it came about. He also 
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wanted to know the effects of the existing distribution of wealth. If 

the distribution of wealth changed, Ruskin wanted to know if this came 

about as a result of an increase of total wealth with all the increase 

going to certain individuals or if the total amount of wealth retnained 

unchanged but the amount of wealth of some individuals decreased and 

they became poorer. He never completely examined or answered these 

questions, He· thought the administration of riches concerned "the, 

powers of selection, direction, and provision" (XVII, p. 162). · He 

defined selection as referring to whom goods should belong and he 

thought "the richest person has necessarily the first choice, unless, 

some arbitrary mode of distribution be otherwise determined upon" 

(XVII, p. 162). In a market economy, rich individuals would be able 

to bid up the prices and obtain possession of goods. This raises the 

question whether the rich individuals are those best able to use the 

· goods. The relation of rich individuals to poor individuals gives the 

· rich the power of direction, "or authority over, the labour of the poor; 

and this nearly as much over their mental as their bodily labour" 

(XVII, p, 162). Since the poor must work to e~rn income, the rich, 

either by spending to buy goods and services or by directing business 

enterpris,s, control and direct the employment of the workers. Ruskin 

thought all spending provided employment and directed labor but the 

rich, because of their greater spending, exercised more influence. As 

individuals accumulate wealth in excess of their immediate needs they 

secure the power of prevision; of making their wealth "available in 

preparation for future work or future profit; in which function riches 

have generally. received the name of capital ... head-, or source

material" (XVII, p. 162). He thought as individuals became richer their 
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power to accumulate increased since they could save and hold theif 

wealth in the form of capital goods. Decisions about using wealth to 

purchase capital goods would determine future employment, profit and 

economic activity. Ruskin questioned wheth~r, since the healthful use 

of riches in selection, direction and prov:i,sion depend's 

... on the Wisdon, Justice, and Farsightedness of the 
holders; and it is by no means to be assumed that persons 
primarily rich, must therefore by just and wise,--it may not 
be ultimately possible so, or some what so, to arrange mat~ 
ters, as that persons primarily just and wise, should there
fore be rich? (XVII, p. 162) 

Trying to reorganize society so that the just and wise persons would be 

rich, Ruskin made several proposals for reform that would change the 

distribution of wealth. He thought the rich, because of their wealth, 

exercised considerable influence upon the course of economic activity 

.· both as consumers and owners of business firms. More important than 

the total absolute amount of wealth of a country was whether the wealth 

."is in a form that can be used, and in the possession of persons who 

can use it" (XVII, p. 16ln). The rich played a greater role in 

determining the kind of wealth in a country and how it was used. 

Since the rich had greater power to hire and command labor 

services, Ruskin thought the poor were at the mercy of the rich. As 

the poor become poorer and more numerous, he thought the Jsl.O...~er of 

riches increased, 

But, practically, if the rich strive always to obtain more 
power over the poor, instead of to raise them--and if, on 
the other haµd, the poor become continually more vicious and 
numerous, through neglect and oppression,--though the range 
of the power of the rich increases, its tenure becomes less 
secure; until, at last, the measure of iniquity being full, 
revolution, civil war, or the subjection of the state to a 
healthier or stronger one, closes the moral corruption, and 
industrial disease. (XVII, p. 264) 
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A study of revolutions and wars, civil and others, would be necessary 

to evaluate Ruskin's hypothesis about when they occur. A contrary 

hypothesis is that they occur, not when the poor are most oppressed, 

but when some change and improvement in conditions have taken place and 

people recognize the possibility of, andhave expectations of, larger 

gains in the future· as a result of more rapid change. He thought as 

the power of the rich increased and became more extensive, it also 

became less secure because of the increased possibility of violent 

change. His examination of the relation between the classes may seem 

inconsistent with his thesis of social affections; however, this is 

not so since society was not organized to develop and increase this 

force. Ruskin recognized that "kind persons among the rich, and wise 

among the poor, modify the connexion of the classes • II (XVII' 

p. 264). Some rich people try to relieve and raise the poor while some 

of the poor do succeed as a result of hard and honest work. Generally, 

Ruskin concluded that in an economy organized around competition, where 

individuals sought material gain, success means "always so much victory 

~ your neighbour as to obtain the direction of his work, and to take 

the profits of it. This is the real source of all great riches. No 

man can· become largely rich by his personal toil" (XVII, p. 264). By 

success, he meant connnercial or monetary success. He was convinced a 

man, working with his own abilities, could take care of himself, his 

family, and provide for his old age; but he could not become very 

wealthy by his own work. Ruskin contended it is only when a man 

discovers: 

~ method of taxing the labour of others that he~ 
become opulent. Every increase of his capital enables him 
to extend this taxation more widely ... to invest larger 



funds in the maintenance-of labourers,,-to direct, according~}_ 
ly, vaster- and yet vaster masses of-labour, and to appropriate 

· its profits. (XVII, pp. 264-265) 

Ruskin emphasized the power of wealth and money in its connnand over 
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labor--its power of hiring labor services. Only this power of direct-

ing labor permitted a person to become wealthy. ' .. The individual who 

had the power to employ labqr was able to secure part of the output of 

labor.· As an individual accumulated wealth he was able to hire larger 

quantities of labor and become even more wealthy as'-'he secured part of 

labor's output. Here R_uskin made two points: one of these is correct 

and the other is wrong. First, RuJkin believed, and correctly so, that 

it wal the great inequalities of ownership of property which played a 

major role in the unequal distribution of income. Income from labor 

· alone,,.;would not bring about such great inequalities in the distribution 
"""' 

of income. Furthermore, inequalities in the distribution of income 

provide the opportunity for the wealthy to accumulate more property, 
\ 

gain more income and cause more inequality of distribution of both 

income and property. Second and incorrectly, Ruskin ignored the 

productivity of any resources except labor. While he included land 

and capital as factors of production, he.appeared to deny their prQ~ 

ductiv-ity. Labor, then, is not only the- primary factor of pr eduction 

· but the source of all output and income. - Yet laborers do not receive 

· all the income since· the owners of property secured. a part of the 

· incotbe from, labor's se.;t":vices. Ruskin reiterated: 
' 

·No man ever became, or can'. become, largely rich merely 
by labour and econouly. All large fortunes (putting treasure
trove and gambling out of consideration) are founded either 
on occupation of land, usury, or taxation of labour. Whether 
openly or occultly., the landlord, money-lender, and capitalist 
employer, gather into.their possessions certain quantity of 



the means of existence which other people produce by the 
labour of their hands. (XVII, p. 564) 
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Again he seemed to conclude that labor was the only productive factor 

and the source of all material output. Even though this is wrong, as 

capital and land are productive, it makes Ruskin's theoretical system 

more consistent. His theory of value is not completely or exactly a 

· labor theory of value since some things of value--land and air--are 

provided by nature, but his theory of value of produced goods and 

services is a labor theory of value. The value of produced goods and 

services is their ability to extend life; their cost and price are 

measured in units of labor. Overall, his theory of value can be called 

a life theory of value since the amount of wealth of an item is its 

extension of life, the cost of an item is the labor required to make 

it, and labor is the using up or destruction of life resulting from 

human effort. Strengthening the interpretation that Ruskin denied the 

productivity of land and capital is his belief that when the poor 

become awa.xe of what was happening there would be the three following 

results: 

. that the usurer's trade will be abolished utterly,--that 
the employer will be paid justly for his superintendence of 
labour, but not for his capital, and the landlord paid for 
his super-intendence of the cultivation of land, when he is 
able to direct it wisely ... (XVII, p. 565) 

It is true that Ruskin changed his mtnd over time and so appeared 

inconsistent. But it seems very probable that, when the above passages 

were written in 1873, Ruskin believed labor was the source of all out-

put and income. Analyzing interest, he contended it is not "payment 

for labour; it is not reward for risk; it is not reward for abstinence" 

(XXVII, p. 319). Eventually Ruskin was convinced that all interest was 
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wrong and this denies the net productivity of capital. Landowners and 

capitalists were to receive income only for their labor services of 

management, according to Ruskin's prediction, which has not yet taken 

place. Perhaps one of the reasons why he was led to deny the produc-

tivity of property resources concerned his objection to the existing 

distribution of wealth. He disliked the existing distribution of 

wealth because it resulted in the production of luxuries when some 

peopte were not ad¢quately fed, clothed and housed. He also thought 

that if the poor were using their labor to produce luxuries, then they 

should have some of the luxuries. 

Ruskin thought riches was a relative concept so his analysis of it 

involved the question of the distribution of wealth. He thought being 

rich usually meant keeping someone else poor. Inequality in the 

distribution of wealth and income could be advantageous or disadvanta-

geous to the society depending on how wealth was collected and used. 

Ruskin's analysis of riches emphasized his belief that the real power 

of wealth and money was its power over labor. 

Summary 

Part II of Ruskin's principles of political economy, a continua-

tion of part I, organized and presented his theoretical economics in 

three main sections: market economics, making and using goods, and 

distribution. The concepts related. to the market were cost and price, 

supply and demand, exchange and commerce. Ruskin distinguished both 

cost and price from value and defined them separately. Cost was 

defined as the quantity of labor required to produce an item. While 

cost was divided into intrinsic cost and effectual cost; only effectual 
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cost, based on the way a good is produced, can be investigated. Ruskin 

recognized cost could increase as larger amounts were produced and it 

could decrease if labor resources were specialized. Improved methods 

of productions could lower the cost of a good. Price was defined as the 

quantity of labor a seller requires to sell an item. While studying 

price from the view of both the buyer and the seller, Ruskin thought 

it better to proceed from the seller's side since he made the final 

decision to sell or not. While not using the terms, Ruskin's analysis 

of price was based on supply and demand. Supply was an existing quanti

ty; behind it was the cost of production. Demand was slightly more 

developed; it included the effective desire for a good relative to 

other goods. While Ruskin believed price varied with the cost of 

production if demand was constant, he did not think demand was constant 

and placed more emphasis upon it in determining prices. Except for 

his use of supply and demand concepts in determining price, Ruskin made 

little further analysis of them. He thought economists were not in 

agreement about supply and demand but tqat there was no natural or 

divine law concerning them. While recognizing supply and demand some

times determined prices, he preferred regulated prices. He thought a 

demand for a good would sometimes bring forth a resulting supply, but 

he disliked the results of that also. His analysis of exchange was 

limited, confused and sometimes wrong. He believed there was no profit, 

only advantage in exchange; the advantage of acquiring useful goods 

that an individual can use. He thought much exchange was unfair be

cause it was based on poverty, ignorance and an inferior bargaining 

position. Apparently he thought exchanges would still take place even 

though one of the exchangers might be made worse off. He wanted the 
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agents of exchange, merchants, to be paid wages for their services. He 

believed the merchant was held in low esteem by the public because they 

· thought he acted selfishly. Ruskin wanted him to act justly. Commerce 

was an extension of exchange and Ruskin applied the same principles to 

it. In foreign trade there should· be no tariffs and the foreigner was 

tobe given fair and honest treatment. 

Included under making and using goods were Ruskin's concepts of 

production, labor and employment, and consumption and saving. He 

· thought only labor that made· goods or provided aervices to maintain- and 

extend life was productive. He identified capital as a factor of pro

duction made-by the economic system to be used for further production. 

However, capital goods should produce goods for consumption, not:just 

more capital goods. Capital primarily· assisted labor or did what: labor 

alone could not do. Ruskin included the willingness of the worker as.a 

separate factor of production. In the final analysis, production was 

the making of goods for consumption or for future consumption. His 

ideas on production suggested a negative factor, the costs of produc

tion in Ruskinian wealth. Ruskin defined labor as the loss of life or 

the using up of life-as a result of human effort. Thus, not aH work 

is labor. Labor was of higher quality as it included more of man's 

faculties. Ruskin wanted the-government to compel able laborers to 

work, if necessary. He generally was unfavorable to the division of 

labor because he thought it was degrading. The.administration of 

labor should be reorganized so wage rates and employment levels did not 

fluctuate with the demand for labor. Ruskin thought employment was a 

very important factor in forming .. man's habits and character. He looked 

upon consumption as the purpose of production and the object of 
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political etbnomy. Consumption was the using up of goods while saving 

was putting a thing where it could be retrieved. One of the uses of 

saving was hoarding which was reflected in price level changes. All 

consumption spending was a demand for labor services and actually 

directed the economy and the employment of labor. 

Distrtbution included two topics: the value of labor and riches, 
I 

While recognizing the quality of labor varied, Ruskin used a cona~pt of 

labor of a standard quality, He thought the value of labor was 

intrinsic but that the value of things obtained from labor varied--

particularly. because of the differing materials with which it worked. 

His analysis of the value of labor was twofold: market wages and just 

wages. He believed market wages under competition tended to a subsis-

tence or maintenance level of wages. If wages fell below this, the 

supply of labor would decrease because the life of workers would be 

shortened and wages would rise back to the subsistence level, Just 

·wages involved the exchange of equal amounts of labor of the same 

quality. The difficulty was expressing the just wage in currency units 

since the currency might not be spent until later and the currency was 

general purchasing power, Wages would determine the distribution of 

income under Ruskin's scheme of society since other forms of income 

would not be permitted, Ruskin thought riches was a relative term 

which expressed the distribution of wealth, In order for some to be 

rich, others must be poor. He emphasized the power of wealth and money 

over labor services and economic activity, Whether a particular dis-

tribution of wealth was beneficial depended upon how it came about and 

how the wealth was used. Ruskin thought individuals could become 

wealthy only through the ownership of property which permitted them to 
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secure output produced by labor. He appeared t'p look upon labor as the 

only productive fa~tor and the source of the value of all produced 

goods and services. 



CHAPTER VI 

RUSKIN'S PROPOSALS FOR ECONOMIC CHANGE 

The purpose of this chapter is to collect, organize and present, 

in a topical arrangement, Ruskin's many suggestions about economic 

policies, The underlying assumption is that his proposals contain sig

nificant insights into economic problems and their solutions both for 

his own time and today, When necessary, the proposals are interpreted 

,and explained. They are also examined and evaluated for their merits 

and defects. 

The purpose of Ruskin's proposals was to increase the economic 

well~being of individuals and society, His major criticisms of the 

existing economic organization were that it produced ugliness, was 

inefficient, and caused an inequitable distribution of income. His 

proposals for change were designed to alleviate these problems, They 

are analyzed iri that light, 

Ruskin prepared programs for change in many areas of society other 

than economics. -Since he did not sharply distinguish between political 

economy and other social activity his proposals are not sharply defined 

either, Nevertheless, only those proposals directly or most closely 

related to economics are a part of this study, Furthermore, Ruskin 

presented proposals for change on several different levels without 

clearly separating them, To illustrate, one level set forth ideas for 

the administration of the Guild of St, George, an association 

194 
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established by him. Since this was a private organization, ideas relat

ing only to it are not considered. A second level of Ruskin's proposals 

established his ideal society while a third level proposed reform with

in the existing framework of society. Both of these kinds of proposals 

are considered. Ruskin's proposals were fragmentary and incomplete. 

They were not always worked out in complete detail and they did not 

cover all aspects of economics. Only his major proposals, those with 

enough detail to be considered, are examined in this study. Although 

his proposals are scattered throughout his writings amidst other topics, 

this problem has been met by abstracting and collecting his programs 

for change from his writings. 

Ruskin's ideas for change will be organized and presented in three 

main sections. The first section will include his efforts to change 

the behavior of individual economic units. He was willing to accept 

the existing economic framework if the behavior of individuals could be 

moralized and if business could be professionalized. Moralizing the 

behavior of individuals covered two areas: economic units must behave 

honestly and justly and they must consider the effects of their actions 

on other economic units and society. The professionalization of busi

ness, including labor, means the first object of business must be to 

provide for society and the first object of labor to do good work. As 

a result of providing goods and services for society, and doing good 

work, income will be earned. However, making profits or maximizing 

income was not to be the primary objective. In addition to preaching 

about honesty and justice, Ruskin directed specific teachings at 

consumers, business and workers. 

The second part of this chapter will include Ruskin's program for 
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changing the institutional framework of the economy. His institutional 

framework was a mixture of organization base~ on tradition, command, 
'Ii 

and the market economy. He wanted competition replaced by cooperation 

within a system of guilds. The guild system would be involved in regu-

lating the quality and the prices of output. Since it was to be volun-

tary, it would exist beside an economic system organized by the market. 

Ruskin favored the private property right sys tern with restrictions on 

the ownership and use of the property. Property was to be owned by 

those who used it; however, its use was to be restricted to avoid pol-

lution. These changes in the economic system would change the distri-

bution of income so that it would be less unequal. He suggested 

changing the standard of value by basing it on labor or a group of 

commodities. 

Ruskin also directed proposals for change at the economic policies 

of the government. He favored an authoritarian and paternalistic 

system of government which would manage the economy within a framework 

of private property. The government was to provide free public educa-

tion, establish government enterprises for the production of goods and 

services, accept responsibility for providing employment for the unem-

ployed, and organize a system of welfare and relief to provide income 

for those below a given income level. Furthermore, the government was 

to protect the environment by conservation measures and to abolish 

tariffs and trade restrictions between countries. Ruskin wanted the 

government to spend less on the military and more on the arts and 

sciences. He favored a graduated system of income and property taxes 

with excise taxes used primarily for regulatory pruposes. 

Ruskin's proposals for change can be separated into three rather 
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distinct plans. The first plan accepted the existing economic system 

if the objectives and behavior of individual economic units could be 

changed. The second plan envisioned an economy organized and regulated 

by a sys tern of trade guilds. The third plan called for the regulation 

of the economy by the government but with the private ownership of 

property. 

The Behavior of Individual Economic Units 

All of Ruskin's proposals for change placed considerable emphasis 

upon individual behavior. He directed his attention to individuals 

because "all effectual advancement towards this true felicity of the 

human race must be by individual, not public effort" (XVII, p. 111). 

While recognizing a place for public effort in bringing about change, 

Ruskin thought it must begin with the individual and the family. 

"Certain general measures may aid, certain revised laws guide, such 

advancement; but the measure and law which have first to be determined 

are those of each man's home" (XVII, pp. 111-112), He though institu

tions and forms of government were less important than the behavior of 

individuals. It was necessary to develop human character before making 

changes in institutions and laws. Resisting the idea that action of 

individuals have no power to change economic life, Ryskin was "convinced 

that it is by his personal conduct that any man of ordinary power will 

do the greatest amount of good that is in him to do ... " (XXVII, p. 

353). He has been criticized by Hobson for his heavy reliance upon 

individual action for solving the problems of society. Hobson thought 

the idea that "because the will of individuals initiates all moral 

conduct, the solution of the social problem must proceed chiefly from 



individual, not from public action, is untenable. 11 1 It appears that 

the question of how to initiate and bring about change is still 

unsettled today. 
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Because of his beliefs about change, Ruskin directed much of his 

teachings at individuals. In particular, he attempted to elevate the 

moral level of individual behavior. He thought a system of political 

economy was possible only under certain moral conditions. Those moral 

conditions he determined necessary and then tried to establish were 

justice and honesty. He believed behavior based on increased justice 

and honesty would result in better relations between classes, Anpther 

result would be the development of ~ocial affections between employers 

and employees. This was important to Ruskin since he tried to recon

struct political economy using social affections as a motivating force 

in the behavior of individuals. Another aspect of the moral behavior 

of individuals required their considering the effects of their behavior 

on others and on society in making decisions. Ruskin also wanted the 

behavior of economic units, particularly business and labor, profession

alized. Their function in society should be determined and they should 

seek, as their first objective, the best performance of this function. 

The function of business was to provide goods and services and it should 

do this as well as possible, The objective of making profits would be 

secondary. The function of labor was primarily to do good work and 

only secondarily to earn income. If the actions and objectives of 

economics units could be moralized and' professionalized, Ruskin seemed 

ready to accept the general framework of the current economic system. 

1Hobson, John Ruskin: Social Reformer, p. 219. 
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Justice and Honesty 

In attempting to establish practices of justice and honesty, 

-Ruskin believed he was combating the infLuence of traditional economics, 
I 

· He thought political economy based on individual self-interest appealed 

to man's selfishness and covetousness. Teaching the individual that 

anything he did in his own self-interest also promoted the best inter-

ests of society exercised a corrupting influence. With these teach-

ings, he believed individuals would act honestly only when it was in 

their self-interest to do so, However, he wanted individuals to act 

honestly alway!;!, Consequently one of his plans for reform was the 

establishment of justice and honesty in economic behavior. He preached 

and taught the importance of individuals applying these moral princi~ 

ples. 

Ruskin stressed the importance of fair dealing in economic behav-

ior: "one thing only you can know: namely, whether this dealing of 

yours is a just and faithful one, which is all you need concern your-

self about respecting it ... '' (XVII, p. 54). He wanted individuals 

to be concerned about the justice of their actions, He recognized 

absolute justice was unattainable but he thought "as much justice as we 

need for all practical use is attainable by all those who make it their 

aim" (XVII, pp. 63-64). He contended "the righteous man is distiq-

guished from the unrighteous by his desire and hope of justice" (XVII, 

p. 63). With this general emphasis upon justice, he tried to derive 

certain laws of justice about the payment of labor. In the abstract 

ideal, absolutely fair exchange consisted in the·· p/iiyment 6f mon§!y;-wages 

to the worker"which will at any time procure for him at least as much 
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labour as he has given, rather more than less" (XVII, p. 66). This 

principle of justice in the payment of labor followed logically from 

two ideas: his expression of exchange value in labor units and his 

analysis of a just wage. Equal amounts of labor of the same quality 

should exchange for each other. Beyond this, an employer should, in 

justice, be particularly careful not to take advantage of those who are 

poor, ignorant, or in an inferior bargaining position. While individ

uals might not be able to determine the just 'Wage or price precisely, 

they should accept the principle and "strive to attain the closest 

possible approximation ." (XVII, p. 68), Ruskin thought the es tab-

lishment of justice in the payment of wages would "diminish the power of 

wealth, first, in acquisition of luxury, and secondly, in exercise of 

moral influence" (XVII, p. 70). Further, each workman would have a 

"fair and sufficient means of rising in the social scale, if he chooses 

to use them; and thus not only diminishes the immediate power of wealth, 

but removes the worst disabilities of poverty" !XVII, pp, 70-71), 

Ruskin approved of these desirable results since he favored decreases 

in the power of the wealthy. His conclusions are based on the assump

tion that workers were receiving less than a just wage, He did not 

empirically test this hypothesis, 

One of Ruskin's objectives in writing about political economy was 

to demonstrate that gaining "wealth was finally possible only under 

certain moral conditions of society, of which quite the first was a 

belief in the existence, and even, for practical purposes, in the 

attainment of honesty" (XVII, p, 19), Individuals, when acquiring 

wealth, should evaluate the sources of their wealth, considering the 

moral conditions of justice and honesty, While he thought a nation 
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could gain wealth only under honesty, he recognized dishonesty could 

enrich a particular person, 11A clever and cruel knave will in a mixed 

soceity always be richer than an honest person can be" (XVII, p. 228). 

Ruskin reasoned the weal th of the nation could not be increased by dis-

honesty but would be decreased .. A dishonest person would gain only at 

the expense of those they cheated. The result would be a net loss to 

society because of the use of time and energy to accomplish the fraud 

and because the defrauded person usually experienced a loss, through 

inconvenience and ill effects, that was more than the dishonest person 

gained, Ruskin did not base his appeal for honesty on either religion 

or policy but argued: "religion and policy must be based on it" (XVII, 

p. 348), He thought the reason for being honest is "Be~ause you are a 

man" (XVII, p. 348), Ruskin concluded, for both individuals and 

society, 

Honest IS the best "policy," if policy mean practice of 
State, For fraud gains nothing in a. State. It only enables 
the knaves in it to live at the expense of honest people; 
while there is for every act of fraud, however small, a loss 
of wealth to the community, Whatever the fraudalent person 
gains, some other person loses, as fraud produces nothing; 
and there is, besides, the loss of the time and thought spent 
in accomplishing the fraud , (XVII, pp, 228-229) 

Although his teachings of justice and honesty are more in the realm of 

morals, Ruskin applied them to economic transactions. 

It is difficult to subject this part of Ruskin's reforms to eco-

nomic analysis. Certainly, raising the levels of justice and honesty 

of individuals and of society is a laudable objective. His effective-

ness of the reform movement that swept Oxford University during the 

1870's. 2 It has also been pointed out that Ruskin was a moralist, 

2 
Paul T. Homan, Contemporary Economic Thought (New York, 1928), 

pp. 289-290. 
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but moral v,alues are not necessarily economic values~ 3 Nevertheless, 

the classical economists did not think of themselves as teaching dis-

honesty just because they based their analysis on the assumption of 

individual self-interest since it was controlled and limited by compe-

tition. However, teachings of economists can be changed or corrupted 

and used to rationalize behavior and results somewhat different than 

intended. Ruskin's significance concerning honesty and justice may be 

to warn economists that they have an obligation to speak out against 

the corruption and abuse of their doctrines. 

The Behavior of Consumers 

A recurring theme throughout Ruskin's writings is the directing of 

the economy by spending, particularly the spending of consumers. 

Because of its importance, Ruskin set out some points for consumers to 

keep in mind. He thought: 

... all true economy is "Law of the house." Strive to make· 
that law strict, simple, generous: waste nothing, and grudge 
nothing. Care in nowise to make more of money, but care to 
make much of it; remembering always the great, palpable, in
evitable fact--the rule and root of all economy--that what 
one person has, another cannot have; and that every atom of 
substance of whatever kind, used or consumed, is so much 
human life spent; which, if it issue in the saving present 
life, or gaining more, is well spent, but if not is either 
so much life prevented, or so much slain. In all buying, 
consider, first, what condition of existence you cause in 
the producers of what you buy; secondly, whether the sum 
you have paid is just to the producer, and in due proportion, 
lodged in his hands; thirdly, to how much clear use, for food, 
knowledge, or joy, this that you have bought can be put; and 
fourthly, to whom and in what way it can be most speedily and 
serviceably distributed ... (XVII, p. 113). 

3Henry William Spiegal, ed., The Development of Economic Thought 
(New York, 1952), p. 117. 
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Since Ruskin recognized the condition of scarcity and the necessity for 

making choices, he set forth this "first principle of all human 

economy--individual or political--to live, namely, with as few wants as 

possible, and to waste nothing of what is given you to supply theip'' 

(XVII, p. 424). He utilized several ideas in his attempts to change 

the spending habits of consumers. First, recognizing that goods and 

services are limited, consumers should realize that what they bought, 

nobody else could have. Consumers should not only avoid waste, but 

they should limit their wants. Second, consumers should buy those 

goods and services that most extend life since that is the purpose of 

consumption. Third, in combining these two points, Ruskin reminded 

consumers that the luxury of the rich was not a benefit to the poor. 

Since resources are limited, the production of luxuries means a smaller 

output of necessities. He thought the general public believed ''the 

luxury of the rich in dress and furniture is a benefit to the poor" 

(XVII, p. 139). He contended economists, who should be refuting this 

idea, went along with it. Ruskin believed the rich should not have 

luxuries while the poor lacked necessities. However, this is a value 

judgement on his part about the proper distribution of income. Fourth, 

he continually urged all persons? especially those in the higher 

classes, "by every means in their power, to diminish their demand for 

work of such kind, and to live with as little aid from the lower· 

trades, as they can possibly contrive" (XVII, p. 423). He thought 

totally manual occupations were degrading; therefore, he wanted con

sumers to avoid buying the output of such industries, Generally, 

consumers should buy goods and services which provided healtpy arid 

fitting employment for workers. -Since consumers were not isolated but 
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integrated elements of the economy, they should consider the effects 

of their spending decisions on others. Since Ruskin believed the char-

acter of men was fonned by their occupation, he was particularly:"inter-

ested in this point. He set forth some rules which consumers could 

follow in directing their spending. 

1. Never encourage the manufacture of any article not 
absolutely necessary, in the production of which Invention 
has no share, 
2. Never demand an exact finish for its own sake, but only 
for some practical or noble end. 
3. Never encoµrage imitation or copying of any kind, except 
for the sake of preserving records of great works. (X, 
pp, 196-197) 

He believed these kinds of activities were particularly degrading to 

workers. Today, this specific point of Ruskin's can be turned to the 

effects of consumer spending upon the quality of the environment and 

pollution, Fifth, the consumers should be honest and pay just prices. 

If possible, they should see that a just part of the price is received 

by the producer with any middlemen receiving payment only for their 

services. Sixth, the consumers should determine the usefulness of the 

goods and services they purchase. Then, these goods and services :· 

should be distributed and used to obtain the greatest usefulness from 

··them. Orthodox economists assume this kind of use but Ruskin made it 

explicit since the effectual value of a good depends upon the capacity 

of the user, 

Generally, Ruskin's advice to consumers was based on the principle 

of consumer sovereignty, an acceptable principle in a market economy. 

If enough consumers are convinced and act, changing their spending 

decisions will change output and employment, But the action of any one 

individual consumer is such a small part of the total, that he can have 
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no effect by himself. So it becomes difficult to convince an individ-

ual to change his spending habits since he can rationalize it will not 

cause any change if he is the only one to do so. 

The Behavior of Businessmen 

By his teaching, Ruskin attempted to reform the behavior of busi-

nessmen. While he used the term merchant, this included manufacturers 

and can be generalized to include the owners and managers of business 

firms. Attempting to make business a profession, Ruskin defined the 

true function of a merchant: "to provide for the nation" (XVII, p. 40). 

The businessmen was to provide goods and services to the society. That 

was the nature of his profession. To engage in this profession, the 

merchant 

• has to understand to their very root the qualities of 
the thing he deals in, and the means of obtaining or producing 
it; and he has to apply all his sagacity and energy to the 
producing or obtaining it in perfect state and distributing 
it at the cheapest possible price where it is most needed. 
(XVII, p. 40) 

Ruskin applied a concept of efficiency to the activities of the firm 

but the purpose of this efficiency was to provide for the nation, To 

do this, the merchant should understand the intrinsic value of the 

goods, produce the goods so they contain the most intrinsic value, and 

distribute the goods to those who can best use them at the lowest 

price. Goods should be produced and distributed as efficiently as 

possible because that is the function of business. As a result of 

doing this the merchant will earn an income, but is is not his function 

to make a profit. Ruskin reversed the process from that of orthodox 

economics. T,he traditional view was that the purpose of the firm was 
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to make profits. This was done by supplying goods and services. As 

part of the providing function, Ruskin thought it necessary for the 

merchant "to maintain: first, his engagements (faithfulness to engage-

ments being the real root of all possibilities, in connnerce); and, 

secondly, the perfectness and- purity of the thing provided ... " (XVII, 

p. 41). The merchant should keep his agreements and not consent to any 

deterioration, adulteration or unjust pricing of his products. Ruskin 

thought the merchant should be willing to meet any form of distress, 

poverty or even loss of life before failing in his providing function. 

In addition to making business a profession, he believed the 

merchant, in employing men, assumed "a distinctly paternal authority 

and responsibility" (XVII, p. 41). He thought the employer should 

treat his employees as if they were his own sons. This type of rela-

tionship should permit and encourage the development of social affec-

tions. Part of the paternal responsibility of the merchant was making 

"the various employments involved in the production ... most bene-

ficial to the men employed" (XVII, p. 41). The merchant should try to 

make the work of his employees as healthy and advantageous for them.as 

possible. Just employing a person is not enough, according to Ruskin, 

since other considerations are involved. 

You must employ him first to produce useful things; secondly, 
of the several (suppose equally useful) things he can equally 
well produce, you must set him to make that which will cause 
him to lead the healthiest life; lastly, of the things pro
duced, it remains a question of wisdom and conscience how 
much you are to take yourself, and how much to leave to 
others. (XVII, p. 275) 

He urged the merchant to pay just wages and charge fair prices--to 

behave honestly and justly. "This 'robbing the p9or because he is 

poor,' is especially the mercantile form of theft, consisting in taking 



advantage of a man's necessities in order to obtain his labour or 

property at a reduced price" (XVII, p.. 58). 

He specified what ~hould be produced and how to produce it, 
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Workers should be employed 11 to produce food, house-room, clothes, or 

fuel ... " (XVII, p. 278). If the population is in distress it is 

because they lack these necessities; ther~;ore, Ruskin did not think it 

would ever be wrong to produce them, He thought it was wrong to employ 

a person to do nothing because the output of other workers must be used 

to sustain him. Further, he believed it generally wrong to hire workers 

"to produce works of art or luxuries; because modern art is mostly on a 

false basis, and modern luxury is criminally great" (XVII, p. 278), 

The production of art work and luxuries would take labor away from the 

production of necessities. Ruskin thought the way to increase food 

production was to "bring in fresh ground, and increase facilities of 

c.arriage;--to break rock, exchange earth, drain the moist, and water 

the dry, to mend roads, and build harbours of refuge" (XVII, p. 279), 

These suggestions on how to produce more food are very limited, leaving 

out many ways in which food production has been increased. Ruskin 

thought the "way to produce house-room is to apply your force first to 

the humblest dwellings" (XVII, p, 279), Instead of fancy architecture, 

Ruskin wanted existing houses repaired and simple new houses built. He 

did not explain how to produce more clothes but argued the way was 

"not, necessarily, to get more cotton" (XVII, p, 280). To increase the 

production of fuel, Ruskin advised making "your coal mines safer, by 

sinking more shafts; then set all your convicts to work in them, II 

(XVII, p. 281). He thought this would not only produce more coal but 

decrease the number of convicts, He also suggested, "first, of growing 

/ 
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forest where its growth will improve climate; secondly, of splintering 

the forests which now make continents of fruitful land pathless and 

poisonous, into faggots for fire . " (XVII, p. 281). One of the 

p-urposes of this was to increase the production of wood for fuel. 

While these suggestions about how to produce goods were not very useful, 

his main point was that useful goods that extend life are what should 

be produced by the economy . 

. Part of Ruskin's advice to the merchant concerned the spending of 

money. He contended: 

the law of wise life is, that the maker of the money 
should also be the spender of it, and spend it, approximately, 
all, before he dies; so that his true ambition as an economist 
should be, to die, not as rich, but as poor, as possible, 
calculating the ebb tide of possession in true and calm 
proportions to the ebb tide of life. (XVII, pp. 276-277) 

He believed such action would check the desire to accumulate, make way 

for younger businessmen, and "some temperance ahd measure will be put 

to the acquisitiveness of connnerce" _(XVII, p. 277). Consequently, he 

looked for examples of businessmen who sought 

not greater wealth, but simple,;. pleasu:te:f,'tf&t'"ihl.'ffller~-
fortune, but deeper felicity; making the first of possessions, 
self-possession; and honouring themselves in the harmless 
pride and calm pursuits of peace. (XVII, p. 112) 

Ruskin was pleading for the businessman not to concentrate all his life 

and activity on his business and particularly not on the making of 

money. His advice can be interpreted as a suggestion that businessmen 

take adequate leisure and recreation, a useful and relevant idea today. 

Ruskin's attempted .reform of business contained several points. 

Business should recognize that its purpose is to provide useful goods 

and services to the society, not to make a profit for the owners. 

Employers should exercise a paternal responsibility for their employees, 
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being especially concerned about the effect of work upon their char

acter, Businessmen should treat other economic units with justice and 

honesty in paying wages and charging prices, Business should produce 

useful goods or should produce necessities like food, housing, clothes 

and fuel. Businessmen should pause and check their accumulation of 

wealth rather continuing to try to accumulate until death. Ruskin con

sidered business and the businessman in relation to the rest of society, 

Decision makers in business should consider the effects of their 

actions on the well-being of others, . Even if Ruskin's objectives are 

considered desirable, it would be very difficult, if not impossible, 

for a single businessman to institute his suggested changes and still 

remain in business because of the pressures or competition, Only if 

all businesses adopted the changes at the same time, would it be 

possible for their relative competitive positions to remain unchanged, 

The Behavior of Workers 

Ruskin's recommendations for changing the behavior of workers 

resembled those for consumers and businessmen, The purpose of the 

laborer was to "do good work, whether you live or die, , , , You are 

to be literally employed in cultivating the ground, or making useful 

things, and carrying them where they are wanted" (XXVII, p. 219), The 

function of workers was to produce useful goods and services which 

maintain and increase life, They were not to produce things that 

destroyed life, As a result of working they would earn income but that 

was not their purpose, Since their purpose was to work, Ruskin urged 

them to form "the resolution that you work is to be well done , II 

(XVII, p, 329). He thought some work is for pleasure and it shall be 
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done heartily but there is other "work to do for our bread, and that is 

to be done strenuously .. neither is to be done by halves and shifts, 

but with a will; and what is not worth this effort is not to be done at 

all'' (VIII, p. 219). A proper attitude on the part of the worker, 

fueled by social affections, would result in the best quality and great-

est quantity of work. Since the workers were to act with justice, 

Ruskin urged them to "get some wholesome honesty for the .foundation of 

all things" (XVII, p. 328). This meant they were to give a honest 

measure of work for their wages. 

Generally, his advice to workers was based on the expectation they 

would remain in their class, 

There are perhaps some circumstances of life in which Providence 
has no intention that people should be content. Nevertheless, 
the maxim is on the whole a good one; but it is peculiarly for 
home use, That your neighbor should, or should not, remain 
content with his position, is not your business; but it is 
very much your business to remain content with your own. 
(XVII, p. 112) 

He did not think they should try to rise out of their class and become 

employers. Instead Ruskin advocated that the worker try to improve 

himself within the working class. A worker should try 

... to attain daily more subtle and exemplary skill in his 
own craft, to save from his wages enought to enric;h and 
complete his home gradually with µiore delicate and substantial 
comforts; and to lay by such store as shall be sufficient for 
the happy maintenance of his old age .•. and sufficient also 
for the starting of his children in a rank of life equal to 
his own. (XVII, p. 321) 

Ruskin suggested the worker improve his position by increasing his 

skill in his own trade. He also wanted the worker to save for his old 

age and to start his children in life. If the worker's wages were not 

large enough to permit this, Ruskin thought they were smaller than just 

wages. In order for a worker to save, Ruskin thought he should work 



hard i.n his youth, Then as he became older, he could 

.. , use what he has laid by, gradually slackening his toil, 
and allowing himself more frank use of his store; taking care 
always to leave himself as much as will surely suffice for 
him beyond any possible length of life. (XVII, pp. 275-276). 

Ruskin wanted the worker to receive a just wage but he thought wages 
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included "the reward . . of pleasure as well as profit, and of var-

ious other advantages, which a man is meant by Providence to get during 

life, for work well done" (XVII, p. 334). There may be nonpecuniary 

income received by workers who take pleasure and derive satisfaction 

from their work. Even if wages are limited to money payments, Ruskin 

thought the question was not so much the amount of money but "what you 

can get for it when you have it. Whether a shilling a day be good pay 

or not, depends wholly on what a 'shilling's worth' is . what 

quantity of the things you want may be had for a shilling" (XVII, p. 

334) .. While the real wage was more important than the money wage, he 

thought the real wage depended on what goods and services a worker 

wanted to buy. He believed the workers should want good food, clothes, 

lodging, fresh air and to be amused occasionally. Ruskin did not think 

the workers should expect change and reform to come through the action 

of the government, Instead, he urged the workers to select their best 

men, invite desirable representatives of other classes, pick a time 

and place to meet and then, "deliberate upon the possible modes of the 

regulation of industry, and advisablest schemes for helpful disciplines 

of life; and so lay before you the best laws they can devise , . . . " 

(XVII, p. 327). Ruskin thought the workers could make and obey their 

own laws so long as they did not interfere with the rights or property 

of others. 
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To reform the behavior of the working class, Ruskin emphasized 

several points. Building upon a foundation of justice and honesty, 

the function of laborers was to do good work, producing useful things, 

While workers should remain in that class, they should try to rise 

within their class. Workers should spend their income for useful goods 

and save for their old age. Finally, workers should organize to bring 

about change rather than expecting governmental action to bring about 

reform. 

The Responsibility of Individual Economic Units 

Ruskin's attempts to change the behavior of individuals were · 

directed particularly against what he considered the abuses of his 

time. Rejecting the view that individual economic units were to act in 

their own self-interest, he taught they should act with justice and 

honesty and consider the effects of their actions upon others in their 

economic behavior. Whi1e he stressed individual responsibility and 

action, his view of society was as an organic whole. 

The whole nation is ... bound together, as men are by ropes 
on a glacer--if one falls, the rest must either lift him or 
drag him.along with them as dead weight, not without much 
increase of danger to themselves. (XVI, p. 110) 

Ruskin's purpose was to improve the character of men, increase effi-

ciency, and to decrease the inequality of distribution of income. The 

ch4racter of men.would be improved if the level of honesty and justice 

was increased. The economy would be more efficient, in Ruskin's terms, 

if it produced more useful goods and fewer useless and destructive 

goodsi Efficiency would be increased if conditions of employment were 
i 

improved and made less degrading to the workers. If individual economic 
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units acted with justice and honesty towards each other, Ruskin thought 

the distribution of wealth would become less unequal. 

His analysis of the responsibility of individual economic units 

was much different from that of the classical economists. According 

to the classical economists, economic units did what was best for them

selves in achieving material gain. While this analysis was primarily 

positive in content, it also contained a normative element. As eco

nomic units did what was best for themselves, they would, under condi

tions of perfect competition, promote the best interests of the nation. 

Ruskin attacked the classical analysis, perhaps because he grasped the 

idea that the necessary conditions for it were not met, He thought the 

classical analysis was used to rationalize any kind of economic behav

ior. He believed it lowered men's character, teaching them to be 

dishonest and unjust. He did not think individual action based on 

self-interest produced the best results for the whole economy. His 

own analysis of the behavior of economic units was primarily normative 

in content. Instead of explaining how economic units acted, he tried 

to teach them how they should act. Only when the economic system was 

changed would the action of individual economic units be based on the 

social affections. If the behavior of economic units were profession

alized and moralized then Ruskin's analysis would become more positive 

in content. 

Ruskin's analysis raises an important and currently timely 

question, Should all economic units, but particularly those with 

economic power such as labor unions and business firms, act on their 

own definitions of their self-interest? Or do economic units have a 

social responsibility to consider the effects of their actions upon 
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other economic units and general welfare? The answer of the classical 

economist is that economic units, within a. framework of perfect compe

tition, should seek their own self-interesto Ruskin responded that 

economic units had the responsibility to consider the effects of their 

action upon others and the whole economyo Since the necessary condi

tions postulated by the classical economists do not obtain, it appears 

that Ruskin 1 s answer is more relevant todayo Perhaps a better way of 

posing the question is: can society either better define the self

interest of economic units or establish an institutional framework 

within which action based on self-interest would also be in the general 

interesL In any case, Ruskin's analysis is pertinent since the 

question of how economic units do and should behave has not been 

settledo Ruskin 1 s views about individual responsibility and behavior 

were idealistic, moralistic and romantico If his values are accepted, 

then much of his analysis and advice to individual economic units will 

be acceptable alsoo 

The Reform of Institutions 

The major part of Ruskin's scheme of institutional reform con

cerned the replacement of competition by cooperationo This objective 

was to be accomplished by the formation of competing firms into trade 

guildso These guilds were a type of cartel arrangement which would 

regulate the quality of output and priceso However, membership in the 

guild was voluntary sp nonmember firms could exist and compete with 

the guildso Rejecting the determination of prices and wages by compe

tition, Ruskin called for the regulation of prices and wages by the 

guilds, but he did not really cope with the problem of the way to 



215 

regulate prices and wages, He believed in the private ownership of 

property, although he also believed there should be some public lands. 

Generally property should be owned by those who use it, Concerning the 

distribution of income, Ruskin believed that everyone should have a 

minimum level of real income and that there should be upper limits on 

th~ amount of income a person could earn, If all property were owned 

by those who used it, the users of property would receive the income 

from property, Beyond this, the distribution of income would be deter

mined by the regulated wages. Another institutional reform, somewhat 

apart from the others, concerned the replacement of the gold standard 

of value with a standard based either on labor or on a group of 

material goods, 

The Establishment of Trade Guilds 

Ruskin thought the same principles applied to domestic economy-

the economy of a household or a farm--and political economy--the 

economy of a nation, Since he observed cooperation within a household, 

he wanted to replace competition by cooperation within the national 

economy. He was "always pleading for it; and yet I don't at all mean 

the co-operation of partnership (as opposed to the system of wages) 

which is now so gradually extending itself among our great firms" 

(XVII, p, 316), He thought a system of partnership, whereby workers 

became part owners and shared in the income of firms, would bring 

about a more equal distribution of income but the "magnitude of the 

social change hereby involved, and the consequent differences in the 

moral relations between individuals, have not as yet been thought 

of, , ," {XVII, p. 317), Instead of partnership, Ruskin meant 
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cooperation "as opposed, not to masterhood, but to competition" (XVII, 

p. 317). He thought firms that supplied the same or similar goods 

should, instead of competing with each other, "form one society, sell-

ing to the public under a common law of severe penalty for unjust 

dealing, and at an established price 11 (XVII, p, 317). When these firms 

joined together they would not try to undersell each other, nor try to 

increase their relative shares of the markeL In the future, 

, , , we shall more and more cast our toil into social and 
communicative systems; and that one of the first means of our 
doing so, will be the re-establishing guilds of every important 
trade in a vital, not formal condition . , , (XVI, p. 97) 

Ruskin was convinced that as employers and employees became more en-

lightened, there would be found "absolute necessity for the establish-

ment of guilds of trades in an active and practical form, • II (XVI' 

p. 179). The idea of trade guilds represented a return to a form of 

organization prevailing in medieval times, 

Ruskin did not outline in complete detail hi.s scheme for estab-

lishing trade guilds but he discussed some of the problems and methods 

of operation, He recognized the necessity of establishing standards of 

quality but thought this could "be done by the guild of every trade in 

its own manner, and within certain easily recognisable limits, and this 

fixing of standard would necessitate much simplicity in the forms and 

kinds of articles sold'' (XVII, p. 384), The standardization of 

products, while not so appealing to diverse consumer wants, would make 

it easier for consumers to acquire information and make buying 

decisions, Resources would not be devoted to design changes that were 

only for the purposes of product differentiation, Ruskin, while allow-

ing for changes, thought: 



... improvements or varieties in manufacture would have to 
be examined and accepted by the trade guild: when so accepted, 
they would be announced in public reports; and all puffery and 
self-proclamation, on the .part of tradesmen, absolutely 
forbidden . . (XVII, p. 385) 

I 
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The public reports would be a source of information for consumers .. If 

advertising were prohibited, resources would not be used for this pur-

pose and new wants would not be created in this way. The guilds were 

to be self-policing, applying strict punishment for the violation of 

their regulations. "For light weights and false measures, or for 

proved adulteration or dishonest manufacture of article, the penalty 

should be simply confiscation of goods and sending out of the country" 

(XVII, p. 384). However, the regulations would only "have force over 

tradesmen whom I suppose to have joined voluntarily in carrying out a 

better system of commerce" (XVII, p. 385). Other firms could decide 

to remain outside the guilds and escape the regulations. Ruskin 

thought it was only necessary that the "public should clearly know the 

shops in which they could get warranted articles; and, as clearly, 

those in which they bought at their own risk" (XVII, p. 385). . Apparent-

ly he believed the public would buy from members of the guild, but he 

wanted them to have a choice between purchasing from either guild 

members or nonmembers for two reasons: 

the first, that it is always necessary, in enacting 
strict law, to leave some safety valve for outlet of irrepress
ible vice , .. the second, that operations of trade and manu
facture conducted under, and guarded by, severe law, ought 
always co..j,e subject to the stimulus of such erratic e~ternal 
ingenuity as cannot be tested by law, or would be hindered 
from its full exercise by the dread of it , .. (XVII, p. 385) 

Nonmembers could be an avenue of change and improvement which could be 

adopted by the guild. 

Ruskin's guild organization can be analyzed as a voluntary cartel, 



Since membership was voluntary, it appears that guilds v;ould not be 

successful. Nonmembers, facing a more elastic demand curve, could 
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lower prices slightly below the regulated guild price and secure most 

of the buyers. Although Ruskin thought the public would buy a guar

anteed standard product, nonmembers could also guarantee their products. 

Nonmembers could make quicker decisions, be more responsive to consumer 

wants, and could advertise. It would appear that the guilds would soon 

have no members under a voluntary plan. Ruskin did not consider this 

problem. Nevertheless, although his plan would not work, his ideas are 

compatible with current practices: trade associations, industry-wide 

codes and standards, self-regulation of industries and markets, and 

regulation in conjunction with a government agency. His plan did not 

involve the government, however, and was more extensive than modern 

practices of industry codes and standards. 

Ruskin extended his plan when he suggested "making all retail 

dealers merely salaried officers in the employ of the trade guild; the 

stewards . , , of the saleable properties of those guilds ... to a 

given number of families" (XVII, p. 427). He favored this because he 

thought the profit motive was a source of a "great deal of the vulgar

ity, and nearly all the vice, of retail conunerce, involving the degra-

dation of persons occupied in it " (XVII, p. 427). He believed 

we 11-educated persons would be willing to hold such salaried offices, 

fulfilling their duties "to the public without the stimulus of direct 

profit (XVII, p. 427). This extension of his plan is analogous to both 

vertical integration on the part of manufacturers towards the consumer 

and to fait trade practices. Both of these permit the producer to 

establish the retail price but they do not remove the profit motive. 
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Ruskin's plan of trade guilds is more applicable to an economy 

organized by tradition than by the market, althought some features of 

his plan apply to mixed economies. The plan shows his belief in a 

well-ordered and regulated society and his dislike of competition, 

adulteration, advertising, unjust trade practices, and the profit 

motive. 

The Regulation of Prices 

Since trade guilds are consistent with a managed economy, prices, 

wages and rents must be regulated, Ruskin wrote "very certainly I want 

to regulate prices; and very certainly I will, as to such things as I 

sell, or have the selling of" (XXVIII, p. 34). He taught "not only the 

possibility of regulating prices, but the fact that they are now regu-

lated, and regulated by rascals, while all the world is bleating out 

its folly about supply and demand" (XXVIII, p, 35). Trade guilds were 

to establish both prices and wages: 

. , . for all articles warranted by the guild ... the prices 
should be annually fixed for the trade throughout the kingdom; 
and the producing workman's wages fixed, so as to define the 
master's profits within limits admitting only such variation 
as the nature of the given article of sale rendered inevit
able .•. (XVII, p, 386) 

Even though a system of determin~ng prices is necessary for a managed 

economy, Ruskin, while urging that prices be regulated, never explained 

exactly how to do it. One of his proposals was that the price of 

. , . every other article will be founded on the price of 
food. The price of what it takes a day to produce, will be 
a day's maintenance; of what it takes a week to produce, a 
week's maintenance,--such maintenance being calculated 
according to the requirements of the occupation, and always 
with a proportional surplus for saving. (XXVIII, p, 38) 

This proposal is not very helpful to price-regulators since it is not 
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specific. While the prices of goods are to be in some relationship to 

food:, this relationship is not specified; neither is a method given for 

determining the price of food. Presumably wages are to be at a main-

tenance level plus some savings, but the level of maintenance is not 

determined. While the maintenance level was to be different, depend-

ing on the job, this difference is not spelled out; neither is the 

amount of savings determined. If wages were determined, then prices 

would be based on their labor costs of production. It appears that 

Ruskin did not want prices to fluctuate with changes in demand. Prices 

based on costs of production with labor costs determined would be a 

starting point for determining prices. Ruskin recognized the need for 

some type of rationing device when prices were fixed and he suggested 

different rationing methods: 

... according to the nature of the thing sold, and circum
stance of sale. Sometimes by priority; sometimes by privilege; 
sometimes by lot; and sometimes by auction; at which whatever 
excess of price, above its recorded value, the article brings, 
shall go to the national treasury. (XXVIII, p. 38) 

These different rationing devices were not developed but merely show 

recognition of the problem. Rsukin also' wanted to regulate the terms 

of sale by abolishing credit. "In all wise commerce, payment, large or 

small, should be over the counter. If you can't pay for a thing--

don't buy it. If you can't get paid for it--don't sell it" (X..XVII, 

p. 474). The abolition of credit would require consumers to save be-

fore purchasing goods rather than afterwards. Ruskin's plan of trade 

guilds was not to replace the market system entirely since membership 

was voluntary and the market system was to determine the prices of 

articles "above the standard of the guild, attaining, necessarily, 

values above its assigned prices ... " (XVII, p. 386). It would 
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appear to be almost impossible for a system of both regulated and un

regulated prices for similar goods to exist within a particular economy 

at the same time. 

Ruskin set forth a more elaborate scheme of regulation for a 

particular district. He wanted the district clearly mapped out and 

then called for the registration of every inhabitant along with his 

income and expenditures (XXIX, p. 20). Ruskin next called for the 

establishment of a commissariat to obtain and distribute food to the 

inhabitants of the district, The district should produce as much food 

as possible and not a "mouthful of anything is to be sold across the 

border while anyone is hungry within it" (XXIX, p. 20), In addition, 

no one should do any saving until everybody was clothed and fed, 

"Every man must bring all he earns to the common stock" (XXIX, p, 20), 

Ruskin wanted the industrious to take care of the idle because they 

would "come to regard their idleness as a social offense, and deal with 

it as such, • 11 (XXIX, p, 20), He wanted the idle, if able, to be 

compelled to work. Further, the inhabitants of the district were to 

elect a doge who was to have "fixed salary and fixed authority . , , " 

(XXIX, p, 21). The doge and his appointed officials were to estimate 

demand and measure supply accurately and join these "with the least 

possible slack of chain; and the quality of food, and price, absolutely 

tested and limited" (XXIX, p. 21), The proposals were a more detailed 

system of regulation that included some principles and guidelines, 

such as the selection of an authority to do the regulating, But the 

main suggestion of price regulation was the joining of supply and 

demand, An equilibrium price in a competitive market would do this, 

However, this scheme recognized the need to try to estimate demand and 



222 

measure supply as a basis for ptice regulationo An interesting feature 

of the proposal was the collection of population, income and expendi-

ture data which would provide useful information for those who wanted 

to study the district. 

The price that interested Ruskin most was the wage rate o He 

looked upon the employer-employee relationship as "the first vital 

problem which political economy has to deal with o o ." (XVII, p. 27). 

He considered how "far the rate of wages may be so regulated as not 

to vary with the demand for labour" (XVII, p, 33). He believed that 

"for all the important, and much of the unimportant, labour, on the 

earth, wages are already so regulated" (XVII, p. 33)o Ruskin con-

eluded, "The natural and right system respecting all labour is, that 

it should be paid at a fixed rate, but the good workman employed, and 

the bad workman unemployed" (XVII, p. 34). He thought that if wages 

were fixed for all workers, there would be no bidding by workers for 

jobs, and employers would only hire good workers. He did not think 

the system should produce bad workers. He argued that the employer 

had a responsibility to lead his employees into 

, o o regular habits of labour and life, either by inducing 
them rather to take low wages, in the form of a fixed salary, 
than high wages, subject to the chance of their being thrown 
out of work; or . , . leading the men to take lower pay for 
more regular labour. (XVII, p. 36) 

Ruskin thought employees should be educated to be willing to accept 

lower wage rates along with greater security of employment. He thought 

the system of competition in labor markets reduced wages to the least 

the workers would accept. If workers were only assured employment part 

of the time, they required higher;wage rates, but if they were 
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wage rates. Ruskin proposed an arrangement 

... by which every subordinate shall be paid sufficient and 
regular wages , according to his rank; by which du'e provision 
shall be made out of the profits of the business for sick and 
superannuated workers; and by which the master, being held 
responsible ... for the conduct as well ~ the comfort of 
all those under his rule, shall, on that condition, be 
permitted to retain to his own use the surplus profits of 
the business which the fact of his being its master may be 
assumed to prove that he has organised by superior intellect 
and energy. (XVII, pp. 319-320) 

Wages should be sufficiently high so the worker can maintain himself 
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and his family with necessities and some luxuries. The worker should 

be able to save for the time when he cannot work any longer and he 

should be able to help his children get a start in life at a rank 

similar to his own. When wages reached this level, Ruskin thought the 

employer s1hould retain any profits of the business if he were willing 

to take care of those workers who became unable to work. This arrange-

ment was applicable to either members or nonmembers of the guild 

system. If employers were properly paternalistic towards their workers, 

Ruskin accepted the general framework of the current economic system. 

Although he thought the land question was of less importance than 

the labor question, Ruskin made some proposals about renL "Exorbitant 

rents can only be exacted from ignorant or necessitous rent-payers: and 

it is one of the most necessary conditions of state economy that there 

should be clear laws to prevent such exaction" (XVII, p. 436). In 

addition to rent ceilings, Ruskin urged landlords, in their treatment 

of renters to 

fix their rent; under legal assurance that it shall not 
be raised; and under moral assurance that, if you see they treat 
your land well, and are likely to leave it to you, if they die, 
raised in value, the said rent shall be diminished in proportion 
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to the improvement; that is to say, providing they pay you the 
fixed rent during the time of l°'ease, you are to leave to them 
the entire benefit of whatever increase they can give to the 
value of the land. (XX.VIII, p. 155) 

This proposal was contrary to the prevailing practice of raising rent 

when the property was improved. He thought this proposal would provide 

incentives .for renters to take care of and even improve the property 

they were renting since they would benefit by doing so. · Ruskin thought 

landlords should live on their land rather than in the cities as 

absentee owners. He wanted them to determine that part of the rent 

necessary for their own living and to use the remainder of "the rent 

for the bettering of your estates, in ways which the farmers for their 

own advantage could not or would not . . . " (XX.VIII, pp. 155-156). 

Those improvements that the renters would not make should be made by 

the owner out of his rental income. 
I 

Ruskin's scheme of price regulation, while not well outlined, co~-

tained several specific features. His plan started with the regulation 

of wages. Workers were to receive a minimum level of wages necessary 

to maintain themselves and their families and permit some saving. This 

should result in at least minimum levels of income for those who work. 

Presumably, Ruskin thought it would make the distribution of income 

less unequal. Ruskin's proposals for regulating wages are not strange 

in an economy·with minimum wage laws, collective bargaining to regulate 

wages, wages relatively inflexible in a downward direction, and sug-

gestions for an incomes policy or wage and price controls; but they 

were certainly contrary to the practices of hii..s own time. Once wages 

are determined, then the· prices of goods were to be based on their 

labor cost of production .. Goods requiring more labor time to produce 
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would be higher in price. The guilds were to establish wages and 

prices for member firms but nonmember firms would not be regulated. 

Ruskin wanted rents regulated also but he did not establish any basis 

for doing so. He thought landlords should use part of their rental 

income to improve their property. He believed regulated prices, in

cluding wages and rents, would promote the development of social 

affections, cause more harmonious relations between the classes, lessen 

the inequality of distribution of income, improve efficiency as more 

useful goods were produced, and promote a more secure and well-ordered 

society. He was willing to achieve more stability at the expense of 

less change. 

The Distribution of Property 

Ruskin made some proposals for changing the ownership, distribu

tion and use of property--land and capital. His proposals were not 

always consistent but his usual view was that property should belong to 

those who use it. Concerning the present landowners, Ruskin thought 

the "land, indeed, only belongs to them, or is said to belong, because 

they seized it long since by force of hand . . . 11 (XXVII, p. 379). At 

some point in history, the land was claimed and held by force by an 

owner. Despite the way that he thought the land first came under 

private ownership, he held that nobody had any right to seize land by 

force, since'"by0 -the law of England, :.the land is theirs; and your first 

duty as Englishmen is to obey the law of England, be it just or unjust, 

until it is by due and peaceful deliberation altered " (XXVII, 

pp. 379-380). Ruskin thought citizens must be able to obey just laws 

before they sought to change bad ones. 
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As one way of changing the ownership of land, Ruskin urged his 

readers to economize, save and buy land (XXVII, p. 380). He thought 

they should ;acquire "land by the law of labour; working for it, saving 

for it, and buying it, as the spendthrifts and idlers offer it to you: 

but buying never to let go" (XXIX, p. 411). He urged that "organized 

classes of labouring men may possess their land as corporate bodies, 

and add to it" (XXIX, p. 411). Presumably those of his readers who 

bought land would do so for the purpose of using it for he contended 

that "land should belong to those who can use it . or, as a less 

revolutionary, and instantly practical proposal, that those who have 

land and tools should use them" (XXVII, p. 381). He believed the 

amount of land a person owned should be limited to that amount he could 

use, since "each man shall possess the ground he can use--and no more, --

USE ... either for food, beauty, exercise, science, or any other 

sacred purpose" (XXIX 1 p. 404). Further, the owner of the land has 

.. the duty of liw.ing on it, and by it, if there is enough 
to live on; then, having got one's own life from it by one's 
own labour or wise superintendence of labour, if there is 
more land than is enough for one's self, the duty of making 
it fruitful and beautiful for as many more as can live on it. 
(XXIX, p. 495) 

Wanting land owned by the user, Ruskin thought the nationalization of 

land was nonsense (XXIX, p. 494). However, no matter who owned the 

land it was "to be made the most of:,J>y,,human::str:eng:tp,'and· not defiled, 

nor left waste" (XXIX, p. 404). Even though the land was to be 

privately owned, the right of ownership was not to include the right of 

sale (XVII, p. 438). Nevertheless, Ruskin was not consistent about 

this right. One reason he disliked the buying and selling of land was 

his belief one of the conditions of ownership of land was that the 
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owner should bequeath the land to his son, "right of primogeniture 

being in this matter eternally sure" (XXIX, p. 404). Ruskin thought 

the government had a role to play in the distribution of land. He 

believed the right land action for the government to take was to place 

parts of it with those "citizens who deserve to be trusted with it, 

according to their respectiv1:1Wdesires and proved capacities , , II 

(XVII, p. 438). Next, the government was to regulate the owner's 

treatment of the land "interfering in cases of gross mismanagement or 

abuse of p0wer" (XVII, p, 439). While the owner can, within broad 

limits, use the land as he thinks fit, he is "entirely responsible to 

the State for the general beneficial management of his territory; and 

the sale of his land, or of any portion of it, only allowed under 

special conditions ... " (XXIX, p. 495), Ruskin wanted transfers of 

property registered and recorded; further, the landmarks that described 

the land were not to be moved, Not all land was to be privately owned 

t ' since some land "must be set aside for public uses and pleasure;, and 
.f 

especially for purposes of education , " (XXIX, P· 495). 

Ruskin accepted the present landowners as the legal owners of the 

land and warned his readers not to use violence or try to acquire land 

by force. Instead he wanted his readers to save and buy their own 

land. He was definitely opposed to government ownership of all the 

land although he believed some land should be publicly owned for uses 

such as education. He repeatedly argued that land should be possessed 

by those who would make the best use of it but he did not;f put forth 
I 

detailed plans.for bringing this about, This insistence that land be 

owned by the user is similar to some modern land reform plans, This 

system of land ownership would do away with conunercial land rent. 
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Ruskin thought the land should be properly used and called for govern-

ment regulations to prevent the abuse of land. The government was to 

regulate land transfers since he disliked the buying and selling of 

land. He opposed the division of land into small plots among heirs so 

he argued for the right of primogeniture. The call for government 

regulation of land use is compatible with modern programs of zoning to 

provide for orderly change and the efficient use of land. 

posals were made to prevent the abuse of land, to promote its efficient 

use, and to provide for a less unequal distribution of land ownership. 

Land should be conserved rather than destroyed. Ruskin thought one of 

the proper uses of land was for purposes of pleasure which would re-

quire the beautification of some land. The efficient use of land 

meant producing useful things, goods that extend life. The ownership 

of land was to be limited to the amounts that an individual could use 

himself, thus preventing the accumulation of vast amounts of land and 

providing for a less unequal distribution. While the owner of the land 

would receive the return from this resource, this limitation on owner-

ship would cause the distribution of income to move in the direction of 

less inequality. 

Some of Ruskin's views about the ownership and use of capital are 

similar to his ideas about land. He thought "that a workman's tools 

should be his om property" (XXVII, p. 190). He urged employees to 

consider how "you may succeed in employing yourselves II (XXVII' 

p. 380). To some extent, Ruskin thought that capital should be owned 

by those who use it. He wanted employees to own capital and become 

"diminutive capitalists" (XXVII, p. 380). But his consideration of 

the ownership of capital was less extensive than his ideas about the 
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ownership of land. He was more concerned about the use of the capital. 

All capital is 

... justly and rationally invested which supports productive 
labour( ... labour directly producing or distributing good 
food, clothes, lodging, or fuel); so long as it renders to the 
possessor of the capital, and to those whom he employs, only 
such gain as shall justly remunerate the superintendence and 
labour given to the business, and maintain both master and 
operative happily in the positions of life involved by their 
several functions. (XVII, p. 533) 

Most capital should be used to produce goods and services that sustain 

life. The laborers should be paid a just wage and the owner should be 

paid for his management of the business. Ruskin disliked the practice 

of absentee ownership. He thought some capital used in 

... the production of objects which do not immediately 
support life (as statues, pictures, architecture, books, 
garden-flowers, and the like) is beneficially sunk if the 
things thus produced are good of their kind, and honestly 
desired by the nation for their own sake; but it is sunk 
ruinously if they are bad of their kind, or desired only 
for pride or gain. (XVII, p. 533) 

Objects whicq. do not immediately support life can still be useful goods 

but Ruskin was much opposed to one particular use of capital which did 

not support life--"the architectural decorations of railways throughout 

the kingdom,--representing many millions of money for which no farthing 

of dividend can ever be forthcoming" (XVII, p. 389). He did not think 

the public should or would pay higher fares just because "the ironwork 

of the bridge which carries them over the Thames is covered with floral 

cockades, and the piers of it edged with ornamental cornices" (XVII, 

p. •. 390). Ruskin condemned this use of capital because it was "simply 

put there by the builders that they may put the percentage upon it into 

their own pockets ... " (XVII, p. 390). Further, of this capital, 

"not a penny can ever return into the shareholders' pockets, nor ' 
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contribute to public speed or safety on the line" (XVII, po 390). In 

adai tion' "all that archi tee ture is bad O O Its only result will be 

to corrupt what capacity of taste or right pleasure in such work we 

have yet left to us" (XVII, p. 390) o Ruskin thought the funds could 

have been used better in purchasing land for individuals who would use 

it, building houses for people, or "in laying out gardens and parks 

for them,--or buying noble works of art for their permanent 

possessions,~-or, best of all, establishing frequent public shoals and 

libraries" (XVII, p. 390), Since Ruskin was so concerned about the 

use of capital, he wanted the government to regulate its use, partic-

ularly to prevent pollution or speculation. 

"Private enterprise" should never be interfered with, but 
.. o muoh encouraged, so long as it is indeed "enterprise" 
(the exercise of individual ingenuity and audacity in new 
fields of true labour), and so long as it is indeed "private," 
paying its way at its own cost, and in no wise harmfully 
affecting public comforts or interestso But "private enter
prise" which poisons its neighbom.rhood, or speculates for 
individual gain at common risk, is very sharply to be inter
fered witho (XVII, po 533) 

Gene·1rntl--y he thought capital should be owned by the users, that it 

should be employed in the production of useful things, and that its use 

should be subject to government regulationo Its use should not bring 

about ugliness but beauty. Capitil should be used efficiently, which 

to Ruskin, meant the production of useful goods. If users owned the 

capital, the distribution of capital would be less unequal and so would 

the resulting distribution of incomeo 

The Distribution of Income 

Ruskin's proposals for changing the institution of private 

property so that the user of property was its owner would not only 
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change the distribution of property but also the distribution of income. 

If land were owned by the user, there would be no commercial land rent. 

Ruskin directly considered the distribution of income: 

The laborious poor produce "the means of life" by their 
labour. Rich persons possess themselves by various 
expedients of a right to dispense these "means of life," 
and keeping as much means as they want of it for them-
selves, and rather more, dispense the rest, usually only 
in return for more labour from the poor, expended in pro
ducing various delights for the rich dispenser. (XVII, p. 554) 

Ruskin looked forward to the day when the poor would recognize what was 

happening. He thought the result would be the abolition of all forms 

of income except payment for human effort. The income of property 

owners would be attributed to their management of the property so all 

income would be considered labor income. Since Ruskin favored regu~ 

lated wages, the system of wage regulation would largely determine the 

distribution of income. 

Ruskin's views on usury reflected his ideas on thedistribution of 

income. His ideas about usury changed during the period of time he was 

writing about economics. In 1862 he defined usury as: 

... taking an exorbitant sum for the use of anything; and it 
is no matter whether the exorbitance is on loan or exchange, 
on rent or on price--the essence of the usury being that it 
is obtained by advantage of opportunity or necessity, and not 
as due reward for labor. (XVII, p. 220) 

Only unjustly high interest, rent or prices are usurious by this defi-

nition. However, by 1872 Ruskin believed all "taking of interest is, 

in the abstract, as wrong as war 11 (XXVII, p. 364). He wondered, 

nonetheless, about "the manner in which borrowing and lending, when 

necessary, can be carried on without it" (XXVII, p. 364). He also 

became more vehement in condemning interest-taking. "All·interest is 

usury . . " (XXIX, p .. · 185). However, these later views can be 
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regarded as more extreme and as being put forth when Ruskin was less 

mentally balanced. Ruskin was influenced in his views of usury by the 

Greeks, the Bible and medieval teaching. Concerning interest, Ruskin 

concluded that usury is 

... the taking of money for the loan or use of anything 
(over and above what pays for wear and tear), such use in
volving no care or labour on the part of the lender. It 
includes all investments of capital whatsoever, returning 
"dividends," as distinguished from labour wages, or profits. 
(XXVIII, p. 669) 

Under this definition, any payments to a lender in excess of the amount 

loaned and the expenses of the lender are usury. Concerning rent, 

Ruskin believed "when we build a house, and let it, we have a right to 

as much rent as will return us the wages of our labour, and the sum of 

our outlay" (XXVIII, p. 669). No matter how long the house lasted, any 

rent payments in excess of the cost of the house and the expenses of 

renting it would be usury under this definition. Ruskin thought: 

usury is worse than theft, in so far as it is obtained 
either by deceiving people or distressing them; generally by 
both: and finally by deceiving the usurer himself, who comes 
to think that usury is a real increase, and that money can 
grow of money; whereas all usury is increase to one person 
only by decrease to another ... (XXVIII, p. 670) 

There are several reasons for Ruskin's opposition to the payment of 

interest and rent. He thought the value of produced goods came from 

the labor resource. In effect, he denied the net productivity of 

property resources. These ideas, based on a labor theory of value and 

disregarding time, are wrong in the terms of neoclassical economics. 

He condemned interest and rent also because the payment of them caused 

the distribution of income to be more unequal. He denounced "the evil 

which I have most at heart, in these letters, to show you; namely, the 

increasing poverty of the country through the enriching of a few'' 
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(XXVII, p. 502). He opposed the practice of lending and borrowing and 

the prohibition of interest would end the economic basis of the prac

tice. ·Further, prohibiting rents in excess of the value of the 

property and prohibiting interest would provide an incentive to move 

towards the system whereby the user of property was the owner and he 

favored this practice. 

Ruskin also favored at least minimum levels of income for every

one although he was not opposed to compelling persons to work, if able, 

to receive these minimum levels, He proposed goyernment action to 

provide these minimum incomes, At the other end of the income scale, 

he wanted to limit the amount of income and property a person gained 

since he believed "one of the most important conditions of a healthful 

system of social economy, would be the restraint of the properties and 

incomes of the upper classes within certain fixed limits" (XVII, p. 

322). The limits would remove the temptation to concentrate all of a 

person's energies on the accumulation of wealth, Limits on income and 

property accumulation would promote the creation of a higher ideal 

such as public service as a duty for the rich, promote earlier wordly 

success for the young as older people retire sooner, and set an example 

of restraint to the poorer classes. 

Ruskin proposed another plan to bring about a more equal distribu

tion of income, particularly for young people at the age of marriage, 

He thought a couple "should be entitled to claim, if they needed it, 

according to their position in life, a fixed income from the State, 

for seven years from the day of their marriage, for the setting up of 

their homes , , ; 11 (XVII, p. 421). This would increase the income of 

the poor and help them get a better start in their married life. On 
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the other hand, he wanted the income of the rich "not be permitted to 

exceed a given sum, proportioned to their rank, for the seven years 

following that in which they had obtained their permission to marry 

... " (XVII, p. 421). Limiting the incomes of the rich would teach 

them to live more moderately and the two groups would be on a more 

equal basis. The proposals also show that Ruskin believed in the regu

lation of marriage as one way to improve the character of the people. 

It would only be an additional step to regulate the bearing and rearing 

of children. Family and child allowances from the government are 

compatible with Ruskin's idea of assisting the poor when they marry. 

The functional distribution of income under Ruskin's institutional 

reforms would be determined mainly by the system of regulated wages. 

In addition, those persons who owned property and used it themselves 

would receive the return from this resource. But there would not be 

any income from interest payments on the lending of money or from com

mercial rent. Property owners who managed their own property would 

receive wages for this management activity. Ruskin also presented 

proposals for moving the personal distribution of income in the direc

tion of greater equality by bringing everyone up to a minimum level of 

income and limiting the accumulation of income and property by the 

rich. Rather than accepting the distribution of income as being given, 

he made proposals for changing it. He recognized this would result 

in a smaller output of luxury goods but he did not consider the effect, 

if any, of these changes on total output or economic growth. 

The Standard of Value 

Ruskin believed a goid standard of value was unstable since the 
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price· of gold 'yat\i.ed with the demand for and the supP,lY of it. He 

believed some of this instability of the standard of value could be 

avoided "if, instead of calculating the conditions of the supply of 

gold, men had only considered how the world might live and manage its 

affairs without gold at all" (XVII, p. 199). He also disliked the use 

of gold as a monetary standard because the resources used to obtain 

gold could have been employed to make more useful things. Therefore, 

he proposed changing the standard of value and presented two ideas: 

one basing "the currency on substances of truer intrinsic value; the 

other, to base it on several substances instead of one" (XVII, pp. 

199-200). Since intrinsic value was the ability to support life, goods 

of "truer intrinsic value" would be those goods, unlike gold, that were 

necessary for and did sustain life. He believed a standard of value 

would be firmer if based on more than one good, but the difficulty of 

fixing the standard would be increased. One of his suggestions in-

valved using labor as a standard of value which is consistent with his 

use of labor for measuring cost and price. "A man's labour for a day 

is a better standard of value than a measure of any produce, because 

no produce ever maintains a constant rate of produc tibi li ty" (XVII, 

p. 50n). He never developed this suggestion of using labor as a 

standard of value; moreover, the;,;Lmplication that the productivity of 

labor does not change is wrong. He also suggested using food as a 

standard of value. 

Currency will always be liable to fluctuation in value; but 
might be materially steadier if based on food. The great 
difficulty is to find a means of fixing a standard in food; 
one of the chief advantages of gold is that it can be tested; 
but you cannot with like accuracy test flour or wine. (XVII, 
pp. 488-489) 
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Again Ruskin did not develop this suggestion of using food as a stand

ard of value. Because he thought a currency would be firmer if based 

on several goods, he wrote, "the only sound basis of National Currency 

are shown ... to be bread, fuel, and clothing material, of certified 

quality" (XVII, p. 487). 

While Ruskin recognized the problem of using gold as a standard of 

value, he only suggested using other substances and did not work out 

any plans. His ideas were that the currency should not be a promise to 

pay gold but a promise to pay labor, or food, or a combination of goods. 

Most currencies are no longer promises to pay gold but they are not 

promises to pay labor or goods either. Economists before Ruskin's 

time, such as Smith and Ricardo, and since his time have considered 

this problem. A current suggestion related to it is the use of 

constant purchasing bonds by governments and corporations when they 

borrow money. 

Ruskin's Institutional Changes 

Ruskin's major proposal for institutional change involved a system 

of trade guilds to replace competition by cooperation. The guild sys

tem would have regulated prices and wages. He thought property should 

be owned by those who used it. In addition to the impact of these 

changes on the distribution of income, Ruskin suggested other changes 

to increase the income of the lower levels and reduce the income of the 

higher levels, Finally, he suggested the replacement of gold as a 

basis for the currency. The resulting institutional framework would be 

a mixture but it would probably not work as planned by Ruskin. The 

guild system would replace individual decision-making by guild 
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decision-making. Since membership in the guilds was voluntary, a free 

enterprise market system would supposedly exist along side the guild 

system. In this sector of the economy there would be individual 

decision-making and competition to determine prices and wages, The 

institution of private property would remain but property rights would 

be restricted by government regulation of the use of it, Furthermore, 

there would be no incentive to own property beyond the amount an in

dividual could use since, With the abolition of interest and rent in 

excess of the original value of the property, owners would not receive 

returns on the additional property that they did not use themselves. 

However, these institutional changes would not abolish private property. 

Individual decision-making would be reduced but Ruskin did not call for 

the adoption of central planning. Much decision-making would be at the 

level of the trade guilds who determined prices and wages. If indi

viduals only owned property they could use themselves, the distribution 

of property would be less unequal and the resulting distribution of 

income would be less unequal, Nevertheless, Ruskin did not favor a 

completely equal distribution of income. There would be differences 

in wages according to the quality of the labor. Furthermore, the users 

of property would receive the returns from property resources. Ruskin 

did not consider the effect of these changes on total output and 

growth. The negative effects, if any, might be offset in part by 

Ruskin's proposals for government activity. His proposals for insti

tutional change were not revolutionary in the sense that he sought 

change by violence, Generally he was opposed to violence. He hopea 

his changes would promote a more harmonious, s tab 1le and well-ordered 

society and forestall any revolution that might result from too much 
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inequality in the distribution of property and income. His proposals 

are radical in the sense of being both drastic and getting to what he 

thought were the root causes of society's problems. 

The Economic Policies of Government 

Ruskin made proposals for a large increase in the amount of 

governmental economic activity. While retaining the institution of 

private pro~erty, these proposals would have increased the amount of 

governmental decision-making and provided for a government regulated 

economy. A necessary first step in this program was an increase in the 

amount of governmental authority. The government needed an increased 

authority to make legislation about the use of property. Ruskin 

favored a paternalistic government with authority and laws to take care 

of the people. For example, he wanted the government to provide a 

system of schools that would make available physical, moral, intellect

ual and vocational education. One of the major purposes of the educa

tional system was to help develop productive citizens. The government 

was to establish government enterprises to produce goods and services. 

One particular enterprise that Ruskin especially wanted the government 

to own and operate was the railroad system. He thought the government 

had a responsibility to employ the unemployed, compelling those able to 

work to do so. Those who were unable to work and earn income, partic

ularly the aged, were to be given income by the government. He wanted 

the government to protect the environment by conservation measures and 

prevent the pollution of the air and water. He also thought the govern

ment should spend less on the military and more to support the arts and 

sciences. Income and property taxes were to be used to provide revenue 
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for the government" Tariffs should be abolished and excise taxes used 

only for regulatory purposes, Ruskin believed the government should 

not go into debt, but if it did so the debt should be repaid" 

A Paternalistic Government 

Ruskin made proposals for an economic system regulated by the 

governmenL His plans, extending government economy activity, called 

for an increase in the authority of the governmenL Since the govern-

ment was to play an active role in managing the economy, who governed 

became a very important and serious question, He wanted the public to 

recognize the "necessity that the governing authority should be in the 

hands. of a true and trained pilot " " "" (XVII, p" 373). Ruskin was 

not so interested in the form of government since he thought any form 

of government was all right as long as it achieved "this one vital 

necessity of policy--that the wise and kind, few or many, shall govern 

the unwise and unkind" " "" (XVII, p" 248)" Ruskin thought, even 

while he was still primarily occupied as an art critic, that people 

should accept "that principle of government or authority which must be 

at the root of all economy, whether for use or for pleasure" (XVI, 

p, 21)" He believed: 

"a nation which means to conduct itself wisely, must 
establish authority over itself, vested either in kings, 
councils, or laws, which it must resolve to obey, even at 
times when the law or authority appears irksome to the body 
of the people, or injurious to certain masses of it. (XVI, 
p O 25) 

Laws should promote the general welfare of the country, even at the 

expense of particular individuals or groups" He wanted the general 

public to accept this "truth, that the 'notion of Discipline and 
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Interference lies at the very root of all human progress or power; that 

the 'Let-alone' principle is, in al+ things which man has to do with, 

the principle of death , , ." (XVI, p, 26), He recognized that his 

plans of government activity required an increase in government author-

ity, For the government to do what he wanted, it "must have an 

authority over the people of which we now do not so much as dream II 

(XI, p. 263), He believed "the essence of all government among good 

men is this, that it is mainly occupied in the production and recogni-

tion of human worth, and in the detection and extinction of human 

unworthiness , . }' (XVII, p. 446), Ruskin outlined the authority that 

he thought the government should have (XVII, p. 447), The government 

should be observant to find those who need care and it should be help-

ful in providing assistance to those who need it, The government 

should be prudential in directing the use of resources, particularly 

labor, It should be martial, punishing rogues and making the lazy 

work, It should be instructive, telling people what it is their duty 

to know and answering their questions, It should be both deliberate 

and decisive, judging by law, and making and amending laws. The govern-

ment should be an exemplary one, showing people what is desirable in 

the art of life, 

Ruskin thought: 

The first necessity of all economical government is to secure 
the unquestioned and unquestionable working of the great law 
of Property--that a man who works for a thing shall be allowed 
to get it, keep it, and consume it, in peace; and that he who 
does not eat his cake to-day, shall be seen, without grudging, 
to have his cake to-morrow, (XVII, p, 192) 

He believed laws must secure property because, "without this, no 

political advance , . , no political existence, is in any sort possible 
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(XVII, p. 193). He was more concerned about protecting the property 

of the poor than the property of the rich. He wrote, "whereas it has 

long been known and declared that the poor have no right to the proper-

ty of the rich, I wish it also to be known and declared that the rich 

have no right to the property of the poor" (XVII, p. 75). It appeared 

to Ruskin that the property of the rich was already well protected 

while the property of the poor was not. Not only should the law pro~ 

tect the property of all its citizens but it 

. first determines what every individual possesses by right 
and secures it to him; and what he possesses by wrong, and 
deprives him of it. But it has a far higher provisory func
tion: it determines what every man should possess, and puts 
it within his reach on due conditions; and what he should not 
possess, and puts this out of his reach, conclusively. 
(XVII, p. 239) 

He referred to this as "meris tic law" or law concerning the tenure of 

property. He thought this kind of law existed but needed greater 

development. He believed that all goods had necessary conditions 

attached to their possessions. He also believed the purpose of 

. meristic law is not only to secure to every man his 
rightful share ( ... which he has worked for, provided, or 
received by gift from a rightful owner), but to enforce the 
due conditions of possession, as far as law may conveniently 
reach; for instance, that land shall not be wantonly allowed 
to run to waste, that streams shall not be poisoned by the 
persons through whose properties they pass, nor air be 
rendered unwholesome beyond given limits. (XVII, pp. 239-
240) 

Law, in Ruskin's view, would not only provide for the protection of 

property but would also determine who should possess property and then 

regulate the use of the property. He believed individuals had a right 

to what they produced; the users of property should own it, and its 

use should be regulated so the property produces useful things. He 

also made proposals for more specific laws. He thought "laws limiting 
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accumulation of any kind o{ property may be found expedient" (XVII, 

po 241) o He believed in the "necessity for the establishment of 

restraining law" (XVII, po 372)0 The restraining law was necessary to 

prevent what Ruskin called the vice and indolence which are injurious 

to the nation (XVII, po 373)0 He thought workers had a right to 

restrain those who would interfere with their labor. He believed all 

citizens had an equal claim to what is necessary for the common life, 

and the sick and helpless have a claim upon the well and strong for 

careo He urged the government to enforce laws to prevent "all kinds of 

thieving; but chiefly of the occult and polite methods of it; and, of 

all occult methods, chiefly, the making and selling of bad goods" 

(XVII, po 383)0 He opposed the sale of bad goods that could injure the 

buyer or fail him in all sorts of wayso He also favored laws to pre-

vent the charging of exorbitant rents (XVII, po 436)0 Ruskin proposed 

these specific laws concerning economic transactions that should be 

enforced by the governmento 

In the past Ruskin thought wise law had been mainly judicial, but 

he believed "as we advance in our social knowledge, we shall endeavour 
; 

to make our government paternal as we 11 as judicial . . o" {XVI, p. 26)o 

As part of this paternalistic government, he urged the state "to see 

that every child born therein shall be well housed, clothed, fed, and 

educated, till it attairnyears of discretion" (XI,p. 263)0 Extending 

this idea, Ruskin later declared: "The first duty of government is to 

see that the people have food, fuel, and clothes. The second, that 

they have means of moral and intellectual education" (XXVIII, p. 651). 

In o~der for the government to carry out these paternal duties, Ruskin 



proposed the appointment, over a certain number of families, of an 

overseer or bishop 

. to render account, to the State, of the life of every 
individual in those families, and to have care both of their 
interest and conduct to such an extent as they may be willing 
to admit, or as their faults may justify: so that it may be 
impossible for any person, however humble, to suffer from 
unknown want, or live in unrecognized crime , . , (XVII, pp. 
378-379) 

These overseers were to become thoroughly familiar with all the fam-
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ilies under their supervision. This familiarity would ~nable them to 

assist those who needed help and to correct the faults of those under 

their care, These overseers may be compared to social welfare workers 

but they would have all families under their direction, not merely 

those families on welfare, Further, the overseers were to be: 

.. , the biographers, of their people; a written statement of 
the principal events in the life of each family being annually 
required to be rendered by them to a superior State Officer. 
These records . , . would soon furnish indications of the 
families whom it would be advantageous to the nation to 
advance in position, or distinguish with honour, and aid by 

- -- , • such reward . , . while the mere fact of permanent record 
being kept of every event of importance .. , would of itself 
be a deterrent from crime, and a stimulant to well-deserving 
conduct, for beyond mere punishment or reward. (XVII, p. 379) 

The biographies would increase the amount of record-keeping and avail-

able data. If the data in these records were kept on a uniform basis 

throughout the country, it would be useful for social and economic 

analysis. Ruskin did not believe such a system would infringe upon the 

privacy of families, He thought that eventually "it would come to be 

felt that the true history of a nation was indeed not of its wars, but 

of its households ." (XVII, pp. 379-380). Above the overseers who 

were to supervise and help families, Ruskin wanted district officers 

who, using the reports of the overseers, 



... should enforce or mitigate the operation of too rigid 

general law, and determine measures exceptionally necessary 
for public advantage ..... And it being the general law that 
the entire body of the public should contribute to the cost, 
and divide the profits, of all necessary public works and 
undertakings ... it should be the duty of the district 
officer to collect whatever information was accessible 
respecting such sources of public profit; and to represent 
the circumstances in Parliament: and then, with Parlimen
tary authority, but on his own sole personal responsibility, 
to see that such enterprises were conducted honestly, and 
with due energy and order. (XVII,' pp. 380-381) 
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If the district officers of the state were properly trained and capable 

of making economic studies, then good decisions could be made about 

proposed public works or enterprises. Apparently each district was to 

pay for its own public works. 

Ruskin's opposition to existing society caused him to argue for an 

increase in the authority of the government, an extension of laws about 

property rights, and the development of a paternalistic governmenL He 

thought: 

. the two crowning and most accursed sins of the society 
of this present day are the carelessness with which it regards 
the betrayal of women, and the brutality with which it suffers 
the neglect of children, both these head and chief crimes, and 
all others, are rooted first in abuse of the laws, and neglect 
of the duties concerning wealth. And thus the love of money 
.. is, indeed, the root of all evil. (XVII, p. 460) 

Ruskin believed a paternalistic government with the necessary authority 

could enforce laws to take care of all citizens, including women and 

children. 

Public Education 

While his extensive writings on education are mainly outside the 

scope of this study, some attention is given to Ruskin's proposals for 

education because they involve an extension of government activity, 
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Providing education uses up resources, produces human wealth and 

increases productivity. Furthermore, his proposals involved a large 

change in human behavior and institutions. Education was one avenue 

for bringing about these changes. He thought education should begin in 

the home since making "your children capable of honesty is the begin-

ning of education" (XVII, p. 348). However, his proposals were mostly 

about education provided by the state. He thought: 

. , . there should be training schools for youth established, 
at Government cost, and under Government discipline, over the 
whole country; that every child born in the country should, 
at the parents' wish, be permitted (and, in certain cases, 
be under penalty required) to pass through them, and that, in 
these schools, the child should . , . imperatively be taught, 
with the best skill of teaching that the country could produce, 
the following three things:--(a) The laws of health, and the 
exercises enjoined by them; (b) Habits of gentleness and 
justice; and (c) The calling by which he is to live. (XVII, 
p. 21) 

Ruskin contended such schools, by reducing crime and increasing labor's 

productivity, "would be far more than self-supporting" (XVII, p, 2ln), 

The essence of the proposal was that the state should establish a 

system of free public schools for those who wanted to attend and make 

education compulsory for all, The education that Ruskin urged upon his 

readers can be divided into physical, moral, and intellectual and voca-

tional education. 

He thought the "body must be made as beautiful and perfect in its 

youth as it can be, wholly irrespective of ulterior purpose" (XVII, 

p. 397), The physical development of the body was one objective of 

Ruskin's educational plan. He suggested: "Riding, running, all the 

honest, personal exercises of offence and devence, and music, should 

be the primal heads of this bodily education" (XVII, p, 398). An 

additional benefit of this physical development would be that men would 



be more productive members of society. 

In order that men may be able to support themselves when they 
are grown, their strength must be properly developed while 
they are young; and the State should always see to this--not 
allowing their health to be broken by too early labour, nor 
their powers to be wasted for want of knowledge. (XVI, p. 
111) 
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Physical education was to include the knowledge of how to take care o~ 

the body as well as its physical development. Ruskin thought physical 

education would result in benefits greater than the costs through 

increased health and productivity. For physical education "your 

schools must be in fresh country, and amidst fresh air, and have great 

extents of land attached to them in permanent estate" (XVII, pp. 397-

398). Land owned by the government for public purposes would be used 

for schools. 

· Ruskin also emphasized moral education. "All education must be 

moral first; intellectual secondarily. Intellectui:tl, before--(much 

more without)--moral education, is, in completeness, impossible; and 

in incompleteness, a calamity" (XXVIII, p. 655). While he believed 

moral and intellectual education were connected, Ruskin thought moral 

education was a necessary foundation for intellectual education. 

· Neither would be complete without the other. He thought moral educa-

tion started by "making the creattn:~ to be educated, clean and obedient" -, I 
(XXVIII, p. 655). Next, it made: 

. the creature practically serviceable to other createres, 
according to the nature and extent of its own capacities; 
taking care that these be healthily developed in such service . 
. . . Moral education is sunnned when the creature has been 
made to do its work with delight, and thoroughly ... 
(XXVIII, pp. 655-656) 

Believing the present system of political economy made individuals into 

"rogues and idlers," Ruskin urged reform of "our schools, and we shall 
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find little reform needed in our prisons" (XVII, p. 48n). He thought 

crime "can only be truly stayed by education--not the education of the 

intellect only ... but education of the heart, which is alike good 

and necessary for all" (XVII, p. 393). To develop honest men by a 

system of moral education, Ruskin urged the teaching of "truth of 

spirit and word, of thought and sight. Truth, earnest and passionate, 

sought for like a treasure, and kept like a crown" (XVII, po.399). 

Moral education was to improve the character of men by developing 

traits of honesty and service to others. 

With a foundation of moral education, Ruskin thought intellectual 

education was possible. 

Intellectual education consists in giving the crea~ure the 
facilities of admiration, hope, an·d love. These are to be 
taught by the study of beautiful Nature; the sight and 
history of noble persons; and the setting forth of noble 
objects of action. (XXVIII, p. 656) 

He thought both moral and intellectual education were not so much the 

acquisition of knowledge but the development of attitudes and behavior 

traits. "You do not educate a man by telling him what he knew not, but 

by making him what he was not" (XVII, p. 232). Ruskin believed: "True 

education has, indeed, no other function than the development of these 

faculties, and of the relative will" (XVII, p. 232). By "these 

faculties" he meant "sensibility" or "its natural perception of beauty, 

fitness, and rightness; or of what is lovely, decent, and just .. II 

(XVII, p. 232). He believed such perception could be developed by 

education. He also called for the teaching of ''Reverence and Com-

passion: not that these are in a literal sense to be 'taught,' for 

they are innate in every well-born human creature, but they have to be 

developed .. "by deliberate and constant exercise" (XVII, p. 398), 
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Almost none of this intellectual education was the acquiring of knowl-

edge but it was, rather, the development of human faculties, attitudes, 

and behavior characteristics. 

Ruskin wanted schools to teach students a vocation for earning 

a living. He urged "some earnest effort be made to place youths, 

according to their capacities, in the occupations for which they are 

fitted . . . " (XVII, p. 320). He believed schools should try to deter-

mine and develop these capacities so students would receive vocational 

training. He thought everyone, if able, should work and that vocation-

al training would prepare people for their work. In addition, Ruskin 

thought every individual would receive benefits from learning to do 

something "finely and thoroughly with his hand, so as to let him know 

what touch meant; and what stout craftmanship meant; and to inform him 

of many things besides, which no man can learn but: by some severely 

accurate discipline in doing" (XVII, p. 426). He favored education by 

doing and contended: 

... to know the "use" either of land or tools, you must know 
what useful things can be grown from the one, and made with 
the other. And therefore to know what is useful, and what 
useless, and be skillful to provide the one, and wise to scorn 
the other, is the first need for all industrious men. 
(XXVII, p. 381) 

Ruskin proposed the establishment of schools, "wherein the use of land 

and tools shall be taught conclusi.vely:--in other words, the sciences 

of agriculture (with associated river and sea-culture); and the noble 

arts and exercises of humanity" (XXVII, p. 381). These schools would 

increase the level of education, training and productivity of workers. 

Ruskin did not think education would bring about equality but 

would develop the differences between individuals. Since he thought 
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equality was impossible, he did not object to this development of 

differences. He believed a necessary condition for useful education 

was that it "should be clearly understood to be no means of getting on 

in the world, but a means of staying pleasantly in your place there" 

(XVII, p. 397) .. In addition to his program of establishing schools, 

he urged: 

... free libraries in every quarter of London, with large 
and complete reading-rooms attached; so also free educational 
museums should be open in every quarter of London, all day 
long, and till late at night, well lighted, well catalogued, 
and rich in contents both of art and natural history. 
(XVII, p. 240) 

The facilities would be primarily for adults since Ruskin recognized 

education as a continuous process. While the educational soundness of 

Ruskin's ideas would have to be evaluated by professional educators, 

his editors commented that his proposal "of education is advocated as 

that which is best calculated to develop the capacities of the 

individual, but it is also nicely adjusted to the requirements of 

individuals co-operating in a social organism" (XXVII, p. lxxiv). 

However, there are certain· economic aspects of his plan of education 

which should be mentioned. Much of his educational program was 

directed towards the development of physically healthy, morally honest, 

intellectually aware and vocationally productive members of society. 

The improvement of individuals would increase the wealth of the 

country, in Ruskin's analysis. He did not directly consider the costs 

of education but operated under the assumption the gains would exceed 

the costs. He believed his program of education would increase 

efficiency, both in making labor more productive and in causing more 

useful goods to be produced. Instead of wasting man's talents, 
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education would develop them. It would also teach man what goods are 

useful and helpful to life. Certainly, these proposals called for a 

large investment in human capital and more production of human wealth. 

By providing greater opportunities for development of the individual's 

abilities, these proposals should help to move the distribution of 

income in the direction of less inequality. 

Many of these proposals of Ruskin have been carried out in a 

general way. Free public schools have been e.stablished and attendance 

at some school is usually compulsory. Schools emphasize physical and 

vocational education although not everyone is taught a manual craft. 

His proposals on moral and intellectual education appear to have been 

less heeded. 

Public Enterprises 

Ruskin, on different occasions, made prbposals for the establish-

ment of government enterprises. These proposals differed slightly from 

each other but the basic idea remained the same. He thought students 

who received vocational training should ~ provided employment by the 

government, if necessary. He wanted: 

... government establishments for every trade, in which all 
youths who desired it should be received as apprentices on 
their leaving school; and men thrown out of work received at 
all times. At these government manufactories the discipline 
should be strict, and the wages steady, not varying at all in 
proportion to the demand for the article, but only in propor
tion to the price of food; the commodities produced being 
laid up in store to meet sudden demands, and sudden fluctua
tions in prices prevented:--that gradual and necessary 
fluctuation only being allowed which is properly consequent 
on larger or more limited supply of raw material and other 
natural causes. When there was a visible tendency to 
produce a glut of any commodity, that tendency should be 
checked by directing the youth at the government schools into 
other trades; and the yearly surplus of commodities should 



be the principal means.of government provisions•for the 
poor. (XVI, pp. 112-113) 
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These government enterprises were to have several functions; one, for 

example, was to provide employment for workers leaving school and 

entering the labor force and for other workers who became unemployed. 

The government employment was to provide an income for workers along 

with discipline and training. The government enterprises were to per-

form a warehouse function, stabilizing short run prices but permitting 

long run price movements caused by changed conditions of supply. Price 

decreases were to be prevented by adding to stocks of goods while price 

increases due to increased de'ttlands were to be· prevented by selling from 

stocks of goods. This idea is similar to proposals that are made to 

have the government perform a warehouse function to stabilize the 

prices of agricul't1,1ral conmodities .. Another function of the government 

enterprises was to produce goods for the poor. Ruskin thought the 

amounts given to. the poor should be generous and not demeaning to them. 

When Ruskin returned to this topic, he again urged: 

... there should be established, also en·tirely under Govern
ment regulation, manufactories and workshops £or the production 

. and sale of every necessity of life,. and for t:he exercise of 
every useful art. And that, interfering no whit with private 
enterprise, nor setting any restraint or tax on private trade, 
but leaving both to do their best, and beat the Government if 
they could,--there should, at these government ·manufactories 
and shops, be authoritatively good and exemplary work done, 
and pure and· true substance sold; so that a man could- be 
sure, if he choose to pay the Government price, that he got 
for his money bread that was bread, ale that was ale, and work 
that was work. (XVII, p. 22) 

It is clear these government enterprises were to provide both goods and 

services. Another function given them was the establishment of guaran-

teed standards that were made known to the consumer. Private enter-

prise was not to be interfered with but allowed to compete with and, 
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if possible, do better than the government enterprise. This proposal 

was directly contrary to the existing economic thought and practice of 

Great Britain. It would have greatly increased the amount of govern-

ment management and regulation of the economy. Ruskin did not intend 

the government to own these enterprises but to operate them. In one of 

his tirades against speculation, he called for more government enter-

prise, the most far-reaching of his proposals on this subject; but he 

did not ask for government ownership. 

I 
All enterprise, constantly and demonstrably profitable on 
ascertained conditions, should be made public enterprise, 
under Government administration and security; and the funds 
now innocently contributed, and too often far from innocently 
absorbed, in vain speculation, .. ought to be received by 
Government, employed by it, not in casting guns, but in 
growing corn and feeding cattle, and the largest possible 
legitimate interest returned without risk to these small 
and variously occupied capitalists, who cannot look after 
their money. (XVII, p. 533) 

The government was to administer these profitable enterprises to pre-

vent speculation and to make sure resources, especially capital, were 

used to produce necessities like food rather than destructive goods 

like guns. The amount of government enterprise would be increased 

since all profitable enterprise was to be managed by the government. 

However, Ruskin insisted that truly private enterprise should be en-

couraged, not interfered with; even the government enterprise was to 

be privately owned. In fact, Ruskin in 1868, called for the owners to 

be paid the largest interest legitimately possible, He believed the 

benefit of 

right investment of capital would be quickly fe 1 t by the 
nation, not:in the increpse of isolated or nominal wealth, but 
in steady lowering of the prices of all necessaries and 
innocent luxuries of life, and in the disciplined, orderly, 
and in that degree educational employment of every ablebodied 
person, (XVII, p. 534) 
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The wise use of capital, under government management, would provide for 

a more efficient use of resources. Using resources more efficiently to 

produce desirable goods would increase output and result in falling 

prices to consumers. The government enterprises were also to provide 

employment for those who were able and wanted to work, Ruskin objected 

to private enterprise partly because needless luxuries were being 

produced. He thought the "first object of all work . , , is to get 

food, clothes, lodging, and fuel" (XXVII, p, 19), In addition to 

improving resource allocation to produce necessities, Ruskin thought 

government enterprise could help bring about a more equitable distribu-

tion of income, The unemployed would be employed and earn income. The 

output of the government enterprises would be used, in part, to 

increase the real income of the poor. 

One enterprise which Ruskin thought should be both owned and 

operated by the government was the railroads. Sinee the government 

post office carried letters and parcels, Ruskin thought the government 

should also carry merchandise and people. 

Had the money spent in local mistakes and vain private 
litigation, on the railroads of England, been laid out, 
instead, under proper government restraint, on really 
useful railroad work, and had no absu+d expense been in
curred in ornamenting stations, we might already have 
had,--what ultimately it will be found we must have,-
quadruple rails, two for passengers, and two for traffic, 
on every great line; and we might have been carried in 
swift safety, and watched and warded by well-paid pointsmen, 
for half the present fares, (XVII, pp. 252-253) 

Ruskin believed government operation of the railroads would provide for 

a more efficient use of resources with better service and lower prices, 

Private ownership did not result in the best railroad network for the 

entire country, according to Ruskin. He also thought there had been 
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unnecessary legal expense and useless decoration of railroad stations. 

When he returned to this subject, he was more emphatic and wanted all 

public transit owned and operated by the government. 

Neither the roads nor the railroads of any nation should 
belong to any private person. All means of public transit 
should be provided at public expense, by public determination 
where such means are needed, and the public should be its own 
"shareholder." 

Neither road, nor railroad, nor canal should ever pay 
dividends to anybody. They should pay their working expenses, 
and no more. All dividends are simply a tax on the traveller 
and the goods, levied by the person to whom the road or canal 
belongs, for the right of passing over his property. And this 
right should at once be purchased by the nation, and the 
original cost of the roadway--be it of gravel, iron, or 
adamant--at once defrayed by the n~tion, and then the whole 
work of the carriage of persons or goods done for ascertained 
prices, by salaried officers, as the carriage of letters is 
done now. (XVII, pp. 530-531) 

Government ownership and operation of public transit should be brought 

about by purchasing them from their private owners. Extension of the 

transit system should be done by the government. Since Ruskin viewed 

produced value as being created by labor, then the property resources 

should not receive any returns. Therefore, he argued against the pay-

ment of dividends to the owners of the railroads. He believed rail-

road transportation was one industry where competition produced 

particularly undesirable results. 

Competition will make two railways (sinking twice the capital 
really required); then, if the two companies combine, they 
can oppress the public as effectively as one could; if they 
do not, they will keep the said public in dirty carriages 
and in danger of its life, by lowering the working expenses 
to a minimum in their antagonism. (XVII, p. 532) 

He recognized the power of a monopoly in charging higher prices. This 

case was apparently one of natural monopoly where the market was not 
,, 

large enough for two profitable firms. If two fir~s operate railroads 

both would suffer losses, and provide poor service to the public. His 
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concern about railroad operation is of current interest because the 

problem of what to do about railroad transportation has not been solved. 

Ruskin urged a considerable extension of government enterprise, 

some of which the government was to own and the remainder just admin-

ister for the private owners. His plans would have increased the 

economic decision-making by the government as it made price and output 

decisions. He did not consider in detail the administration of the 

government enterprises to cover costs and determine prices. Yet Ruskin 

expected these enterprises to be operated to provide revenue for the 

government. 

Suppose it should thus turn out, finally, that a true 
government set to true work, instead of being a costly engine, 
was a paying one? that your government, rightly organized, 
instead of itself subsisting by an income-tax, would produce 
its subjects some subsistence in the shape of an income 
dividen??--police, and judges duly paid besides, only with 
less work than the state at present provides for them. 
(XVII, p. 253) 

The idea that government enterprises should prov~de revenue to the 

government conflicts with Ruskin's labor theory of produced value. 

If the value of produced output comes from the labor factor of produc-

tion, then government ownership of the property resources should not 

produce revenues for the government. Ruskin's conclusions about govern-

ment enterprises producing revenue for the government were not based on 

his theoretical framework but he concluded "everything carried cheap 

would bring a much greater revenue to the Government, and that, when 

we wanted to travel ourselves, we should all be posted" (XXV, p, 608) . 

. His suggestions about government enterprises are of current interest 

because of current proposals for the nationalization of industry. As 

compared to Ruskin's time, there is a large amount of government 
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ownership and management of enterprise. Some of these enterprises are 

a source of government revenue while others receive revenue from the 

government to pay part of the cos ts of :operation. 

Government and Employment 

One of the functions of the government enterprises was to provide 

employment opportunities for those out of work, Ruskin thought the 

government had the responsibility, not only to provide for full employ-

ment, but to be the employer of last resort, He proposed: 

... any man, or women, or boy, or girl, out of employment, 
should be at once received at the nearest Government school, 
and set to such work as it appeared, on trial, they were fit 
for, at a fixed rate of wages determinable every year;--that, 
being found incapable of work through ignorance, they should 
be taught, or being found incapable of work through sickness, 
should be tended; but that being found objecting to work, 
they should be set, under compulsion of the strictest nature, 
to the more painful and degrading forms of necessary toil, 
especially to that in mines and other places of danger (such 
danger being, however, diminished to the utmost by careful 
regulation and discipline), and the due wages of such work 
be retained, cost of compulsion first abstracted--to be at 
the workman's command, so soon as he had come to sounder 
mind respecting the laws of employment. (XVII, p, 22) 

Not only should the government provide employment opportunities but it 

should train the unemployed, i.f necessary, and force the unemployed, 

who did not want to work, to do so, Rejecting the idea of a limited 

amount of work, Ruskin thought "the real difficulty rather is to find 

men for your work" (XVI, p, 22). He observed many things he wanted 

done and did not accept the idea that a lack of work caused unemploy-

ment, He recognized the distress caused by unemployment but he did not 

blame this on excess population. He believed the question "is not how 

many you have to feed, but how much you have to do; it is our inactiv-

ity, not our hunger, that ruins us , . , 11 (XVI, pp, 22-23). Neither 
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did Ruskin think unemployment was caused by overproduction. Rather, 

"that it is over-production which is the cause of distress, is accu~ 

rately the most foolish thing, not only hitherto ever said by men, but 

which it is possible for men ever to say, respecting their own business" 

(XXVII, pp. 80-81). Instead, the economy was mismanaged when "we leave 

our population in idleness and our country in disorder" (XVI, p. 23). 

He wanted the government to employ those out of work to do the things 

that needed to be done. Workers "have a right to claim employment 

from their governors; but only so far as they yield to the governor the 

direction and discipline of their labour . . . " (XVI, p. 27). 

Ruskin's attitude toward work varied with the type of employment. 

He thought everyone should "learn some manual trade thoroughly; for it 

is quite wonderful how much a man's views of life are cleared by the 

attainment of the capacity of doing any one thing well with his hands 

and arms" (XVI, p. 111). A knowledge of a manual trade was desirable 

and some work was healthy and beneficial for individuals. Since work 

was desirable and a duty for all, he wanted the upper classes to do a 

large share of the "merely rough (not mechanical) manual labour, 

especially agricultural ... " (XVII, pp. 234-235). He contended such 

work was necessary for "bodily health, and sufficient contrast and 

repose for the mental functions . 11 (XVII, p. 235). But some work 

was degrading, so Ruskin believed "criminals should at once be set to 

the most dangerous and painful forms of it, especially to work in mines 

and at furnaces . " (XVII, p. 234). The government should make 

criminals do this work so innocent workers would not be degraded by it. 

Other necessary inferior labor, "especially in manufacturers, should, 

and always will, when the relations of society are reverent and 
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harmonious, fall to the lot of those who, for the time, are fit for 

nothing better" (XVII, p. 236). Relative to his ideas.about work and 

people, Ruskin outlined certain principles upon which legislation 

regulating employment should be founded. First, Ruskin thought "the 

character of men depends more on their occupations than on any teaching 

we can gire them, or principles with which we can imbue them" (XVII, 

p. 541). He believed the kind of work people performed molded their 

physical and mental habits and was the most important part of their 

education. Because of the importance of employment as a means of edu-

cation, he urged that in "employing all the muscular power at our 

disposal, we are to make the employments we choose as educational as 

possible" (XVII, p. 544). Second, Ruskin thought "the real and 

noblest function of labour is to prevent crime, and not to be ~form-

atory" (XVII, p. 544). In providing for the treatment and employment 

of improvident and vicious persons, "the right of public interference 

with their conduct begins when they begin to corrupt themselves, not 

merely at the moment when they have proved themselves hopelessly 

corrupt" (XVII, p. 542). Employment could be used to prevent crime or 

treat criminals successfully only if it were provided soon enough to 

change their habits. Ruskin believed any successful reform of crim-

ri 
inals depend~d on "the establishment of institutions for their active 

employment, while their criminality is still unripe, and their feelings 

of self-respect, capacities of affection, and sense of justice not 

altogether quenched" (XVII, p. 542). While Ruskin expected his system 

of education to produce very few criminals, he also relied upon employ-

ment to prevent crime and to reform criminals. Third, Ruskin thought 

"it is the first principle of economy to use all available vital power 
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first, then the inexpensive natural forces, and only at last to have 

recourse to artificial power" (XVII, p. 543). He divided all mechani

cal power of wind, water, and electricity; and (c) artificially pro

duced mechanical power ... " (XVII, p. 543). He wanted all human 

power used before other forms of power were used, Machines should not 

produce power when workers were idle. This is a particular concept of 

efficiency but not the economic efficiency which a firm would use in 

employing resources. However, the government could employ the human 

power in government enterprises. The opportunity cost of employing 

previously unemployed workers should be zero, or nearly so. Ruskin 

thought it was "always better for a man to work with his own hands to 

feed and clothe himself, than to stand idle while a machine works for 

him ... " (XVII, p. 543). He thought being unemployed was harmful to 

the individual. Fourth, Ruskin believed that as long as there was 

poverty, "all enforced occupation should be directed to the production 

of useful articles only ... of food, of simple clothing, of lodging, 

or of the means of conveying, distributing, and preserving these" 

(XVII, p. 544). The government should employ the unemployed and 

criminals to make the necessities of life. Distress could not be 

relieved by the production of luxuries but "in cultivating ground, in 

repairing lodgings, in making necessary and good roads, in preventing 

danger by sea or land, and in carriage of food or fuel where they are 

required " (XVII, pp. 544-545). Ruskin believed strongly that 

everyone should have a minimum level of consumption but that not every

one had reached that level, so he wanted the unemployed to produce 

necessities, not luxuries. He suggested: the unemployed cou.ld be used 

to reclaim waste land and make it usable; they could make harbors at 
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smaller ports and at dangerous points along the coast; they could make 

clothing for the poor, and they could be employed in art schools making 

works of art. Furthermore, he believed some of this work was suitable 

for women and children, Fifth, since Ruskin thought idle persons were 

supported by the work of other people, he contended "it is only a matter 

of pure justice to compel the idle person to work for his maintenance 

himself" (XVII, p. 545). While recognizing that society should care 

for the unemployed, he believed they should be compelled to work to 

earn an' income and that would "redeem their own characters, and make 

them happy and serviceable members of society" (XVII, p, 546), Ruskin 

was convinced "that those who are undesirous of employment should of 

all persons be the most strictly compelled to it, , ." (XVII, p, 542). 

I 

He rejected the idea that the poor and enempltjyed should just be pro-

vided an income. "No almsgiving of money is so helpful as almsgiving 

of care and thought; the giving of money without thought is indeed 

continually mischievous . . . " (XVII, p. 540), . Ruskin thought the poor 

should be helped but he preferred finding them employment rather than 

giving them money, He wanted to "find out how to make useless people 

useful, and let them earn their money instead of begging it" (XVII, 

p. 540). 

One significant feature of Ruskin's government policies about 

employment was his belief the government should provide jobs for the 

unemployed. During Ruskin's life, the responsibility of the government 

to manage the economy to maintain full employment was not widely 

accepted. Neither was the idea that the government had a responsibil-

ity to hire the unemployed. Rather, the economy was thought to provide 

for full employment by the adjustments of the market mechanism. Ruskin 
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rejected this concept of the economy since he observed unemployment. 

While he recognized the possibility of hoarding, he connected it to 

price level changes, not employment changes. His policy of government 

provided employment did not rest on his aggregate economic concepts, 

but on the idea that the government was responsible for managing the 

economy. Managing the economy meant the wise use of labor, but leaving 

it unemployed was not a wise use. Putting the unemployed to work would 

be a more efficient use and would increase output. It would also 

provide income. Today there is still controversy about whether the 

government has only the responsibility to follow policies that provide 

for full employment or whether the government has the responsibility to 

hire the unemployed, serving as an employer of last resort. Ruskin's 

answer was the latter. A second feature of his policies about the 

regulation of employment by the government is also current since it 

involves another controversy. He wanted the poor to be given employ

ment rather than welfare payments .. Individuals who were able to work 

should be compelled to do so instead of being given money. The current 

question is whether welfare recipients should be required to work for 

their payments, if they are able to do so. Ruskin would have required 

them to work. 

B'ub li c Re lief 

Many of Ruskin's ideas about the care of the poor and the unfor

tunate are apparent in his other policies. He urged workers to save 

so they could take care of themselves when they could no longer work. 

He advocated employment by the government, if necessary, so that 

workers could earn their own income. The output of government 
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enterprises was to be used to provide for the poor and the unfortunate. 

He thought public relief was closely associated with the employment and 

regulation of labor. If most of labor was so managed as to be employed 

and paid a just wage, then there would be less need for public relief. 

Ruskin urged: 

. a better administration and understanding of laws respect
ing the poor. But the ordinances for relief and the ordinances 
for labour must go together; otherwise distress caused by mis
fortune will always be confounded, as it is now, with distress 
caused by idleness, unthrift, and fraud. It is only when the 
State watches and guides the middle life of men, that it can, 
without disgrace to them, protect their old age, acknowledging 
in that protection that they have done their duty, or at least 
some portion of their duty, in better days. (XVI, p. 114) 

He thought the government should be active in providing public relief. 

He believed that no nation should permit any citizen to remain "in 

distress without helping him, though, perhaps, at the same time punish-

ing him: help, of course--in nine cases out of ten--meaning guidance, 

much more than a gift, and, therefore, interference with liberty" 

(XVI, p. 110). Accepting the principle of providing help, the question 

was "how this wholesome help and interference are to be administered" 

(XVI, p. 111), He suggested "a pension from their parishes" (XVI, 

p. 111). He thought laborers should receive a pension on the basis of 

having served the country while working. He believed all workers 

served their country and their pension might be based on the amount of 

this service while they worked. He argued: 

... it ought to be quite as natural and straight-forward a 
matter for a labourer to take his pension from his parish, 
because he has deserved well of his parish, as for a man in 
higher rank to take his pension from his country, because he 
has deserved well of his country. (XVI, p. 113) 

The pension for those who could no longer work should not be demeaning 

to the individual but received as a matter of right. He thought public 
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given ..• " (XVI, p. 115). 
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Ruskin's ideas about public relief, in conjunction with his other 

major governmental proposals, called for an extensive increase of 

government activity. The government should establish schools to 

develop productive members of society, particularly by teaching them a 

trade. In conjunction with these training schools, the government 

should establish workshops to produce standardized consumer goods and 

services. The workshops were also to provide employment opportunities 

for the unemployed. Finally, "for the old and destitute, comfort and 

home should be provided; which provision, when misfortune had been by 

the working of such a system sifted from guilt, would be honourable 

instead of disgraceful to the receiver" (XVII, p. 22). Ruskin's ideas 

about public relief are compatible with social security plans. This 

outline of his ideas represents the fundamentals of his paternalistic 

government proposals to manage the economy and its members. He 

expressed his principles as "Government and co-operation are in all 

things the Laws of Life; Anarchy and competition and the Laws of 

Death" (XVII, p. 75). His public relief policies, by increasing the 

income of the poor, would reduce the inequality of distribution of 

income. 

Conservation 

In addition to his major proposals·, Ruskin wanted the government 

to increase its activity in conservation measures. In one particular 

area of conservation he called for the government of a country "to 

manage the streams of it" (XVII, p. 547). He set forth a plan for 



managing rivers to prevent flooding. His plan pointed out: 

. no mountain river ever was or can be successfully 
embanked in the valleys; but that the rainfall must be 
arrested on the high and softly rounded hill surfaces, be
fore it reaches any ravine in which its force can be concen
trated. -Every mountain farm ought to have a dyke about two 
feet high--with a small ditch within it--carried at intervals 
in regular, scarcely perceptible incline, across its fields;-
with discharge into a reservoir large enough to contain a 
week's maximum rainfall on the area of that farm in the storm
iest weather--the higher oncultivated land being guarded over 
larger spaces with bolder embankments. No drop of water that 
had once touched hill ground ought ever to reach the plains 
till it was wanted there: and the maintenance of the bank 
and reservoir, once built, on any farm, would not cost more 
than the keeping up of its cattle sheds against chance of 
whirlwind and anow. 

The first construction of the work would be costly enough; 
and, say the Economists, "would not pay," I never heard of 
any National Defences that did! Presumably, we shall have to 
pay more income tax next year, without hope of any dividend on 
the disbursement. Nay--you must usually wait a year or two 
before you get paid for any great work, even when the gain 
is secure. (XVII, pp. 548-549) 

Ruskin thought controlling these streams and preventing floods would 
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help to prevent soil erosion and would make water available for irri-

gation. He wanted to keep the rain where it fell, preventing water 

runoff by a system of ditches, terraces and farm ponds. -Whether his 

plan would work or not is an engineering question that is outside the 

scope of this paper. However,. his plan illustrates some principles of 

economics. He thought the government was needed to carry out his plan 

fully because individual farmers would receive only a part of the 

benefits from the work done on their own farm. Part of the benefits 

would be received by those downstream who would not share in the costs. 

But individual farmers, in their own conservation activities, would not 

consider these downstream benefits. Ruskin thought public action could 

and should consider these benefits and carry out a fuller plan. He 

recognized the need for greater taxes to pay the costs of the 
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conservation activity, These taxes could be apportioned on those who 

benefitted from the project. He further recognized that while the 

costs would be in the present, the benefits would be in the future, 

Ruskin believed there were three material things--pure air, water 

and earth--which were not only useful but essential to life (XXVII, 

p. 90). He contended that pure air was being destroyed by 

, noxious gas. But everywhere, and all day long, you are 
vitiating it with foul chemical exhalations; and the horrible 
nests, which you call towns, are little more than laboratories 
for the distillation into heaven of venomous smokes and smells, 
mixed with effluvia from decaying animal matter, and infectious 
miasmata from purulent disease, (XXVII, p. 91) 

He hoped it was possible to clean the air by handling properly all the 

"substances in corruption; by absolutely forbidding noxious manu-

factures; and by planting in all soils the trees which cleanse and 

invigorate earth and atmosphere .. , ." (XXVII, p. 92). While recog-

nizing the need for government action, he suggested only one method of 

preventing air pollution--outright prohibition. This is only one of 

several alternative ways of coping with the problem. Ruskin believed 

pure water was being destroyed "by ravage of woods and neglect of the 

soil" (XXVII, p. 92), In addition to soil erosion which muddied the 

water, it was being destroyed by turning "every river of England into 

a common sewer, so that you cannot so much as baptize and English baby 

but with filth, unless you hold its face out in the rain; and even 

that falls dirty':' (XXVII, p. 92). He thought the water could be puri-

fied by bringing "rain where you will, by planting wisely and tending 

carefully, , . you might have the rivers of England as pure as the 

crystal of the rock " (XXVII, p. 92). He also wanted private 

enterprise prohibited from polluting the streams, Once the water 
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became cleaner, more fish would g~ow in them. Ruskin believed earth 

was not being well used but it was "meant to be nourishing for you, and 

blossoming" (XXVII, p. 92) . 

. He believed there were also three useful and essential innnaterial 

things--admiration, hope and love--which political economy was destroy

ing (XXVII, p. 90). "For Admiration, you have learnt contempt and 

conceit" (XXVII, pp. 93-94). He believed the people did not have 

enough of the spirit of hope "to begin any plan which will not pay 

until ten years; nor so much intelligence of it in you (either poli

ticians or workmen) as to be able to form one clear idea of what you 

would like your country to become" (XXVII, p. 94). Furthermore, people 

were ordered by God "to love your neighbour as yourself. You have 

founded an entire Science of Political Economy, on what you have stated 

to be the constant instinct of man--the desire to defraud his neigh

bour" (XXVII, p. 95). Ruskin's proposals of conservation included not 

only the conservation of material things, but also human feelings. The 

conservation and development of these human feelings, through proper 

employment and education, would improve man's character, increasing the 

wealth of the country. 

When he returned to this question of what was good work and 

extended life and what was bad work and destroyed life, Ruskin wanted 

the government and individuals to perform the good work and to prohibit 

and stop the bad work. He thought good work was letting in light, 

especially in poor rooms and back streets where it had been dark; while 

bad work was blocking out the sun's light with smoke and putting a tax 

on windows (XXVIII, p. 175). The effect of tobacco smoke upon air was 

one of the reasons why he called tobacco "the worst natural curse of 
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modern civilization . . . 11 (XIX, p. 369). Good work was "putting the 

clouds to service; and first stopping the rain where they carry it from 

the sea, and then keeping it pure as it goes back to the sea again" 

(XXVIII, p. 17 5) . Bad work was arranging the land "so as to throw a 11 

the water back to the sea as fast as we can; and putting every sort of 

filth into the stream as it runs" (XXVIII, p. 175). Good work was 

"clearing morasses, and planting desert ground" (XXVIII, p. 176). Bad 

work was "turning good land and water into mud; and cutting down trees 

that we may drive steam ploughs 11 (XXVIII, p. 176), Good work was 

stocking "the waters with fish and air with birds" (XXVIII, p. 176), 

Bad work was "poisoning fish . with copper-mining .. , 11 (XXVIII, 

p. 176). It was good work to fill the earth with animals while the 

corresponding bad work was "shooting and tormenting beasts; and grind

ing out the soul of man from his flesh, with machine labour; and then 

grinding down the flesh of him, when nothing else is left, into clay, 

with machines for that purpose, .. " (XXVIII, p, 177). Most of the 

things called "bad work" by Ruskin involved either destruction of some 

form of life or pollution of some part of the environment, One of the 

reasons Ruskin disliked the economic system was because he thought man 

was being degraded and destroyed, Further, the economic system 

created ugliness rather than beauty. He also thought resources were 

wasted instead of being used efficiently. Because he dis liked these 

results of the economic system, he condemned the economic theory which 

justified the operation of it. 

Ruskin's first interest in conservation was that of conserving 

and improving human life, It was a particular type of human life that 

interested him since he taught "the wealth of a country is in its good 
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men and women, and in nothing else , .. " (XXIX, p. 424). Developing 

the wealth of a country required the development of good citizens with 

certain charactrristics and feelings. Since he did not believe the 

economic system developed such citizens, he suggested changes in the 

economic system and certain activities for the government. He thought 

these changes would develop, produce and conserve life and the 

resources that maintained and increased life. In this particular area 

of conservation, Ruskin recognized what was being done to certain re

sources and condemned these practices. He called for government action 

to prohibit the pollution of air and water, to conserve the land and to 

protect man and his environment. Ruskin's particular objection to the 

use of tobacco because it polluted the air is interesting because of 

the current question about the right of nonsmokers in public places to 

breathe air that is free from tobacco smoke. 

Foreign Trade 

While Ruskin was not usually concerned with mercantile operations, 

he called for the government to end all restrictions on connnercial 

trade between countries. He thought, "The corn laws were rightly 

repealed ... " (XVII, p. 72). Yet he did not think this would help 

the poor because, under competition and the operation of the market 

system, "as soon as bread was permanently cheaper, wages would perm

anently fall in precisely that proportion" (XVII, p. 72). Competition 

would drive wages down to the subsistence level, according to Ruskin. 

He favored repeal of the corn laws because he was "an utterly fearless 

and unscrupulous free-trap.er" (XVII, p. 72n). He did "not admit even 

the idea of reciprocity. Let other nations, if they like, keep their 
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ports shut; every wise nation will throw its own open" (XVII, p. 72n), 

However, he urged some care in the manner of removing tariffs because 

if a country has "been protecting a manufacture for a long series of 

years, you must not take the protection off in a moment, so as to throw 

every one of its operatives at once out of employ, , ." (XVII, p. 72n), 

He thought tariffs should be lowered gradually and then eliminated 

because there could be an immediate adverse effect on employment in the 

protected industry, The long run effect would be beneficial as 

countries specialized in the production of those goods for which they 

were best suited. It may seem inconsistent for Ruskin to favor free 

trade between countries when he was so opposed to competition, But, he 

argued that "free-trade puts an end to all competition, 'Protection' 

... endeavours to enable one country to compete with another in the 

production of an article at a disadvantage'' (XVII, p. 72p). Ruskin 

thought, under free trade, that countries could not compete with each 

other in the production of goods for which they were not suited, When 

tariffs were first removed, there would be sharp competition to deter

mine which country had the advantage but once that is determined, 

"competition is at an end" (XVII, p, 72n), The conclusion is correct 

only in the case of complete specialization, Since Ruskin did not 

consider the possibility of partial specialization; his analysis is 

incomplete, His conslusion of free trade was similar to that of the 

classical economists and would be acceptable to many economists today. 

He proposed the abolition of "all import ~d export duties" (XII, p, 

597). He thought protection was "either absurd or useless as regards 

the branch of industry which is protected, and every way injurious in 

its effects on other branches of commerce" (XII, pp. 596-597). If a 
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country was suited to the production of a particular good, protection 

was unnecessary. If the country was not suited for the production of a 

particular good, protection was ridiculous since the country could 

better import the good. Ruskin thought there were methods other than 

tariffs for "encouraging the energies and, developing the resources of 

a country. ." (XII, p. 597). Opposing the whole system of tariffs, 

Ruskin wrote, "The entire system of import and export duties appears to 

me one of the most amazing and exquisite absurdities which manking 

have ever invented or suffered from" (XII, p. 595). 

Since Ruskin opposed the corn laws, he analyzed the effects of 

abolishing the bread tax, his term for the corn laws. 

The farmers have nothing whatever to do with it. The landlords 
are the persons who must enentually suffer, if anyone suffers, 
and the whole question is whether landed property in England 
is to lose part of its value, or whether that value is to be 
maintained by making the poor pay more for their bread .. , 
That men now actually engaged in farming operations may be 
ruined by the change in the laws, is exceedingly probably: 
all changes however beneficial to the public, are likely to 
ruin some innocent persons: but this temporary effect is no 
more to be considered than the ruin of hotel-keepers in 
certain towns by the introduction of railroads. 

The farming interest in the long run will not be in the 
least affected by the abolition of bread tax, but the rental 
of landed property will be, if any injury be done at all. I 
introduce this proviso, because no man can say whether 
different modes of agriculture or various commercial accidents 
may not, in spite of the change in corn laws, maintain the value 
of land. But if any harm is done, this will be the harm, and 
the whole question at issue is whether the landed proprietor 
is to run the risk of losing some certain percentage of an 
income, or whether the lower orders are to maintain that 
income out of their mouths. (XII, pp. 594-595) 

While removal of the corn laws should result in lower grain prices, 

tenants would not be affected since their rent payments would fall 

proportionately. Landowners would be the injured class since they 

would receive less rent and suffer a degree in the value of their land. 
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Ruskin accepted the possibility of injury to the landowners because he 

thought the repeal of the corn laws was generally beneficial. Implicit 

in his analysis is the idea that rent is price determined rather than 

price determining. The price of the product of land determines land 

rent, rather than the other way around. His analysis was essentially 

Ricardian in procedure and conclusion. 

Ruskin favored free trade and proposed the abolishment of all 

import and export duties. However, this change was to be made gradu

ally. He thought the result would be complete specialization and a 

more efficient use of resources. He opposed the protection of special 

interests at the expense of the general welfare. 

Government Taxes and Expenditures 

Since Ruskin proposed a large increase in government activity, 

there would naturally be a large increase in government spending, He 

believed some of the government activity--the government enterprises 

such as railroads--would directly pay their own way. The providing of 

goods and services by the government enterprises would bring in 

revenues equal to the cost of operating them. Other governmental 

activities were to pay for themselves indirectly either by reducing 

other costs, increasing productivity, or increasing the efficiency of 

resource use. Since Ruskin wanted import and export duties abolished, 

he proposed a system of taxation based primarily upon direct taxes. 

He argued "direct taxation was always the lightest possible taxation 

" (XII, p. 596). He believed "that for all purposes of revenue, 

direct taxation is the best . . " (XII, p. 596). 

However, Ruskin introduced a regulatory function of taxation: 
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"Excise duties may be made the means of discouragement of injurious and 

ruinous branches of industry, and at the same time a relief from the 

pressure of direct taxation" (XII, p. 597). He believed the luxury of 

the rich undermined their moral strength and provoked the envy of the 

poor so it was the "duty of every government to prevent, as far as 

possible, the unreasonable luxury of the rich, ano if it cannot prevent 

it, to maintain itself by it" (XII, p. 597), Like Adam Smith, he 

combined the benefits received and ability to pay principles of tax-

ation. 

The man by whom the existing state of things is most enjoyed, 
may justly be called upon to pay most for its maintenance, 
and the man who by his luxury increases the perils of a 
government, may justly be required to contribute largely to 
its resources. (XII, p. 597) 

The rich are most benefitted by the government maintaining the status 

quo. They also, by their luxury, increase the danger of violent change, 

Thus they should be taxed more heavily, The rich also have the great-

est ability to pay taxes if ability is measured by the amount of income, 

Ruskin's general tax proposals were to use excise taxes for regulatory 

purposes, particularly to discourage the consumption of luxuries, and 

to use direct taxes on income and property to raise revenue for the 

government. 

Ruskin recognized that taxes used as a means of regulation would 

not produce much revenue. He urged that: 

, , . heavy taxes be laid either on the sale or the possession 
of all articles which tend to enervate the moral strength of 
the people, or to administer to its indolent pleasure; con
sidering such taxes rather as educational than fiscal, rather 
as fines than sources of revenue, and regulating their dis
tribution with a view rather to their effect on the character 
of the people than on the prosperity of the exchequer. 
(XII, p, 597) 
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Ruskin was not very specific about the use of excise taxes to discour-

age the production and use of certain goods, but he suggested: 

o o o some articles of luxury, jewels, for instance, of which 
the harmful effect is chiefly in excess, and which within 
certain limits might by a moderate duty be made a considerable 
source of revenue, and beyond certain limits by heavier duty be 
nearly prohibited, while there are others altogether injurious, 
cigars, for instance, on which the duty ought at once to be 
rendered as far as possible prohibitory. (XII, p. 598) 

He thought excise taxes could be levied either on the original sale or 

on the possession of the luxury item. He wanted the excise taxes to 

be on a graduated basis with higher rates associated with larger 

amounts of the jewelso His dislike of tobacco caused him to urge a 

prohibitory tax on cigarso He explicitly recognized the output reduc-

ing effect of excise taxes and wanted to use this effect to reduce the 

amount of resources devoted to the production of luxury items. The 

government should use excise taxes to help determine the answer to the 

question of what goods and services should be produced. Concerning 

excise taxes on necessities, Ruskin contended that "neither bread, 

drink, or lodging should be" (XXXV, p, 608). He objected to levying 

excise taxes on necessities because they interfered with commercial 

operations and, more importantly, their impact fell more heavily upon 

the poor (XXVIII, p. 128). 

Since excise taxes were not to be used mainly as a source of 

revenue, Ruskin wanted the necessary tax revenue raised by: 

. both an income and property tax, the latter only on 
fortunes exceeding/F 10,000 (for in the case of fortunes less 
than this a tax on property is a tax on economy)o Let the 
income tax be 10 per cent., on all fortunes exceeding "£ 1000 
a year, and let the weight of it die away gradually on the 
poorer classes. A man whose income was under t 100 a year 
should pay nothing; above 100, 1 per cento; above 200, 2 
per cento, above 300, 3 per cent., and so on, up to 1000--all 
fortunes above which should pay 10 per cento; and in addition 
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according to the necessity of the revenue. (XII, p. 598) 
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Since Ruskin recognized the adverse effect of a property tax on incen

tives to save and accumulate, he exempted all property ~elow a certain 

amount--'!:"10,000 per person--from the tax. He wanted property owners 

with less than this amount to be encouraged to save. While his proposal 

was for a progressive income tax, he thought the incidence of this tax 

would be shifted either to employers or their customers. He believed 

"salaries will be increased by the amount of the income tax, the weight 

of which will therefore bear on employers, and on the public who deal 

with those employers ... " (XII, p, 599). If competition reduced 

wages to a subsistenc~ level, then:w-aQeS. after: tax~s>,would also have to 

be at this subsistence level to maintain the supply of labor. Thus 

wages would have to increase by the amount of the income taxes. This 

conclusion about the shifting of income taxes is reached only by 

accepting the theory that wages are at a subsistence level. Neoclassi-

cal theory would conclude that income taxes are not shifted unless the 

supply of effort is changed. Ruskin argued that an income tax "is the 

only honest and just one; because it tells on the rich in true proper-

tion to the poor . . . " (XXVII, p. 128). He also included a progres-

sive property tax as a just tax. 

Whereas, in true justice, the.only honest and wholly right 
tax is one not merely on income, but property; increasing 
in percentage as the property is greater. And the main 
virtue of such a tax is that it makes publicly known what 
every man has, and how he gets it. (XXVII, pp. 128-129) 

Ruskin's tax plans were not only to raise revenue and provide resources 

for the government, but to redistribute income. Progressive income and 

property taxes we:re to be levied on the rich so that they paid most of 
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the cost of the gbvernment. ·The poor were to be taxed lightly. ·Excise 

taxes were to be used primarily for purposes of regulation and only 

secondarily to raise revenue. Except for exempting p~operty ~elow a 

certain value from the property tax, he did not consider the 'effects 

of his tax plans on incentives to save, .invest and work. It is doubt-

ful Ruskin would have been bothered by adverse effects on incentives 

. since he wanted the rich to pause and stop accumulating after they had 

enough income and property. 

Ruskin was critical of the amounts of government spending on the 

military. He objected to the large amount of resources devoted to the 

activities of the military and called for a decrease in the military 

budget. In 1866, he calculated that "the net annual expenditure for 

army and navy appears to be twenty-four millions [podnds]" (XVII, p. 

331). His criticism of this large amount of military spending was 

closely associated with his criticism of the government for spending 

so little on the arts. For the same year, 1866, he calculated that 

about'£.' 164,000 were to be appropriated. for the arts and sciences 

(XVII, p .. 332). He argued that government spending in this area should 

be increased. 

Ruskin usually opposed deficit financing by the government and the 

existence of a national debt. "A national debt, like any other, may be 

honestly incurred in case of need, and honestly paid in due time" 

(XXVIII, p. 428). He did not prohibit all government borrowing but he 

insisted the government debt should be repaid since "if it borrowat 

all, it is at least in honour bound to borrow from lbring men, and not 

indebt itself to its own unborn brats" (XXVIII, p. 428). One reason 

Ruskin disliked deficit financing involved his belief that burdens were 



276 

passed on to future generations by it. He did not explain why this 

happened, but merely assumed it was so. The classical economists 

thought deficit financing would be a burden to future generations only 

if a smaller stock of capital was available in the future as a result 

of the government borrowing. Ruskin, making no distinction between 

individuals and the government, applied his dislike of private borrow-

ing to the governmenL "It would be well if a dogged conviction could 

be enforced on nations, as on individuals, that, with few exceptions, 

what they cannot at present pay for, they should not at present have" 

(XVII, p. 170n). He also thought that governments should not borrow 

because the resulting expenditure is usually wasteful: "A nation 

invariably appeases its conscience with respect to an unjustifiable 

expense by meeting it with borrowed funds, expresses its repentance of 

a foolish piece of business by letting its tradesmen wait for their 
-::.------

money . , .r (XVII, p. 170). This fear of wasteful government spending 

was another reason Ruskin opposed deficit financing. The usual type of 

wasteful spending that he opposed was war. The classical economists 

were also fearful of government borrowing leading to wasteful spending. 

However, the main reason he disliked the existence of a national debt 

was because he thought it worsened the distribution of income. 

"National debts paying interest are simply the purchase, by the rich, 

of power to tax the poor" (XXVIII, p. 438). He assumed that taxes to 

pay interest on the national debt were collected from the poor working 

classes and that the debt was owned by the rich upper classes, without 

presenting any evidence for this assumption. 

Ruskin's tax policies were designed primarily to bring about a 

decrease in the inequality of income. His plans for the government 
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called for a large increase in government sper.ding but he wanted 

military spending dFcreased. He opposed the creation of national debts 

because he feared the government spending would be wasteful. He 

opposed the existence of national debts since he thought they would be 

a burden to future generations and interest payments on them worsened 

the inequality of distribution of income. 

Summary 

Ruskin, in his plans for change, wanted political economy to reg

ulate and manage the economy. The study of political economy was not 

merely to discover the economic principles of the market economy, but 

to determine and guide both individual behavior and the economy. 

Economists were to teach and guide the behavior of individuals and to 

manage and regulate the economy. Ruskin thought the economic problem 

was one of scarcity and choice, but he believed the end result of 

economic activity should be the extension of life--either increasing 

the quality or extending the quantity of human life, Economists, when 

guiding individual behavior and the economy, should keep this 

objective--extension of life--of economic activity in mind. 

Ruskin's recommendations for economic reform can be divided into 

three rather distinct plans. One of these plans was addressed to 

individual economic units and their behavior. He seemed willing to 

accept the existing framework of the market economy if the behavior of 

individual economic units could be moralized and professionalized. 

Moralizing their behavior meant they would act with honesty and justice 

in their economic transactions and consider, in their decisions, the 

efject of their actions upon others and society. Consumers, in their 
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purchase of goods to extend life, were to buy products produced under 

conditions of healthy employment. All economic units, in their spend

ing decisions, were to recognize that their spending directed the 

economy and employed labor services. The professionalization of eco

nomic behavior meant the business firms and workers would perfo~m their 

proper function first and then, only secondarily, earn income. The 

function of business was to provide goods and services for society 

while the function of laborers was to do good work. Business firms, 

while producing goods and services which provide for the nation, were 

to exercise a paternal influence over their employees. Workers were 

to be employed in producing goods and services that extended life. 

Ruskin thought economic behavior should be motivated by social 

affections. 

Ruskin's second plan was directed at the replacement of competi

tion by cooperation. Firms supplying similar goods or services were to 

be combined in a trade guild. The trade guilds were to make decisions 

about prices and wages that directed the economy, although he allowed 

for competition outside the trade guilds. Ruskin favored regulated 

prices, wages, and rents but his explanation of how to regulate these 

was limited. W~ges were to provide for the maintenance of the worker 

and his family with an allowance for saving. Other prices were to be 

in a certain, but unspecified, relation to food. Since part of the 

economic activity was to be outside this scheme of regulation, it seems 

likely the regulation system would break down. Ruskin favored a more 

equal distribution of property; therefore, he wanted land and capital 

owned by the users of it. The use of property was to be regulated by 

the government to prevent abuse. He also favored a less unequal 
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distribution of income, calling for a minimum level of income for the 

poor and a limit on incomes of the rich. Further, income would be 

primarily labor income but the owner-users of property would receive 

the returns from that property. Instead of currency being a promise 

to pay gold, Ruskin thought a promise to pay labor or food or a group 

of goods would provide for a more stable standard of value. 

Ruskin's third plan of economic reform was directed mainly at the 

government. Since he called for a large increase in government activ

ity, he wanted a governmental system in which the wise ruled the 

unwise. He favored a large increase in the authority of the government, 

especially to enforce legislation concerning the tenure of property. 

His concept of government was paternalistic. The government was to 

establish a system of free public schools and to make education com

pulsory. Public education, including physical, moral, intellectual 

and vocational education,.was designed to produce healthy, good and 

productive members of society. Furthermore, associated with the 

vocational schools were government enterprises that produced stand

ardized goods and services. Ruskin made several different proposals 

about these government enterprises, He clearly wanted the railroads 

and other forms of public transportation owned and operated by the 

government. Apparently the other government enterprises would be 

privately owned but they would be managed by the government. His most 

far-reaching proposal called for all profitable enterprises to be 

managed by the government. However, private enterprise was not to be 

interfered with but encouraged. One of the purposes of the government 

enterprises was to provide employment for the unemployed, either new 

entrants into the labor market or those thrown out of work. Those who 
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did not want to work were to be compelled to do so. Furthermore, 

criminals and idlers were to do the most dangerous work as reformatory 

measures. Those unable to work, such as the elderly, should be given 

pensions. He thought this public relief should be generous, not 

demeaning to the recipients. Ruskin also urged the government to 

engage in river and soil conservation measures, The government should 

prohibit the pollution of air and water. The government was to remove 

all restrictions on foreign trade so countries would specialize in 

producing those products they were best suited for .. For revenue, the 

government should use progressive income and property taxes while 

excise taxes could be used to reduce the production and consumption of 

luxury items. Military spending should be reduced while government 

spending on the arts and sciences should increase. Ruskin opposed 

government borrowing and wanted the government to repay its debts. His 

plans about government activity were contrary to the prevailing thought 

and practice of his time since he proposed such an extension of govern

ment authority and activity. He did not believe in the nationaliza

tion of the property resources, except for the public transportation 

industry. While his proposals did not call for central planning, 

governmental decisions to manage and regulate the economy would be 

greatly increased. The government would have been responsible for the 

results achieved by the economy, His emphasis upon government regula

tion of the economy is somewhat curious and inconsistent since he was 

frequently critical of the government. 

Ruskin's plans for reform were incomplete since he did not cover 

all areas of economics and since his plans are not worked out in 

complete detail. Furthermore, he changed his views over a period of 
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years so his proposals are not always internally consistent. They 

were designed to improve the quality of life by increasing beauty and 

decreasing ugliness. He also wanted a more efficient and less wasteful 

use of resources, particularly labor, and a less unequal distribution 

of income. His proposals have been presented and explained to test the 

hypothesis that these proposals were significant both for his time and 

the present. However, any significance is not due to the rigor of his 

economic analysis but to his insight into problems and their solut:Lons. 

He attempted to make proposals for change that dealt constructively 

with economic problems. While he wrote 'when laissez-faire was near 

its zenith, the government soon began to increase its regulation of 

the economy. When this happened his proposals became more significant. 

It is concluded that presenting and explaining his proposals for reform 

supports the hypothesis that these proposals were significant for his 

time. Some of the problems that concerned Ruskin are similar to 

present day proql~ms and changing historical circumstances have made 

some of his proposals, particularly those about government activity, 

more relevant than they were in his own time. It is concluded that 

his proposals continue to offer significant insights and fruitful 

points of view about some economic problems and their solutions. 



CHAPTER VII 

RUSKIN'S INFLUENCE: A BRIEF SURVEY 

The purpose of this chapter is to discuss Ruskin's influence on· 

economic and political thought and policy in Great Britain. An anal-

ysis of his influence. may make his significance and his contributions 

more clear. Furthermore, his influence upon certain individuals, both 

economists_ and others, will be illustrated. Some writers believe the 

ideas contained .in his works exerted an important influence upon 

British thought and social :policy. Since the survey of his inf}-uence 

is not ex:haustive nor definitive, it suggests the need for further 

research,. Moreover, any conclusi.ons are tentative--subj ect to ch,ange 

as new evidence results from additional studies. 

Ruskin's Influence Upon Individuals 

Un,doubtedly · Ruskin and his writings influenced a large number of 

individuals. In fact, it has been concluded that Ruskin succ.eeded as 

an instrument of social change because he inspired an enormouE! number 

1 of people. Of all the individuals influenced by .Ruskin, only a few 

are selected for inclusion in.this study. A particular attempt has 

been made to try _to find economists who have been influenced by Ruskin. 

Beyond economists there are some other individuals included because of 

1 Arthur J. Pentry, A Guildsman's Interpretation of History 
(London, 1920), p, 288. 
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the:i,r own importance and the significance of Ruskin's influence upon 

them. It is difficult to determine Ruskin's exact influen,ce on an 

individual because indiv:iduals do. not always give proper credit for 

their ideas. Consequently .some .individuals may have been mbsed and 

the extent of his influences on those ·included may be undere1tate,d. 

Another problem is the importance.of those individuals who have been 

influenced by Ruskin. Since this work is primarily a study of Ruskin, 

this problem is mostly outside the scope of the study •. 

John.Hobson 

It is generally accepted that·the economist mof:it influenced by 

Ruskin is John Hobson. Many histories of economic thought credited, 

Ruskin with being a major influence upon Hobson. Nemmers concluded that 

Hobson was a "close student" of Ruskin's work and that "th,ere can be 

little dispute about Ruskin.' s impact on Hobson' s thinking. 112 Hobson, 

believing that Ruskin's writings formed a foundation for a human 

political economy whic.h rel,ated consumption and production and eval-

uated them in human terms, acknowledged his debt to Ruskin. 

From him I dt'ew the basic th.ought for, my subsequent economic. 
writings, viz .• the nec~ssity of going beh:i,nd the current 
mon~tary estimates of wealth, cost, and utility, to reach 
the body of human benefits and satisf_actions which gave them 
a real mea,ning.3 

2Erwin Esser Nemmers, Hobson and Underconsumption (Amsterdam, 
1956), pp. 19~20. The bibliography of this book contains, .on pp. 
144-148, a list of .books and articles :by Hobson, about Hob.son and 
reviews of his works. · 

3 John A. Hobson, Confessions of~ Economic Heretic (London, 
1938), p. 42. 
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Accepting Ruskin's ideas about wealth, value and cost; Hobson 

attempted to develop a.human standard by which .economic activity could 

be evaluated. This human standard of value would replace.the mqnetary 

standard used by orthodox economists. Determining the precise amount 

of Ruskin's influence upon Hob,son and how accurately he r~flec.ted, 
I 

Ruskin's thinking would requir~ a separate study. It has peen.noted 

that Hobson defended Ruskin's qualifications as an economist. While 

generally approving Ruskin's criticism of classical·economics, .Hobson 

thought he sometimes overstated his criticism and was carried too far. 

Hobson generously praised Ruskin's political .economy but his, praise 

'd' ' ' t ith l'f' t' 4 was not in iscr3,mina e or w out some qua i ica ions. 

Robson's influence upon economic thought.and policy will be 

commented ,upon briefly. He tends to be slighted by histories of. 

economic thought since he is outside the mainstream of orthodox· 

5 thought. However, he has been given additional attent.ion in the last., 

thirty-five years~ Keynes quoted Hob~on e)!:tendvely and prais~d his 

6 work on the theory of the .business cycle. It has been suggested that 

Hobson was more a forerunner of growth theories; than he was of 

Keynesian theqry. Domar credited Hobson.with going beyqnd Keynes and 

considering the question of whether, when.all sayings are invested, it 

would be possible to. sell the additional output from the new capital 

7 goods. He also suggested that Hobson had many interesting ideas and 

4 For Hopson's comments about Ruskin see his biography of Ruskin. 

5 Nemmers, p. vii. 

6 John Maynard Keynes, The General .Theory of Employment, Interest 
ari:d -Money (New York, .1936), pp. 364-371. · 

. . 

7 Evsey D. Domar, "Expansion and Employment,'' Readings in 
Macroeconomic~, ed. M~ G. Mueller (New York, 1967), p. 290. 
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suggested that Hobson.had m~ny interesting ideas and should be more 

widely read by economists. Harrod wrote that Hobson "has a fine grasp 

of what is valuable and enduring in the body of orthodox economics. He 

has a much clearer understanding of it th.an is usually evinced by 

rebels.118 }larrod thought Hopson's views were "moderate, reasonable, 

and full of wisdom. 119 Hutchison called Hobson' s ideas "one of the 

most important single intellectual influences behind the economic 

10 programme of the British Lal;,our Party." Hutchison also wrote: 

••• the economic policies of the British Labour Government 
after 1945 in respect of 'full employment' and national
ization followed Robson's ideas very closely, and these 
ideas may well go down.as the most important single 
intellectual inspiration of that particular phase of 
British economic history and policy,11 

Even though Hobson was not in.the tJ;"aditiona.1 mainstream of·economics, 

it appears he h~s had some influence upon economic theory and even more 

influence upon economic policy in Great Britain. Thus one possible 

avenue·for the influence of Ruskin has been through Hobson. 

Alfred Marshall 

Marshall was probably the most influential English-speaking 

economist for a long period of time, beginning in.the later ,part of the 

nineteenth century and continuing well i~to the twentieth century. His 

great influence tended to overshadow other economists of the time and 

8R. F. Harrod, ed., The Science Qi. Wealth, by John A. Hobson 
(4th ed., London, 1950), p. viii. 

9rbid, 

10T. W, Hutchison, A Review of Economic Doctrines 1870-1929 
(London, 1953), p, 127. 

11Ibid., p, 129. 
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prevent th~ir influences from being so strong. Only by influencing 

Marshall, could Ruskin have exerted much influence upon the traditional 

economics of the ,times. There is little evidence that Ruskin influ-

enced Marshall who referred to Ruskin only twice in his Principles£!. 

Economics. Marshall thought the study of economics. centered around 

money or material wealth, not because these are the main objectives of 

human effort, but because they.are the convenient.way 

••• of measuring human motive on a large scale. If the 
older economists had made this clear, they would have 
escaped many grievous misrepresentations, and the 
splendid teachings of Carlyle· and Rusk.in as. to the · 
right aims of human endeavour and the right us~s of 
wealth, would not then have been marred by bitter 
attacks .on economtcs, based on the mistak~n belief 
that that science had no concern with any motive 
except the selfish desire for wealth, or even that. 
it inculcated a policy of sordid selfishness,12 

Marshall admitted that the older economists, .whom he did not name, 

should have been more careful since their teachings were grievously 

misrepresented by the popularizers and practitioners of economics. 

These misrepresentations caused the bitter and mistaken attacks on 

economics by Carlyle and Ruskin. Marshall's normal caution may have 

been increased as a result of the attacks by Carlyle and Ruskin so 

that his teachings were not open to misrepresentation. While con-

demning the attacks of Carlyle and Ruskin, he praised their teachings 

about the objectives of human behavior and the .uses of wealth,. How-

ever, he thought the imitators of Carlyle, Ruskin and Morris "lack 

th i f ' ' . t' d ' t ' ' 1113 er ine inspira ions an in uitions. Marshall showed some 

12 Alfred Marshali, Principles~ Economics (8th ed., New York, 
1948), p. 22. 

13Ibid~, p. 780n. 
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knowledge of Ruskin's work; but unless he did not fully credit Ruskin's 

influence by appropriate citation, it should be concluded that Ruskin 

exerted very.little influence upon him. 

James .. Bonar 

Bona];' gave some attention to Ruskin's writings. He wrote,a brief 

article about Ruskin at the time of his death. Bonar believed intell-

ectual leaders cou:J,.d be classified as "men of terms, men of judgments, 

14 and men of arguments .• " He considered Ruskin a man of judgment al-

though he categorized political economists as men of arguments. There-

fore, he apparently did not.think of Ruskin as a political economist. 

He believed there was "much truth iI'l. Ruskin's dictum 'Our efforts are 

incC>nstant almost in proportion to their nobleness,' though it is well 

f f h . b 1 · . ..15 or us to orget t e 1nsta i 1ty on most occasions •••• It does 

not appear that Ruskin was a major influence upon Bonar. Nor is Bonar 

a major economist in the history of economic thought. His writings 

were about the classical, economists and about the relationship between 

economics, morals and philosophy. 

J., B. Clark 

Hutchison found the influence of Ruskin's teachings in J. B, 

Clark's first book; The Philosophy of Wealth (1885). 16 He cqmpared 

the Ruskinian protest in this work .to the same strain of protest in 

14 James.Bonar, Disturbing Elements in the Study and Teaching of 
Political Economy (Baltimore, 1911), p. 3. · 

15 Ill id . ,. p • 9 • 

16 Hutchison; p. 253. 
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the writings of Hobson and Wicksteed. This critical protest is essen~ 

tially an attack on Ricardian economic:.s. Clark argued that traditional 

economics was defective in its assumptions about human nature and 

competition. Apparently Ruskin's influence upon Clark was.short-lived, 

sine~ his later major and outstanding book, The Distribution of Wealth 

(1899) did not contain this strain of Ruskinian protest, according to 

Hutchison. 17 · Instead, Ricardo was.criticized for a·lack of abstrac-

tion o Thus; Ruskin cannot be considered a major infl.uence upon Clark's 

worko 

Herbert Davenport 

Davenport,. discussing the "fallacy of saving," noted that Ruskin 

was ·one of a.group of men who "seem to have done.the best work here, 

not perhaps towards the.solution of the problem, but to the development 

and definition of it. 1118 Davenport questioned the idea that more 

savings were always beneficia,l to society. Ruskin mac:le two points 

which .are connected to this.question. He recognized that savings could 

be hoarded; however, he expected hoarding to cause a proportionate fall 

in prices. However, if prices do not fa],l, if they fall slowly, or if 

falling prices cause adverse expectations, then hoarding would cause a 

decline in real aggregate demand. The decline .in rec:i.l·aggregate 

demand would mean firms were producing goods more rapidly·than they 

were selling them, ex~eriencing unwanted increases in inventories. As 

firms red.uced output, unemployment would increase. Attempts to save 

17Ibid., p. 256. 

18 Herbert Joseph Davenport, Value and Distribution (Chicago, 
1908), p. 529n. 
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more under these conditions would have an adverse effect upon society. 

Furthermore, Ruskin contended that capital goods which produced only 

more capital goods were not proper capital since the end of production 

was consumption •. If all savings are invested, causing the production 

of more capital goods, there remains the question .of whether the extra 

output from these capital goods can be sold. Se~ling this increased 

output·requires .increases in total spending; otherwise the capital. 

goods will only be producing more capital goods--increases in inven ... 

t0ries which cause reductions in 0utput and employment. Increased 

savings are beneficial to society only if there is the proper increase 

of spending to purchase the extra output from the new capital goods, 

Neither Ruskin nor Davenport followed through on this analysis t0 show 

the necessary conditions which make increased savings beneficial to 

society. Davenport, considering the problem that demand and supply 

determine market price at the same time price determines.demand and 

supply, referred to Ruskin's definition of demand. 19 This problem is 

cleared up when it is rec0gnized that market price determines.a partic

ular quantity .exchanged at the same·time demand and supply schedules 

determine price. While Davenport credited Ruskin's influence on these 

two points, savings and demand, he was probably not·a major influence 

upon Davenport's work. Davenport would not be .considered a major 

economist in the hist0ry of ec.onomic thought. 

19Ibid., p. 533n. 
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Richa,rd E],y 

As previously noted; Ely wrote an introduction to an edition of 

f k I b k ' 20 one o Rusin s oo s.on economics. His introduction was sympathetic 

towards Ruskin, indicating that while Ruskin made some mistakes, he had 

much to tec;1.ch. He approved Ruskin's moral and ethical values and his 

attempts to teach.individuals to be honest and just in their economic 

behavior. However, he critic~zed Ruskin for lacking sympathy toward 

the work of other economists and for not attempting to build upon their 

work. He believed Ruskin waE;i justified, in part, in blaming the 

vicious practices of his time on the teachings of economists and the 

misrepresentation of these teachings by their followers. Since Ely 

thought.classical economists did not adequately differentiate between 

increases in the wealth of individuals and increases in the wealth of 

the nation, he commended Ruskin for so doing. He agreed with Ruskin's 

perception that institutions are valuable and effective only as they 

improve the character of the individual, He praised Ruskin's keen 

analytical power and his ability to make fine distinctions. Heap-

proved of Ruskin's organic concept of society. He believed that 

Ruskin's ideas about consumption, capital and utility were in advance 

of his time, but he criticized his treatment of value and exchange, 

He concluded that Ruskin was."one of the truly great figures in.the 

21 Victorian age of English thin~ers and reformers." Ely, .in his intro-

duction, showed some knowledge of Unto this Last; however, it is 

pec~Jiar that while he approved of Ruskin's treatment of utility he 

20Ely, ed,, Unto this Last, pp. xxi-xxxix. 

21 Ibid':, p, xxxix. 
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critized his treatment of value since they were both essentially the 

same to Ruskin--usefulness. Despite this evidence of some familiarity 

and sympathy towards Ruskin, Ely was apparently not greatly influenced 

by him. d d f ki ' h' b' h 22 d'd Ely i not re er to Rus n in ~s auto iograp y, nor i 

Ely's biographer mention Ruskin. 23 

John Ingram 

Ingram, a critic of classical economics, referred to Ruskin's work 

with approval. "Ruskin had not merely protested against the egoistic, 

spirit of .the prevalent doctrine, but had pointed to some of its rea],. 

24 weaknesses as a scientific theory." Ingram objected to the individ-

ualistic approach. He thought political economy could be critic,ized 

as not being scientific. Ruskin's influence upon Ingram was minor 

since Hutchison cc;1.lled him a "Comteist and historicist. 1125 Ingram 

favored more use of the historical method in the study of economics. 

Marshall made more use of the historical. method than some of the 

class.ical economists such as Ricardo but there is not much evidence 

that he was influenced by Ingram. Marshall made only two references 

to Ingram in his.Principles. 26 Ingram, influenced.only,slightly by. 

Ruskin, would not be regarded as a major economist in the history of 

22Richard T. Ely, Ground Under Our Feet: An Autobiography. 
(New York, 1938). 

23B ' ' G Rd Th A d ' M" d d Rf (1 ' enJamin . a er, e ca emic -2:E:_ an e arm exington, 
1966). 

24 John Kells Ingram,! History of Political Economy (New York, 
1893), p. 222. 

25H h' 19 utc ison, p. , 

26 Marshall, p. 732n, p. 765n. 
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economic thought. 

Frank Knight 

'The writings of Knight showed. some traces of Ruskin's influence. 

For example, in a .discussion of play, Knight referred the reader to a 

27 lecture on work by Ruskin. Already noted is Knight's approval of 

Ruskin's analysis of who became rich and who remains poor in a market 

28 
economy. He also approved of Ruskin's analysis of value. He thought 

Ruskin evaluated all values in terms of "quantity of life;" but 

"quantity of life" meant value to Ruskin. Therefore, when Ruskin 

wrote, "There is no wealth, but life;" Knight interpreted him to mean 

"there is no value but value. 1129 Knight dicl not regard this as non-

sense; he thought it needed to be emphasized, partic~larly to over-

scientifically mi,nded students of social problems. Even as Ruskin 

moved from the study of goodness and beauty in the arts because he 

thought the production of great art·wa$ impossible without reforming 

the economy, so Knight looked forward to the day when the economic 

problem of scarcity had been solved and the attention of mankind could 

be devoted to other, more important, problems. 

Civilization should look forward to a day when the material 
product of industrial activity shall become rather its by
product, and its primary significance shall be that of a 
sphere for creative self-expression and the development of 
a higher type of individual and of human fellowship. It 
ought to be the first aim of economic policy to reduce 
the importance of economic policy in life as a whole. So 
it ought to be the highest objective in the study of economics 

27K .. ht n1g , 

28rbid., 

.Ilul Ethics ..Qf. Competition .ans! Other Essa~s, p. 62. 

pp. 99-100. 

29Ibid., p. 100. 



to hasten the day when the study and the practice of 
economy will recede into·the background of men's thoughts; 
when food and shelter, and all provision for physical needs, 
can be taken for granted without serious thought~ when 
"production" a1J.d "consumption" and "distribution" shall 
cease from troubling and pass below the threshold of 
consciousness and the effort an4 planning of the mass 
of mankind may be mainly devoted to problems of 
beauty, truth, right human relations and cultural 
growth.30 

Although Ruskin was probably not a major influence upon Knight's 

thought, his writings show familiarity with and approval of some of 
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Ruskin's ideas. It is probably too early for an.evaluation of Knight's. 

contribution and influence but he has.been a fairly prolific writer, 

Arthur Penty 

Ruskin wa,s one of a group of writers who influenced Fenty.to 

31 become a critic of the industrial system. Furthermore, these writers 

turned Penty's attention toward the economic system prevailing during 

the Middle Ages. Penty was one of tq.ose who helped, formulate·the 

theory of guild socialism; he "came to the.social reform movement by 

means of the road of John Ruskin and William Morris •.. 1132 Penty 

credited Ruskin with writing "more things that are·fundamentally and 

33 finally true in economics than.anyone else." He thought that Ruskin 

3°Frank H. Knight, The Economic Organization (Chicago, 1933), p, 3. 

31 Edward J. Kiernan, Arthur J, Penty: His Contribution to Social 
Thought (Washington, 1941), p. 3. 

32 Harry W. Laidler, Social-Economic Movements (New York, 1945), 
:p. 321. 

33 Penty, p. 288. 



"by keeping himself clear of class considerations provides a common 

34 ground on which all may meet." Ruskin's influence upon Penty was. 

one avenue by which he influenced the theory of guild socialism. In 

addition, Ruskin's "advocacy of a professional view of industry 

anticipates in part the Guild Socialism of R.H. Tawney in The 

Acquisitive Society. 1135 It appears that Tawney developed his ideas 

independently of Ruskin since he did not cite Ruskin in the index of 

his book~ 36 

Willia,m Smart 
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Smart has been called a disciple of Ruskin. 37 Smart's major area 

of study was value theory, especially articulating the theory of value 

of the Austrian School. He noted and quoted Ruskin's definition of 

value, "partly on account of its suggestiveness, partly to show how 

impossible it would be to reconcile any such definition of value 

either with ordinary language or with economic science. 1138 Ruskin's 

ideas of value can be conceptualized; therefore, they can be expressed 

in language and in economic terms but his concepts are not capable of 

object:&ve measurement. Smart believed that sometimes, 

value is so strongly a personal experience that we.are 
tempted to think of it as purely a subjective matter, 
and this is particularly the case among people who 

34Ibid., p. 289. 

35 Lippincott, p. 4. 

36R. H. Tawney, The Acquisitive Society (New York, 1920). 

37F . a1n, "Ruskin and the Orthodox Economists," p. 3. 

38william Smart, An Introduction~ the Theory of Value (London, 
1923), p. 4n. 



understand Ruskin's famous words, "There is no Wealth but 
Life." The different value set upon any work of art by 
different indivgduals, classes, or nations; is sufficient 
proof·of this.3 

Some kinds of value are subjective; they depend upon the subjective 
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evaluation of people. Even exchange value is at least partly subject-

ive and price is only the objective measurement of it. Smart recog-

nized that while the term suggests "an inherent property, value in all 

its forms implies a relation. ',40 This appears to deny the idea of an 

intrinsic value of a good which is completely independent of any rela-

tion. Smart used Ruskin's term "illth" since he thought many things 

were aptly called illth; however, "the 'illth' is not in themselves, 

but in the uses men make of them. ,,4l Although it is primarily the 

misuse of goods that causes them to become illth, Ruskin believed there 

were some things which had no power to extend life and these things 

could never be wealth. If these things were not produced and used, 

they would not be illth either, but any production or use of them would 

make them illth. Even though Smart can be considered a disciple of 

Ruskin's, his.own influence.in the history.of economic·thought has been 

minor. 

Thorstein Veblen 

Whittaker found a similarity between Ruskin and Veblen in their 

39 rbid,, p. 4. 

401b1."d., 4 5 pp •. - • 
. . 

41Ibid., p. 95. 
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attaGks upon objectionable social traits. 42 They were both critics of 

existing economic. doctrine. Furthermore, .both of them went beyond the 

assumptions made by economi$ts, refused to accept the things that 

economists take.as given, and qt,iestioned the initial assumptioil,s·and 

premises of the economists. They objected to the idea that production 

for profit produced the best results for society. There were also 

striking differences between Ruskin a~d Veblen; for example, their 

ideas about machinery. and its effects. There is not .much .evidence .. 

that Veblen, an independent thinker, was strongly influenced by Ruskin. 

However, Veblen, while a student at.Carleton College, was iptroduced 

to Ruskin's writings by Ellen Rolfe and "her·great admiration for the. 

idealism of Ruskin had its. effect upon him. 1143 However, any influence 

of Ruskin upon Veblen was probably not significant. 

Phill:i,p Wicksteed 

One of the English economists who was less influential be~ause. of 

the overpowering influence of Marshall. was.Wicksteed. In.addition, he 

was an ordained mini~ter and not·a practicing professional economist. 

Thus he was .. not fully appreciated during his lifetime as a contributor . 

to the development of economics. Wicksteed, while much influenced by 

the .teachings of Ruskin, has been called a disc:i,ple-of Jevons,so it 

44 appe/ilrs he was more, inflt,ienced by Jevons · than Ruskin. · His writings 

42 
Edmund Whittaker,~ History£!. Economic Ideas (New York, 1940), 

pp. 130-131. 

43 Joseph Dorfman, Thorstein Veblen and His.America (New York, 
1934), p. 35. 

44 Hut~hison, p. 95. 
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contain some protei;;t against the,teachings of Ricardo and some 

tendencies towards socialism. 

Ruskin's Influence Upon Economic Analysis 

Ruskin's writings on.economics received notable recognition from 

a group of econoiµists when., after recovering from a ser_ious illness in 

1885, he was presented with an address that assessed his writings on 

political economy. 

Those of who have made a special study of economic and 
social questions desire to convey to you their d~ep sense. 
of the val~e of your work in these subjects, pre-eminently 
in its enforcement of the doctrines:--

That Political Economy can furnish sound laws of 
national ife and work only when it respects the dignity 
and moral destiny of man, 

That tbe wise use of wealth, in developing a complete 
human.life, is of incomparably greater momei:it both to men 
and nations than its production or accumulation, and can 
alone give these any vital significance. 

That hoi:iourable performance of duty is more truly.just. 
than rigid enforcement of right; and that not in.competi-. 
tion but in helpfulness, not.in self-assertion but in 
reverenGe, is to be found the power of life. 
(XVII, pp. cvi-cvii) 

This ad.dress was signed by the foll<;>wing professors and teachers of 

political economy: "W. J. Ashley, C. H, Barstable, H. S. Foxwell, 

Emile .de Lav.el aye, J. MacCunn, A. L • Perry, J. E. Symes , and . F. ·A. 

Walker'' (XVII, p. cvin) • Ashley, Foxwell and Walker are tbe most well.;. 

known of these signers since they are given more recognition in his-

tories of economic thought; however, they would not.be considered:major 

or significant figures in the development of econo~ic thought. Tradi-

tio~al works.in economic thought do not consider Ruskin's influence 

upon them significant enough to mention. 

The relatiQnship between Ruskin and certain selected economists 

hc\ls · been presen1;:ed and· hi1;1_ influence· upon these economists has been 
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estimated" Hobson, the economist most influenced by him, thought 

Ruskin had reformed political economy. Most of the other mentioned 

economists approved, to some extent, parts of Ruskin's teachings, Some 

of the things that Ruskin criticized have been changed. For example, 

economists developed the theory of individual choice and demand, giving 

more attention to the problems of consumption. It would be generally 

agreed that the demand for goods causes a derived demand for labor. 

The wages fund theory is no longer accepted as determining the wages of 

labor. The definition of terms has become more precise and there is 

greater common agreement on what terms like demand and supply mean. 

However, just because these changes followed Ruskin's.criticism does 

not prove his criticism caused the changes. The changes could have 

been caused by other influences; Ruskin's influence in these changes. 

could be relatively minor; Ruskin's influence in the positive recon-

structfon of political economy was probably less important than his 

criticism. Spengler concluded, and probably rightly so, that the 

dissatisfaction of social critics, like Ruskin, "did not affect the 

content of economic.analysis as did the historical, institutional, and 

Marxian critics of received political economy. 1145 Although Hobs9n 

tried to develop and use Ruskin's human standard of value, orthodox 

economists continue to use a monetary measure of value. Although 

available evidence does not appear to refute the hypothesis that 

Ruskin exerted little or no influence upon economic analysis, a some-:-

what different opinion was expressed in 1936 when Beard wrote, 

45 Joseph J. Spengler, "Exogenous and 
Formation of Post-1870 Economic Thought: 
Approach," Events, Ideology, and Economic 
(Detroit, 1968), p~ 182. 

Endogen9us Influences in the 
A Sociology of Knowledge 
Theory, ed. Robert V. Eagly 

• 



••• the economics taught in the official colleges of 
Oxford University today is nearer to the economics 
taught at Ruskin Hall in 1899 than it is to the official 
economics of that year.46 

Unto this Last was the inspiration for the formation of Ruskin Hallo 

Clement Attlee 

Some individuals, because of their own importance, although not 

economists, are included in this study. One of these is Attlee who, 

in a paragraph explaining how he .became a socialist, wrote: "My 
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brother Tom was an architect and a great reader of Ruskin and Morriso 

I too admired these great men .and began to understand their social 

47 gospel." It is evident that Attlee believed one of the major 

influences in his conversion to socialism was the writings of Ruskin 

and Morris. Attlee went on to become.leader of the Labour Party and 

Prime Minister of England following World War II. 

M. K. Gandhi 

Gandhi, crediting Ruskin's influence, wrote that when he started 

reading Unto this Last, he was so fascinated that he could not set the 

book aside until he had finished reading it; furthermore, he resolved 

to change his life in accordance with the ideals of the book. 48 In 

fact he was so impressed by the book that he tran~lated it, making it 

available to his cquntrymen. Gandhi understood Ruskin's teachings to 

46 Charles A. Beard, "Ruskin and the Babble of Tongues," The New 
Republic, LXXXVII (1936), p, 372. 

47c. R. Attlee, As.!.!_ Happened (New York, 1954), p. 31. 

48M. K. Gandhi, Gandhi's Autobiography, tr. Mahadev Desai 
(Washington, 1948), p. 364. 



be: 

(1) That the good of the individual is contained i~ the 
good of all. 
(2) That a lawyer's work has the same value as the barber's, 
inasmuch as all have the same right of earning their livli
hood from their work. 
(3) That a life of labour, i.e,, the life of the tiller of49 
the soil and the handicraftsman, is the life worth living. 
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Gandhi responded so strongly to Ruskin's ideals because they reflected 

his own principles. It was as though Ruskin's book caused Gandhi to 

discover and develop his own deepest convictions, Therefore, it 

appears that.Ruskin's influence upon Gandhi was mainly that of drawing 

out and reenforcing Gandhi's own beliefs. While the influence of 

Gandhi is beyond the scope of this study, his activity was important 

in the history of India and of the world. 

Patrick Geddes 

Curtin believed there were three men--Geddes, Morris and Hobson~-

who stood out both for the distinction of their own work and for the 

extent of their debt to Ruskin. 50 These men were more than followers 

of Ruskin, selecting ideas from his writings, amplifying his concepts, 

making new applications of his ideas and avoiding some of his faultsa 

Geddes echoed many of Ruskin's specific indictments of industrialized 

society: the increasing ugliness of the environ~ent, the mechanic~! 

49 Ibid., p. 365. 

5°Frank Daniel Curtin, liAesthetics in English Social Reform: 
Ruskin and His Followers,'' Nineteenth-Century Studies, ed. Herbert 
Davis, William C. Devane and Ra C. ~ald (Ithaca, New York, 1940), 
p. 214. 



monotony of factory work and the degradation of nineteenth century 

art. 51 Ruskin's ideas about the control of marriages by the state 
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provided a foundation for Geddes's ideas about birth control; while his 

ideas and his initiation of slum improvement projects were the inspir

ation for Geddes's work in city planning. 52 Geddes had an extremely 

varied career as a natural scientist in biology and botany, as a 

sociologist and as a town-planner. 

William Morris 

Morris was greatly influenced by Ruskin's ideas. "The humanistic 

ideal of Morris's Socialism, that aspeGt of his doctrine which is·one 

of its distinctive features, is a Ruskinian ideal. 1153 Both Ruskin and 

Morris attacked the ugliness of society, oppose~ the degradation of 

54 workers and thought workers should take pleasure in their work. 

Curtin thought G.D. H. Cole was converted to socialism as a result of 

reading the writings of Morris. 55 Morris was one.of the founders and 

1 d f h S ' 1' L ' G B ' ' 56 ea ers o t e ocia ist eague in reat ritain. Cole indicated 

that 

Ruskin's influence on Morris's thinking was profound. 
Unto this Last (1862) had proclaimed the equalitarian 

51 rbid., pp, 233-234. 

52rbid., pp, 235-236. 

53Ibid., p, 218. 

54rbid., pp, 219-221, 

55Ibid., p. 226. 

56 G.D. H. Cole, Socialist Thought, Marxism and Anarchism 
1850-1890 (London; 1954), p. 414. 



part of Morris's gospel, in opposition to the egoism 
of current economic doctrines .•• , 1157 

E. P. Thompson reaffirmed the influence of Ruskin upon Morris, "To 

the end of his life, Morris looked back to Ruskin with gratitude. 
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Ruskin was the 
58 'Mastei;-' •••• " Thompson asserte4 that Ruskin's writ-

ings "gave Morris a theory·of art aI).d society which was to influence 

all his later thoughts. 1159 Morris's daughter credited Ruskin with 

influencing her fathe:i;-. 

Following in the steps of his friend and master, whose 
"Untq this Last" and "The Politicq.l·Economy of Art" were 
bqoks deeply admired by him as direct and eloquent state
ments of the condition of Art ahd Labour.in the century, 
he was speaking in.1877-78 almost alone·from his point of 
view on the questions that .occupied his mind,60 

Morris wrote extensively and was active in socialist. movements in Great 

Britain, 

George Bernard Shaw 

Another arti$t whq was·. familiar with and apparently· influenced. by 

the writings of Ruskin was Shaw, a major writer of the twentieth 

c~ntury. Sqaw wrote. extensively, .was widely read, and his plays were 

produced and seen by· large numbers of people. Therefore, he ha.d · 

considerable opportunity to influence.public opinion and policy in, 

Great Britain.· and the English-speaking world. In . one of his books, 

57rbid., pp~ 420-421. 

58 E. P. Thompson, William Morris: Romantic to Revolutionary 
(New York, 1961), p. 62. 

59 Ib:l,.d., p. 63. 

60william Morris, The·Collected Works of William Morris with 
IntroductioI).s h,His Da~ter May Morris ·(New York, 1966), vol. 16, 
pp. xvij-xviij • 
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Shaw made many specific references to Ruskin's ideas, more than to 

traditional economists; furthermore, most of these references were to 

approve of Ruskin's teachings. For example, Shaw wrote "the pure milk 

of the true economic gospel is to be.found in the scriptures of 

k . ..61 Rus 1.n •••• 

The Influence of Ruskin Upon Thought 

and Policy in Great Britain 

Although it has been suggested that Ruskin exerted little influ-

ence upon economists and even less upon economic analysis, some writers 

have concluded that he had considerable influence upon thought and 

policy in Great Britain. Most of these assessments of Ruskin's 

influence have been made by noneconomists; however, these judgments 

provide the foundation of the last part of this chapter. If, as seems 

probable, he exerted more influence upon thought and policy than the 

professional economists of his time, this is a reason why economists 

should devote more t~me to the study of Ruskin's ideas and his 

influence. 

Noneconomists who have studied Ruskin and his writings usually 

rank him highly as a critic of the economic system of his time. For 

example, David Larg believed that Rusk.in "is still the most utter and 

damning critic of industrialization by virtue of this second phase of 

his life,1162 In agreement with th.is assessment was John Rosenberg, who 

61 
George Bernard Shaw, Everybody's Political What's What 

(New York, 1944), p. 96. 

62navid Larg, John Ruskin (New York, 1933), p, 75. 
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thought Ruskin wrote "the most personal and potent of all critiques of 

nineteenth-century capitalism. 1163 The judgment of Lippincott, perhaps 

more discriminatirtg, was that 

Ruskin probed the economic and intellectual foundations 
of the industrial system that made possible the 
Victorian age with more acuteness than any writer in 
the century save Marx.64 

Since Ruskin thought labor created all produced value, he criticized 

capitalism for it~ distribution of income; he thought property owners 

exploited labor and appropriated part of labor's output. He also 

criticized the wastefulnes~ or inefficiency of the economic system. 

This inefficiency was caused by replacing the true function of economic, 

units--excellence of work--by the profit motive. Ruskin thought the 

profit motive caused poor workmanship, the proc;luction of useless. goods, 

greed and dishonesty, and the degradation of workers through the 

division of.labor. Lippincott's furthet;" judgment was that "Ruskin 

analyzed both the moral and the social effects of capitalism with far 

h h . ..65 greater precision tan any ot er writer •••. Ruskin thought polit-

ical economy considered only the selfish part of man when it should 

consider the whole man. He believed value should be measured by a 

human standard, not a monetary standard. The use of a human standard 

would make economics more of a normative study; much of Ruskin's 

writings were directed at what should be. At any rate, Ruskin's 

criticism of the economic system and 'the economic theory of the system 

63John D. Rosenberg, The Darkening Glass: A Portrait of Ruskin's 
Genius (New York, 1961), p. 108. 

64Li ' 2 ppincott, p. . 

65 Ibid., p, 55. 
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appears to have much appeal, at least to those who are not economists. 

It may seem that Ruskin should have influenced the Fabian Social-

ists. Shaw was a Fabian Socialist who approved of Ruskin's ideas. 

h h 11 . . b f h F b" S . 66 Penty, t oug not a co ect1v1st, was a mem er o t e a 1an oc1ety. 

The Webbs, also Fabian Socialists, were familiar with Ruskin's writings 

and any references to his ideas were usually with approval. However, 

writers on this subject agreed that Ruskin was not a major influence 

upon the Fabians. Pease did not include 

•.• the writings of Ruskin, Socialist in outlook as some of 
them undoubtedly are, because I think that the value of 
his social teachings were concealed from most of us at 
that time by reaction against his religious mediaevalism, 
and indifference to his gospel of art.67 

Shaw, agreeing with Pease, concluded that Ruskin "seems to have had no 

effect on the Fabians .... Ruskin's name was hardle mentioned in the 

Fabian Society. 1168 Shaw's explanation was that, with a few exceptions, 

"the Fabians were inveterate Philistines. 1169 Anne Fremantle reaffirmed 

this conclusion about Ruskin's lack of influence on the Fabian Social-

ists. She thought Ruskin's writings were regarded as landmarks of 

Christian Socialism; however, they "had little lasting effect on 

British Socialist thought, and, with the exception of Wallas, none at 

all on the Fabians. 1170 Graham Wallas was a political scientist who 

66K. 1ernan, p. 2. 

67 Edward R. Pease, The History of the Fabian Society (New York 
1963), p. 27. 

681bid., p, 278. 

69 Ibid. 

70 
Anne Fremantle, This Little Band of Prophets (New York, 1960), 

pp. 50-51. 
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was·influenced by Ruijkin. 

Even thotigh Ruskin did not influence.the Fabian Soc~alists, .his 

work was one of several forces.that Webb recognized as destroying the 

existing system in England and preparing the way for change. 

The constant denunciation of the current bourgeois.ideals 
by the. "Christian Soc::!,.ilists;" by Carlyle and his. 
perpetually r~newed stream of enthusiastic; if temporary, 
disciples;, by Ruskin and many of his lit~rary and 
artistic.supporters, as well as by the small but per
sist~nt band of "Positivists," could not fail to exert 
a potent disintegrating force.71 

These. forces prepared the way. for change by their constant attack on . 

the existing system. Barker.thought "the great voices in English 

literature after 1848 were a.J,.l raised against the 'anarchy' of 

laissez"'.""faire. 1172 He believed: 

••• the.influence of literature, pre~eminently in Carlyle. 
and Ruskin, is directed vehetllently against lais.ses-:faire 
and all its works--works.at once unjust in the. eyes of 
the moralist and unlovely in tQe eyes of the artist. In 
place of the doctrine of "go-as-you-like" Carlyle and· 
Ruskin urge .• the need for guidance and governance; they.· 
plead for the rul~ of the wise, and for the regulation 
and regimentation, even on military lines, of the life 
and a~tion of the community.73 

Furthermore, not only was.laissez-faire attacked by them, but "no 

other men of letters have exercised the influence in English politic~ 

74 which was exercised by Carlyle and Ruskin." Barker thought that 

71 sidney Webb, Socialism in England (London, 1890), p. 20. 

72 
Sir Ernest Barker, Political Thought in Eng1and 1848-1914 

(2nd ed., London, 1928), p. 161. 

73Ibid., pp. 12-13. 

74Ibiq., p~ 177. 
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Ruskin "spread far and wide, among all classes, a feeling of distrust 

75 
in .the old individualistic political· economy.'' At the time "Ruskin 

began to write, laissez-faire was as much a politicql dogma, as it was 

an economic doctrine. His writing undermined the doctrine in both of 

. 1· . ..76 its app 1cat1ons. So apparently the first step in Ruskin's influ-

ence was his criticism of the existing economic system and its 

theoretical foundations which destroyed the confidence of the public in 

the system. Barker emphasized that "Carlyle and Ruskin were not 

Socialists but they did more to spread thoughts that prepared the way 

for Socialism than any other English writer. 1177 Thus.Barker thought,· 

"If Ruskin wa,s not the begetter of English Socialism, he was a foster 

father to many English Socialists. 1178 Barker concluded that Ruskin 

~;'prepared the ground for Socialism. 1179 He did not think either Carlyle 

or Ruskin were Socialists because they did not believe in the nation-

alization of land or the democratic control of economic life. 

Lippincott agreed with Barker: "In spite of the reactionary political 

remedy that Carlyle and Ruskin advocated for the ills of their time, 

these men fathered the socialist movement in England, 1180 Pelling 

75 Ibid~, P• 171. 

76 Ibid,, p. 172. 

77Ibid,, P• 178, 

78Ibid,, p. 172. 

79Ibid., P• 171. 

801. . 1pp1ncott, p. 2. 



308 

contended that .Ruskin-was a popular writer and his works "did much to 

81 
encourage the growing sentiment in favour of collectivism." He re-' 

garded Ruskin as "the great amateur of political economy, but none the 

less influential for that. 1182 Felling was convinced that many labor 

leader_s regarded "Carlyle and Ruskin as_ more important in shaping their 

political views than any writers more fully versed in the .abstractions 

83 of eco_nomic ·theory." Barker referred to the· fact that "the Labour 

members of the Parliament of 1906, many of whom _were Soc·ialist.s; 

confessed that they had found the chief liter.ary .influence of their. 

lives_ in on_e of Ruskin's books, 1184 A more complete account of this 

incident iE! given by Cook and Wedderburn. 

The feature of the_ Election of 1905 which .attra_cted most 
attention, and which seems likely to have _the most marked 
effect up.on the course of British legislation, was .the 
accession of strength gained by the Labour Party. An 
inquisitive journalist issued a circular to the Labour 
membeI's, inviting them to stat_e the books whi_ch had most 
influenced them. The author whose name figured more fre
quently than_ any _othet: in the lists was Ruskin, though, 
where a particular book is. mentioned, it is Unto this Last, 
and not Fors Clavigera. (XVII, pp. lii-liii_) __ ---,.._--_ 

This election marked the beginning of the ~odern Labour.Party in Great 

Britain _since_ "twenty-nine independent .Labourites were returned to the 

f ,.85 House o Commons •••• This inc.ident is certainly one .of the_ reasons 

81Henry Felling, The Origins of the British Labour.Party 
1880-1900 (London, 1Q54), p. 11. 

82Ibid. 

83rbid. 

84 Barker, Political. Thought in Engla~d_ 1848-1914, p. 178. 

85 Rosenberg, p. 131. 



309 

why Whitehouse concluded that "Unto this Last has had a greater influ-

86 
ence in promoting social reform in this country than any other book." 

Furthermore, Whitehouse thought that Ruskin, of all the great reformers 

of the nineteenth century, had the most influence on the social prog-

87 ress of England. In addition to showing the way and providing 

spiritual leadership, Ruskin specifically urged adequate provision for 

the elderly as well as government responsibility to hire the un-

employedo Clark thought Ruskin's writings in political economy "made 

h ' tl h f · 1 · 1188 1m 1e prop et o a new soc1a consciousness. He believed "Unto 

this Last is one of the great prophetic books of the nineteenth cen-

tury. It pierces through the smoke-screen of classical economics, and 

reveals true human realities. 1189 Clark concluded the 

.. ,influence of Ruskin's ideas on social reforms has 
been immense. Most of the changes which he advocated-
free schools, free libraries, town planning, smoke-90 
less zones, green belts--are now taken for granted. 

He thought the greater part of Ruskin's theories "are now the truisms 

of the Welfare State. 1191 

This 'brief sketch, while based upon secondary sources written by 

noneconomists, is suggestive of Ruskin's influence upon British thought 

anq social polity. It seems entirely probable that Ruskin's teachings 

86Whitehouse, Vindication of Ruskin, p. 51. 

87 John Howard Whitehouse, "Ruskin's Influence To-Day," The 
Contemporary Review, CLXV (1944), p. 105. 

88 
Clark, po xiii, 

89Ibid., P• 265 

90Ibid., p. 269. 

91Ibid. , P• 267. 
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came to have more .influence than those ·of .the orthod_ox eGonomists of 

his tim,e. Ruskin was an ·ef~ective critic. of the ·existing system .and 

the -rationa,le of the ,system. As a popular writer, -his books.eventually 

sold widely. One hunq.red .thousand copies of ,'!Jnto this _Last .had been 

sold by 1910. "and several unauthorized editions .had been printed in: 

America. 1192 Apparently, Ruskin'.s ,critic:i,sm h~lped prepare the way -for 

change by undermining the existi,ng- system. While th,e -changes did not 

go in the direction pointed by .Ruskin, many ot his .ideaei provided, a -

basis for specific policies. 

Summary 

This chapter has· _traced Ruskin I s influence upon certa:i,.n ·in4ivid.-

uals · and. upon thought and pqlicy in Gr.eat Britain. The conclusions are· 

suggestive .and tentative •. More study is :needed-to determine Ruskin's 

influence-specifically. In general, it appears that Ruskin has nqt· 

had much influence upon·trE!,ditional economics. Those economists most 

influenced by him are, for the .most.part, either out of _the mainstream 

of economic th.ought .or _else ,are relatively minor economists. Ort the -

other hand,_it appears that his influence in Br,itish thought and 

policy is signHica,nt. Apparently -his writings helped to brit).g about 

the change from _laissez-faire to the ·welfare state. While his theo-

retical icleas have not had-general acceptance, many.of his plans for 

reform provided a foundation for specific policies for British 

Socialism. 

92· 
Rosenberg, p. 131. 



CHAPTER VIII 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

John Ruskin, noted English liter,ary figur,e, wrote .numerous arti"".' 

cles, essays and letters about political.economy. However, he was not. 

a professional economist eit.her by formal education and training or by. 

principal occupation. Nevertheless, he believed that h:i,s forte wa.s · 

political economy·and that he had done·some of his best studying and 

writing on the subject. 

It .does not appear that economists agree with .Ruskin's evaluation 

of his wo.rk. Generally, those books , about economic tho4gh t . surveyed . 

in this study gave Ruskin little attention.. He w1:1,s mentioned as an 

influence , upon , Hobson'· s . thought and was noted as . a critic of the . 

developing economic·system_and pqlitical economy. His positive recon

struction of political, economy. and his proposals fo.r change and reform 

received. almost no consideration. A further investigation of oth,er 

literature did not show that econon;dsts have. written .much about Ruskin 

and his idea.s. Most of what was written ab.out Ruskin by economists 

was contemporary with him •. Much of it was written by economists out

side th~ mainstream of economic thought and was a plea .for greater · 

acceptance .and use of Ruskip' s. ideaE;i. It .appears that, for the most 

part; e~onomists, have left; the ,analysis of Ruskin's po+itical economy: 

to noneconomists who were not able to bring the training and skills .of 

a professional economist .to their ev.aluations. 
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Economists. have ignored Ruskin because he was not considered a 

trained economist. He did not accept the initial premises or the basic 

assumptions of the classical.economists so there was no common.area .of 

understanding between them. He did not have a thorough knowledge artd 

understanding of classical economics and his own analysis dealt with 

different concepts and meanings. Furthermore, .Ruskin's personality and 

life style have caused his work to be ,givr=n less. attention. He appar-,, 

ently suffered from1,mental illnes.s most of .his ad.ult life; this mental 

instability has been used as an excuse to reject his writings, His 

life style, particularly his personal relations with .other people, has 

been the object of much study that might better have been devoted to 

his ideas. Moreover, although Ruskin was consiq.ered a popular writer 

at one time, his style of writing now causes the pul,lic ,to ignore.him. 

His writing contains certain characteristics and mannerisms. that dis-,. 

courage, frustrate and put off the reader. Consequently, he is ignored 

by modern economists and no longer widely read by the public. 

Ruskin's interest in political economy was evident in his earlier 

writings on art and architecture. He became convinced that great works 

of art and architecture could not be produced until society and the 

economy were changed. Therefore, he began to study and write directly 

about the economic system and economics for the purpose of changing 

them so that great art works could be produced. He became a critic of 

both.the economic system and classical economics. He presented an. 

incomplete but positive reconstruction of political economy. He also 

proposed alternatives for reforming and changing society. 

In modern terms, Ruskin criticized the economic system because of 

its ugliness, its wastefulness and its inequitable distribution of: 
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income. While his criticism had an intellectual and theoretical basis, 

it was also founded in Ruskin's moral and aesthetic values. The eco

nomic system produced ugliness instead of beauty because .great work.s of 

art were no longer being produced. Industrialization was polluting the 

environment, destroying the beauty of nature. Man hims.elf was degraded 

since acting in.his own self-interest appealed to his baser instincts, 

selfishness and covetou~ness. Furthermore, man was.degraded by the 

type of work and the division of labor associate.cl with industriali.za

tion. Ruskin's moral and, aesthetic values were offended by·the 

developing economic system. He believed the economic system was in

efficient because it was so wasteful of human lives, War was especial

ly wasteful of human lives as it not only used labor.to produce des-,. 

tru~tive goods instead of cqnstructive goods, but it directly destroyed 

human life. Human lives were wasted when individuals were degraded, 

deteriorating rather than improving and developing to their full 

potentials. The economic system was inefficient when it produced 

"illth" rather than wealth or when useful things were abused and became 

"illtho" Useful goods were those that extended life while harmful 

goods decreased life. Related to this inefficiency was the inequitable 

distribution of income~ Ruskin thought labor created the value of 

produced goods but property owners were able to obtain part of the out-,. 

put produced by labor. He condemned the large inequalities of property 

ownership and income because he thought they were unjust. Further, 

they caused the economic system to be wasteful since luxuries for the 

rich .were being produced befqre all of the poor had adequate food, 

clothing and housing. If Ruskin's values are accepted, then his 

criticis.ms are still applicable today and perhaps even more justified 



because with higher levels of income, economic systems could do more 

about the problems of ugliness, wastefulness, and an inequitable 

distribution of income. 
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Since Ruskin th.ought . classical economics .not only accepted tp.e · 

economic system but also condoned and supported it, he was violently 

critical of the existing orthodox economic theory. He did not believe 

classical economics was a sc;i.ence because it was contrary to the 

teachings of the .Bible and religion; it neglected consumption; it 

started with an incorrect assumption about the nature of man; and it 

did not define terms. He objected to classical economics on both 

scientific and moral grounds. His criticism was a mixture. It was not 

always fair because it should have been directed at the corrupted and 

popularized versions of classical economics more.than at the works of 

the better classical economists. Ruskin criticized the .lack of defini

tion of terms when.economists had defined terms but he did not like 

their definitions. He selected particular concepts and phrases out of 

context in order to criticize them. He either did not understand or. 

ignored the idea that economists restricted .themselves to considering 

exchatige value,. not because it was the otily kind of value nor even the 

most ;important kind, but because it was object.ively expressed and 

measured by prices, and economic.activity .was organized around a system 

of prices and markets. While the doctrines of classical economiclil were 

used as a rationalization for certain economic behavior, they were more 

an attempt .to describe and explain how man behaved in a market economy. 

The classical economists were attempting to construct a positive science 

of political economy. Yet much of Ruskin's criticisms were justified. 

The doctrines of classical economics were used as a rationalization for 
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behavior that was contrary to the teachings of religion and the Bible. 

Thus, its teachings appeared to be in opposition to religion and the 

Bible. The classical economists did not give much attention to con

sumption and individual consumer choice. While the "economic man" 

concept may have been useful, it was also a dangerously narrow over~ 

simplification. Terms were not always well defined nor were defini

tions always commonly accepted. 

Ruskin criticized the nature of political economy as being a 

science of wealth. His own discussion made political economy more a 

study of choice and was strongly suggestive .of the fundamental problems 

that face every economic system. He criticized politica,l economists 

for separating their discipline from the other social sciences and 

philosophy. He apparently understood there is a certain unity .of 

knowledge. Even though specialization has become more pronounced, 

there are multidisciplinary approaches to problems, and mathematics 

may become a common·language by which the social sciences can be uni

fied. Ruskin not only thought the whole man must be studied but that 

society has an organic unity and must be studied as a whole. General 

equilibrium analysis and macroeconomics are ways of attempting the 

study of the whole economy. While some of Ruskin's criticisms of 

economic.theory would appear to be still valid today, they are not as 

valid as they were in hi,s·own time because of the changes in economic 

theory that have .taken. place. 

Ruskin's reconstruction of political economy contained some. ideas. 

and suggestions that could have been useful at .the t:ime if they: had 

been adopted and developed .into traditional economic theory. His 

ideas about man's.nature being affection~te and motiva~ed by social 
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affections could have been used to broaden the "economic.mart" concept-... 

to show that man, does not a+ways act in his own. self-inte.rest for 

material gain but that he may be motivated by other factors and take 

nonmaterial and nonpecuniary factors into consideration in.making 

decisions. As noted, Ruskin's discussion of the nature of political 

economy would have moved it from being a science of wealth to a study 

of alternative choices. His analysis of the role of economists pro

vided a basis for economic.policy since economists were to manage the 

economy. Ruskin's analysis of utility and value emphasized usefulness 

and contained the .idea of diminishing marginal utility a],tho4gh it was 

not well developed. His.comments about wealth involved the idea of 

human wealth and investment in human capital. His concept of a. 

national store could have been developed into the idea of measuring 

the stock of nonhuman capital goods. His investigation of money and 

currency emphasized the power of money to claim goods and labor ser

vices and thus direct the economy when spent. He included hoarding as 

one of the ways that saving could have taken place and this idea was 

suggestive of later theoretical development. His analysis of price, 

while not specifically using the terms, was that price was determined 

by both supply and demand factors and he did not emphasize either one 

to the neglect of the other. His comments about supply and demand 

showed·that the "law" of supply and demand was not well understood and 

there was not common agreement on the terms. Ruskin's remarks about 

exchange and commerce were suggestive of the idea that individual 

economic units do not always meet on equal terms in the market place. 

He thought that capital goods which did not eventually produce consumer 

goods were not proper capital and this was suggestive of the idea that 
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the additional output from new capital has to be sold. His discussion 

of produ~tion included as a factor of production the spirit and will-

ingness to work of the workers. This pointed out the problem of 

motivating workers to be efficient and productive. His co.mments about 

labor emphasized the importance of employment, at that time, in dei;:er-

mining the character of the worker and the importance of spending in 

directing the economy.and the activities of the individual workers. He 

recqgnized the importance of consumption spending in directing a market 

economy. His analysis of dist.ributional concepts suggested that. it is 

not enough merely t0. compare the total wealth of two co.untries but that 

the distril:>ution of this wealth needed to be considered as welL While 

these ideas were suggestive and could have been helpful to the eco

nomic theory of Ruskin's time, they needed to be developed and adapted 

to e~isting economic theory. 

Today some of the .ideas that Ruskin suggested are recognized or 

are a part of economic theory" However, there remains one major con-. t . . 

cept that has not been developed completely and incorporated into 

economic.theory. That is Ruskin's theory of value. His theory of 

value can be used as a unifying concept for his ideas about political 

economy. It represents an alternative .to the valuation of goods and 

services by the price system, Its use would require the further 

development of methods of measurement" Ruskin's theory of value was 

not a theory of market value but a theory of human value. It may also 

be.called a theory of life or vital value. Economic transactions and 

behavior should be measured by this concept of life value. Ruskin 

thought the object of political, economy was to extend life, either to 

improve the quality of life or to increase its quantity. Consequently, 
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all economic behavior and transactions should be evaluated in terms of 

their effect upon life. He defined intrinsic value as the power of 

anything to support or increase life. Acceptant capacity was the 

aqility of an individual to develop and make use of the.intrinsic 

value. When these came together there was effectual value or the use

fulness of a good to extend life. The production of a good involved 

labor. The cost of production .was measured by the amount of labor 

required to make·the good. However, Ruskin defined labor as the actual 

using up of human life in productive effort. Thus, the cost of pro

ducing a good was the.decrease in life. Only a good.with greater 

effectual value than its cost.of production would extend life or be 

considered wealth by Ruskin. In applying this human theory of value 

to economic behavior and transactions., production ,and consumption must 

be considered together. Only goods and services with n~t·Ruskinian 

wealth should be.produced. However, to determine which goods and ser

vices contain Ruskin:i,an wealth, it is necessary to know how much their 

use or consumption will extend life, Only those goods which in their 

use extend life more than their production uses up life shou],.d be made, 

Since market pric~s will not evaluate goods and services. by this mea

sure, .it is necessary for economists to direct the output of the. 

economy instead of leaving this to be determined by th.e price system. 

Political economy must be .a study of the whole man since.life includes 

not only the number of the population but also its quality. The 

national store should be evaluated in terms of its cost of production 

and its ,ability to extend life, The use of money and currency should 

be evaluated by their effect upon production, distribution and consump

tion. The use of money is desirable if costs of production or 



319 

distribution are reduced by the use of it. The use of money is also 

desirable if it changes consumption so that life is extended. Ex

changes are beneficial to the economy if goods are placed in the.hands 

of those individuals who can best use them and their consumption of 

them tesults in the greatest extension of life. The efficient use of 

resources means the production of goods.and services that by their 

com6ined production .and consumption result in the greatest extensi<m of 

life.. Resources are used less efficiently . if there is less than the , 

maximum ex.tension of life or if the result is a decrease· in life. 

Furthermore, any redistribution of income and property resulting in.an 

extension of life would be desirable and beneficial in .Ruskin's 

analysis. All.economic activity should be evaluated and measured by 

this· human st.andard of value to determine whether the result is an 

extension of.life ,and desirable or a decrease·of life and undesirable. 

However, as noted, the use of Ruskin's theory of value would require 

the development of new techniques of measurement that determine how 

much life is extended by consumption and how much life is used up.in 

production. However, his.discQssion suggested this alternative theory. 

of value and the use of a human.standard to evaluate economic activi

ties. Ruskin developed, in association with his theory and stanclard. of · 

human value,. a labor theory of value. He came to believe that .all pro-, 

duced.value in goods and wervices was created by the labor factor of 

production and only labor services should receive income. In effect,· 

he denied the net productivity .or the earning of income by the .other 

factori;i of production. One of tbe reasons for this.conclusion may have 

been his dislike of the existing distribution of income. As part of· 

this labor theory of produced value, a labor standard was to be used to 



evaluate and measure cost and price. This labor theory·of produced. 

value is wrong because the other factors of production, the property 

resources, do contribute to the output of goods·and serviqes. 
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Ruskin made several .different proposals·for economic change and 

reform. He attempted to reform the behavior of individual economic 

units by moralizing .and professionalizing it, Economic units .were to 

act with justice .and honesty toward each.other. Further, they·were to. 

determine their function and then perform ito For example, the func

tion of business firm~ was to provide for society and this should be 

their oqjecUve. The function of·laborers was to do good work, and 

this should be their objective. Individual economic units were also to 

consider the effects of their action on others in deciding what to do. 

This·point,.the responsibility of economic units in·their behavior, is 

of current interest and controversy. Ruskin thought his teachings for 

individuals would elevate their character. If individuals acted with 

honesty and justice, he be.lieved a more equitable distribution of in

come would result. If economic.units were educated to buy·goods that 

extended life and to avoid goods that decreased life, economic effi

ciency would be increased, 

Ruskin proposed the replacement of competition by cooperation 

through a system of·trade guilds, The trade·guilds .were .to regulate 

prices and wages, establishing just wages.and prices. While he be

lieved in the private ownership of property, Ruskin thought property 

should be owned by the user of it. The government should regulate and 

prevent the abuse of property. He also proposed a standard of value 

based on labor or on goods. Generally, Ruskin's institutional,changes 

were to make the distribution of income less unequal and to bring about 
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a more efficient use of resources in his terms. If prices and wages 

were regulated and if property.were owned by the users of it, the 

distribution of income would.tend to move in the direction of less 

inequality. If the·trade guilds produced useful goods that extended 

life, resources would be used. more efficiently. Ruskin's proposals for 

institutional change also touched upon some questions that.remain 

controversial to.day. For example, should industries regulate them

selves or should they be regulated by the government, particularly 

concerning stanc].ards? What is the prop·er distributioq of property and· 

income? Should advertising be freely permitted or should restrictions 

be placed upon it? Wh~t is the proper role.of the government in regu

lating the use of property? 

Ruskin proposed a large increa$e in government activities.. He 

wanted the government to provide free public schools and to make educa

tion compulsory. He viewed education as a way of developing abilities 

and increasing productivity. His proposals represented a large 

increase in human investment. Presumable the economy would be more 

productive and efficient as individuals were trained and educated. In 

addition,. there woul.d be greater equality of opportunity .which should 

lessen the inequality of distribution .of income. Ruskin also urged 

the government to operate firms that produced goods.and provided 

services. These government enterprises were to prevent price fluc

tuations., provide employment aI).d produce goods· for the poor. He 

particularly urged:government ownership and·operation of the means of 

public transportation since he believed competition produced undesir-,. 

able results. Ruskin wa,nted the government to provide employment 

opportunities for the unemployed wanting to work and to compel those 
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unemployed.members of the labor force not wanting to work to do so~ 

For those unable to earn income, like the elderly, Ruskin wanted 

governmentai income provision. He urged the government to follow con

servation practices, protecting the soil and water, and he wanted the. 

government to proh:i,bit the pollution .of the air and water,, He con

tended the government should abolish all tariffs and.use graduated 

income·and property taxes to raise revenue.for the government, Excise 

taxes shou+d oniy·be,used for regulating the.consumption or possession 

of specific items. He opposed deficit financing by.the government and 

urged the government to repay its debts. Ruskin's proposals of govern

ment activ:!.ty were to protect the environment, increase the efficiency 

of the economy.and reduce inequality in the existing distribution of 

income, In h:i,s terms, it appears his proposals would have these 

effects. 

Certain of his proposals are most timely, being about current 

issues. For example, what is the responsibility .of the government in 

managing the economy?. Does the government have the responsibility to 

prov:i,de for full employment.or to.hire the unemployed directly? How 

much government ownership and operation of public enterprises should 

there be? How much.free public education should be provided? Should 

welfare recipients, if able; be required to work by the government? 

What is the responsibility of the government to protect the environ-· 

ment? Who should pay the cost of .government activities?, How .much 

should taxes be used to cqange the existing distribution of income? 

Ruskin directly answered some of these questions and made general 

suggestions concerning the others. Even if his answers are not ac

cepted as final solutions, his discussion may provide insights, 
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inspirations.and points of view to the .reader. Ruskin's contribution 

and value now· depend part:J,y on ,.the abilit;y of the reader to be stimu:.... · 

lated by his reading of Ruskin's ideas and anal,ysis, 

Ruskin has probably not had a large amount of influence.upon 

economists and economicanalysh, However, he definitely influenced 

Hobson who attempted to develop Ruskin's human:stanq.ard of value. Most 

other economists wh0 have been·in:J;luenced.significantly by Ruskin have 

not.been major figures in·the history of economic'thought. Some 

important noneconomists such as Morris, Gandhi, Shaw and Attlee 

appeared to have been. signific,ant],y influenced, by Ruskin, Some authors. 

credited,Ruskin and his.teachings with. being a major force in the dis

crediting of laissez-faire doctrines in Great Britain. These writers 

believed Ruskin helped to prepare. the way· fol;" Brit.ish ,Socialism, 

Furthermore, his. proposals fbr change could well have formed a founda

tion for the development of the welfare.state. More research is needed 

to determine Ruskin's influence· precisely. If his influence were as .. 

great as suggested.in·this·study, .then.a further.study should consider 

why·ancl how.his teachings.were.so influential when he was·not a pro

fessional economist, Beyond this, ,future study might. compare Ruskin's 

influence.upon,social thought and.policy in.Great Britain.with .the 

influence of the major .. ecqnomis ts .· of the time. · 

John·Ruskin has been called a "genius." By definition, a genius 

is considered one·who has.mental pow;ers far beyoncl explanation in·tel;'ms 

of heritage. or of educ:ation. It manifests itself in exc;:eptional 

originality. The professional, trained.in his chosen field an<! 

respecting the.training of others, may reject the genius; .considering 

his· contriqutions negligible, unimportant and. ''nonprofessional," It 



appears twentieth-century ecc>nomists have ,rendered thi.s juc,lgment to. 

Ruskin. His· heritage; personality; life style .. and "word pict4res 1'. 
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have been studied more seriously in the twentieth century than hi$ 

ideas, about economic theory and.· social reform. Yet, this studr con

cludes that Ruskin, ,in the area of economic reform, wa~ far in advance 

of his· time, that some of his .. ideas have merit in ,providing insights 

and points· of view ,and that hi.s · ideas d~serve s,e1;ious study and consid

erat:i,.on by professionals. Perhaps twentieth-century economists should 

seriously. consider giving this n:i,neteenth-century genius hi.s proper, 

place and agreeing with him, .at last, that ec.onomics .was his· forte •. 
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IV. Works with three references to Ruskin. 
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and Brothers, 1928. 
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· There were three authors who mentioned Ruskin once and devoted one 

or two paragraphs to him. Warren Catlin placed Ruskin on the.edge of a 

group called Christian Socialists who wrote against the evils of 

laissez"'.'faire materialism during the development of the factory system; 

1· he.also noted Ruskin's influence upon Hobson. John McConnell credited 

Ruskin with being the first to.criticize directly the definition of· 

wealth as being the .sum to.ta! of all material things having exchange 

values; Ruskin called ,those goods with exchange values which. are 

personal.:l.y harmful or socially undesirable "ill th., 112 Philip Newm~m, 

1 Warren B. Catlin,~ Progress of Economics: A History c:,f 
Economic Thought. (New York, 1962), pp •. 118-119. 

2 John W. McConr,,ell, The Basic Teachings of. the Great. Economists .. 
(Phil~delphia,.. 1943), p. 18. 
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giving .some biographical information about Ruski.n; classified him as'a 

3 romanticist. He also in~icated the ·influence of Ruskin upon Hobson 

and his criticism of the orthodox economic theory. 

Five .authors referred to Ruskin twice in the index of their books. 

Their treatment of Ruskin ranges from two sentenqes to a couple of 

paragraphs. John Ferguson, referring to Ruskin a~ a reformer, credited 

him with drawing attention to the complexity and the eyils of economic 

1:1,fe; he noted Ruskin's opposition to both the industrial order and.the 

4 doctrines of its defendei;s. He assailed classical economics .as a 

science of 11 illth'' rathe:i:; than of wealth. · He was credited with showing 

the superficiality of some of the current: ide~s about wealth and with 

proposing some paternalistic measures to bring about·a mqre just dis-

5 tribution of goods~ Ferguson.also mentioned Ruskin's influence upon 

Hobson. 6 Lewis Haney. indiqated that Ruskin's. criticism assisted in 

broaqening the prevailing theory to include ethical factors such as the 

rights of organized labor in ec9nomic analysis. 7 He also noted that 

Ruskin influenced Hobson. 8 Joseph Schumpeter, in a footn9te ci;itiqiz-. 

ing Ruskin's indictment: of the government for failing to spend mere 

money to encourage the.arts, thought Ruskin did not recognize that the. 

3 
Philip Charle!;! Newman, The Development ,ti._ Economic, '.l'hought 

(New York, 1952), pp~ 319-320. · · 

4 John.M. ·Fe~guson, Landmarks of Economic Thought (2nd ed.; New 
York,. 1950), p. 176. 

5 Ibid. , p. 196.; 

6Ibid. , p. 198. 

7Lewis -_H. Haney, History of; -Economic Thought. (4th ed., New York, 
1949), p. 862. 

8 
Ibid., p. 870. 
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British method of allowing people to earn incomes which they c9uld, 

spend on art· was a· way, although inc;lirec,t, o:I; encouraging dev:elopme.nt 

of the arts. 9 Schumpeter, ranking Ruskin as:a much less important 

prophet. th~n. Carlyle, di~missed him as. an· economist be.cause he tried to 

critic,ize ,politicai eeonomy,without adequate preparation and mastery 

10 
of the techniques and theory.of political economy. Ben Seligman: 

referred to Ruskin 1 s·influence upon Hobson.+!. He noted his furious 

attack· upon classi.cal. economics; and his positive attempts to go beyond 

monetary meas:urei;; to human, benefits .and satis:l;aetions, 12 Othmar Spann 

included Ruskin with the group that presents a universalist, organic, 

and idealistic-theory in.opposition to the atomistic, individualistic· 

and materialistic doctrines of the clasaical sehooi. 13 He associated· 

Ruskin with the sa.me · trend as· the German romanticist movement because 

of his b'I'.inging moral considerations·into economics analysis, his 

attempting to in;iprove human behavior and his returning to·the idea of 

artistic handicr13:ft indust.ries. 14 

Three authors made three references. each .to Ruskin ,in· the_ index· of .. 

their. boo~s. These references varied .from.a single sente~ce to a 

paragraph in.length. Hutchison quoted from Sir. Ernest Barker's 

9 Schumpeter, History of Economic Analysis, p. 403. 

lOibid. , p. 411. 

11s 1· 222 e igman, p. • 

12Ibid., pp. 224-225. 

13 
·othmar.Spann, The·History,of.Economics, .Tr. Eden and·Cedar Paul 

(New YG>rk, 1930), p. 11. · ·· 

14Ibid., p. 209. 
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Political Thought in.England from Herbert Spencer to.the Present Day on 

Ruskin's influence and indicated.that.while there is no evidence Ruskin 

influenced Jevons, he did influence Hobson and Wicksteed. 15 Hutchison 

noted some. Ruskinian influence in J. B. Clark's The Philosophy··· of 

16 Wealth.. He mentioned that H. J. Davenport credited Ruskin with 

helping to develop the problem of the "fallacy of saving. 1117 Frank 

Neff, referring to welfare economists as more social reformers than 

economists, .gave Ruskin, with his emphasis on aesthetics and ethics, 

18 as an example. He also noted Ruskin's lasting influence upon Hobson 

who attempted to develop the ideas of Ruskin into a theoretical 

19 system. Neff, emphasizing Ruskin's influence upon Hobson, quoted a 

20 
passage about Ruskin from Hobson. Edmund Whitt~ker classified Ruskin. 

21 as a romanticist in.a one~sentence reference. He mentioned the 

attack on materialism by various writers and presented two.short 

selections from Ruskin's writings to illtistrate it. 22 He also class-

ified Ruskin as a Christian Socialist and as a critic of the economic 

23 system in England. 

15H ho utc iso-q., p. 95 0 

16Ibid., p. 253. 

17Ibidi, p, 386, 

18 Frank Amandus Neff, Economic Doctrines (New York, 1950), p. 424, 

19Ibid., p. 425. 

20ibid., p. 427. 

21 Edmund.Whittaker, Schools and Streams of·Economic·Thought 
(Chicago, 1960), p. 192. 

22rbid,, pp, 212-213. 

23Ibid., p. 214. 
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There were two books with four references each to Ruskin in tQe 

index, but each was one sentence in length. Pointing out that moral 

values differ from economic values, Henry Spiegel classified Ruskin as 

a moralist. 24 A selection in.this book on Adam Smith by Paul Douglas 

25 credited the term "dismal science" to Carlyle and Ruskin.. G.D. H. 

Cole commented that Robert Owens called the new world of the Manchester 

Schoql·"evil" long before Ruskin and Carlyle did, 26 Spiegel also 

27 mentioned Ruskin's influence upon Hobson. Paul Homan listed Ruskin 

as a humanitarian who did not believ,e that mankind had to submit to 

circumstances brought about by economic laws founded on.human behavior 

motivated by self-interest. 28 He credited Ruskin's influence for the 

moral earnestness of the reforming wave that swept Oxford University 

during the 1870 1 s, 29 When mentioning Robson's biography, Homan indi-

30 cated Ruskin's influence upon Hobson. Homan also called Hobson a 

disciple of Ruskin in his analysis of, consumption. 31 

Two of.the books examined had seven references to Ruskin in .the 

iqdex. Charles ,Gide .and Charles Rist, in one. sentence, intr.oduced 

24 117. Spiegel, P• 

25Ibid,, p, 144. 

26 rbid., P• 311. 

27 Ibid,, P· 329, 

28 9-10. Homan, pp, 

29Ibid,, PP· 289-290. 

30rbid., P• 292. 

~1Ibid.' p. 350, 
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Ruskin's protest against the social consequences of mass production 

h d h 1 di i Si di ' f ' d ' fl 32 met o s w i e scuss ng smon· s re arm proJects.an in uences. 

Another one-sentence reference ·presented Fourier's ,phalansteres .as a 

for.erunner of the garden, citie.s being built _by disciples of Ruskin and 

M • 33 orris. The other five references to Ruskin in th.e index (whicq is 

in error) were scattered .over five pages. These references mentioned 

the title ·of some of Ruskin's works, grouped Ruskin with Carlyle and 

Tolstoy, summarized Ruskin's program of reform and compared Ruskin and 

34 Tolstoy.. Whitta,ker, in another boo.k published in 1940., also re~erred 

to Ruskin·seven times and gave him the most extensive attention of any. 

book examined,. He noted .Ruskin's efforts to bring the ideals of 

35 righteous behavior and honor into economic theory. He associated 

Ruskin with Thoreau.in his attack upon orthodox economics with its 

36 emphasis upon exchange value. "Like Thoreau, Rusk:l,.n emphasized that 

37 living, not ·getting rich, ·should .be the end of human endeavor." Two 

points in this position were: first,. it is, nec~ssary to develop a 

philosophy and $Cience .of life with the science of wealth being a 

subordinat.e part of it; second, the quality of life suffers because of · 

32 Charles Gide and Charles Rist, A History-of Economic Doctrines 
(London, 1948), p. 209. 

33Ibid., p. 261. 

34Ibid~, PP• 540-544. 

35 Whittaker, A History o:I; Economic Idei:i..a, p. 118. 

36Ibid., p. 126. 

37Ibid., p. 127. 
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the overemphasis upon material wealth, which _cannot be stud:i,ed 

d d 1 b 1 i 1 . 1 . f 38 in epen ent y. ut on y n re at1on to 1 e. Whittaker compared 

Ruskin and Veblen in their attacks upon objectionable social traits, 39 

He noted Ruskin's be.lief that increased wealth beyond the necessities 

40 of life did not.increase happiness. Whittaker thought_Ruskin's 

writings developed a philosophy,of life, considering matters outside 

41 the outlines of economics as laid down by Adam Smith. For example, 

Ruskin considered other motives of human activity such as the -interest 

of _men in their work. Whitta_ker called Ruskin _a critic of the neo-

class.ical, school because its definition of wealth was too narrow, . 

, 42 
excluding useful goods, and too broad, including injurious goods. He 

attribut_ed to Ruskin th_e idea that a separate study of wealth was ab

surb since wealth means nothing except in relation to life, 43 He noted 

Ruskin's criticism that the classical economists considered only a 

portion of man.that.had no separate existence and was a meaningless 

entity. 44 Whittaker's treatment of Ruskin, although more extensive, 

con~entrated on his criticism and gave little _attention to his positive 

theory and program for change. 

38Ibid~, PP· 127-128. 

39rbid,, pp. 130-1310 

40rbid,, p, 134, 

41 Ibid,, pp. 135-136, 

42Ibid., P• 366, 

43Ibid,, p. 735. 

44 Ibid. 
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Except for the ,books by Gide.and Rist, .and by Whit;taker, littl~ 

attention was given to Ruskin. His influence upon Hobson received. the, 

most atteQ.tion. He was considered as a critic of the eGonomic system 

and. of economic, theory. There was litt,le attention .to his recqnstruc

tion of economic: theory ,or his proposals for reform. Generally thes,e 

books can be considered correct in th.eir treatment of Ruskin as far as 

they werit; however, the point is thiit their treat,ment is no,t very 

extensive. Whether Ruskin was.a Christian Socialist or on the edge of 

that group waS,!i minG>r point of difference among some.of the writers. 

The statement that he Wl:!,S on the edge of that. group is !]lore. accurate. 
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A SEARCH OF Bl;BLIOGRAPHIES FOR ARTICLES ABOUT RUSKIN 

A group of bibliographies were examined to find artic.les .about 

Ruskin, particularly ;by economists in the last. thirty years. Biblio

graphies were selected .on the basis of their availability. There was· 

no attempt.to be exhaustive; neither was a random sample selected, 

Although it is no.t usually consider.ed as indexing scholarly and 

lear.ned journals, the .Reader's Guide to Periodical Literature was 

examined by.looking under "Ruskin, John" as a subject heading, The 

seventeen volumes covering the period from July, 1941 to February, 1970 

contained fifteen article.s about Ruskin, An examination of article 

title.s and, where necessary, the .article and the author, did no.t ·show· 

any articles about the politica,l·economy of Ruskin written by econo

mists. Any articles referring to Ruskin's political economy were 

written by individuals who were .not ec;:onomists, 

An examination of the International Index (renamed the Social 

Studies and Humanities Index since June, 1965) for the period from 

April, 1940 to March, 1970 revealed sixty-five articles listed under· 

the subject heading of "Ruskin, John,," An examination .of titles and,. 

where necessary, the article, showed seven articles on some aspect of 

Ruskin's political economy, Three of these articles were those. written 

by John Fain; a professor of English Literature •. Moreover, there was· 

no indication that the authors of the other four articles were 



economists i Again; while ,artiqles ;were written about, :the political,. 

economy of. John, Ruskin, ,they .were not writte.n by economists, 

An examination of·the titl,es of the .articles _abstracted in 

Economic. Abs.tract:s? over the period ,from .1952 to 19S6, published by 
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New York, University, .showed no mention of Rusk,in bY: name in th.e title 

of any .article ab.stracted for this bibliography. Neither was there any 

othe~ indication that any of these articles were about Ruskin's 

politi.cal , economy •. 

An ex~mination-of The Journal of .Economic,Abstracts and.its lineal 

successo_r, The Journal of Ec.onomic.Literature, ·cov:ering the period from 

1963 to 1969 did not reveal any reference to Ruskin in, the title.s of.· 

any articl,.es listed under history of ec_onol\lic thought. T4ere was no 

other ind,icat.ion .that _any of the .articles ,in the subject area of hia

tory of economic thougllt were a'bout Ruskin's poli tic~l · eco,nomy. 

Th~ International Bibliography of. Economics, covering the .period · 

from·l952 to 1968, was examined ,by ·looking under individ_ual contri

bu_tions under "History of Economic Thought." None of the titlea 

contained any reference to Ruskip. by name, 

The Index of. Economic ,!ournals wa,s examined ·by., looking at the·.· 

subclass !'Individuals," under the subject "History of EconoI\liC 

Thqught. 11 The search.was e~tended to cover the period from 1886 to 

1967, For the period since 1940, .only one of tp.e articles ,by Fain ·was 

found. For the earlier period from 1886-1939, four.articles abou1r 

Ruskin,. already .noted in th.e body of this study, were found._ Three of 

tq.ese articles .were considered ccmtempora:i:.-y with Rus.kin .while the 

fourth ·examined only his views on interest. 



The last bibliography exaiiliI).ed, A _Sel.ect Bibliqgraphy of Modern 

Economic. ';rheory · 1870-1929 compiled by Harqld Ba,tson, ·did not'. contain 

any articl~s by or di1;ectly about Ruskin. 
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In additiqn·to.the search of bibliqgraphies, Microfilm Abstracts, 

Dissertation Abstracts .and Dissertat:i,on Abstracts.Inte1;national, 

cover:i,ng the period .from _.1938 to April, 1970 were examined. Volume 5 

of Dissertation Abstracts International Retrospec:,tive Index was also 

examined. The: method of examination .. involved look:i,ng under the 

appropriate subject:. areas of. economics and the name "Ruskin." No 

dissertations about the political, economy of. John Ruskin writte,n by. 

economists were found. 

The results of . this _search incj.icate ·that· ecqnomists, while wri,ting 

about 'ind_ividuals. and their. idea,s, did not writ.e much about Ruskin or 

his ideas •. Most of the writing _about Ruskin and his politicS:1 ecqnomy 

has been done by individuals. who were not trained economists. 

The lack; of attent:ion _devoted to Ruskin by economists may be. 

contrasted wit:h the. number of articles about Ruskin in the MLAinterna"."'-

tiona1_,Bibliography .Qi. Books an.d ·Ar~icles £!!_ the Modern La~guas.es and 

Literature •. This·bibliography,. which is comptled ,annually using 

app1:.'oximately·one thousand periodicals, contains "contributioµs useful,. 

1 to sc,holars in the ,field of moclern lat1,guages aµd literatures .• " A 

selection of six vol,umes·from the year:s·1957 to 1962.showed forty-four. 

artiq.les .under "Ruskin,. John," in the suJ:>j ect "Nineteenth Century .. 

English LiterS:ture." 

~odern Language Assoctation of America, 1958 MLA International, 
Bibliography . of ·Books. an_d · Articles ~. the Modern Languages . and Li tera-
tures (New York, ·1964), p. 68. · · 
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