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Abstract 

John Ruskin was a very influential social critic in the late nineteenth century 

and some regarded his economic thought as an alternative to the orthodox economics 

of the time. However, his influence disappeared for most of the twentieth century. 

Recently, there has been a modest revival of interest in his economics and this thesis 

aims to provide an analysis of Ruskin's economics. 

This thesis considers how material prosperity can be achieved. This is 

related to the issue of how an ideal economic system should be organized. Adam 

Smith's invisible hand and the visible hand of the State are usually thought of as 

possible alternatives. I argue that there is a more viable alternative, that I call John 

Ruskin's `invisible hand', where altruism rather than selfishness is the prime mover of 

a well-functioning economy. 

This thesis also considers what kind of economy is worth pursuing. While 

Ruskin proposed ways to achieve material prosperity, his emphasis was rather on the 

enhancement of the quality of life of human beings. What he has to say about human 

beings is directed to the whole person rather than to `economic man'. I examine his 

claim that human beings should be at the centre of economics. 

Persistent hostility towards Ruskin's economics has discouraged economists 

from studying Ruskin. This thesis assesses David Levy and Sandra Peart's 

formidable critique of Ruskin which has appeared since around 2000. Their 

argument began from their new interpretation of Thomas Carlyle's `dismal science', 

which I examine alongside their related arguments against Ruskin. 

This thesis concludes by assessing whether Ruskin's ideas were beneficial to 

the nineteenth century British economy, and whether they can be beneficial to the 

economy of the twenty-first century. 
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Introduction 

Chapter 1. Introduction 

1.1 From a celebrity to anonymity 

1.1.1 A nineteenth century celebrity 

A. N. Wilson, in The Victorians, described John Ruskin and Thomas Carlyle 

as the two "most widely read philosophers and thinkers" in the Victorian age (Wilson 

2003, p. 150), and stated that Ruskin was "the greatest art critic of the age (or any 

age)" (Wilson 2003, p. 164). Wilson added that Ruskin was a greater critic of society 

than Karl Marx. 

The condition of society, for all its prosperity and progressivism, filled 

many intelligent observers with disquiet. Karl Marx long exiled in 

London, foresaw the self-destruction of capitalism, which may yet come to 

pass. ... Annie Besant was at first a liberal radical, then a socialist, then a 
Theosophist. Her defection from radicalism distressed the secular 

campaigner Charles Bradlaugh who was repeatedly excluded from the 

Parliament to which he had been elected for refusing to swear an oath to a 
God in whom he did not believe. John Ruskin, perhaps a greater prophet 

than them all, tried to rescue England's soul from the assaults of 
industrialization, and fell prey to `the storm clouds of the 19`x' century' 
(Wilson 2003, pp. 402-403). 

John Ruskin was a greater critic than Karl Marx? It is highly likely that 

today's readers have difficulty in accepting Wilson's depiction. However, it seems 

that Ruskin was more influential than Marx in England in the nineteenth century- I 

Frank A. Fetter agreed with J. M. Robertson's judgement in Modern Humanists that 

"Ruskin as a social teacher, wields a more intense and impressive influence than any 

t Ruskin was widely read in England and the US in the nineteenth century. In contrast, Ruskin's 
influence in the European continent and Asia, except in France and Japan, has been confined only to a 
limited number of intellectuals. 
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of his contemporaries" (Fetter 1920, p. 478). Ruskin's great influence in 

contemporary Britain is also demonstrated by a survey. In February 1900, the 

Labour Party was formed. When the General Election was held in October the same 

year, Labour secured only 1.3% of the vote and 2 out of 670 seats. However, in the 

Election of 1906, the Party made impressive progress, securing 4.8% of the vote and 

29 seats (Boothroyd). After this election a journalist, W. T. Stead, conducted a 

survey to find out what kind of people these new Labour MPs were. He asked each 

Labour MP which books or authors had the most influence upon their beliefs about 

the world. No one mentioned Karl Marx. Instead, the person who ranked first was 

John Ruskin, followed by the Bible, Charles Dickens, Henry George, Thomas Carlyle, 

John Stuart Mill, Walter Scott, William Shakespeare and John Bunyan (Batchelor 

2001, p. ix). Wilson's portrayal of Ruskin was correct from the perspective of the 

late nineteenth to the early twentieth centuries in Britain. 

Ruskin's influence was not confined to Labour MPs: others who named him as 

an influence include Arnold Toynbee, John A. Hobson (Fetter 1920, p. 479), William 

Morris, Mahatma Gandhi, Leo Tolstoy, Marcel Proust, and Henry George (Batchelor 

2001, p. ix). 

William Morris first read Ruskin in his Oxford days and remained grateful to 

Ruskin even "to the end of his life". 

In his article of 1894, How I Became a Socialist, Morris recalled: "... how 

deadly dull the world would have been twenty years ago but for Ruskin! 

It was through him that I learnt to give form to my discontent, which I must 

say was not by any means vague" (Thompson 1977, pp. 32-3). 

Among Ruskin's works, the second and the third volumes of The 

Stones of Venice "gave Morris a theory of art and society which was to 

influence all his later thought" (Thompson 1977, p. 32). 
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"we manufacture everything... except men. " "... this part of his work, 
fairly began in `The Nature of Gothic'-which has had the most enduring 

and beneficial effect on his contemporaries, and will have through them on 

succeeding generations" so wrote Morris in 1892, when he printed this 

chapter, "The Nature of Gothic" separately at the Kelmscott Press. And he 

added: "To my mind ... in future days it will be considered as one of the 

very few necessary and inevitable utterances of the century" (Thompson 

1977, p. 35). 

Mahatma Gandhi first read Ruskin in 1903. A friend, Henry S. L. Polak gave 

him John Ruskin's Unto This Last to read during his train trip from Johannesburg to 

Durban (Fischer 1951, p. 82). He began reading it from the moment the train left the 

station and read it all through the night. Later in 1908, he translated the book into 

Gujarati (Fischer 1951, p. 96) and recommended it to his fellow Indians. In October 

1946, two years before his death, Gandhi confessed that Ruskin's Unto This Last 

"marked the turning point in my life. " He said that immediately after reading it, he 

decided "to change my life in accordance with the ideals of the book" (Fischer 1951, 

p. 84). 

John Ruskin's greatness was not confined to the role of an art critic and a 

social reformer. According to John A. Hobson, Ruskin was "first and above all else a 

Political Economist" (Hobson 1904, p. viii) who tried to place "Political Economy 

upon a sounder scientific and ethical foundation" (Hobson 1904, p. ix). 

In July 1888, F. J. Stimson published ̀ Ruskin as a Political Economist' in the 

Quarterly Journal of Economics. He contrasted Ruskin's qualitative, normative and 

whole-person oriented economics with the contemporary economists' quantitative, 

positive and economic man oriented one, which he identified as that of Ricardo. He 

3 
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anticipated that the methodology of Ruskin rather than that of Ricardo would 

influence economics in the future. 

though the future political economy may not build from him directly, yet it 

will be rather with Ruskin's earth than with Ricardo's straw that its bricks 

for building shall be made (Stimson 1888, p. 445) 

It turned out that Stimson's prediction was wrong: the economics of the 

twentieth century has built with `Ricardo's straw'. Yet, the very fact that Stimson's 

argument was published in the Quarterly Journal of Economics is evidence that 

Ruskin was not regarded as a negligible figure in the geography of nineteenth century 

economics. Frank Fetter reported that Ruskin's "influence was immediately great 

and has continually grown" (Fetter 1920, p. 478), which implies that Ruskin was still 

influential in 1920. According to A. N. Wilson, the meaning of labour argued in 

Ruskin's Unto This Last "enjoyed quasi-scriptural status in the old British Labour 

Party, pre 1980s" (Wilson 2002, p. 326). 

1.1.2 Disappearance of Ruskin's influence since the 1930s? 

Economists of the late nineteenth to early twentieth century regarded Ruskin 

as an important figure, though there seem to have been mixed responses according to 

their position on the ideological spectrum. 

Alfred Marshall regarded Ruskin's economics "as to the right aims of human 

endeavour and the right uses of wealth" as "splendid", though he added that Ruskin's 

criticism of contemporary economics was "based on the mistaken belief that science 

had no concern with any motive except the selfish desire for wealth, or even that it 

inculcated a policy of sordid selfishness" (Marshall 1920, p. 19). Marshall also 

thought that Ruskin's followers lacked a full understanding of Ruskin's genius. 

4 
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As the imitators of Michel Angelo copied only his faults, so Carlyle, 

Ruskin and Morris find to-day ready imitators, who lack their fine 

inspirations and intuitions (Marshall 1920, p. 643). 

Joseph A. Schumpeter argued that Ruskin was a genius as an art critic but was 

not so successful as an economist. Schumpeter said that it was important to 

recognize Ruskin's "contribution to a general sociology of art, his attempts to analyze 

the social conditions that produce, or are favourable to the production of, great works 

of art. " Schumpeter regarded Ruskin's "practical work in the interest of the welfare 

and civilization of the masses" as successful. When Ruskin's "criticism of the sins of 

capitalism" appeared in his economic writings from the 1860s, Ruskin became very 

"popular" with the general public "as well as economists of radical propensities". 

Schumpeter "sympathize[d]" with Ruskin's "evaluations" of the economy as did 

many others. However, Schumpeter thought that Ruskin's economics was based 

upon "half-understood observations and undigested pieces of reading" (Schumpeter 

1954, p. 411). 

Curiously, Ruskin has since become anonymous among economists. Mark 

Blaug in his Economic Theory in Retrospect mentions Ruskin only once in passing: 

English historicism was an indigenous growth, whose roots go back to 

Carlyle's and Ruskin's protests against the narrow scope of classical 

political economy (Blaug 1996, p. 283). 

What about radical economists? E. K. Hunt's History of Economic Thought: 

A Critical Perspective was one of the most widely read ̀ history of economic thought' 

textbooks among radical students in the 1980s. Hunt did not mention Ruskin even 

2 Schumpeter's point of view was the prevalent view of the time. John A. Hobson tried to correct this 
viewpoint in his John Ruskin: Social Reformer 
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once, in stark contrast to the attitude of the radical economists of earlier generations. 

It is no wonder that most economists today are not familiar with Ruskin. 

The situation outside economics is not so different. In 1983, P. D. Anthony 

said, "Ruskin has suffered lately from a superfluity of writers and a deficiency of 

readers". He then added that "Like the readership, the number of writers upon 

Ruskin has considerably diminished" (Anthony 1983, p. 1). 

As A. N. Wilson wrote in 2002, today's general readers are ignorant of John 

Ruskin as they are of Thomas Carlyle. 

Herbert Spencer is all but unread. With the demise of European 

communism, it seems to many-especially to the majority who have not read 

much Marx- as if The Communist Manifesto and Das Kapital are dead. 

Freud, in many schools of psychology, is discredited. Hegel is of more 
interest to historians of philosophy than as a living inspiration to many of 

our contemporary philosophers. Carlyle and Ruskin are unknown to 

general readers; Mill is read selectively by students, but is no household 

name. But neo-Darwinians- Richard Dawkins, Daniel C. Dennett and the 

rest- can still write bestsellers. (Wilson 2002, p. 231) 

Why did Ruskin become an anonymous figure even among radical 

economists? I agree with P. D. Anthony's explanation that Marxism replaced 

Ruskin's economics as an alternative to the mainstream, though communism later 

went out of fashion. 

One particular reason for the current decline in the fortunes of the social 
Ruskin is that, paradoxically, while communism is no longer fashionable, 

Marxism has come to be almost synonymous with a radical criticism of 

capitalism; it has come to be believed that any consistent attack upon it 

must be launched from a Marxist base (Anthony 1983, p. 2) 

When did the decline of Ruskin's influence begin? Not immediately after the 

Russian Revolution of 1917, since Ruskin's "social criticism began to be taken 
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seriously" again as social reform became fashionable after the Revolution (Anthony 

1983, p. 2). 

Since Frank Fetter reported an increasing influence of Ruskin in 1920, it 

seems that Ruskin's influence disappeared in about the 1930s, which was also when 

the American Institutionalism of Thorstein Veblen, John Commons and Wesley 

Mitchell declined (Hodgson 1998, p. 166). 

1.1.3 Modest revival of interest in recent years 

John Ruskin is still largely unknown to most economists. Yet, recently, there 

seems to be a revival of interest in him, albeit often from a negative angle. Kenneth 

Arrow accused Ruskin of being "against the market" (Arrow 1997, p. 757). William 

Oliver Coleman identified Ruskin as one of enemies of economics who "hurled the 

most terrific invective at economists" (Coleman 2002, p. 5). David Levy and Sandra 

Peart attacked Ruskin on several counts, to be dealt with in the fourth chapter of this 

thesis. A few recent writers, however, are positive about Ruskin. Mark A. Lutz and 

Kenneth Lux identified Ruskin's "foremost" place in the "history of economics 

viewed from a humanistic perspective" (Mark A. Lutz and Kenneth Lux 1979, p. 38). 

Willie Henderson argued that Ruskin was not an isolated heretic. He showed the 

influence of Xenophon and Plato on Ruskin, and Ruskin's influence on William 

Smart, John Bates Clark and Alfred Marshall. 

Why was Ruskin popular in the late nineteenth century? Why did he lose his 

influence in the twenties century? Why does there seem to be a revival of interest in 

his economics in recent years? Answering these questions requires an understanding 

of his economics and its relevance to today's economy and economics. 
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1.1.4 Literature Review 

John Ruskin was a prolific writer and began his career as an art critic with the 

publication of the first volume of Modern Painters (subtitled: their superiority in the 

art of landscape painting to all the ancient masters proved by examples of the true, 

the beautiful, and the intellectual, from the works of modern artists, especially those 

ofJ. M. W. Turner) in 1843. The second (1846), the third (1856), the fourth (1856) 

and the fifth (1860) volumes followed. He published The Seven Lamps of 

Architecture in 1849 in which seven lamps signified the spirits of sacrifice, truth, 

power, memory, beauty, obedience and life. He also published three volumes of The 

Stones of Venice: the first (The Foundations) in 1851, both the second (The Sea 

Stories) and the third (The Fall) in 1853. 

His early works on art and architectural criticism already contain his 

philosophical view of the world, which he developed in his later writings in 

economics. The best-known example is his criticism of the division of labour in 

modem workplaces in the chapter on The Nature of Gothic in the second volume of 

The Stones of Venice. 

Three of John Ruskin's works directly present his economic thought. The 

first is The Political Economy ofArt, which appeared in 1857, and was republished 

later with a new title, A Joy For Ever in 1880. The second is Unto This Last: Four 

Essays On The First Principles Of Political Economy, which first appeared in the 

Cornhill Magazine monthly from August to November 1860, and also in Harper's 

New Monthly Magazine in New York each month from September to December the 

same year. It was published in a book form in London in 1862.3 Finally, the Essays 

on Political Economy, which appeared in Fraser's Magazine quarterly from June to 

3 E. T. Cook's Bibliographical Note of John Ruskin (1862, p. 5) 
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December 1862 and April 1863, were later republished in book form in 1872 with the 

title, Munera Pulveris: Six Essays On The Elements Of Political Economy. 4 

Ruskin's economic thought is also scattered across other works not wholly 

devoted to economics, including Sesame and Lilies: Two Lectures Delivered At 

Manchester In 1864 (1865), The Crown of Wild Olives (1866), Time and Tide by 

Weare and Tyne: Twenty-Five Letters To A Working Man of Sunderland On The Laws 

of Work (1867) and Fors Clavigera: Letters To The Workmen And Labourers Of 

Great Britain (1871-1884). 

There are numerous biographies of Ruskin from W. G. Collingwood's The 

Life and Work of John Ruskin in 1893 to Tim Hilton's John Ruskin in 2002. 

John Hobson's John Ruskin: Social Reformer (1898) is the classic book on 

Ruskin's economics. Hobson recognized that "the thinking world" regarded Ruskin 

as "a valuable art-critic and a brilliant litterateur" though they falsely thought that 

Ruskin "has no claim to serious consideration as an economist and a thinker upon 

social reform" (Hobson 1904, p. vii). Against this prejudice, he intended to establish 

Ruskin as an economist through his book. 

My design is to render some assistance to those who are disposed to admit 

the validity of the claim 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 current economic 
theory and practice, and to the schemes of social and industrial 

reconstruction which he has advocated with zeal and persistency for over 

thirty years (Hobson 1904, p. viii). 

Patrick Geddes had gone further in his John Ruskin: Economist (1884) 

claiming that Ruskin excelled any other economist in his clear vision. 

' E. T. Cook's Bibliographical Note of John Ruskin (1863, p. 119) 
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[Ruskin's] chief services then are constructive. Exceeding all other 

economists in clear vision of physical realities, in insight and criticism of 

the quality of production and of life, he is more than any other writer the 

legitimate continuator of the Physiocratic school ... ; while his statement of 
the aims of practical economics in terms of quality of life, ... and his clear 

enunciation of the essential unity of economics and morals ... will remain 

especially and permanently classic (Geddes 1884, p. 42). 

However, for most of the twentieth century, little has been written on Ruskin's 

economics. The exceptions are James Clark Sherburne's John Ruskin or the 

Ambiguities ofAbundance (1972), P. D. Anthony's John Ruskin's Labour: A Study of 

Ruskin's Social Theory (1983) and Willie Henderson's John Ruskin's Political 

Economy (2000). Sherburne placed Ruskin in the tradition of Romanticism and tried 

to discover the roots of Ruskin's social criticism. He also explained Ruskin's 

economic theories as well as his ideas on exploitation, war, imperialism, the welfare 

state, social reform and the quality of life in the society of abundance. Anthony 

outlined Ruskin's criticism of contemporary economics, his view on the division of 

society, education, work and revolution. Henderson tried to reposition Ruskin by 

moving him from the margin to the centre of the history of economic thought by 

showing his connection with Xenophon, Plato, John Stuart Mill, William Smart, John 

Bates Clark and Alfred Marshall. 

In addition, several economists have quoted Ruskin's economics in passing. 

John Elliot Cairnes in The Character and Logical Method of Political Economy 

compared inductive and deductive method and claimed that "the proper antithesis to 

induction ... would be, not deduction, but rather that method of speculation which is 
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known as the ̀ metaphysical"'. According to Cairnes, Ruskin was exceptional among 

"all writers of any mark" in using the ̀ metaphysical' method in his economics. 5 

Herbert Spencer in The Man Versus The State, with Six Essays on Government, 

Society, and Freedom (1884) observed that Ruskin and William Morris were 

"regarded as true prophets" by the working class. Ludvig von Mises in Socialism: An 

Economic and Sociological Analysis (1922) claimed that those who read Carlyle and 

Ruskin in their youth became the Bolshevists. He also charged Ruskin, Sismondi, 

Georges Sorel, Carlyle and Houston Stewart Chamberlain with having influenced the 

Nazis. In his Human Action: A Treatise on Economics (1949), Mises argued that 

Ruskin, Carlyle, Nietzsche, Georges Sorel and Spengler "were harbingers of the ideas 

which Lenin and Stalin, Hitler and Mussolini put into effect". 

William Smart, in his translator's note on Eugen v. Böhm-Bawerk's Capital 

and Interest: A Critical History of Economic Theory commented positively on 

Ruskin's criticism of the concept of wealth. 

There is, indeed, reason for Mr. Ruskin's sarcasm that our most famous 

treatise on Wealth does not even define the meaning of the word "wealth" 6 

Few papers have been written focusing on Ruskin's economics. In 1888, F. J. 

Stimson wrote `Ruskin as a Political Economist' in The Quarterly Journal of 

Economics. It contained a sympathetic but succinct overview of Ruskin's economics. 

A decade later in 1898, Charles S. Devas tried to distinguish the merits and demerits 

of Ruskin's economics in The Economic Journal. His argument was that unless 

Ruskin's merits were accepted, socialism would destroy society. Frank A. Fetter put 

Ruskin alongside Carlyle and Emerson as "a great triumvirate of moral protest against 

the price economics" in The American Economic Review in 1920. In 1958, Asa 

s In Lecture 3 Of the Logical Method of Political Economy of John Elliot Carines (1875) 
6 William Smart's note 60 in Eugen v. Böhm-Bawerk (1890) 
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Briggs in his review article on J. T. Fain's Ruskin and the Economists in The 

Economic Journal summarized the "three most interesting elements in Ruskin's 

constructive economics": Ruskin's "emphasis on consumption... , his analysis of 

social costs (particularly human costs) and his sharp distrust of the economic division 

of labour" (Brigs 1958, p. 391). 

Kenneth Arrow (1997) commented negatively about Ruskin's economics in 

passing in his `Invaluable Goods' in the Journal of Economic Literature. George A. 

Petrochilos (2002) in `Kalokagathia: The Ethical Basis of Hellenic Political Economy 

and Its Influence from Plato to Ruskin and Sen' in the History of Political Economy 

claimed that Ruskin's framework in economics reflected "a Platonic idea found in the 

Republic and the Laws" (Petrochilos 2002, p. 619). 

William Oliver Coleman (2002) described Ruskin as one of the enemies of 

economics in his Economics and Its Enemies: Two Centuries ofAnti-Economics. 

A. M. C. Waterman (2003) in his `Romantic Political Economy: Donald Winch and 

David Levy on Victorian Literature and Economics' in the Journal of the History of 

Economic Thought in 2003 classified Ruskin's economics as `Romantic Economics'. 

Donald Winch's `Thinking Green, Nineteenth-Century Style: John Stuart Mill and 

John Ruskin' (2004) presented a balanced view of the merits and demerits of Ruskin's 

economics. Recently David Levy and Sandra Peart have criticized Ruskin 

destructively in papers and books which will be examined closely in chapter 4 of this 

thesis. 
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1.1.5 The scope of this thesis 

In the rest of this chapter, Ruskin's life will be briefly sketched. It will also 

be noted that Ruskin's economics is primarily normative. This thesis's constructive 

approach to Ruskin's economics will also be explained. 

The second chapter will consider how material prosperity can be achieved. 

This is related to the economic system or the issue of how the ideal economy should 

be organized. Adam Smith's invisible hand and the visible hand of the State are 

usually thought of as possible alternatives. I will argue that there is a more viable 

alternative, what I will call John Ruskin's `invisible hand' where altruism rather than 

selfishness is the prime mover of a well-functioning economy. 

The third chapter will consider what kind of economy is worth pursuing. 

While Ruskin proposed ways to achieve material prosperity, his emphasis was rather 

on the enhancement of the quality of life of the human being. What he has to say 

about human beings is directed to the whole person rather than to `economic man'. 

His claim that human beings should be at the centre of economics will be examined. 

Persistent hostility towards Ruskin's economics seems to have discouraged the 

economists of today from studying Ruskin. Therefore, the fourth chapter will assess 

David Levy and Sandra Peart's criticism of Ruskin. The Levy-Peart criticism of 

Ruskin has appeared in books and papers since around 2000 and seems to be the most 

formidable critique of recent years. Their argument began from their new 

interpretation of Thomas Carlyle's `dismal science', which will also be examined. 

The related arguments against Ruskin will be closely examined 

Finally, in the conclusion, I will assess whether Ruskin's ideas were beneficial 

to the nineteenth British economy, and whether they can be beneficial to the economy 

of the twenty-first century. 
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1.2. A brief sketch of John Ruskin's life & thought 

1.2.1 A merchant father and an evangelical mother 

John Ruskin (1819-1900) was born on February 8`h 1819 at 54 Hunter Street, 

London, as the only child of Margaret (1781-1871) and John James Ruskin (1785- 

1864). His forefathers had been yeoman of Cheshunt in Hertford shire. His 

grandfather, John Thomas Ruskin (1761-1817) began his apprenticeship in a wine- 

trading company, and then became a grocer in Edinburgh as a Scottish agent for a 

London grocer, T. I. Moore. John Ruskin's father John James Ruskin worked hard in 

his youth and became a successful sherry trader when his `Ruskin, Telford & 

Domecq' company took advantage of the boom of the post-Napoleon War. John 

Ruskin, in his later days, was openly proud of his father's successful accumulation of 

wealth by honest and diligent work. So, any suspicion that Ruskin was against 

merchants as a class is not correct. John James Ruskin was an avid reader and read 

Shakespeare, Pope, Herbert Spencer, Lord Byron, Walter Scott, Goldsmith, Addison 

and Johnson aloud to his son. He was also a passionate collector of art works. It is 

likely that John Ruskin idealized his father for his enjoyment of high culture while he 

was also a self-made successful merchant. On the other hand, he had occasional 

opportunities to listen to the conversation of his father with other merchants during 

dinner and developed contempt for the vulgar nature of the usual talk of merchants. 

Margaret was a devout evangelical, who dreamt of her son being a bishop someday. 

She forced Ruskin to read the Bible every day and recite it from Genesis to the 

Apocalypse once a year. Ruskin later developed a style reminiscent of evangelical 

rhetoric in his lectures and writings. 
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1.2.2 Love of nature, art, architecture, mineralogy and geology 

In 1822, Ruskin's family moved to Herne Hill, just south of London. Two 

years later they travelled to Paris, Brussels, Bruges, Ghent and the field of Waterloo. 

Thereafter, his family travelled either within the British Isles or on the continent 

almost every year. When he was seven years old, he began writing a poem. From 

1831, he took drawing lessons and also became interested in mineralogy. He 

attended a school conducted by the Reverend Thomas Dale. Something important 

happened in 1832. His father's partner, Henry Telford gave Ruskin as a gift Samuel 

Roger's Italy, illustrated by Joseph Mallord William Turner (1775-1851). This book 

inspired Ruskin and he wrote that it "determined the main tenor of my life" (Bradley 

1971). His travel to the Alps in the following year also inspired Ruskin to admire the 

beauty of nature. In 1836, he wrote a reply to Blackwood's criticism of Turner which 

later developed into Modern Painters. In October the same year, he enrolled at 

Christ Church, Oxford University as a gentleman-commoner. 

In 1837, he began to publish monthly instalments of `The Poetry of 

Architecture' in The Architectural Magazine until December 1838. The subtitle of 

`The Poetry of Architecture' was ̀ the architecture of the nations of Europe considered 

in its association with natural scenery and national character'. In 1839, after two 

previous unsuccessful attempts, he won the Newdigate Prize for poetry with his 

`Salsette and Elephanta'. Upon his twenty-first birthday, in 1840, he began to 

receive £200 per annum and also received a gift of Turner's `Winchelsea'. In the 

same year, he became a fellow of the Geological Society and became acquainted with 

Turner. However, because of suspected consumption (tuberculosis), he had to leave 

Oxford, postponing his degree, and travelled to cure his illness, from September until 

June 1841. In 1841, he wrote The King of the Golden River for Euphemia Chalmers 
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Gray, whom he married later. The next year he was able to take his finals and 

received his degree at Oxford. 

1.2.3 Early years as an art critic 

His career as an art critic began in 1843 when he published the first volume of 

Modern Painters, an enquiry in Ruskin's words, "into the various success with which 

different artists had represented the facts of Nature. " In the same year, Thomas 

Carlyle's Past and Present was published, which Ruskin read with enthusiasm. In 

1846, the second volume of Modern Painters was published. In this volume, he 

distinguished between "sensitive and skilful reflectors" and "great inventive landscape 

painters". The former are those who execute only literal representations of cathedrals, 

abbeys and similar scenes while the latter are those who convey a higher and more 

profound vision. This was what Turner was according to Ruskin. 

the aim of the great inventive landscape painter must be to give the far 

higher and deeper truth of mental vision, rather than that of the physical 
facts (Ruskin 1846, pp. 35-36) 

Ruskin denied that impressions of beauty are sensual and maintains that they 

are moral. 

For, as it is necessary to the existence of an idea of beauty, that the sensual 

pleasure which may be its basis should be accompanied first with joy, then 

with love of the object then with the perception of kindness in a superior 
intelligence, finally, with thankfulness and veneration towards that 
intelligence itself (Ruskin (1846) quoted in Bradley (1971)) 

Ruskin married Euphemia Gray at Bowerswell, Perth on April 10 in 1848, the 

same day of the Chartist uprising in London. Unfortunately it was an unhappy 

marriage and did not last long. Ruskin was a supporter of the Pre-Raphaelitists and 
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in 1853, he took a summer holiday in Scotland with his wife, John Everett Millais, a 

Pre-Raphaelite painter, and Millais's brother. His wife ran away with Millais and 

Ruskin's marriage was annulled in the next year. His ex-wife married Millais in 

1855. 

In 1849, Ruskin published The Seven Lamps ofArchitecture. From 

November 1849 until March 1850, he worked on The Stones of Venice, producing the 

first volume in 1850. The second and third volumes of The Stones of Venice were 

published in 1853. 

In this year, Ruskin began to teach classes at the Working Men's College 

founded by Reverend F. D. Maurice. This college aimed to better the lives of the 

working class by enlarging their mental and spiritual horizons and developing their 

perceptions. Ruskin had a close association with the college until 1858 and 

intermittently thereafter. Based upon his teaching experiences, Ruskin published The 

Elements of Drawing in 1857 and The Elements of Perspective in 1859. The third 

and fourth volumes of Modern Painters were published in 1856 and the fifth volume 

in 1860. 

1.2.4 Later years as a social reformer and economist 

In the mid-1850s, Ruskin started to produce works about social issues and 

political economy: The Political Economy of Art (1857), the four essays comprising 

Unto this Last (1860) in the Cornhill Magazine and Essays on Political Economy 

(1862-1863) in Fraser's Magazine 

Works addressing social issues followed. In 1865, he published Sesame and 

Lilies, based on his lecture, ̀ Of Kings' Treasuries' given in aid of a library fund, 
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followed by The Crown of Wild Olive (1866), four lectures on work, traffic7, war and 

the future of England, and Time and Tide (1867) including his suggestions for social 

amelioration. 

In 1870, Ruskin became Slade Professor of Fine Art at Oxford. Next year, he 

began writing Fors Clavigera: Letters to the Workmen and Labourers of Great 

Britain. This publication was in the form of letters distributed monthly from January 

1871 to March 1878. Nine more letters were added between 1880 and 1884. A point 

of caution regarding the subtitle of this book: when Ruskin said that he was writing 

letters to the workmen and labourers, he did not mean to limit his readership to the 

proletariat. By "labourers" he meant manual workers, but his "workmen" were 

mental workers, which would include most of the upper and middle classes, so his 

letters were intended to be read by all those who earn their living by working, 

regardless of socio-economic class. 8 

By workmen, I mean people who must use their heads as well as 
their hands for what they do; by labourers those who use their hands 

only (Ruskin 1871, p. 187) 

In Letter 78 (June 1877) of Fors Clavigera Ruskin criticised Whistler's 

painting. It led to a libel suit, which Ruskin lost. After this case, in 1879, Ruskin 

resigned his Slade Professorship at Oxford. However in 1883, Ruskin was re-elected 

to the Slade professorship and delivered lectures at Oxford again. In 1885, he began 

his last work, Praeterita, his autobiography, which ran intermittently in parts until 

July 1889. In his later years, he struggled with mental illness. He died on 20th 

January 1900 and was buried in Coniston Church yard. 

7 Meaning trade, not congestion caused by road vehicles. 
8 In fact, readers of Ruskin were mostly from the well educated middle class 
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1.3 Preliminary notes on Ruskin's economics 

1.3.1 Economics as a normative as well as a positive science 

Before examining Ruskin's economics, there are things that need to be 

addressed. Ruskin thought that economics should not only be founded on the 

sciences but should also direct the arts. 

Political economy is neither an art nor a science, but a system of conduct 

and legislature, founded on the sciences, directing the arts, and 
impossible, except under certain conditions of moral culture (Ruskin 

1862, p. 197) 

This statement may confuse today's readers. The argument that economics 

should be based upon science is understandable. But what did he mean by saying 

that it should direct the arts? The trouble is that there is a difference in the meaning 

of the word art, between the nineteenth century and today. Unfortunately, Ruskin did 

not explicitly define what `the arts' are. However, John Stuart Mill in On the 

Definition of Political Economy and on the Method of Investigation Proper to It, 

distinguished science from art, a clue to the meaning of the words in the mid 

nineteenth century. 

science and art ... differ from one another as the understanding differs 

from the will, or as the indicative mood in grammar differs from the 

imperative. The one deals in facts, the other in precepts. Science is a 

collection of truths; art a body of rules, or directions for conduct. The 

language of science is, This is, or, This is not; This does, or does not, 
happen. The language of art is, Do this; Avoid that. Science takes 

cognizance of a phenomenon, and endeavours to discover its law; art 

proposes to itself an end, and looks out for means to effect it (Mill 

1836, p. 124). 
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Art here is not identified, as it is today with music, fine art and the like, but 

with practical skill. So what was at issue in Ruskin and Mill in today's terminology 

was whether economics should be a positive or a normative science. 

Mill shared Ruskin's view that scientific findings would be useless unless 

they provide sound policy recommendations. On the other hand, moral instruction 

without a scientific foundation would also be empty. 

unless [Political Economy] be altogether a useless science, practical 

rules must be capable of being founded upon it ... An art would not be 

an art, unless it were founded upon a scientific knowledge of the 

properties of the subject-matter: without this, it would not be 

philosophy, but empiricism (Mill 1836, p. 124). 

However, Mill argued that the role of the economist is limited to providing 

scientific facts. Unlike Ruskin, Mill claimed that recommending policies to achieve 

social aims is outside the boundary of economics. 

If... Political Economy be a science, it cannot be a collection of 

practical rules ... Rules ... for making a nation increase in wealth, are 

not a science, but they are the results of science. Political Economy 

does not of itself instruct how to make a nation rich; but whoever 

would be qualified to judge of the means of making a nation rich, must 
first be a political economist (Mill 1836, p. 124). 

Mill claimed in 1836 that economics should be a positive science. Ruskin 

responded in 1862 that economics should be normative as well as positive. 

1.3.2 The need for a constructive reading 

Even for those who regard Ruskin highly, drawing any productive lesson from 

Ruskin's economics has been a challenging task. This is because Ruskin "had never 
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written a systematic treatise, hardly even a synopsis, of his views" (Stimson 1888, p. 

414). Even worse, 

Ruskin is always wandering and digressive, imaginative, and capricious 
in style and thought. He is generally egotistical, sometimes ill-tempered, 

occasionally even childish and absurd. Many of his earlier sentences 

were penned in prejudice and ignorance; some of his last, in senile 

irritation at the world in which he writes (Stimson 1888, p. 414). 

Many recognize Ruskin's genius, but everyone agrees that Ruskin had 

problems with the consistency and style of his writings. So Charles S. Devas adopted 

a strategy of distinguishing the positive side of Ruskin or the "corn of Ruskin", as he 

called it, from the negative side or the "tares of Ruskin". Devas' argument was that 

in spite of Ruskin's weaknesses, it is worth considering the ̀ corn' of Ruskin because: 

we must artistically decorate our shop front without, and keep a well- 

assorted stock of Ruskinian goods within. Else we may find our 

customers leaving us for the socialistic store, and ourselves on the way to 

the bankruptcy court (Devas 1898, p. 36). 

What is the right way to assess Ruskin's economics? Considering the 

prevalence of hostile views of Ruskin, I think throwing light upon the ̀ corn of 

Ruskin' rather than the ̀ tares' will help to restore the balance in the assessment of his 

work. I will gather ideas which are scattered over his works and try to draw a 

coherent meaning from them. I will call this a ̀ constructive reading'; as it is only 

through such a reading that any meaningful insight can be drawn. As F. J. Stimson 

wrote more than a hundred years ago: 

having said all this once, his critic should forever and finally dismiss it 

from the question (Stimson 1888, pp. 414-415) 
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Chapter 2. John Ruskin's `invisible hand'? 

2.1 Introduction 

Not everybody takes Adam Smith's `invisible hand' seriously. Recently, 

Emma Rothschild considered it as a joke, "a sort of trinket" predicting that the phrase 

would "loom much less large" in the twenty-first century (Rothschild 1994, pp. 321- 

322). To take another example, William D. Grampp categorized interpretations of 

Smith's `invisible hand' into ten varieties' and argued that "the invisible hand is more 

interesting than it is important" (Grampp 2001, p. 442): according to him, it had 

attracted more attention than it deserved. 

However, economists of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries would rarely 

deny N. Gregory Mankiw's statement that Smith's `invisible hand' was "the most 

famous observation in all of economics" (Mankiw 2001, p. 9). Many still regard it as 

important. Paul A. Samuelson's Economics used to be one of the best selling 

introductory textbooks. In Part One, Basic Concepts, Samuelson and his co-author, 

Nordhaus state that there are three fundamental problems of the organization of the 

economy in every human society: "what commodities are produced, how these goods 

are made, and for whom they are produced" (Samuelson and Nordhaus 2001, p. 7)3. 

They distinguish two fundamental ways of organizing an economy: a market 

economy like that of the US and a command economy like that of the USSR in the 

The ten categories Grampp made were (a) the force that makes the interest of one the interest of 
others (b) the price mechanism (c) a figure for the idea of unintended consequences (d) competition (e) 
the mutual advantage in exchange (f) a joke (g) an evolutionary process (h) providence (i) The force 
that restrains the export of capital (j) a force that increases military power. 
2 Since its first publication in 1948, its seventeenth edition came out in 2001, which shows its persisting 
copularity among students. 

Samuelson's three fundamental problems seem to be accepted widely. David Begg, Stanley Fischer 
and Rudiger Dombusch's Economics (2000, p. 3), the best selling introductory economics textbook in 
Europe, defines economics as "the study of how society decides what, how and for whom to produce", 
which follows exactly what Samuelson said. 
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twentieth century (Samuelson and Nordhaus 2001, p. 8). They then state that "the 

order contained in a market economy was first recognized by Adam Smith" citing the 

`invisible hand' in the Wealth of the Nations (Samuelson and Nordhaus 2001, p. 30). 

To take another example, N. Gregory Mankiw's Principles of Economics 

seems to be one of the most popular textbooks. Mankiw contrasts the collapse of the 

socialist regimes in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe in the early 1990s with the 

success of the market economy: markets guided by "prices and self-interest ... 
have 

proven remarkably successful in organizing economic activity in a way that promotes 

overall economic well-being" (Mankiw 2001, p. 9). Mankiw emphasizes that 

trusting in the presence of altruism in the society is not at all necessary in the market 

economy. Instead, he presents Smith's `invisible hand' as the cause of success. 

Why do decentralized market economies work so well? Is it because 

people can be counted on to treat one another with love and kindness? 

Not at all. Here is Adam Smith's description of how people interact in a 

market economy. [Then he quotes Adam Smith's passage where the 

phrase ̀ invisible hand' appeared] (Mankiw 2001, p. 10) 

The situation in the nineteenth century was different. As Emma Rothschild 

said, "commentators on [Smith's] work ... mentioned it only infrequently prior to the 

20th century" (Rothschild 1994, p. 319). Even when the whole sentence containing 

the phrase was quoted, the exact phrase ̀ invisible hand' did not stand out. It is no 

wonder that John Ruskin did not use the exact phrase. Yet he seems to have been 

one of the first who identified what is usually called the ̀ invisible hand' as the central 

tenet of contemporary economics. He criticized it and presented what I shall argue is 

his version of the invisible hand as an alternative. 

23 



John Ruskin's `invisible hand'? 

This chapter examines the invisible hand proposed by John Ruskin. Adam 

Smith's invisible hand will also be reviewed. A way to reconcile both invisible 

hands, that of Adam Smith and that of John Ruskin, will be proposed. 

2.2 John Ruskin's invisible hand 

2.2.1 Ruskin's statement of his version of the `invisible hand' 

On April 21,1864, Ruskin delivered a lecture at the new Exchange at 

Bradford. He talked about the issue of inequality of wealth and criticized 

contemporary economics' emphasis on the accumulation of wealth. He saw the 

problem in the fact that only few people had amassed wealth. 

It is very pretty indeed, seen from above; not at all so pretty, seen from 

below. For, observe, while to one family this deity is indeed the 

Goddess of Getting-on, to a thousand families she is the Goddess of not 
Getting-on (Ruskin 1866a, p. 453). 

He anticipated three justifications from the rich. First of all, the rich may say 

that even the poor had a chance to be rich. 

`Nay', you say, ̀ they have all their chance' (Ruskin 1866a, p. 453). 

Here Ruskin was considering whether provision of an equal opportunity 

justifies inequalities of wealth. He did not think it fair if, as in a lottery, only few 

could become rich. He did not give any further explanation of his reasoning though 

in his Unto This Last, he criticized the zero-sum economy where someone's being 

richer make others poorer (Ruskin 1862, p. 46). 

Secondly, the rich may say that they had become rich neither by blind luck nor 

by the use of violence but by using their "skill and intelligence". Ruskin was 

considering whether meritocracy justifies inequality of wealth. He thought that being 

24 



John Ruskin's `invisible hand'? 

rich using the "power of brains instead of fist" was not enough to provide a full 

justification of the severe inequality of wealth either. His argument was that taking 

advantage "of a man's foolishness" could not be justified, as taking advantage "of a 

child's or a woman's weakness" [sic] would naturally not be. 

Thirdly, the rich may say, "work must be done, and some one must be at the 

top, some one at the bottom. " Ruskin was considering whether hierarchy in the 

organization of work justifies inequalities of wealth. He agreed that production of 

goods needed to be done and capitalists could have assumed the role of "captains or 

governors of work. " Yet, he wanted to make a distinction between "being captains or 

governors of work and taking the profit of it. " His argument was that if capitalists 

wish to be true and real captains of work, "governing loyal labourers", they should 

take only a small portion, rather than the lion's share, out of the whole produce for 

themselves (Ruskin 1866a, p. 454). 

Unfortunately, Ruskin acknowledged that he had no means to enforce his 

vision. According to him, only capitalists have the capability and willpower to 

correct the misery caused by the inequality of wealth. This is in contrast to John 

Stuart Mill's claim that enlightenment of the working class is the necessary condition 

for the improvement of their lives, about which Mill was pessimistic. It is also in 

contrast to Karl Marx's claim that revolution is the only viable way to improve the 

living conditions of the working class. Ruskin expressed his trust in the benevolence 

and good will of the capitalists in their dealing with employees. 

I know... that you wish your workmen well; that you do much for them, 

and that you desire to do more for them, if you saw your way to such 
benevolence safely (Ruskin 1866a, p. 455). 

Why then was there the misery of the poor? Ruskin's argument was that 

innocent capitalists tried to do their best as captains of work in their dealings with the 
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labourers. Yet, they did not know what was the right way. But economists advised 

capitalists that pursuing their own self-interest blindly would have good consequences 

for all in the end. So capitalists followed this recommendation, which was the very 

source of misery. 

I know that even all this wrong and misery are brought about by a warped 

sense of duty, each of you striving to do his best; but unhappily, not 
knowing for whom this best should be done. And all our hearts have been 

betrayed by the plausible impiety of the modem economist, telling us that, 

"To do the best for ourselves, is finally to do the best for others" (Ruskin 

1866a, pp. 455-456). 

The last line quoted must point to Adam Smith's `invisible hand'. 

Ruskin's criticism of Adam Smith's `invisible'hand' had emerged well before 

this lecture. His Unto This Last, which appeared in the Cornhill Magazine in 1860 

began by arguing that the claim of contemporary economists that selfish individual 

action in the absence of altruism unintentionally led to socially beneficial outcomes 

was wrong. Without saying so, he was pointing to Adam Smith's invisible hand. 

More accurately, Smith's invisible hand, if not by that name, had become embedded 

in nineteenth century economics to such an extend that it was not necessarily 

identified as particularly Smith's. It is highly likely that Ruskin perceived the 

invisible hand as the most important tenet of contemporary economics. 

Among the delusions... perhaps the most curious-certainly the least 

creditable-is the modern soi-disant science of political economy, based on 

the idea that an advantageous code of social action may be determined 

irrespectively of the influence of social affection (Ruskin 1862, p. 25). 

He contrasted "social affection" with "avarice and the desire of progress" 

(Ruskin 1862, p. 25). In modem terms, these may be equated respectively to altruism 
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and selfishness. Ruskin's claim was that individual selfishness without altruism 

could not lead to socially beneficial outcomes. He recommended "persons interested 

in social questions" to read Charles Dickens's Hard Times. It may be that Ruskin 

drew inspiration from the novel, which was published in 1854. Hard Times contrasts 

the destructive effect of self-interest with the beneficial effect of love. 

`It theemth to prethent two thingth to a perthon, don't it, Thquire? ' said Mr 

Sleary, musing as he looked down into the depths of his brandy and water: 
`one, that there ith a love in the world, not all Tbelf-interetht after all, but 

thomething very different; t'other, that it hath a way of ith own of 

calculating or not calculating, which thomehow or another ith at leatht ath 
hard to give a name to, ath the wayth of the dogth ith! ' (Dickens 1854, p. 
282)4 

Ruskin may have translated Dickens' love into social affections in his Unto 

this Last. 

In the lecture of 1864, Ruskin provided an alternative to Adam Smith's 

invisible hand, which I will argue is Ruskin's statement of his alternative ̀ invisible 

hand'. 

to do the best for others, is finally to do the best for ourselves (Ruskin 

1866a, p. 456). 

What did he mean? Suppose people try to maximize their own self-interest 

only, then they would not only ruin the well-being of the society overall but also 

would be unsuccessful in satisfying their selfish desire. On the contrary, suppose 

Mr. Sleary lisps. 
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people try hard to maximize the well-being of the whole society, both their own well- 

being and that of the society overall would be enhanced. 5 

If only their common love and virtue increased, all these things would be 

increased together with them; but to set their esteem and ardent pursuit 

upon material possession would be to lose that first, and their virtue and 

affection together with it (Ruskin 1866a, p. 457). 

2.2.2 Another kind of `invisible hand' 

Can Ruskin's idea be seen as a statement of an ̀ invisible hand'? The 

twentieth century, where capitalism and socialism competed, was an anomaly in the 

long years of human history. For three quarter of a century, 6 Adam Smith's invisible 

hand ruled one side, while the visible hand of the State ruled the other side. People 

sided either with the selfish individual or with the Government as the prime mover of 

the economy, though most preferred some form of mix between the two. 

What is the invisible hand? Karen I. Vaughn defined it as a principle that "a 

beneficial social order emerged as the unintended consequences of individual human 

actions" (Vaughn 1987, p. 997). What is the visible hand, then? It can be defined as 

a principle that a beneficial social order would be established as the intended or 

planned consequences of the actions of the State. Provided these definitions are 

acceptable, then Adam Smith's invisible hand and the visible hand of the State do not 

exhaust all the alternatives for the economic system. People are not wholly self- 

interested: each person has altruistic elements to their motivation as well. If Ruskin 

had a belief that individual action based on social affection had unintended beneficial 

s Ruskin's argument depends on how people react to altruistic action of others. Though Ruskin 
emphasized the brighter side of human nature, he did not naively believe that every body would behave 
altruistically whatever the circumstances were. However, he believed that altruistic action of a party 
could induce altruistic reaction of the other party, which may have beneficial effects for both. 
6 From 1917 to 1991: quite a short period 
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consequences to his own self-interest also, there is no reason why it cannot be called 

Ruskin's invisible hand. 

What is the rationale behind Ruskin's view? Two things may be said as 

philosophical background of Ruskin's reasoning: the laws of Providence and the 

practical difficulty of realizing self-interest, as intended, in reality. Both are 

explained in the next two sections. 

2.2.3 Philosophical Background 1: Laws of Providence 

Ruskin had a belief that the world was under the ̀ laws of Providence. '? 

Provided God is benevolent and caring for human beings, God will not desert people 

and allow them to suffer from misery. Scarcity cannot be an inescapable destiny: it is 

only the result of ill management of the economy by human beings. If only people 

organize the economy well, then it will be possible to enjoy an abundance of wealth. 

In a well functioning economy, everyone would enjoy necessities, conveniences, 

luxuries and even a considerable amount of leisure. 

All economy.. . may be defined to be the art of managing labour. The 

world is so regulated by the laws of Providence, that a man's labour, well 

applied, is always 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 (Ruskin 1857, pp. 3-4). 

Some economists, such as Sandra J. Peart claim that the denial of `scarcity' 

has been an essential feature of the critics of economics since the nineteenth century; 

in contrast, perceiving scarcity as an unavoidable fundamental problem is the 

characteristic of economics. 

Many commentators see a religious element in Smith's faith in the providential `invisible hand'. 
This may be common ground between Smith and Ruskin. 
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In the early nineteenth century and thereafter, acceptance (or denial) of 

scarcity is the key to understanding opposition to economics. 
Embracing scarcity is equivalent to accepting the claim that human 

nature is fixed, that we come equipped with desires none of which can be 

judged more meritorious than others (Peart 2004, p. 98). 

A. M. C. Waterman has a similar view. He contrasts ̀the literary and artistic 

vision' with the ̀ economic vision'. 

The literary and artistic vision was fundamentally incompatible with the 

economic vision and perhaps it still is. The constraints upon human 

fulfilment that seem to economists to be set by physical limitations and 

even by human nature itself must, say the poets, be transcended 

(Waterman 2003, p. 92). 

He calls the literary tradition of John Ruskin and others who believed in the 

possibility of abundance ̀Romantic Political Economy'. 

Because of the explicit claims of such as Ruskin to be correcting 

economics, I propose to label the literary tradition of "alternative" or 
"heterodox" economic thought as Romantic Political Economy 

(Waterman 2003, pp. 92-93). 

Where "the Romantic Movement in the arts and in politics ... has been 

perceptively described as ̀ a revolt against the finite"' (Waterman 2003, p. 93). 

Since Lionel Robbins defined "economics" as "the science which studies 

human behaviour as a relationship between ends and scarce means which have 

alternative uses" in 1932 (Robbins 1932, p. 16)8, `scarcity' has been established as 

the essential condition of the existence of economics. By scarcity, most modern 

economists understand that everything has an opportunity cost. Therefore, both 

a Of course, there is a difference between Robbins and pre-twentieth century economists in the 
meaning of `scarcity', which is a serious topic in itself. Yet, I will not discuss the difference here, 
because it would only distract from our focus on Ruskin's ideas. 
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Sandra Peart and A. M. C. Waterman's characterization of Ruskin's economics as 

denying scarcity may be confusing: if Ruskin believed in the possibility of abundance, 

this has no relationship with opportunity cost. It seems that both Peart and Waterman 

are talking about another kind of scarcity that characterized nineteenth century 

economists influenced by Thomas Robert Malthus: they saw that at least potentially, 

an absolute deficiency compared to the needs of people is unavoidable. Ruskin 

thought otherwise, which both Peart and Waterman regarded as an important 

characteristic of the critics of economics. 

Ruskin did not say much about what he meant by the well-organized 

economy. The principles he presented were more metaphorical than practical and his 

examples were rather trivial. His three principles of organization of the economy are 

as follows. First, labour needs to be applied rationally in the production of goods. 

Good care should be given to produce "the most precious" and "the most lasting 

things". By precious things he did not mean precious stones such as gold and silver 

but essential things in maintaining life such as wheat. He also thought that priority 

should be given to the provision of necessities over to the provision of luxury goods. 

Not growing oats in land where you can grow wheat, nor putting fine 

embroidery on a stuff that will not wear (Ruskin 1857, p. 5) 

Secondly, the economy should preserve its produce carefully. For instance, 

enough wheat should be laid up in storehouses in preparation for the time of famine. 

Thirdly, the produce needs to be distributed "seasonably". For instance, corn should 

be carried at once to places where people are hungry (Ruskin 1857, p. 5). So his 

three principles of organization of the economy were what to produce, how to store 

the produce and for whom it should be produced (or distributed). This seems similar 

to Samuelson's three principles, though not the same. 
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As a believer of the laws of Providence, Ruskin was optimistic about the 

economy. He did not think the rise of population would be a bottleneck in the 

economy so he did not share the pessimism of Thomas Robert Malthus and John 

Stuart Mill. 9 On the other hand, the economy will not function well if people's 

actions are induced wholly by desire and greed, according to Ruskin. Only when 

priority is given to the production of things essential in maintaining life, only when 

things produced are distributed to the most needy, will the benevolent laws of 

Providence be experienced. Though it was not explicitly spelled out, his belief in the 

laws of Providence must have been an important background to his invisible hand. 

2.2.4 Philosophical Background 2: practical difficulty of realizing self-interest 

Ruskin argued that even when people try to pursue their own self-interest, it is 

very difficult to foresee correctly whether the consequence of their actions would be 

beneficial to their self-interest or not. In contrast, it is easy to know whether their 

actions are consistent with justice or not. 

No man ever knew, or can know, what will be the ultimate result to himself, 

or to others, of any given line of conduct. But every man may know, or 

can know, what is a just and unjust act (Ruskin 1862, p. 28). 

Apparently, he did not mean by `justice' the consequential ethic of 

Utilitarianism. He regarded good motives as more important than the consequences 

of action. Therefore ̀ justice' in his terms must have been based upon non- 

consequential or deontological ethics. Furthermore, Ruskin claimed that actions 

9 John Stuart Mill thought that education should focus on restraining the reproduction of the working 
class, which in his view was essential in improving the wellbeing of the working class. However, he 
was pessimistic about the success of such an education. 
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consistent with justice will in the end produce the best results both for the actor and 

for the society overall. 

And all of us may know also, that the consequences of justice will be 

ultimately the best possible, both to others and ourselves, though we can 

neither say what is best, or how it is likely to come to pass (Ruskin 1862, p. 
28). 

Ruskin did not equate justice with altruism. To him, morality or justice has a 

wider meaning than social affection. However, social affection is an important part 

of his view of justice. 

I have said balances of justice, meaning, in the term justice, to include 

affection, - such affection as one man owes to another. All right relations 
between master and operative, and all their best interests, ultimately 
depend on these (Ruskin 1862, p. 28). 

In sum, (a) it is easy for a person to know whether his actions reflecting social 

affection or not, and (b) the (less easily foreseen) consequences of such action are 

beneficial both for himself and for the society overall. This is what I will call 

`Ruskin's invisible hand'. 

It is not easy to say whether knowing the ultimate consequence of one's action 

is as difficult as Ruskin stated. However, the prisoner's dilemma created in 1950 by 

Merrill Flood and Melvin Dresher and subsequently formalized by A. W. Tucker 

(Lutz and Lux 1988, p. 79) seems to support Ruskin's ideas. In this setting, each 

prisoner's rational calculations based upon self-interest fail to achieve the best result. 

In contrast, altruistic actions by both prisoners lead to the maximum of welfare for 

both. It may be worthwhile to review the logic of the prisoner's dilemma. 
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First of all, consider a one-shot game. The story goes as follows. 10 Suppose 

there is a dictatorial country. The secret police have arrested two suspects. (It is 

assumed that both suspects are political prisoners whose cause we approve of. ) The 

police need a confession to convict them. If nobody confesses, then they will be 

interrogated for one year and then be set free. If both of the prisoners confess, their 

cooperation will he taken into account and they will serve six years in the prison. If 

only one of the prisoners confesses, then the one who confesses will be set free 

immediately, while the one who did not confess will be in jail for eight years. This 

rule is explained to the prisoners who are kept in separate cells. 

Suppose both prisoners are selfish. The utility functions of both A and B are: 

_x; UR=U«(v)=-1, 

Where . v-: A's years of imprisonment 

v: B's years of imprisonment 

[Table 2.1 ] below summarizes the rule of the game. Each pair of numbers 

represents the utility of the two prisoners: the first number of each pair represents A's 

utility and the second one, B's. 

Table 2.1 The Prisoner's Dilemma 

-- Prisoner B 

Not confess Confess 

Prisoner Not confess (-1, -1) (-g 0) 

A Confess R-8) 

"' The setting of the prisoner's dilemma here is based upon M. Lutz and K. Lux (1988, pp. 79-82) 
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Consider prisoner A's reasoning. (a) A can enjoy maximum utility by 

confessing when B refuses to confess. (b) A gets the next best utility when both A 

and B refuse to confess. (c) A gets the third best utility when both A and B confess. 

(d) The worst outcome for A is when he refuses to confess while B confesses. 

Whether B confesses or not, confessing strictly dominates non-confessing. 

UA (a) > UA (b); UA (C) > UA (d) 

By symmetry, B will also confess. As a consequence, both A and B will 

confess, which is the unique Nash equilibrium: they will be held in jail for six years 

each. The `invisible hand' fails: if they did not confess, both A and B could have 

done better, being locked up only for one year each. A calculation based upon self- 

interest leads to a Pareto-inefficient outcome. 

Now, suppose both A and B are selfish, but had agreed to refuse to confess if 

they are arrested. Consider A's reasoning first. According to the promise between 

A and B, he believes that B will not confess. If A does not confess as promised then 

he will be held in jail for one year. However, he will be set free if he breaks the 

agreement. (It can be assumed that eight years are enough time for A to be safe from 

B's revenge. ) Self-interested A will choose to break the agreement with B. By the 

same reasoning, B will also confess. "Self-interest will make" both A and B "cheat 

(i. e., confess)" (Lutz and Lux 1988, p. 79) and suffer in jail for six years. Here again, 

a rational calculation based upon self-interest does not direct them to their best choice. 

The invisible hand does not work even when there is a prior but unenforceable 

agreement among agents. " By now the moral of the story is clear. Both A and B 

are not only political prisoners but they are more fundamentally prisoners of their own 

self-interest (Lutz and Lux 1988, p. 86). 

Of course, suppose there is a situation that makes their agreement binding (e. g., the person who 
betrayed is killed) then the consequence would be different 
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What if both A and B develop mutual affection and trust? 

The utility functions of both A and B are now: 

U'=UA(x, y)=-(x+I, Y); UB=UB(Y, x)=-(y+%X)/2 

Where x: A's years of imprisonment 

y: B's years of imprisonment 

µ: a "coefficient of effective sympathy" (Edgeworth 1881, p. 53) 

ofAtoB 

A: a "coefficient of effective sympathy" of B to A 

0<µ : 51, O<X <1 

Consider A's reasoning, first. The worst outcome for A is for him to refuse to 

confess while B confesses. A will trust his compassionate friend B and will act on 

the assumption that B does not confess. Provided B does not confess, A can gain his 

own freedom by confessing, but he knows that B will then suffer eight years 

imprisonment. A will have difficulty in confessing because his fellow-feeling for B 

will let A conceive "by the imaginationi13 B's suffering from being locked up for 

eight years. Provided A does not choose to confess, both A and B will be 

interrogated for a year only and then freed without criminal record, which may be 

acceptable to A. So A does not confess, and by symmetry, B does not either. They 

will get the best result overall: each of them will be interrogated for one year only. 

Action based on social affection served the best interest of all: John Ruskin's 

invisible hand works, provided µ and X are large enough. 14 

12 I followed the notation of F. Y. Edgeworh's altruistic utility function. 
13 This is the psychological process that identifies the suffering of others with his own: Adam Smith 
(1790, p. 9) 
14 Readers are reminded that both A and B developed mutual affection before this trial of `confessing' 
or `not-confessing'. It is true that A cannot see whether B will act as A does at the time of making a 
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Now consider a limitlessly repeated game in which both A and B are selfish. '5 

As David Kreps states, there are "too many equilibrium outcomes" and "out-of- 

equilibrium threats" in the repeated game (Kreps 1990a, pp. 507-515). I will talk 

about two interesting cases in which cooperation between A and B can be the 

outcome. 

First of all, suppose A has told B that he will adopt the following strategy: A 

will begin with refusing to confess and in each subsequent round do whatever B does 

in the previous round as long as the probability of games being repeated is high 

enough. This strategy "is known as ̀ tit-for-tat"'. A's threat will stop B from 

confessing and "a tit-for-tat threat will do so" as long as the probability of games 

being repeated "is close enough to 1" (Kreps 1990a, p. 513). 

Now consider another case. This time assume that there is no prior discussion 

between A and B about the strategy of confessing. Consider A's reasoning. 

Suppose A initially optimizes his short run gain by confessing when B does not. A 

will be free in the first instance while B will suffer eight years imprisonment. 

However, A worries that B will confess in retaliation in subsequent instances. In this 

case, the stream of utility for A will be 0, -6, -6, -6, -6, ... In contrast, if A considers 

his long run gain and B does the same, then the stream of utility for A will be -1, -1, - 

1, -1, ... Apparently, as long as the game is repeated, both A and B can do much 

better by not confessing, which is a focal point. 16 A Pareto efficient outcome can be 

the result of "self-interested calculation" without consideration of "altruism or 

fondness of one's fellow" prisoner (Kreps 1990a, p. 505). 

decision, and vice versa. However, both anticipate altruistic consideration of each other, which 
enabled the working of Ruskin's invisible hand. 
15 I will not explain the repeated game for altruistic A and B because there is no difference from the 
one-shot game. 
16 Generally repeating games have a problem of "lack of a focal point". However, the symmetry of 
the prisoner's dilemma lets it have a focal point. (Kreps 1990a, pp. 512-513) 
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However, if this repeated game has a finite horizon, selfish prisoners would 

not reach Pareto efficient outcomes. Suppose both A and B know that the game ends 

after they have been caught 100 times. Both A and B would concentrate only on 

their own short term self interest in the last round. Both will confess. When they are 

caught for the 99th time, both know that the other will seek his own self-interest in the 

100th playing, so they will confess in the 99th repetition. The same thing happens in 

the 98`h, 97t', ... repetition. '? For selfish prisoners to have a Pareto efficient outcome 

in the repeated game, "there must always be a future substantial enough to outweigh 

immediate considerations" (Kreps 1990a, p. 514). 

The one-shot prisoner's dilemma examined above shows that the Nash 

equilibrium attained through rational calculation based upon self-interest can be 

Pareto inefficient. It also shows an example in which the presence of mutual 

affection in the society leads to a beneficial effect for all, which seems to support 

Ruskin's invisible hand. In contrast, there is "a profusion of equilibria" in the 

repeated game as Kreps illustrates (Kreps 1990a, p. 507). Interestingly, a calculation 

based upon self-interest can lead to a Pareto efficient outcome in a repeated game 

with an infinite horizon. However, once the horizon becomes finite, an efficient 

outcome is not guaranteed, as in the one-shot game. It seems that "self-interest does 

not produce optimal results if the outcome of one's action depends also on the actions 

of others" (Lutz and Lux 1988, p. 82). 

In the next section, I will review Adam Smith's invisible hand before 

examining Ruskin's examples where his invisible hand seems to work. 

"This is a theoretical possibility. In fact, experiments have shown that people cooperate for quite a 
long time before cooperation breaks down in the last few repetitions. 
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2.3. Adam Smith's invisible hand reconsidered 

2.3.1 The Invisible hand in the Wealth of Nations 

Adam Smith's famous invisible hand in the Wealth of Nations appears in his 

chapter on trade policy. He considered whether a protective trade policy of imposing 

high tariffs and prohibiting the import of goods that could have been produced 

domestically, would be beneficial or not. 

By restraining, either by high duties or by absolute prohibitions, the 

importation of such goods from foreign countries as can be produced at 

home, the monopoly of the home market is more or less secured to the 

domestic industry employed in producing them (Smith 1776, p. 452). 

Such a protective trade policy would let the producers of Great Britain have 

the monopoly of home market. '8 

Thus the prohibition of importing either live cattle or salt provisions from 

foreign countries secures to the graziers of Great Britain the monopoly of 

the home-market for butchers-meat (Smith 1776, p. 452). 

He agreed that the monopolistic status in the home market would be beneficial 

to the specific industry. 

That this monopoly of the home market frequently gives great 

encouragement to that particular species of industry, which enjoys it, and 
frequently turns towards that employment a greater share of both the labour 

and stock of the society than would otherwise have gone to it, cannot be 

doubted (Smith 1776, p. 453). 

Yet, it would not be beneficial for the economy as a whole because capital 

would move from unprotected sectors to the sectors protected by tariffs where higher 

profit could be ensured. 

18 Note here that ̀ monopoly' here means that domestic market is not accessible by foreign merchants. 
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No regulation of commerce can increase the quantity of industry in any 

society beyond what its capital can maintain. It can only divert a part of it 

into a direction into which it might not otherwise have gone (Smith 1776, p. 

453) 

He then said that instead of protecting specific industries, allowing people to 

pursue their own interest would lead them to engage in more profitable lines of 

business employing more labourers. 

But the study of his own advantage naturally, or rather necessarily, leads 

him to prefer that employment which is most advantageous to the society 

(Smith 1776, p. 454). 

He gave two reasons. "First, every individual endeavours to employ his 

capital as near home as he can, and consequently as much as he can in the support of 

domestic industry" (Smith 1776, p. 454). He thought that people would try to invest 

near home because it would be easier to monitor their business. They would also be 

better informed about the people they had business with. Familiarity with the 

domestic law was another advantage. 

Secondly, he supposed that those who do business in the domestic industry 

would make efforts to add as much as possible to the value of inputs. 

Secondly, every individual who employs his capital in the support of 
domestic industry, necessarily endeavours so to direct that industry that its 

produce may be of the greatest possible value (Smith 1776, p. 455). 

He then stated his famous ̀ invisible hand' in the following passage. 

By preferring the support of domestic to that of foreign industry, he intends 

only his own security; and by directing that industry in such a manner as its 

produce may be of the greatest value, he intends only his own gain, and he 

is in this, as in many other cases, led by an invisible hand to promote an 

end which was no part of his intention. Nor is it always the worse for the 
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society that it was no part of it. By pursuing his own interest he frequently 

promotes that of the society more effectually than when he really intends to 

promote it. I have never known much good done by those who affected to 

trade for the public good. It is an affectation, indeed, not very common 

among merchants, and very few words need be employed in dissuading 

them from it (Smith 1776, p. 456). 

A proper comment on the above passage requires a separate work, which is 

beyond the scope of this thesis. So I will briefly state a few points, which seem to 

have relevance to this thesis. 

(a) As Frank A. Fetter commented, "the context" of Adam Smith's invisible 

hand "shows that his immediate purpose was to discredit the professions of 

benevolent interest on the part of those who ask for tariffs and bounties favourable to 

their own businesses. " Smith's argument was that "if men are permitted to carry on 

foreign trade as they will, instead of being forbidden by legislation in the interests of 

another group seeking a monopoly of domestic industry", then "the result will be at 

least as good, and probably better" (Fetter 1920, p. 469). Though Smith was 

suspicious of the effectiveness of even sincere efforts to promote public interest, his 

criticism focused upon "those who affected to trade for the publick good" (Smith 

1776, p. 456). 

(b) Adam Smith's invisible hand is often used to oppose Government activity 

overall. It is true that Smith regarded the main functions of the Government of the 

time as unproductive. Yet, the difference of role of the Government should be noted. 

Social welfare policy was not a main function of Government in the eighteenth 

century while it has occupied an important portion of the Government activity since 
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the twentieth century. 19 To extend Smith's criticism of preferential industry policy to 

criticize the social welfare policy of the twenty-first century, and to argue for a self- 

regulating market needs to be done cautiously. 

(c) Smith did not say that individuals, by pursuing their self-interest, always 

guaranteed the promotion of the interest of overall society. He used the word 

frequently, which suggests that there are cases where people's self interest would fail 

to promote the social well-being. The prisoner's dilemma that failed to produce 

Pareto efficient outcomes may be one such case. In this sense, Ruskin's invisible 

hand may not conflict with Adam Smith's invisible hand. 

2.3.2 The invisible hand in the Theory of Moral Sentiments 

Adam Smith's other ̀ invisible hand' appeared in Part IV. Of the Effect of 

Utility upon the Sentiment of Approbation of The Theory of Moral Sentiments. The 

first chapter2° in Part IV began by the statement that "utility is one of the principal 

sources of beauty". According to Smith, "any system or machine" which was made 

to fit to "the end for which it was intended" made people feel it beautiful (Smith 1790, 

p. 179). For instance, people find a house beautiful because of its `convenience'. 

John Ruskin seemed to think otherwise. In his second volume of the Modern 

Painters, he stated that "beautiful things are useful to men because they are beautiful, 

and for the sake of their beauty only. " He added that this view was the foundation of 

19 According to Pre-Budget Report (2004-5 figure) published by HM Treasury, out of total expenditure 
of £485 billion, £140 billion goes to social protection, £82 billion to health, £64 billion to education. 
In comparison, £29 billion goes to public order and safety and £27 billion goes to defence. 
20 The title of the first chapter is: `Of the beauty which the appearance of Utility bestows upon all the 
productions of art, and of the extensive influence of this species of Beauty' 
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his "political economy" (Ruskin 1883, p. 4). Though he did not say so clearly, it may 

be that Ruskin was acquainted with Smith's Theory of Moral Sentiments. 21 

Smith then explained "why utility pleases". He presented David Hume's 

reasoning22: both the owner and the spectator feel pleasure in seeing something which 

is well made to fit its purpose, and regard it as beautiful. 

The utility of any object ... pleases the master by perpetually suggesting 

to him the pleasure or conveniency which it is fitted to promote ... The 

spectator enters by sympathy into the sentiments of the master, and 

necessarily views the object under the same agreeable aspect. When we 

visit the palaces of the great, we cannot help conceiving the satisfaction 

we should enjoy if we ourselves were the masters, and were possessed of 

so much artful and ingeniously contrived accommodation (Smith 1790, p. 

179). 

On the other hand, any object that has "the appearance of inconveniency" 

seems "disagreeable". 

Smith went further and argued that "the appearance of utility" or "fitness" was 

often "more valued, than the very end for which it was intended", an extension that he 

claimed had not been recognized by anybody before himself (Smith 1790, pp. 179- 

180). Here Smith was claiming the originality of this observation, which D. D. 

Raphael and A. L. Mache described as an important "link between ethics and political 

economy" (Smith 1790, p. 180n) with regard to his argument of the invisible hand. 

Smith spoke about a man who was dissatisfied with his watch that "falls 

behind above two minutes in a day". This man sells the watch for a small amount of 

money and buys a new one "which will not lose above a minute in a fortnight" paying 

a significant sum of money. He may feel happy to have an accurate watch 

21 If this was not the case, it maybe that Ruskin was simply criticizing a Utilitarian analysis of beauty. 
u Adam Smith simply attributed it to "an ingenious and agreeable philosopher" without naming David 
Hume. D. D. Raphael and A. L. Macfie, editors of the Glasgow edition of Adam Smith's Theory of 
Moral Sentiments identified David Hume's Treatise of Human Nature as what Smith was talking about. 
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However, suppose he is neither "more scrupulously punctual than other men" nor 

"more anxiously concerned upon any other account, to know precisely what time of 

day it is", then his accurate new watch is not worth the money. Smith comments, 

"how many people ruin themselves by laying out money on trinkets of frivolous 

utility? " (Smith 1790, p. 180) 

He tells a story of a poor man's son who struggled to be rich through his 

whole life, imagining that he will "possess more means of happiness", and only 

realized at the end of his life how "vain and empty" it had been to pursue wealth and 

luxury. Smith says, "wealth and greatness are mere trinkets of frivolous utility, no 

more adapted for procuring ease of body or tranquillity of mind than the tweezer- 

cases of the lover of toys" (Smith 1790, pp. 181-182). 

So Smith made it clear that wealth and a luxurious life style does not give 

people real happiness. However, this false sense of happiness has a positive role in 

human history. Induced by the desire to enjoy luxury, people work hard. Without 

this, civilization could not have been built. 

It is this deception which rouses and keeps in continual motion the industry 

of mankind. It is this which first prompted them to cultivate the ground, to 

build houses, to found cities and commonwealths, and to invent and 
improve all the sciences and arts, which ennoble and embellish human life; 

which have entirely changed the whole face of the globe, have turned the 

rude forests of nature into agreeable and fertile plains, and made the 

trackless and barren ocean a new fund of subsistence, and the great high 

road of communication to the different nations of the earth (Smith 1790, pp. 
183-184). 

Smith takes the argument further, assuming a society where the land, the 

primary means of production, is in the hands of a few. He also supposes that the 

landlord, the rich man, is "proud and unfeeling ,,, without a thought for the wants of 
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his brethren". If there were no luxury to consume, the landlord would not cultivate 

land more than is necessary to feed him, but if luxury goods are available, the 

landlord is tempted by a desire to enjoy luxury and hires as many labourers as it takes 

to cultivate the land fully. The landlord can not consume all the produce from his 

land himself because "the capacity of his stomach ... will receive no more than that of 

the meanest peasant". Therefore, "in spite of their natural selfishness and rapacity", 

the rich landlords consume "little more than the poor" and "the rest [they are] obliged 

to distribute among" the poor by employing them to provide luxuries and services. 

As a result, "the produce of the soil maintains at all times nearly that number of 

inhabitants which it is capable of maintaining". According to Michel Foucault, 

economists of the eighteenth century commonly believed that the land is capable of 

producing food enough to support people. 

The economists of the eighteenth century - whether Physiocrats or not - 
thought that land, or labour applied to the land, made it possible to 

overcome this scarcity, at least in part: this was because the land had the 

marvellous property of being able to account for far more needs than 

those of the men cultivating it (Foucault 2002, p. 279). 

So the food allotted to the poor would be enough to sustain their lives. The 

result is: the rich enjoy luxury in addition to necessities while the poor can be fed 

(Smith 1790, p. 184). The self-interested landlord, without any intention of 

promoting the welfare of others, provides necessities to the poor. Smith called this 

the work of an invisible hand. 

The rich ... 
divide with the poor the produce of all their improvements. 

They are led by an invisible hand to make nearly the same distribution of 
the necessaries of life, which would have been made, had the earth been 

divided into equal portions among all its inhabitants, and thus without 
intending it, without knowing it, advance the interest of the society, and 

afford means to the multiplication of the species (Smith 1790, pp. 184-185). 
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Smith says that having more luxury goods does not increase real happiness at 

all. In terms of consumption of the necessaries of life, there is no meaningful 

difference between the rich and the poor. Therefore, people enjoy about the same 

level of real happiness regardless of their initial wealth as they would if wealth was 

initially equally distributed. This is the wonderful outcome of the invisible hand. 

When Providence divided the earth among a few lordly masters, it neither 
forgot nor abandoned those who seemed to have been left out in the 

partition. These last too enjoy their share of all that it produces. In what 

constitutes the real happiness of human life, they are in no respect inferior 

to those who would seem so much above them. In ease of body and peace 

of mind, all the different ranks of life are nearly upon a level, and the 

beggar, who suns himself by the side of the highway, possesses that 

security which kings are fighting for (Smith 1790, p. 185). 

A few points may be mentioned. (a) Paul A. Samuelson and William D. 

Nordhaus in `An Invisible Hand For Incomes? ' in Economics raise the question 

whether there is "an invisible hand in the marketplace that ensures that the most 

deserving people will obtain their just rewards? " They doubt its existence: "there is 

no invisible hand which ensures that a laissez-faire economy will produce a fair and 

equitable distribution of income and property" (Samuelson and Nordhaus 2001, p. 

239) 

Laissez-fair competition might lead to mass inequality, to malnourished 

children who grow up to produce more malnourished children, and to the 

perpetuation of inequality of incomes and wealth for generation after 

generation. The rich may get richer as the poor get poorer (Samuelson and 
Nordhaus 2001, p. 239). 
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Their statement is not surprising because Adam Smith did not claim that the 

invisible hand leads to an egalitarian distribution of income. Smith rather thought of 

an egalitarian consumption of the necessities of life such as food. 

In contrast, their comment on the "limited scope" of "Adam Smith's invisible 

hand" which "breaks down" in a situation "when the income distribution is politically 

and ethically unacceptable" (alongside other circumstances) (Samuelson and 

Nordhaus 2001, p. 30) calls for the need to consider the invisible hand not only in the 

Wealth of Nations but also in The Theory of Moral Sentiments. They seem to believe 

that individual selfishness can lead to socially beneficial outcomes only in a society 

where inequality of wealth is tolerable, which may or may not true. However, the 

most significant message of Adam Smith's `invisible hand' in The Theory of Moral 

Sentiments is that inequalities of income will be acceptable, whatever the initial 

inequality of wealth. Therefore their criticism of Adam Smith's `invisible hand' 

seems off the point in so far as it is directed at Smith's own writings. 

(b) It seems that most economists in the nineteenth (and indeed the twentieth) 

century did not pay much attention to the invisible hand as it appeared in Adam 

Smith's Theory of Moral Sentiments. John Stuart Mill in his On the Definition of 

Political Economy, stated that "the vulgar notion of the nature and object of Political 

Economy", which viewed "Political Economy" as "a science which teaches.. . in what 

manner a nation may be made rich" came from "the title and arrangement which 

Adam Smith gave to" the Wealth of Nations (Mill 1844, p. 88). What Mill said was 

perhaps right, given his view of economics as a positive science. However, without 

consideration of The Theory of Moral Sentiments, Mill seemed to identify only half of 

Adam Smith's economic thought. About the relationship between the two major 

works of Adam Smith, Mark Perlman and Charles R. McCann commented that "The 
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Theory of Moral Sentiments... served as the ethical foundations to the economic 

superstructure that later emerged in The Wealth of Nations" (Perlman and McCann 

1998, p. 59). Without consideration of both books together, any understanding of 

Adam Smith's economics is destined to be incomplete. In fact, the following passage 

from the Wealth of Nations shows that Smith was concerned to enhance the real 

happiness of the poor, by relieving them of miserable poverty rather than with the 

simple increase of the size of the national wealth. 

What improves the circumstances of the greater part can never be 

regarded as an inconveniency to the whole. No society can surely be 

flourishing and happy, of which the greater part of the members are poor 

and miserable (Smith 1776, p. 96). 

My reading is as follows: Smith perceived that various forms of institution 

functioned as yokes hindering the creative economic activities of individuals. Once 

people are free to pursue their own interest, capitalists will do their best to earn profits 

by producing as many goods as possible. As their business prospers, they can 

employ more and more people. More jobs are provided to the workers. Increased 

demand for labour may raise wages, too. The world is not perfect and the 

distribution of wealth is unequal. Fortunately, enough food to feed all the people can 

always be produced from the land. There are physical limits in satisfying the basic 

wants however rich a person is. Provided the rich are tempted to enjoy luxury goods 

and goods with the "appearance of utility", enough land will be cultivated to employ 

all the available people. The poor get a fair wage with which they can be reasonably 

fed. Most importantly, it is possible for everyone in the society to have about the 

same level of real happiness, without taking away the private property of the rich. 
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2.3.3 Reconciliation of Smith and Ruskin 

In Adam Smith's invisible hand, the availability of luxury goods and the 

actual consumption of them by the rich induce further employment of the poor. 

Although the rich are assumed to be selfish and unfeeling, the poor enjoy about the 

same level of necessaries as the rich. Civilization progresses in the process. David 

Hume had argued the socially beneficial effects of the consumption of luxury goods 

earlier than Smith did. Can Hume and Smith's idea be supported by historical facts? 

It clearly can be. 

Jan de Vries argued that consumption of luxury goods was an important 

source of modem economic growth in England. According to him, an "industrious 

revolution" preceded the Industrial Revolution (de Vries 1994, p. 249). The 

appearance of a new set of consumer goods in the seventeenth century revolutionized 

people's desires, and prompted families to work more hours, leading to an increase of 

wealth up to and during the eighteenth century. This increase of work effort was the 

pre condition for the ̀ take off' of the Industrial Revolution. Without the incentive of 

having luxury goods, the energetic middle class would not have worked so hard. The 

spread of material prosperity during the nineteenth and the twentieth century might 

not have been possible without such incentives in the seventieth and eighteenth 

centuries. Luxury goods had a beneficial role and Adam Smith's invisible hand has 

reasonable support from historical evidence. 

All this, though is, on condition that the production of luxury goods does not 

inhibit the production of necessaries. 

What if the consumption of luxury goods moves employment away from the 

production of necessaries and conveniences as John Stuart Mill thought? Mill 

supposes "a hardware manufacturer" who produces "iron goods". The property of 
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this capitalist consists in capital and the portion destined to his personal consumption 

(Mill 1848, p. 55). Mill supposes that this capitalist used to consume quite an 

amount of luxury goods such as "plate and jewels". In this situation, he supposes that 

only half of labourers are employed and fed. He considers the situation when the 

capitalist reduces consumption of luxury goods significantly and put the money much 

more into the production of iron goods. 

Suppose that what is thus paid in wages would otherwise have been laid 

out ... in buying plate and jewels; and in order to render the effect 

perceptible, let us suppose that the change takes place on a considerable 

scale, and that a large sum is diverted from buying plate and jewels to 

employing productive labourers, whom we shall suppose to have been 

previously, like the Irish peasantry, only half employed and half fed 

(Mill 1848, pp. 55-56). 

Mill thinks a hugely increased employment would let workers spend their 

wages in consuming food. However, the provision of food cannot meet the demand 

so easily in the short run. If possible, food will be imported from foreign countries. 

If importing enough food is not possible for some reason, food production will be 

increased in the next year, reflecting higher effective demand for food, to meet the 

demand from the workers. Therefore, more food will be available in the society, 

while less luxury will be consumed. 

The labourers, on receiving their increased wages, will not lay them out 
in plate and jewels, but in food. There is not, however, additional food 

in the country ... Food will therefore be imported if possible; if not 

possible, the labourers will remain for a season on their short allowance: 
but the consequence of this change in the demand for commodities, 

occasioned by the change in the expenditure of capitalists from 

unproductive to productive, is that next year more food will be produced, 

and less plate and jewellery (Mill 1848, p. 56). 
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So, Mill concludes, lessening unproductive spending on luxury goods has a 

beneficial effect on the society by feeding more productive labourers. 

The conversion by individuals of a portion of their property, no matter of 

what sort, from an unproductive destination to a productive, has had the 

effect of causing more food to be appropriated to the consumption of 

productive labourers (Mill 1848, p. 56). 

John Ruskin felt the instance given by Mill was not wholly satisfactory 

because "Mill has not defined the real meaning of what is productive and what is 

unproductive" (Ruskin 1862, p. 80). However, he totally agreed with J. S. Mill's 

idea itself. 

Thus the idea which lies at the root of the passage we have just been 

examining, namely, that labour applied to produce luxuries will not 

support so many persons as labour applied to produce useful articles, is 

entirely true (Ruskin 1862, p. 80). 

So, neither Ruskin nor Mill admitted the beneficial role of luxury goods 

demanded by the rich. 

That is why John Ruskin asked the middle class to defer their enjoyment of 

luxury goods to the future. In his argument about the rule of the laws of Providence, 

Ruskin claimed that luxury could be enjoyed if the economy was managed well. 

Luxury is indeed possible in the future-innocent and exquisite; luxury 

for all, and by the help of all (Ruskin 1862, p. 114). 

Yet, he claimed that in his times, when so many poor people were suffering, 

only cruel people could enjoy luxury. Luxury goods should be neither produced nor 

consumed in this situation. 

But luxury at present can only be enjoyed by the ignorant; the cruellest 
man living could not sit at his feast, unless he sat blindfold (Ruskin 1862, 

p. 114). 
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Even when employment is not moved to the production of luxury goods away 

from necessaries, consumption of luxury goods by the rich can be detrimental to the 

economy. European peasants east of the Elbe were free by the fifteenth century. 

However, from the sixteenth century, most of these peasants became serfs, being 

reduced "to near-slave status" (Landes 1999, p. 240), under the harsh rule of large 

landlords. 

[In] East Europe ... in the early sixteenth century, ... the peasant was 
being ever more firmly attached to the land; he was losing his mobility 

... losing his right to marry whom he pleased, and losing his right to free 

himself, by cash payment, from dues fixed in kind or compulsory labour. 

In Poland, in about 1500, compulsory labour was insignificant; the 

statutes of 1519 and 1520 fixed it at one day a week ... it was increased 

... 
in 1600 to six days (Braudel 2002b, p. 267). 

This process is called the `second serfdom', which affected huge area "from 

the Baltic to the Black seas" (Braudel 2002b, p. 265) to the east of "a line running 

approximately from Hamburg to Vienna and Venice" (Braudel 2002b, p. 267). Why 

did this reversal of history happen? There are "both internal and external reasons" 

(Braudel 2002b, p. 269). Externally, "there was the massive demand of West Europe 

which needed food and raw materials. " Therefore, there was a huge market for East 

European grains. Internally, "in the constant tug-of-war between state, cities and 

nobles, the latter were almost always the dominant group" (Braudel 2002b, p. 269). 

These nobles, as owners of large estates, "took little interest in improving or even in 

maintaining the productivity of the soil" as long as they could sell enough grains to 

buy "manufactured products from the West, usually luxuries" (Braudel 2002b, pp. 

270-271). So most peasants could not be fed adequately, because grains were 
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exported to the Western Europe. The'landlords' self-interested policy induced by 

their desire for luxury goods caused "the open plains of East Elbean Europe" to 

become "a granary and livestock breeder for the urban centres of the west" (Landes 

1999, p. 240). Here may lay the origin of the perennial backwardness of the East 

European economy. 

In sum, Adam Smith's invisible hand seems to have worked as shown by the 

`Industrious Revolution' in the seventeenth century England. Consumption of luxury 

goods by the self-interested rich was an important inducement that led to the 

economic growth. However, in the nineteenth century, both John Stuart Mill and 

John Ruskin recognized the harmful effects of the consumption of luxury goods in the 

presence of a widening inequality of wealth. Also the disastrous consequence of the 

second serfdom in East Europe exemplifies a case in which Adam Smith's invisible 

hand failed. If the landlords in East Europe had shown social affection toward their 

people as Ruskin thought they should, the economic history of the region could have 

been different, most likely for the better. 23 

2.4 Three examples where Ruskin's invisible hand works 

In Adam Smith's invisible hand, self-interested individual action is the prime 

mover. Competition in the market is the key to the mechanism. In John Ruskin's 

invisible hand, individual action guided by social affection is the prime mover. 

Familial cooperation between the employers and employees within a firm is the key to 

the mechanism. In the following, I will present three examples, which Ruskin 

offered to show the gains from social affection - in the terminology used here, his 

invisible hand. 

23 Where self-interest does not seem to produce socially beneficial outcomes, we see the necessity of 
realization of Ruskin's invisible hand. 

53 



John Ruskin's `invisible hand'? 

2.4.1 Pleasure from "various" work 

John Stuart Mill regarded labour as a mere disutility to workers: though 

working was necessary to acquire goods, it involved unpleasant feelings and it would 

be better if we could avoid it. 

Labour is either bodily or mental; ... and it is necessary to include in the 

idea, not solely the exertion itself, but feelings of a disagreeable kind, all 
bodily inconvenience or mental annoyance, connected with the 

employment of one's thoughts, or muscles, ... in a particular occupation 

(Mill 1848, p. 22). 

Ruskin criticized Mill, and claimed that labour involves also "feelings of an 

agreeable kind" (Ruskin 1862, p. 67n). His argument was that all well-educated 

people work because of the pleasure inherent in the work: getting money was 

secondary. 

It is physically impossible for a well-educated, intellectual, or brave man 

to make money the chief object of his thoughts; ... All healthy minded 

people like making money.. . but the main object of their life is not 

money; it is something better than money ... With all ... brave and rightly 

trained men; ... work is first, their fee second ... But ... there are a vast 

class who are ill-educated, cowardly, ... stupid ... fee is first, and the 

work second (Ruskin 1866a, p. 413). 

So, he claimed, "the best work never was, nor ever will be, done for money at all" 

(Ruskin 1862, p. 70n). 

However, Ruskin did not agree with Thomas Carlyle's claim that "all work, 

even cotton-spinning is noble" either (Carlyle 1858, p. 138). Ruskin thought that 

every one should earn his living by labour on the condition that they feel happy with 

the work itself. 
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Like Carlyle, he[Ruskin] believed that through labour man achieved his 

own humanity: but with Ruskin there was this difference - the labour 

must be creative labour, summoning up the intellectual and moral - and 

not only physical and mechanical - powers of the labour (Thompson 

1977, p. 35) 

Ruskin identified the workers' loss of pleasure from work itself in a modem 

economy as the most serious problem: he claimed that it was shattering the 

foundations of society (Ruskin 1853, p. 163). In particular, he was critical of the 

harsh and monotonous work discipline of the modem economy, which seemed to 

transform "thinking beings" into "animated tools" (Ruskin 1853, p. 161). 

Significantly, he claimed that more humane working conditions rather than routine 

and pressing ones would lead to greater efficiency: introducing "various work" and 

lessening the monotonous character of work achieved higher productivity (Ruskin 

1857, p. 20). This may be a place where Ruskin's invisible hand works. 

Unless so stimulated, men condemned to a monotonous exertion, 

work... only at a tranquil rate, not producing... a maximum result in a 

given time. But if you allow them to vary their designs, and thus 

interest their heads and hearts in what they are doing, you will find them 

become eager, first, to get their ideas expressed, and then to finish the 

expression of them (Ruskin 1857, p. 20). 

How much was the efficiency gain from the introduction of various work? In 

one case, it reached 30%, which was quite a large gain 

Sir Thomas Deane, ... told me... that he found that, owing to this cause 

alone, capitals of various design could be executed cheaper than capitals 

of similar design... by about 30 per cent (Ruskin 1857, p. 2 1)24 

Ruskin's argument found a notable disciple in William Morris. Under the 

influence of both Ruskin and Morris, the arts and crafts movement was born. It 

24 Capital here means "the head or top of a column or pillar" (Oxford English Dictionary) 
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influenced middle class idealists in both England and US in the years between 1875 

and 1920 (Boris 1985, p. xviii). However, with the advent of mass production under 

Fordism, the arts and craft movement lost vigour. It is no wonder that Ruskin's 

argument was not heeded much during the rest of the twentieth century. But the 

economy has passed the phase of mass production and is now called a Post-Fordist 

economy. There may be more room to accommodate Ruskin's ideals in this century. 

2.4.2 Efficiency Wage 

In 1872, Ruskin published Munera Pulveris, which had appeared as Essays on 

Political Economy in the Fraser's Magazine between 1862 and 1863. In the preface, 

he recounted the hostility to his Unto this Last that led to an unwanted early 

conclusion. 

I ... published ... Unto this Last. The editor of the Magazine ... 
ventured the insertion of the three first essays; but the outcry against 

them became then too strong for any editor to endure, and he wrote to 

me ... that the Magazine must only admit one Economical Essay more 
(Ruskin 1872, p. 143). 

Ruskin was hurt by this. However, according to Tim Hilton, his biographer, 

Ruskin's account of an unbearable outcry to the editor, Thackeray, was "self- 

deception": though there were criticisms notably from the Saturday Review25, "much 

other comment was favourable or neutral" (Hilton 2000, p. 15). What did Ruskin see 

as the cause of the outcry? In the preface of Unto this Last in 1862, Ruskin 

considered that his argument for fixed wages caused much criticism. 

Although, ... I find nothing to modify.., it is matter of regret to me 
that the most startling of all the statements in them, - that respecting 

2$ "The Saturday Review declared that the world was not to be 'preached to death by a mad 
governess'. " See: Tim Hilton (2000, p. 15) 
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the necessity of the organization of labour, with fixed wages, - should 
have found its way into the first essay; ... (Ruskin 1862, pp. 17-18) 

One of main features of fixed wages is that stable wages, without fluctuation 

according to daily changes in labour demand, are paid to let workers have stable lives. 

Though he tried to avoid any further controversy by saying that it was "one of the 

least important" (Ruskin 1862, p. 18)26 subjects in the essay, fixed wages could not 

have been a negligible argument: the very title of the essay, Unto this Last came from 

a phrase in the Bible related to the idea of fixed wages. 

... they received every man a penny. But when the first came, they 

supposed that they should have received more; and they likewise 

received every man a penny. And when they had received it, they 

murmured against the goodman of the house, Saying, These last have 

wrought but one hour, and thou hast made them equal unto us, which 
have borne the burden and heat of the day. But he answered one of 

them, and said, Friend, I do thee no wrong: didst not thou agree with 

me fora penny? Take that thine is, and go thy way: I will give unto 

this last, even as unto thee (Matthew 20: 9-14 in the Bible, King James 

Version). 27 

Chapter 20: 1-16 of Matthew in the Bible told a parable of a vineyard. There 

was a householder who had a vineyard. One day, early in the morning, he went to 

the marketplace to hire labourers for his vineyard. He met labourers and hired them 

at the agreed wages of a penny a day. He went to the marketplace subsequently at 

the third, sixth and ninth hour and hired more labourers promising to pay them "right" 

wages. Even at the eleventh hour28 he went there and found unemployed labourers in 

26 It is likely that Ruskin wished to avoid any further controversy by saying that his idea of fixed wages 
was not so significant one in the essay. 
27 I italicized the only part quoted by Ruskin in the front page of his Unto his Last. He did not specify 
the source of the quote. So the context of the quote could not be clear to any readers who were not 
familiar with the Bible. 
28 Working hours seem to constitute twelve hours a day in the context of this parable. 
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the marketplace. He asked them why they stood idle all day. Their answer was that 

nobody had hired them yet. So he hired them promising to pay them "right" wages 

also. At the twelfth hour, the lord of the vineyard ordered his steward to pay the 

labourers beginning from the last to the first. Each of those who began work at the 

eleventh hour received a penny. So did those who began work at the ninth, the sixth 

and the third hour. Those who began work from the early morning (maybe the first 

hour) expected to get more than a penny, but they were paid the same wages as others 

and naturally complained. The lord of the vineyard responded that he had promised 

to pay a penny to them (Matthew 20: 1-16 in the Bible, King James Version). 

Ruskin seemed to have found valuable insight in the parable. 29 Yet, without 

explaining the rationale of Matthew's parable, he accumulated his case of fixed wages 

step by step as follows. 

In the competitive market, profit-maximizing firms pay workers wages 

determined at the level that equates the supply and demand for labour. Equilibrium 

wages change from time to time according to the fluctuations of demand and supply 

(Bosworth, Dawkins and Stromback 1996, p. 259). To ensure efficiency, wages need 

to be fully flexible. Ruskin thought otherwise. In his ideal economy, wages should 

be fixed without fluctuating according to the day-to-day changes in the demand for 

labour (Ruskin 1862, p. 33). Wages should also be fixed without distinguishing good 

workers from bad ones once they were employed (Ruskin 1862, p. 34). Furthermore, 

he claimed that fixing wages was already widespread. 

one of the most curious facts ... is the denial by the common political 

economists of the possibility of thus regulating wages; while, for all the 
important, and much of the unimportant, labour, on the earth, wages are 

already so regulated (Ruskin 1862, p. 33). 

29 There are various interpretations of the parable of vineyard. H. G. Wells thought that it speaks for the 
communist ideal of 'equal pay for all'. A. H. Dammers thought it speaks for the ̀ subsistence wage'. 
See section 3.4.1 of this thesis. 
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As evidence of his claim, he illustrated some occupations where wages were 

determined outside the competitive market mechanism. 

We do not sell our prime-ministership by Dutch auction; nor, on the 

decease of a bishop, ... do we (yet) offer his diocese to the clergyman 

who will take the episcopacy at the lowest contract. ... : sick, we do not 
inquire for a physician who takes less than a guinea; litigious, we never 

think of reducing six-and-eight-pence to four-and-sixpence; caught in a 

shower, we do not canvass the cabmen, to find one who values his 

driving at less than sixpence a mile (Ruskin 1862, p. 33). 

Except the cabmen, all the Ruskin's examples were professional occupations. 

In fact, contrary to Ruskin's accusation, John Stuart Mill also recognized that wages 

were regulated not only by competition in the market but also by custom (Mill 1871, p. 

343). Mill's examples of occupations where wages were not determined by 

competition were professionals, like Ruskin's. 

there are kinds of labour of which the wages are fixed by custom, and not 
by competition. Such are the fees or charges of professional persons: of 

physicians, surgeons, barristers, and even attorneys (Mill 1871, pp. 403- 

404). 

Why do these professionals earn fixed wages determined by custom at above 

the market clearing level? Mill thought that asking for high pay would augment the 

authority of such professions. 

The cause of this, perhaps, has been the prevalence of opinion that such 

persons are more trustworthy if paid highly in proportion to the work they 

perform. Insomuch that if a lawyer or a physician offered his services at 
less than the ordinary rate, instead of gaining more practice, he would 

probably lose that which he already had (Mill 1871, p. 404). 
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So, Ruskin's accusation that economists did not consider cases in which wages 

were not regulated by competition in the market was incorrect. Yet, there was a 

significant difference between Ruskin and Mill. Ruskin claimed that a significant 

portion of wages were already determined outside the competitive market though 

without showing any evidence. Mill, though he admitted the existence of such cases, 

believed that wages determined outside the competitive market were only exceptional 

cases. 

Competition, however, must be regarded, in the present state of society, 

as the principal regulator of wages, and custom or individual character 

only as a modifying circumstance, and that in a comparatively slight 
degree (Mill 1871, p. 343). 

Whatever the significance, once the idea of fixing wages, "irrespectively of 

the demand for labour", was acceptable, the next question was how much wages 

would then be paid. Ruskin was critical about the working of the law of supply and 

demand, which he perceived as forcing the workers to accept low wages determined 

in the labour market. Ruskin's view reflects a widespread opinion of the time, which 

J. S. Mill refuted in his Principles. 

it is a mistake to suppose that competition merely keeps down wages. 
It is equally the means by which they are kept up (Mill 1871, p. 362). 

Ruskin thought otherwise and according to his ideal, wages should be set high 

enough to let workers enjoy healthy and decent lives. This idea anticipated the 

concept of minimum wages. So Richard Henry Tawney, an economic historian put 

Ruskin as one of the foremost in the history of minimum wage legislation. 

The last remnants of the wage-regulation of the old regime disappeared 

with the repeal of the Spitalfields Act in 1823, and for about seventy 

years the only persons to suggest the legal enforcement of minimum 
rates were, as far as I know, Fielden, who, in 1833, laid a draft bill for 
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regulating the wages of hand-loom weavers before a Committee of the 

House, and John Ruskin in a famous passage in Unto This Last 

(Tawney 1927, p. 101). 

Considering Ruskin's idealization of Venice, his ideas of wages may reflect 

that of Venice. Wages in Venice in her heyday were "comparatively high", which 

contributed to industrial peace, though later "at the beginning of the 17th century", this 

high wage caused Venice to lose competitiveness when it faced "competition from 

northern cloth" (Braudel 2002c, p. 136). 

On the other hand, wages should not be set so high as to encroach severely on 

profit and discourage capitalists from running and expanding their business. 

It is not the master's interest 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 

business, or conducting it in a safe and liberal way (Ruskin 1862, p. 
28). 

About the more specific determination of wages within the boundaries so set, 

he said that both the "presumed difficulty of the work" and the labour supply 

determined the level of wages. Here, he admitted that "the price of labour" was 

ultimately "regulated by the demand for it": in the long run persistent changes in 

demand and supply in the labour market would change the level of wages. His claim, 

however, was that in the short run, the proper wages for the best work could be found 

and fixed for quite a while regardless of fluctuations in the labour market. 

so far as the practical and immediate administration of the matter is 

regarded, the best labour always has been, 
... paid by an invariable 

standard (Ruskin 1862, p. 34). 
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Wages set at the level that the best work deserves could not be lower than the 

market clearing level. His argument was that by offering fixed wages at a higher 

than market clearing level, employers could employ good workers and screen out bad 

ones, which was beneficial to both employers and employees. 30 

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 (Ruskin 1862, p. 34). 

He contrasted his ideal economy with one with flexible wages where market 

clearing wages force even good workers to accept unbearably meagre wages while 

there was a high chance that jobs would be taken away by bad workers. 

The false, unnatural, and destructive system is when the 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 (Ruskin 1862, p. 34). 

Is not Ruskin's idea familiar to us? Though Ruskin's fixed wages were 

unpopular with some middle class readers of Cornhill Magazine of the 1860s, similar 

ideas have appeared in the modern literature, a century on, in the theories of 

efficiency wages. 

For example, in 1979, Robert M. Solow in his Presidential address in the 

American Economic Association, considered "(downward) stickiness of wages" 

(Solow 1979a, p. 339) as a partial explanation for the persistence of involuntary 

unemployment. Why was there downward rigidity in wages? He thought that there 

were incentives for the employers to maintain wages higher than the market clearing 

level if the employers were concerned about retaining a good reputation. Suppose 

employers cut wages to the market clearing level exploiting temporarily bad 

30 Ruskin proposed that the Government should give vocational education to the unemployed bad 
worker so that he can be employed as a good worker in the end. 
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economic conditions, in the short run, the morale of workers would be low and it was 

likely that poor quality of work would be done. 

Suppose employers feel, correctly, that anyone who actively tries to 

solicit or enforce wage-cutting acquires a reputation as a bad employer. 

... the first consequence might be deterioration of morale among the 

firm's workers, and this in turn could lead to reduced productivity, 

shoddy workmanship, or even mild sabotage (Solow 1979a, p. 347). 

Such employers would in the end lose, because good employees would move 

to other employers with a good reputation. So wise employers would be cautious in 

cutting wages and rather maintain higher than market clearing wages to retain good 

workers 

In the long run, when the tone of the labour market improves, a bad 

employer might find the quality of his labour pool degenerating as the 

best workers in the relevant occupations and industry gravitate to good 

employers who do not take advantage of the competitive edge that 

unemployment presents to the aggressive employer (Solow 1979a, p. 

347) 31 

This was the circumstance, according to Solow, when "a profit maximizing (or 

merely cost-minimizing) employer chooses a wage that is invariant to fluctuations in 

demand", which was exactly the first characteristic of Ruskin's `fixed wages'. Solow 

claimed that this happened "if, and only if, the wage enters the production function in 

an ̀ effort-augmenting' way" (Solow 1979a, p. 348). 

To take another example, in 1982 George A. Akerlof examined George Caspar 

Homans' observation of the cash posters at the Eastern Utilities Co. in New England, 

USA (Akerlof 1982). Cash posters were those who recorded "customer's payments 

31 The same idea appeared again in more concise form in Robert M. Solow (1980, p. 8): "If employers 
know that aggressive wage cutting in a buyer's market may antagonize the remaining work force, hurt 

current productivity, and make it harder to recruit high-quality workers when the labour market 
tightens, they will be less inclined to push their short-run advantage" 
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on ledger cards at the time of receipt". The standard for cash posting set by the firm 

was 300 per hour. "Anyone who worked below the rate of 300 per hour received a 

mild rebuke from the supervisor". According to Homan's report, a group of ten 

young women cash posters significantly exceeded the firm's standard by working at 

353 per hour, on average, which was 17.7 percent higher than the standard. Akerlof 

found this puzzling from the perspective of Neoclassical economics. The first puzzle 

was why workers did not reduce their effort to the level required as minimum. The 

second puzzle was why even after witnessing some worker's ability to beat the 

standard easilY12, the firm did not raise the minimum standard for workers. 

the standard neoclassical model cannot simultaneously explain both the 

behaviour of the firm and the behaviour of the cash posters (Akerlof 

1982, p. 543). 

Akerlof claimed that answers could be found only by looking at sociological 

explanations and examined Elton Mayo's study at the Hawthorn plant. 33 From 

Mayo's result, Akerlof found an answer to both puzzles. Capital, as a factor of 

production, could be exploited to the full without restraint, once it has been purchased. 

However, full utilization of another factor of production, labour, would be possible 

only when the willing cooperation of the workers was obtained by the firm. Firms 

could give workers a gift, by relaxing working standards and paying wages in excess 

of market clearing wages, to acquire loyalty. As a consequence, the workers 

developed "sentiment for each other and also for the firm" (Akerlof 1982, p. 543). In 

return, workers gave the firm a gift of working in excess of the minimum working 

standard. Akerlof called this the gift-exchange relationship. In this setting, working 

32 For example, Murphy did 439 cards per hour on average, which was 46.3% higher than the minimum 
33 See: Elton Mayo (1949): Mayo's report will be examined in detail in the section on labour 
relationships of this thesis. 
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as a team and taking care of each other was important, so high wages were paid 

without discriminating between high and low productive workers. This was exactly 

what Ruskin argued about the second characteristic of fixed wages: he claimed that 

fixed wages should be paid regardless whether the workers were good or bad. 

Of course, not all firms have developed a gift exchanging relationship with 

their workers. Akerlof called firms where the gift component was sizable the 

`primary firms'. He called the typical Neoclassical firms where wages were 

determined at the market clearing level the ̀ secondary firms'. So according to him, 

there were two types of firms. Following Solow, Akerlof claimed that the existence 

of efficiency wages or wages determined at higher-than-market-clearing ones in 

primary firms was a source of involuntary unemployment. 

How significance is the role of efficiency wages in the economy? An 

empirical study by Alan B. Krueger and Lawrence H. Summers (1988) examined 

"differences in wages for equally skilled workers across industries" and found that 

"the dispersion in wages across industries as measured by the standard deviation in 

industry wage differentials" was "substantial". These wage differentials were not 

"attributed to ... the short run immobility of labour. " They also rejected "classical 

competitive theories of wage determination" and claimed that "workers in high wage 

industries receive[d] noncompetitive rents" or efficiency wages. 

As illustrated, Ruskin's idea of fixing wages above the market clearing level 

explains some of the observed facts and can be given a logical economic explanation. 

Employers' offering high wages can be seen as showing social affection to the 

workers, which induce more efforts in return. Fixing wages may be a rational 

behaviour from the profit maximizing firm's perspective. 
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There is a possible issue as to whether firms treat workers well because it is 

right to do so, or for subtle but ultimately selfish reasons (e. g., firms pay efficiency 

wages simply because they can maximize profits). It does not matter. Ruskin 

wanted to argue that ethics and enlightened self-interest reinforced each other rather 

than conflicting. The motivation therefore can be any mixture of the two without 

harming his argument. 

Unfortunately, according to Solow and Akerlof, efficiency wages are sources 

of involuntary unemployment. If we value full employment as an economic policy 

objective and perceive involuntary unemployment as social evil, then it is a case 

where the maximization of private benefit fails to lead to the maximization of social 

benefit. If this is the case, Ruskin's fixed wages had only limited value. This was, in 

fact, why Mill did not like the idea of setting wages higher than the market clearing 

level. 

According to Mill, wages were often paid above the market clearing level to 

the workers. Sometimes it was because of generosity of the employer. At other 

times it was as practical means to make workers who work hard, feel happy and 

determined not to lose their jobs. 

it is usual to pay greatly beyond the market price of their labour, all 

persons in whom the employer wishes to place peculiar trust, or from 

whom he requires something besides their mere services. ... They do this, 

... 
from more reasonable motives; ... because they desire that those they 

employ should serve them cheerfully, and be anxious to remain in their 

service; ... Similar feelings operate in the minds of persons in business, 

with respect to their ... employees. Liberality, generosity, and the credit 

of the employer, are motives which ... preclude taking the utmost 

advantage of competition (Mill 1871, p. 404). 
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However, giving better wages to their employees would lead to the rise of 

unemployment because total capital used as wages fund was limited. 34 Unless the 

working class reduce their number, giving higher wages than the market clearing level 

would not be beneficial for the general welfare of the working class. 35 

But they can never raise the average wages of labour beyond the ratio 

of population to capital. By giving more to each person employed, 

they limit the power of giving employment to numbers; and however 

excellent their moral effect, they do little good economically, unless 

the pauperism of those who are shut out, leads indirectly to a 

readjustment by means of an increased restraint on population (Mill 

1871, p. 404). 

By the same reasoning Mill opposed the idea of minimum wages. According 

to him, fixing minimum wages would result in the rise of unemployment. 

The simplest expedient ... for keeping the wages of labour up to the 

desirable point, would be to fix them by law:... some have proposed 

to fix a minimum of wages, ... to provide that the workmen shall have 

reasonable wages ... Since, therefore, the rate of wages which results 
from competition distributes the whole existing wages-fund among the 

whole labouring population; if law or opinion succeeds in fixing wages 

above this rate, some labourers are kept out of employment (Mill 1871, 

pp. 361-362). 

Mill's insight survived in spite of his recantation of the wage fund doctrine in 

1869 (Mill 1869). In 1946, George J. Stigler published a seminal paper, which asked 

economists to "be outspoken" that increases in the minimum wage reduce 

employment. His reasoning is as follows: "each worker receives the value of his 

34 About Mill's wage fund doctrine, see J. S. Mill (1848,1869), Maurice Dobb (1946) and C. A. Blyth 
(1987). 
33 Maurice Dobb (1946, pp. 111-112): Dobb discussed "the principle of the Economy of High Wages". 
He observed that the birth rate was lowered as the standard of living improved. This phenomenon 
rarely was recognized until late in the nineteenth century, though Nassau Senior knew it. If high 
wages reduce labour supply, through lowered birth rate, there maybe less reason to worry about the rise 
of unemployment due to high wages in the long run. 
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marginal product under competition" (Stigler 1946, p. 358). Suppose a minimum 

wage is legally enforced, either "workers whose services are worth less than the 

minimum wage are discharged" or "the productivity of low-efficiency workers is 

increased" (Stigler 1946, p. 358). He further examines the second possibility. The 

productivity of labour can be increased "in one of two ways": either the labourers 

working harder or the employers adopting "different production techniques" which 

discharge many inefficient workers. While it is highly likely that the latter way 

would be adopted, according to Stigler, there is not so much margin for the labourers 

working harder to avoid unemployment. 

The threat of unemployment may force the inefficient labourers to 

work harder... but this is not very probable. These workers were 

already driven by the sharp spurs of poverty, and for many the intensity 

of effort must be increased beyond hope (up to 50 or more per cent) to 

avoid discharge (Stigler 1946, p. 359). 

In sum "the net effects of the minimum wage on aggregate employment are 

adverse" according to him (Stigler 1946, p. 361). 

Many share Stigler's view. In fact, as Solow stated, there seems to be a 

virtual consensus among economists that minimum wage laws are disadvantageous 

(Solow 1980, p. 1). In 1979, J. R. Kearl, Calyne L. Pope, Gordon C. Whiting and 

Larry T. Wimmer surveyed US based economists. 36 One of thirty questions they 

asked was whether "a minimum wage increases unemployment among young and 

unskilled workers". 68% of the respondent "generally agreed" and 22% "agreed with 

provisions". Only 10% of the respondent disagreed. In 1992, Richard M. Alston, J. 

"Random sample of 600 economists were selected. 100 economists from top seven Universities, 200 
from other Universities, 150 from government, 150 from private sector. Out of 600,211 economists 
responded. 
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R. Kearl and Michael B. Vaughan did a similar survey. 37 To the same question about 

the harmful effect of minimum wages, 61 % of the respondent "generally agreed" and 

21% "agreed with provisions". Those who disagreed increased to 18% but still were 

a minority. 

If the conventional view is correct, Ruskin's argument to set minimum wages 

and to fix wages above the level of wages determined in the market may be one of the 

typical cases where proposals based upon humanitarian consideration lead to a 

worsening of the general welfare of the working class: benevolent wages push many 

workers into unemployment. I believe otherwise. 

Contrary to the conventional view, Ruskin thought that fixing wages did not 

automatically result in the increase of unemployment. Fundamentally, he had a 

belief that involuntary unemployment is not conceivable in a well operating economy. 

If the household were rightly managed, the mistress would be only too 

glad at any moment to have the help of any number of spare hands 

(Ruskin 1857, p. 7). 

Ruskin thought that jobs could be created and found to achieve full 

employment in a well-organized economy. Unfortunately, he did not say who would 

create jobs except the metaphorical examples: it is not clear whether capitalists or the 

government should be responsible for creating jobs. 

Everything had been accomplished because all had been employed 
(Ruskin 1857, p. 7). 

More specifically, Ruskin criticized Mill's wage fund doctrine as wrong. 38 

37 Random sample was expanded to 1,350 economists. 200 from top ten Universities, 200 from other 
Universities, 150 each from government, business sectors, 500 from economists teaching Principles of 
Economics and 150 from evolutionary economists. Out of 1,350,464 economists responded. 38 Despite mill's official recantation of the wage fund doctrine, his Principles of Political Economy 
retained characteristics of the doctrine. 
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If the so frequently uttered aphorism of mercantile economy - "labour 

is limited by capital" were true, this question would be a definite one. 
But it is untrue; and that widely (Ruskin 1863, p. 226). 

Ruskin understood the need to have a fund prior to production. Without a 

wage fund, no production is possible. So in some sense, it is correct to say that the 

size of employment depends on the amount of capital. However, the passion and 

effort of workers has a more important role in determining the quantity of goods 

produced, and future employment. 

In an ultimate, but entirely unpractical sense, labour is limited by 

capital, as it is by matter - that is to say, where there is no material, 

there can be no work, - but in the practical sense, labour is limited 

only by the great original capital of Head, heart, and hand (Ruskin 

1863, p. 226). 

So in this sense, the true limit of employment is ultimately in how much 

efforts of workers can be induced rather than in the size of the initial wage fund. 

Out of a given quantity of funds for wages, more or less labour is to 

be had, according to the quantity of will with which we can 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 (Ruskin 1863, p. 
226). 

It is just like in having a fire, not only fuel but also wind has important role: he 

equated fuel to capital, wind to the efforts of workers. 

Even in the most artificial relations of commerce, it is to capital as 
fire to fuel; out of so much fuel, you can have only so much fire, but 

out of so much fuel you shall have so much fire, - not in proportion 
to the mass of combustibles, but to the force of wind that fans and 

water that quenches; and the appliance of both. And the labour is 

furthered, as conflagration is, not so much by added fuel, as by 

admitted air (Ruskin 1863, p. 226). 
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If fixing wages can induce enough effort from workers, a rise in 

unemployment would not be an unavoidable problem. George Stigler thought that a 

minimum wage caused unemployment, because there was not enough margin for 

workers to raise their efforts. However, a minimum wage may allow workers to be 

healthier and induce them to raise labour productivity significantly as Ruskin implied. 

There have been works by labour economists about a positive impact of the 

minimum wage law on employment. In the US, Lawrence F. Katz and Alan B. 

Krueger 39 examined the impact of increases in the federal minimum wage on a low- 

wage labour market. The Federal minimum wage was increased from $3.35 to $3.80 

on April 1,1990 and again to $4.25 on April 1,1991. In the conventional view, this 

would have negative effects on employment. Instead, Katz and Krueger found that 

"employment increased at firms most affected by the minimum wage increase" (Katz 

and Krueger 1992, p. 20). They considered that the monopsony model "in which the 

employers of low-wage workers are assumed to have market power and act as 

monopsonistic buyer of labour" may under certain conditions explain their findings 

(Katz and Krueger 1992, p. 17). In the UK, Stephen Machin and Alan Manning 

produced similar evidence. Using data from UK Wages Councils during 1979 - 

1990, they could not find any "evidence that the activities of the Wages Councils 

acted as a restraint on employment in Britain in the 1980s" (Machin and Manning 

1994, p. 326). Instead they found that a "minimum wage had either no effect or a 

positive effect on employment" (Machin and Manning 1994, p. 319). According to 

them, "a minimum wage may reduce the marginal cost of labour even though it 

increases the average cost" (Machin and Manning 1994, p. 326). So, they considered 

39 Lawrence Katz was the fist chief economist in the Department of Labour during the Clinton 
Administration of US. Alan B. Krueger followed this job. Naturally, President Clinton has supported 
increases in the national minimum wage. See: N. Gregory Mankiw (2000, p. 141) 
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that minimum wage legislation may raise employment when there is monopsony in 

the labour market. 

In the presence of employer power in the labour market 
(characterized by workers being paid less than their marginal 

product) it is entirely possible that an increase in minimum wages 

can raise employment (Machin and Manning 1996, p. 669). 

These findings in the US and UK may be part evidence that Ruskin's thinking 

could be naive but correct. 

Ruskin's concern with the provision of stable employment also seems worth 

noting. Along with the fluctuation of wages, he was critical of the modern worker's 

condition "with the risk of being at any time thrown out of his situation by chances of 

trade" (Ruskin 1862, p. 33). Ruskin was concerned particularly with the day-to-day 

instability. Unstable employment is bad because with "three days of violent labour, 

and three days of drunkenness" (Ruskin 1862, p. 36) it made workers physically 

exhausted and morally corrupt. In contrast, if workers were given stable employment 

with "six days of moderate work and wise rest" (Ruskin 1862, p. 36), then workers 

could be healthy and develop a good character, which would enable amelioration of 

their future condition. According to him, the provision of stable employment was 

desirable not just from a humanitarian perspective. A novel argument of his was that 

it was also beneficial to the employers themselves. Fluctuation of wages under 

unstable employment made workers unaffectionate towards their employers. In 

contrast, stable employment would give workers a "permanent interest in the 

establishment with which they are connected", which would be good for productivity. 

Notable evidence of Ruskin's claim can be found from the Japanese lifetime 

employment system. The guarantee of a stable employment promotes loyalty to 

firms among employees, which made possible Japan's successful industrialization. 
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Recently, Richard Sennett, a sociologist, has spoken about ever more flexible 

`American style Capitalism', where the labour market has become more and more 

flexible in recent decades40. Outsourcing and casualization of the workforce is the 

consequence of firms' efforts to minimize cost. However, getting rid of permanent 

jobs does not always guarantee cost cutting. This is what Derek Bosworth, Peter 

Dawkins and Thorsten Stromback commented: 

Note that, in Australia, however, casual workers are paid a premium in 

order to compensate for their lack of security and absence of 

redundancy and other long-term benefits (Bosworth, Dawkins and 

Stromback 1996, p. 206). 

Ruskin said the same: providing stable employment to the workers was more 

profitable to the employers because employees under unstable employment would be 

given extra pay to compensate for the days that the job would not be available. 

The wages which enable any workman to live are necessarily higher, if 

his work is liable to intermission, than if it is assured and continuous 
(Ruskin 1862, p. 35). 

2.4.3 Humane labour relations 

Ruskin claimed that one of the duties of merchants and manufacturers was to 

treat their employees humanely. 

It becomes his duty, not only to be always considering how to produce 

what he sells, in the purest and cheapest forms, but how to make the 

various employments involved in the production, or transference of it, 

most beneficial to the men employed (Ruskin 1860, p. 41). 

40 Sennett depicts negative consequence of "flexible capitalism" upon white collar workers: Richard 
Sennett (1998) 
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When can it be said that employers treat their employees justly? When they 

treat their workers as they would do their own sons (Ruskin 1860, p. 42). 

About the effect of the relationship between the employer and employee on 

productivity, Ruskin categorized three cases. (a) The first case is when the employer 

is a "good-natured" person though he is "indolent and weak". In this case workers 

would have an incentive to shirk. In this worst case, low productivity would be 

attained and only a small quantity of goods would be produced. (b) The second case 

is when the employer is not a good-natured person but a person of "sense and energy". 

In this case, through his strong will, he would be able to force workers to work hard 

though not whole heartedly. Workers would work hard when they are supervised 

well. But they would shirk as long as there is any chance. In this case, high 

productivity would be attained and a large quantity of work would be done. (c) The 

third and the best case is when the employer is not only a person of sense and energy 

but also engages with the employees in "affectionate" relationships. In this instance, 

work would be assigned in the way beneficial to the workers while a good salary is 

paid. There will be no such thing as the Principal-Agent Problem because employees 

will work whole- heartedly. A maximum productivity, higher than the second case, 

can be expected (Ruskin 1860, p. 30). 

Ruskin's second case may have relevance to Frederick Winslow Taylor's 

`scientific management', which appeared later. Taylor's main concern was the 

prevalence of "underworking" or workers' "deliberately working slowly so as to 

avoid a full day's work. " According to him, "for every individual overworked", 

there were a hundred people "intentionally" underworked. He used the word, 

"soldiering" to point out this problem and called it an "evil" of the times (Taylor 1911, 

pp. 13-14). He identified two causes of the `soldiering'. First of all, "ignorance of 

74 



John Ruskin's `invisible hand'? 

employers as to the proper time in which work should be done" seemed to be 

exploited by the workers. So he proposed scientific management replacing `the old 

rule-of-thumb methods'. Using the time and motion controls, the worker's `task' was 

fixed and completely controlled. Secondly, he had a perspective of a self-interested 

rational economic man. He thought that paying workers the same without 

distinguishing hard workers from lazy ones caused soldiering. According to him, "it 

is impossible to get workmen to work much harder than the average men ... unless 

they are assured a large and a permanent increase in their pay" (Taylor 1911, p. 

121). 41 Pecuniary incentives, in the form of generous piecework price or premium 

bonus were given for good and rapid work (Taylor 1911, p. 33). 

Elton Mayo's report from the Hawthorn experiments (Mayo 1949) seems to 

support Ruskin's argument on the third case. In 1924, in collaboration with the 

National Research Council, the Hawthorn Works of the Western Electric Company in 

Cicero, Illinois, USA conducted an experiment on the effect of improved factory 

lighting upon the productivity of the workers. Illumination was improved in the 

experimental room, while it stayed constant in the control room. Labour productivity 

rose in the experimental room as expected. However, surprisingly productivity in the 

control room also increased. The researchers tried another experiment. This time 

lighting was reduced "from 10 to 3 foot-candles in the experimental room" (Mayo 

1949, p. 61), while it stayed constant in the control room. Surprisingly productivities 

in both rooms went up. Perplexed with these results, the researchers failed to draw 

any meaningful conclusions. 

According to Elton Mayo, the president of the company was the type of person 

who was not afraid of experiments and more experiments followed. From 1927 until 

41 Taylor emphases: "The workman must, however, be fully assured that this increase beyond the 
average is to be permanent". 
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1932, the company conducted further experiments in collaboration with a team from 

the Harvard Business School led by Elton Mayo. Six workers from the company 

were chosen, became a team and put into a test room. "The conditions of work were 

changed one at a time: rest periods of different numbers and length, shorter working 

day, shorter working week, food with soup or coffee in the morning break" (Mayo 

1949, p. 62). The workers were consulted before the introduction of every change of 

working condition. Only with the consent of the workers, was the change introduced. 

There was no supervisor in the test room. With each improvement in the working 

conditions, workers claimed that they felt less fatigued and there was an increase of 

productivity. Surprisingly, even when the working condition returned to the original 

state eliminating all the improvements so far introduced, output rose to a higher level 

than before. Mayo interpreted this puzzle: these workers were happy working 

without coercion from above. Wholeheartedly working as a team, they cooperated 

with each other in each changing situations and the productivity was naturally 

increased. Sentiments in the workplace seem to be important alongside physical and 

pecuniary42 working conditions. 

In the next experiment, an interview program with the employees was 

introduced from 1929. In the interview, employees were given the opportunity to 

express themselves freely on topics "by no means confined to matters affecting the 

company" (Mayo 1949, p. 68) to someone who seemed to represent the company. 

Interestingly, workers in the subsequent interviews commented as if there had been 

big improvements in working conditions and wages even though there had not. 

Workers felt as if the management sincerely took care of the workers and a huge 

42 A pay system that gave payment according to efforts of the workers was among the changes 
introduced. The fact that the productivity increased even when such incentive was eliminated shows 
the secondary role of pecuniary incentive compared with sentiments in the workplace. 
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productivity gain resulted. In response, the management increased these personnel 

counsellors from 5 in 1936 to 64 by 1954. 

Was Ruskin's social affection applicable and important only in small firms in 

the nineteenth century? Not at all. Elton Mayo emphasized this point: 

On the contrary, the failure of free communication between management 

and workers in modem large-scale industry leads inevitably to the 

exercise of caution (Mayo 1949, p. 70). 

It is true that in a small firm, good personal relationships between the 

employer and the employees are extremely important. It does not imply that such a 

relationship is less important in a big firm. In the modem big corporation, employer 

and employees do not know each other well and the principal-agent problem can be 

quite severe. So a well functioning mechanism which makes people feel that the 

employer cares, is no less essential. Of course it can be a fake as some critics have 

pointed out. But if it lasts then it can hardly be a fake, delusion or trick. 

Mayo concluded his report on the Hawthorn experiment by criticising 

economics. According to him, workers felt that the president of the Western Electric 

Company was in favour of his workers. He found that the president of the company 

"deemed it proper to give the workers control of their rest periods, thereby securing 

for him and his company and eager and spontaneous loyalty" (Mayo 1949, p. 60). 

Mayo claimed that economists, in accepting "financial incentive as the only effective 

human motive" (Mayo 1949, p. 74) failed to capture reality in the workplace. In his 

experiment, employees identified personnel counselling as a signal of the firm's care 

for workers, which led to a huge productivity gain. So he argued that economists 

"substitute a logical hypothesis of small practical value for the actual facts". But we 
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know that Ruskin, a forgotten economist, had already spelled out in the late 

nineteenth century what Mayo claimed in mid-twentieth century. 

It would be so if the servant were an engine of which the motive power 

was steam, magnetism, gravitation, or any other agent of calculable 
force. But he being, on the contrary, an engine whose motive power is 

a Soul, ... The largest quantity of work will not be done by this curious 

engine for pay, or under pressure, ... [but] will be done only when the 

motive force ... is brought to its greatest strength by its own proper 
fuel: namely, by the affections (Ruskin 1862, pp. 29-30). 

2.5 Emphasis on the need for class harmony 

The three examples of social affection in the previous section make it clear 

that Ruskin was seriously concerned with the promotion of class harmony. For his 

invisible hand to work successfully, class antagonism needs to be lessened. Ruskin 

thought that there was no general rule determining whether the interests of employers 

and those of employees were alike or not: it depends upon "circumstances" (Ruskin 

1862, p. 27). Even when their interests are different, the classes do not have to be 

antagonistic. 

Neither... can it be assumed for certain that, because their interests are 
diverse, they must necessarily regard each other with hostility, and use 

violence or cunning to obtain the advantage (Ruskin 1862, p. 27). 

However, Ruskin recognized the presence of class hatred. He thought that the 

"degradation of the operative into a machine" (Ruskin 1853, p. 163) in the modern 

economy contributed to the hatred. As a consequence, the upper class despised the 

lower class, while the latter envied the former. So he proposed to reduce the demand 

43 for demeaning work 

43 See chapter 3. 
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More fundamentally, Ruskin asked capitalists to fulfil their responsibility as 

"the pilots of the power and effort of the state" (Ruskin 1857, p. 78). Undoubtedly, 

the rich have enough power to "crush the weak". However, the rich have a 

responsibility to "guide and support the weak and poor; not merely of the 

meritoriously weak and the innocently poor44, but of the guiltily and punishably poor" 

(Ruskin 1857, p. 78). He expressed a hope that capitalists would be respected by 

providing affectionate help to the poor. 

I trust, that in a little while, there will be few of our rich men who, 

through carelessness or covetousness, thus forfeit the glorious office 

which is intended for their hands (Ruskin 1857, p. 79). 

So he dreamed about a world where the rich cared for the poor and the rich 

were respected not only for their success but also for their benevolence to the poor, 

dissolving the prevalent hatred between classes. 

What less can we hope from your wealth than this ... Length of days 

are in her right hand, as in her left hand Riches and Honour? (Ruskin 

1857, p. 79) 

It seems also that Ruskin considered the nomenclature of classes in Classical 

economics partly contributed to this hatred between classes. 

Making income distribution among classes a central issue of economics was 

one of David Ricardo's major contributions to economics. His Principles of Political 

Economy and Taxation began with the following passage. 

The produce of the earth-all that is derived from its surface by the united 

application of labour, machinery, and capital, is divided among three 

classes of the community, namely, the proprietor of the land, the owner 

44 Ruskin's examples are: "to give pension and cottage to the widow who has lost her son" and "to give 
food and medicine to the workman who has broken his arm, or the decrepit woman wasting in 
sickness". 
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of the stock or capital necessary for its cultivation, and the labourers by 

whose industry it is cultivated (Ricardo 1817, Preface, p. 5). 

Ricardo distinguished each class according to the possession of factors of 

production. Karl Marx admired Ricardo perhaps because Ricardo clearly defined 

classes and made it clear that the interests of the classes are antagonistic. Simply 

speaking, Ricardo suited Karl Marx's view of history as a class struggle. 

Ruskin criticized the nomenclature of classes by examining Henry Fawcett. 

Fawcett was born in 1833 and was a professor of political economy at Cambridge. 

His Manual of Political Economy successfully popularized the ideas of J. S. Mill's 

Principles. It went to a sixth edition in his lifetime after it first appeared in 1863. 

After his death in 1884, Alfred Marshall succeeded to his chair (Schumpeter 1954, p. 

533). Ruskin quoted the following passages from Fawcett. 

Since ... land, labour, and capital are essential to the production of 

wealth, it is natural to suppose that the wealth ought to be possessed by 

those who own the land, labour, and capital... The share of wealth ... 
allotted to the possessor of the land is termed rent; the portion allotted to 

the labourer is termed wages, and the remuneration of the capitalist is 

termed profit 45 

Ruskin argued that if labourers constituted a distinct class separate from 

landlords and capitalists, then the "possessor of the land and the possessor of the 

capital" would be "absolutely idle persons" by definition. This is problematic 

because Ruskin thought that unless disabled, every man should earn his living by 

working. 

Food, fuel, and clothes can only be got out of the ground, or sea, by 

muscular labour; and no man has any business to have any, unless he has 

done, if able, the muscular work necessary to produce his portion, or to 

45 H. Fawcett, Manual of Political Economy (1869, p. 105) quoted in John Ruskin (1871, p. 188) 
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render (as the labour of a surgeon or a physician renders) equivalent 
benefit to life (Ruskin 1876, p. 651). 

Accordingly, receiving rent or profit simply for the loan of the land or capital 

"without personally working" is not justified. Of course, "if they contribute any 

labour", then the definition of class become "complicated" (Ruskin 1871, pp. 188- 

189). 

Earlier, in his lecture at the Working Men's Institute at Camberwell in 1865,46 

he questioned the validity of the term, `working class'. If one class is called a 

"working class", other classes are, by implication, idle classes. He suspected that two 

damaging misconceptions followed. On the one hand, all rich people were perceived 

as idle. On the other hand, some might say if the poor working class were given 

financial help, they would cease working. Both were incorrect. He rather proposed 

to distinguish between the rich and the poor. Among the poor, there were the 

working and the idle poor. Also among the rich, there were the working and the idle 

rich (Ruskin 1866a, pp. 401-403). Under this definition, a rich person would be less 

likely to be hated by the poor if his wealth was accumulated through honest and hard 

work. 

Ruskin's class distinction is similar to modem conventional views. The issue 

of class is less about the possession of means of production than about the possession 

of wealth. In some sense, Ruskin's idea seems to be closed to "the class-blind 

democratic political values" of "Economics" than "the class-centred orientation" of 

"Political Economy" (Heilbroner and Milberg 1995, p. 118). 

' This lecture was published as The Crown of Wild Olive in 1866 
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2.6 Ruskin's view of the visible hand - the State 

2.6.1 Two possibilities: either a constructive or a destructive role 

Before concluding this chapter, it is worth considering Ruskin's view of the 

visible hand, the State. Ruskin thought that individuals should take the initiative in 

the economy rather than the State. 

All effectual advancement towards this true felicity of the human race 

must be by individual, not public effort (Ruskin 1862, p. 111) 

However, Ruskin did not agree with the view that the government's 

engagement in the economy was bad for trade. He thought that the government could 

encourage as well as discourage trade. 

Manchester Economists ... assumed that ... Government interference 

takes away liberty of trade. Whereas liberty is lost when interference 

hinders, not when it helps (Ruskin 1863, p. 221). 

So there are two possibilities for the government's influence upon the 

economy. When the government's engagement with the economy is "constructive", 

the currency will become strong and prices will become cheaper. On the other hand, 

if it is "destructive", wasting the resources of the nation, the currency will become 

weak and prices will in the end become expensive. 

If a constructive, or improving power, using all the wealth entrusted to it 

to the best advantage, the nation is enriched ... This ability may be 

concealed, in which case the currency does not completely represent the 

wealth of the country, or it may be manifested by... a perpetual rise in 

the worth of the currency, that is to say, a fall in the price of all articles 

represented by it. But if the Government be destructive, or consuming 

power, ... 
This inability may either (A) be concealed by meeting 

demands to the full, until it issue in bankruptcy, or in some form of 
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national debt; - or (B) it may be concealed during oscillatory movements 

... which resulted ... instability; - or (C) it may be manifested by 

consistent fall in the worth of the currency, or rise in the price of the 

things (Ruskin 1863, p. 222) 

2.6.2 Government's primary role is the provision of necessaries: welfare state? 

Ruskin thought that people have the right to ask for help from the State when 

they cannot support themselves. He identified the amendment of the Poor Law in 

1834 as a case in which the State gave up its responsibilities by refusing to help 

people in need. He quoted from Wordsworth's Essay on the Poor-Law Amendment 

Bill: 

But, if it be not safe to touch the abstract question of man's right in a 

social state to help himself even in the last extremity, may we not still 

contend for the duty of a Christian government, standing in loco parentis 

towards all its subjects, to make such effectual provision that no one 

shall be in danger of perishing either through the neglect or harshness of 
its legislation? Or, waiving this, is it not indisputable that the claim of 

the State to the allegiance, involves the protection of the subject? And, 

as all rights in one party impose a correlative duty upon another, it 

follows that the right of the State to require the services of its members, 

even to the jeoparding of their lives in the common defence, establishes a 

right in the people (not to be gainsaid by utilitarians and economists) to 

public support when, from any cause, they may be unable to support 

themselves (Ruskin 1857, pp. 11-12). 

Ruskin claimed: "the first duty of government is to see that the people have 

food, fuel and clothes" (Ruskin 1876, p. 651). So without interfering with those who 

live well without help from the Government, it should take care of the poor so "they 

at least are virtuous and comfortable" (Ruskin 1876, p. 652). Also, the Government 
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should provide "comfort and home" to "the old and destitute" (Ruskin 1862, p. 112). 

What he proposed can be seen in the modern welfare state. 

Ruskin also claimed that the government should provide the means of 

production to all people. 47 Once people could earn enough money, they would pay 

back to the government without being required to pay any interest. So what he 

proposed is a free loan that aimed to get rid of disadvantages arising from lack of the 

means of earning a living. 

Materials and tools ... must be provided by the government, for all 

persons, in the necessary quantities ... at first, free of cost to the 

labourer, the value of them being returned to them as the first-fruits of 
his toil; and no pawnbrokers or usurers may be allowed (Ruskin 1876, 

p. 653). 

The second duty of the Government according to Ruskin is to provide "means 

of moral and intellectual education" to the people (Ruskin 1876, p. 651). The 

Government should establish "training schools for youth" free of fees "over the whole 

country" as, of course, they now do. Also all unemployed person "should be at once 

received at the nearest Government school" to have an adequate training to find a new 

job (Ruskin 1862, p. 111). 

2.6.3 Government's role: ensuring the provision of quality goods 

Oliver C. Cox48 argued that capitalism was born in Venice. Yet, Venice in its 

heyday had a very watchful State, which imposed strict standards of quality on the 

produce. For instance, in the production of clothes, the State specified "the length of 

the pieces, the choice of raw materials, the density of the weave and the permitted 

47 Unfortunately, he did not suggest any practical way to realize this noble idea. 
48 Oliver C. Cox (1959, p. 62) as quoted in F. Braudel (2002c, p. 127) 
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dyestuffs". It ensured production of high quality goods in Venice, which established 

"the reputation of Venetian goods, particularly in the Levant markets", though there 

were apparent flaws in this system: it was "difficult to adapt production to the ups and 

downs of demand" (Braudel 2002c, p. 135). 

Possibly influenced by the example of Venice, Ruskin argued for the 

enforcement of minimum standards to ensure the production of good quality goods. 

In his Fors Clavigera, he claimed that the Government should "furnish its own priced 

standard ... of all articles of general consumption" (Ruskin 1875, p. 432). According 

to his scheme, "all goods below the government standard" would be marked and 

destroyed while goods above the standard would be sold at whatever higher prices the 

producer could "get for it" (Ruskin 1875, p. 433). 

As another measure to ensure the production of good quality products, Ruskin, 

in his Political Economy ofArt, proposed to increase competition. It may sound 

quite a familiar theme to modem economics, but there is a difference. Instead of 

privatization, he called for the establishment of new public firms to compete with 

incumbent private firms. These public firms should not have any monopolistic 

privileges, competing on a level basis. Their main role should be to press private 

firms to function efficiently by producing high quality goods at a cheap price. 

let the government establish a paper manufactory, ... There need be no 

monopoly or restriction ... let the paper manufacturers compete with 

the government... the... purchaser might then be sure of good material, 

..., and now they cannot be (Ruskin 1857, p. 27). 

Apparently, Ruskin was unsatisfied with the quality of paper provided by 

private firms, which induced him to conjecture the possibility that the establishment 

of a public firm might result in the supply of good quality papers. 
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He did not say that public firms were more efficient than private firms in 

general: efficiency would not depend on whether the firm was public or private 49 

What he stated was simply that introducing competition from the public sector would 

raise the efficiency of private firms when incumbent private firms did not produce 

quality products. Since the presence of a natural monopoly in the industry is the 

usual rationale for the existence of public firms, Ruskin's idea seems novel though it 

so may not be politically practical. 

2.6.4 Ruskin's ideal of the government 

According to Ruskin, what kind of people constitute the government is more 

important than the form of government: both wisdom and generosity are the virtues 

that the governor should have. 

All forms of government are good just so far as... wise and kind ... 
govern the unwise and unkind (Ruskin 1863, p. 280) 

He found the ideal principles of the government from "frescoes by Ambrozio 

Lorenzetti, in the town-hall of Siena". "Faith, Hope and Charity" were presented as 

three principles that constitute "noble Civic Government". According to Ruskin's 

explanation, "Faith" did not mean religious faith but the "faith which enables work to 

be carried out steadily, in spite of adverse appearances and expediencies" (Ruskin 

1857, p. 35). The principle of "Hope" showed that all Good government is 

"expectant as well as conservative; that if it ceases to be hopeful of better things, it 

ceases to be a wise guardian of present things". 

49 Recent evidence of rising inefficiency after the privatization of the British Rail seems to show the 
fallacy of assuming that privatization automatically guarantees an efficiency gain. 50 Even when the incumbent private firms produce unsatisfactory goods, establishing a new public firm 
using taxpayer's money seems not a possible option. 
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that it ought never ... content with any existing state of institution or 

possession, ... but feeling that its real life consists in steady ascent 
from high to higher (Ruskin 1857, p. 36) 

Though both "Faith" and "Hope" are important, the principle that "crown[s] 

the king" is "Charity": charity is the most important principle of "Good Civic 

Government. " It is because only those who aimed to enhance the happiness of the 

people deserved to be the governor. His rule will be effective only when he practice 

his love towards his people. His power can be maintained as long as his people love 

him. 

all the authority of a good governor should be desired by him only for the 

good of his people, so that only Love that makes him accept or guard his 

crown. In the second place, his chief greatness consists in the exercise 

of this love ... so that love is the light of his crown ... lastly, because his 

strength depends on the affections of his people, ... love is the strength 

of his crown as well as the light of it (Ruskin 1857, p. 36). 

2.7 Conclusion 

The French Revolution of 1789 had three ideals: liberty, equality and 

fraternity. Liberty, the foremost value among them has since been embodied in 

modem Capitalism as an economic system and in the market as an institution. The 

self-interested individual has been the prime mover of this system. Adam Smith's 

`invisible hand' provided a rationale for the desirability of this system. 

However, the free play of the market, under the existing inequalities of initial 

wealth and capabilities, inevitably widens inequalities of wealth. In the nineteenth 

century many recognized the need to qualify the full functioning of a self-regulating 

market. 
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Some thought that equality could be achieved only by destroying capitalism. 

They dreamed about socialism as an alternative economic system. When socialist 

regimes were established in Russia, Eastern Europe and some parts of Asia, the State 

replaced the market as an institution. Individual initiative was suppressed. There 

were times when this system seemed to work successfully. However under the 

emphasis on equality, people's freedom is suppressed. Equality made "every body 

poor" as Ruskin warned in 1860. Even worse, corruption was prevalent and a new 

social division of wealth and privilege arose denying the rationale of the system. The 

economy lost its vigour and when it was evident that this system had failed to provide 

anything it promised, it collapsed, three quarters of a century after the birth of the first 

socialist state in Russia. 

In the nineteenth century, John Ruskin was critical both of socialism and of 

the capitalism of the time. 

Neither is the socialist right in desiring to make everybody poor, 

powerless and foolish as he is himself, nor the rich man right in leaving 

the children in mire (Ruskin 1862, p. 107n). 

Instead of dreaming of destroying the existing system, he tried to change the 

mechanisms of the system by promoting `fraternity', maybe the neglected ideal of the 

French Revolution. Ruskin's `invisible hand' epitomizes this ideal that by practicing 

affection toward each other, a better economy may be achieved. 

The French... stated one true principle, that of fraternity or brotherhood 

(Ruskin 1857, p. 9) 

In this chapter, I have dealt with the employer-employee relationship as 

exemplifying Ruskin's ideals. This is not because Ruskin thought that the invisible 
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hand works only within a firm as an extended form of a family. 51 Practicing love 

towards each other would, albeit indirectly, make the overall economy function well, 

according to Ruskin, as the discussion in the next chapter will show. 

51 So I do not agree with Gary Becker's argument that altruism works efficiently only in familial 
relationships 
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Chapter 3. Putting the `whole person' at the centre of the economy 

3.1 Introduction 

Early economists considered the whole person in their economics. Mary S. 

Morgan states: 

In the beginning, there was whole man (Morgan 1997, p. 78)' 

It was John Stuart Mill who created ̀economic man' (Persky 1995, p. 222; 

Morgan 1997, p. 80). In his On the Definition of Political Economy; and on the 

Method of Investigation Proper to It, Mill defined economics as "[t]he science which 

treats of the production and distribution of wealth, so far as they depend upon the laws 

of human nature" (Mill 1836, p. 133) and stated that economics dealt with economic 

man instead of the whole person. 2 

"Political Economy" ... does not treat of the whole of man's nature as 

modified by the social state, nor of the whole conduct of man in 

society. It is concerned with him solely as a being who desires to 

possess wealth, and who is capable of judging of the comparative 

efficacy of means for obtaining that end. It predicts only such of the 

phenomena of the social state as take place in consequence of the 

pursuit of wealth (Mill 1836, p. 137). 

Economic man is a characterization of people "whose activities are determined 

solely by the desire for wealth" (John Neville Keynes 1890, p. 16). 

Political Economy considers mankind as occupied solely in acquiring 

and consuming wealth (Mill 1836, p. 138). 

1 Italicized from the original. 
2 Mill did not use the exact terminology `economic man' in his writings as Persky pointed out. Rather 
"the term did emerge in reaction to Mill's work" (Persky 1995, p. 222) 
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Mill defined wealth accordingly and considered that being rich was only one 

aspect of human life. 

It is one thing to be rich, another thing to be enlightened, brave, or humane; 

that the questions how a nation is made wealthy, and how it is made free, 

or virtuous, or eminent in literature, in the fine arts, in arms, or in polity, 

are totally distinct enquiries (Mill 1848, p. 1). 

John Ruskin thought otherwise. He argued that Mill's concept of wealth was 

inappropriate to the consideration of wealth related to material needs. Furthermore, 

he claimed that the ennobled man was the ultimate wealth. 

This chapter examines John Ruskin's concept of wealth. I will begin by 

discussing Ruskin's criticism of John Stuart Mill's definition of wealth. Ruskin's 

proposals to redress inequality of (material) wealth will subsequently be discussed. I 

will then explain Ruskin's argument that the noble man was the ultimate wealth. His 

proposals to enhance the quality of life will be presented. The need to consider the 

whole person in economics will be discussed as a conclusion. 

3.2 Material wealth 

John Stuart Mill saw ̀ wealth' as the central issue of economics, yet argued 

that defining wealth precisely was not necessary because everybody had an accurate 

concept of what wealth was. 

That subject is Wealth. Writers on Political Economy profess to teach, 

or to investigate, the nature of Wealth, and the law of its production 

and distribution ... Every one has a notion, sufficiently correct for 

common purposes, of what is meant by wealth ... It is no part of the 
design of this treatise to aim at metaphysical nicety of definition (Mill 

1848, p. 1). 
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John Ruskin criticized Mill's position as complacent arguing that people in 

fact did not know what wealth really was. 

Metaphysical nicety, we assuredly do not need; but physical nicety, 

and logical accuracy, with respect to a physical subject, we as 

assuredly do (Ruskin 1862, Preface, p. 19). 

So for Ruskin, the most important object of his Unto This Last was to provide 

a correct definition of wealth. He also tried to show that morality in society was 

necessary to the accumulation of wealth. 

It was, therefore, the first object of these following papers to give an 

accurate and stable definition of wealth. Their second object was to 

show that the acquisition of wealth was finally possible only under 

certain moral conditions of society (Ruskin 1862, Preface). 

Ruskin considered Mill's definition of wealth (Ruskin 1862, p. 86). Mill 

defined wealth as "all useful and agreeable things which possess exchangeable value" 

(Mill 1848, p. 9). 

Or in other words, all useful or agreeable things except those which 

can be obtained, in the quantity desired, without labour or sacrifice 

(Mill 1848, p. 9). 

So there are two components in Mill's concept of wealth: first of all, it should 

be "useful and agreeable". Secondly, it should not be freely available. It should 

have a price or exchange value. Ruskin examined these components closely. ' I will 

consider both components in reverse order: firstly, exchange value and then 

`usefulness and agreeableness' of things. 

3 It seems that Ruskin's criticism of Mill's concept of wealth was accepted seriously. William 
Ashley's bibliographical appendix of his edition (1909) of John Stuart Mill (1848) cited John Ruskin 
alongside William Stanley Jevons and John Shield Nicholson as early critics of Mill's definition of 
wealth: John Stuart Mill (1909, p. 981) 
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3.2.1 Exchange Value 

As Donald Winch says, "Ruskin's forte lay not in analysing exchange values 

but in making pronouncements on `vital' values" (Winch 2004, p. 121) 4 

Nonetheless, Ruskin examined the theory of (exchange) value. He was fascinated by 

"phenomena of price" which "are intensely complex, curious, and interesting" 

(Ruskin 1862, p. 94). 

In his "endeavour" to make a distinction "between true and false wealth", 

Ruskin claimed that there were two kinds of property: "that which produces life, and 

that which produces the objects of life. " By the former he meant materials necessary 

to physical survival. By the latter he meant "all that gives pleasure, or suggests and 

preserves thought" (Ruskin 1857, p. 99). He then subcategorized each type of 

property into two, and added money as a type of property that represented wealth. 

So, in total he suggested five kinds of property. 

Ruskin subcategorized the type of property necessary to the physical survival 

of people according to whether it was reproducible by labour or not. So, the first 

type of property was "necessary to life, but not producible by labour. " He put 

"atmosphere, without which he cannot breathe" and "water, which he needs to quench 

his thirst" in this category (Ruskin 1857, p. 99). The second type was the "property 

necessary to life, but only producible by labour. " He put "simple food, clothing, and 

habitation, with their seeds and materials, or instruments and machinery, and animals 

used for necessary draught or locomotion" in this category (Ruskin 1857, p. 100). 

Ruskin subcategorized the type of property that was demanded to satisfy 

desire unrelated with physical survival according to whether it would satisfy vanity or 

it would fulfil intellectual and artistic desire. So, the third type was "that which 

4ltalicized from the original 
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conduces to bodily pleasures and conveniences, without directly tending to sustain 

life. " He put "all dainty (as distinguished from nourishing) food, and means of 

producing it; all scents not needed for health; substances valued only for their 

appearance and rarity (as gold and jewels); flowers of difficult culture; animals used 

for delight (as horses for racing)" in this category. He called this type of property 

"luxury" (Ruskin 1857, p. 101). 

The fourth type of property gave either intellectual or artistic pleasure. 

that which bestows intellectual or emotional pleasure (Ruskin 1857, p. 
102)s 

It consisted "of land set apart for purposes of delight more than for agriculture; 

of books, works of art, and objects of natural history". Ruskin claimed that this type 

of property "deserves the name of real property ... when rightly used" because "it is 

the only kind which a man can truly be said to `possess"'. According to him, "things 

that give intellectual or emotional enjoyment may be accumulated and do not perish 

in using; but continually supply new pleasures to others" (Ruskin 1857, p. 102). 

The fifth type of property was "representative property, consisting of 

documents or money. " He defined money as "a transferable document" which gave 

"claim ... to a certain share of real property existing in those societies" (Ruskin 1857, 

p. 103). Ruskin evidently categorized property not by the characteristic of the 

material but by usage. 

Among the above-mentioned five categories of property, he explained that the 

"increase" of the second type of property "cannot usually be carried beyond a certain 

point, because it depends not on labour only, but on things of which the supply is 

limited by nature. " For example, "the possible accumulation of corn depends on the 

5 The distinction between the third and fourth type of property is somewhat subjective. 
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quantity of corn-growing land possessed or commercially accessible; and that of steel, 

similarly, on the accessible quantity of coal and ironstone. It follows from this 

natural limitation of supply that the accumulation of property of this kind ... 

commonly involves, more or less, the scarcity of it": one man's procuring "a great 

deal of it, may, and in all likelihood will partially prevent other men procuring a 

sufficiency of it" (Ruskin 1857, p. 100). 

As has been shown above, Ruskin identified `scarcity' as a characteristic of 

his second type of goods. For an example, in the case of corn, there were limits in 

further production each year, though it was reproducible. David Ricardo also wrote 

about "some commodities, the value of which is determined by their scarcity alone. " 

However, in Ricardo, goods, the value of which was determined by scarcity, were 

non-reproducible ones: "rare statues and pictures, scarce books and coins, wines of a 

peculiar quality" (Ricardo 1817, p. 12). 

Ruskin put gold in the third type of property and claimed that gold was 

expensive not only because it was scarce but also because it attracted consumers by its 

beauty. 

the price of gold [depends] less on the scarcity ... than on the sunlight 

colour and unalterable purity ... it attracts the admiration and answers 
the trust of mankind (Ruskin 1862, p. 84n). 

Unfortunately, Ruskin seems to have been confused, since he failed to 

recognize that the beautiful colour and purity of gold affected demand, hence scarcity 

relative to demand. 

Ruskin did not believe that the labour theory of value explained the 

determination of exchange value satisfactorily either. David Ricardo thought that 

"the value of a commodity ... depends on the relative quantity of labour which is 
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necessary for its production" (Ricardo 1817, p. 11). Ruskin considered the following 

passage from Ricardo: 

Suppose that in the early stages of society the bows and arrows of the 

hunter were of equal value, and of equal durability, with the canoe and 

implements of the fisherman, both being the produce of the same 

quantity of labour. Under such circumstances the value of the deer, 

the produce of the hunter's day's labour, would be exactly equal to the 

value of the fish, the product of the fisherman's day's labour. The 

comparative value of the fish and game would be entirely regulated by 

the quantity of labour realized in each (Ricardo 1817, p. 26). 

Ruskin presented an example in which exchange according to the labour 

theory of value would seem bizarre. 

Indeed! Therefore, if the fisherman catches one sprat, and the 

huntsman one deer, one sprat will be equal in value to one deer but if 

the fisherman catches no sprat, and the huntsman two deer, no sprat 

will be equal in value to two deer? (Ruskin 1862, p. 82) 

Ruskin argued that for Ricardo's argument to be sensible, Ricardo should have 

beforehand proved "in his own instance" that "the deer and fish would each feed the 

same number of men, for the same number of days, with equal pleasure to their 

palates" (Ruskin 1862, p. 83n). 

Unfortunately, Ruskin's criticism of Ricardo seems to be wrong. In Ricardo's 

example, a deer was exchanged with two salmon. 

If, for example ... the fisherman ... employed ten men, whose annual 
labour cost 1001. and who in one day obtained by their labour twenty 

salmon: If... the hunter ... also employed ten men, whose annual 
labour cost 100!. and who in one day procured him ten deer; then the 

natural price of a deer would be two salmon, whether the proportion of 

the whole produce bestowed on the men who obtained it, were large or 

small (Ricardo 1817, pp. 26-27). 
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However the exchange of a deer with a sprat, as Ruskin hypothesized, was 

simply unrealistic: the size of a salmon is up to 150 cm and it weights up to 35 kg. In 

contrast, the size of a sprat is approximately 8 to 10 cm only (www. seafood. no). 

Obviously Ruskin did not consider Ricardo's qualification that "if a 

commodity were in no way useful, - in other words, if it could no way contribute to 

our gratification - it would be destitute of exchangeable value, however scarce it 

might be, or whatever quantity of labour might be necessary to procure it" (Ricardo 

1817, p. 11). Following Ricardo's reasoning, a sprat that gives much less satisfaction 

compared to a deer, will not be exchanged one-to-one in spite of the equivalent 

amount of labour used in catching them. Furthermore Adam Smith and David 

Ricardo stated clearly that the terms of exchange would be determined by the amount 

of fish and deer normally being caught rather than the amount of them being caught 

on a particular day. 

If, among a nation of hunters, for example, it usually cost twice the labour 

to kill a beaver which it does to kill a deer, one beaver should naturally 

exchanged for, or be worth, two deer. It is natural that what is usually the 

produce of two day's or two hours' labour should be double of what is 

usually the produce of one day's or one hour's labour (Smith (1776, p. 65) 

quoted in Ricardo (1817, p. 13)). 

Nevertheless Ruskin presented another example to criticize the labour theory 

of value. 

the price of singing [depends] less on the labour of the singer than the 

number of persons who desire to hear him (Ruskin 1862, p. 84n). 

His argument was that the price of goods and services depended less on the 

amount of labour used in the production of a commodity than on the intensity and 

quantity of demand of the consumers. Ruskin's example of a singer seems to reflect 
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the fact that he began his career as an art critic. Suppose the singer is of exceptional 

talent and non-reproducible, then Ruskin's argument had a point. However, if the 

singer is of average talent, reproducible and is well rewarded then many others will 

join the competition to be singers in which case the singer's value will depend also on 

how many others can sing so well. Whatever the case, Ruskin's point falls short of 

falsifying Ricardo's theory of value. Ricardo had already written about some 

commodities the value of which "is wholly independent of the quantity of labour 

originally necessary to produce them, and varies with the varying wealth and 

inclinations of those who are desirous to possess them" (Ricardo 1817, p. 12). 

Ruskin also claimed that the price of a commodity depends less on its 

goodness or utility than on the passion and desire of possession of it by consumers. 

Thus the price of a painting depends less on its merits than on the 

interest taken in it by the public (Ruskin 1862, p. 84n) 

Unsatisfied with existing theories of value, Ruskin presented his theory of 

value. According to him, "the general law 
... respecting just or economical exchange, 

is simply this: - there must be advantage on both side (or if only advantage on one, at 

least no disadvantage on the other) to the persons exchanging" (Ruskin 1862, p. 93). 

He explained, "the term `advantage' ... 
includes two ideas; the advantage, namely, of 

getting what we need, and that of getting what we wish for. " Between the two 

advantages, the consideration of the latter predominated. So he stated: 

Three-fourths of the demands existing in the world are romantic 

Ruskin (1862, p. 94). 

Romantic demand was a demand "founded on visions, idealisms, hopes, and 

affections" rather than on basic material needs. So "the regulation of the purse is, in 

its essence, regulation of the imagination and the heart. " 
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He defined the exchange value or price: "the price of anything is the quantity 

of labour given by the person desiring it, in order to obtain possession of it" (Ruskin 

1862, p. 94). 

He thought that there were four elements that determine the exchange value. 

(A) "The quantity of wish the purchaser has for the thing. " (B) "the quantity of wish 

the seller has to keep" the thing. (C) "the quantity of labour the purchaser can afford" 

to pay. (D) "the quantity of labour the seller can afford, to keep" the thing (Ruskin 

1862, p. 94). The consideration of (A) and (B) implies that the exchange value is 

determined by the demand and supply each reflecting reservation price of the 

purchaser and that of the seller. The consideration of (C) and (D) implies that the 

determination of the exchange value is influenced by the wealth each purchaser and 

seller possesses. This seems to be a bargaining situation for a unique object in 

bilateral monopoly. Ruskin explained that how much (A) exceeded (B) and how 

much (C) exceeded (D) determined the exchange value. 

This seems to anticipate a version of the theory of value of the Austrian school. 

Friedrich von Wieser explained the Austrian theory of value: both `supply and 

demand' and ̀ the wealth of the purchasers' determined the exchange value. 

Thus we see exchange value and price following the law of margins 
like value in use, with this qualification, that they are determined 

directly, not by marginal utility but by marginal equivalence, in which, 

not only supply and demand, but also the wealth of the purchasers is 

taken into account (Wieser 1891, p. 117). 

According to Wieser, the demand of the purchaser reflects his maximum 

demand price for the commodity. 

The maximum price which the consumer can ever afford to give does 

not exceed what he, according to his own estimate of money, looks 
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upon as the full equivalent of the value in use which the commodities 

he is buying will have for him (Wieser 1891, p. 116). 

When a small amount of a commodity is produced, only a wealthy purchaser 

can afford the high price. He will buy it if the price is lower than his reservation 

price. As more goods are produced, price will be adjusted to accommodate the 

reservation price of less wealthy purchasers. So demand and supply determines the 

exchange value. 

A wealthier purchaser ... will be able to afford a higher price ... the 

wealthiest of purchasers will consent to this higher price only if he 

must do so in order to keep off less wealthy bidders, who else could 

take the goods out of the market. Yet if so much of the commodity is 

offered, that even for lower bidders something is left over, the price 

must be adjusted to their estimates, in order that everything may find a 

sale (Wieser 1891, p. 117). 

The wealth of the purchasers also influences the determination of price: "rare 

articles of luxury, e. g., precious stones, fetch very high prices, because the rich 

contend for them with the poor and the richest with the rich. " In contrast, "stock 

goods supplied for imperative needs command very low prices, corresponding to the 

purchasing power of the lowest strata of the population" (Wieser 1891, p. 117). 

In retrospect, Ruskin might perhaps have developed a more analytic theory of 

value equivalent to that of the Austrian school. He knew that his theory led to a 

bargaining situation and clearly said so (Ruskin 1862, p. 94). Unfortunately, he did 

not explain how the relationship of (A), (B), (C) and (D) determined the exchange 

value and did not investigate any further. The theory of value was "too complex, 

however, to be examined yet" (Ruskin 1862, p. 94). 
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3.2.2 Intrinsic Value 

Ruskin rather considered ̀intrinsic value' than exchange value in his concept 

of wealth. Ruskin stated, " `wealth' consists of things in themselves valuable" 

(Ruskin 1863, p. 203). He then defined value as "the life-giving power of anything" 

or "the strength or `availing' of anything towards the sustaining of life" (Ruskin 1863, 

p. 203). 6 Ruskin knew that "the word Value, when used without adjunct, always 

means, in political economy, value in exchange" (Mill 1848, p. 437). Ruskin thought 

that exchange value did not reflect the true worth of things. So value should be 

perceived differently. According to Ruskin, value was "always twofold" 

"Primarily" it was "INTRINSIC" and "secondly" it was "EFFECTUAL" (Ruskin 

1863, p. 203). 

Ruskin defined "intrinsic value" as "the absolute power of anything to support 

life". This definition seems problematic: instead of explaining the term in plain 

English, he used metaphorical definitions. Maybe examining how he described 

`intrinsic value' in the examples will help to clarify his meaning. 

A sheaf of wheat of given quality and weight has in it a measurable 

power of sustaining the substance of the body; a cubic foot of pure air, 

a fixed power of sustaining its warmth; and a cluster of flowers of 

given beauty a fixed power of enlivening or animating the senses and 
heart (Ruskin 1863, pp. 203-204). 

People live by eating bread made of wheat. So wheat has the intrinsic value 

of nourishing people. 7 It is pleasant to look at the beautiful flowers and to smell the 

flagrance of them. So a flower has the intrinsic value of freshening senses. Not only 

material but also immaterial or spiritual things can have intrinsic value as long as they 

6iLife' here should be understood metaphorically rather than a simple physical survival of the organism. 
It is clear that intrinsic value cannot be quantified. So it is a qualitative than a quantitative measure. 
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support life either physically or mentally. Even things for which there is no effective 

demand in the marketplace can have a high intrinsic value. However, intrinsic value 

is only a necessary condition for things to be real wealth, according to Ruskin. The 

usableness8 of a thing or the presence of capacity in people to use it is another 

condition for it to be wealth, as I will explain in the next section. 

3.2.3 Usefulness vs. Usableness-Capacity 

It is now time to consider another component of wealth according to John 

Stuart Mill, the usefulness and agreeableness of things. 

Mill defined "usefulness" as the "capacity to satisfy a desire, or serve a 

purpose" (Mill 1848, p. 437). According to Mill, the usefulness that constituted 

wealth did not have to be enjoyed by the possessor of the things. It did not even 

matter whether the possessor of the things had any capacity to enjoy them or not, as 

long as the things retained exchange value and could be exchanged for something 

useful to him. So the usefulness of things in Mill's terms did not necessarily reflect 

the possessor's expectation that he will use them. A horse that can fetch high price, 

if it is sold in the future, is a perfect form of wealth even when the possessor does not 

know how to ride it at all according to Mill. 

We really, and justly, look upon a person as possessing the advantages 

of wealth, not in proportion to the useful and agreeable things of which 
he is in the actual enjoyment, but to his command over the general 
fund of things useful and agreeable (Mill 1848, p. 4). 

Ruskin thought that Mill's definition was not enough because the "economic 

usefulness of a thing depends not merely on its own nature but on the number of 

8 Oxford English Dictionary records H. W. Beecher as the first person who used the term `usableness' 
in 1872. John Ruskin's Unto This Last appeared a decade earlier. So Ruskin may have coined the 
word, 'usableness'. 

102 



Putting the 'whole person' at the centre of the economy 

people who can and will use it" (Ruskin 1862, p. 80). 9 Ruskin claimed that "usable 

thing", a Greek term for wealth that he took from Xenophon, rather than Mill's 

`usefulness' defined wealth more correctly (Ruskin 1863, p. 217). 

It may be necessary to consider Xenophon's argument to clarify the difference 

between Mill and Ruskin. Xenophon (427-355/50 BC) was a Greek historian and 

philosopher who was "a companion of Socrates, and is second in importance only to 

Plato as a source for our knowledge of him. " Xenophon wrote Oeconomicus partly 

to respond "to the comic attack on Socrates in Aristophanes' Clouds" (Oconnor 1998). 

In his Oeconomicus, Xenophon considered the concept of wealth. It was presented in 

the form of dialogues between Socrates and Critobulus. Critobulus was "one of the 

wealthiest men at Athens" whose "property was worth over 8 tal. 2,000 dr" 

(Xenophon 1995, p. 217). 10 Socrates began by asking whether everything possessed 

by the owner constituted his wealth or property as Critobulus initially assumed. 

SOCRATES. Well then, an estate - what do we think it is? Is it the 

same as a house or does it include whatever a person possesses 

outside the house, as well? Is all this part of the estate? 
CRITOBULUS. I certainly think that even if it is not in the same city 

as the possessor, everything a person possesses is part of his estate 

(Xenophon 1995, p. 105). 

Socrates made a point that only something useful constituted wealth, which 

Critobulus came to agree with. 

SOCRATES. You seem to be calling `property' whatever is beneficial 

to its owner. 

CRITOBULUS. I most certainly do, and I consider what is harmful to 
be loss rather than wealth (Xenophon 1995, p. 107). 

`Economic usefulness' is not usefulness of Mill but what Ruskin called the usableness. 
10 Critobulus also appeared in his dialogues with Socrates in Plato. 
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Socrates then took a different line, pointing out that things generally 

considered as useful could be useless and even harmful if the possessor of the thing 

did not know how to use it. A horse could not be a part of wealth, if the possessor of 

it did not know how to use it. 

SOCRATES. And so if someone has bought a horse and does not 
know how to use it, but keeps falling off and is injured, the horse 

doesn't count as wealth for him, I suppose? 

CRITOBULUS. Not on the assumption that wealth is a good thing 

(Xenophon 1995, p. 107). 

So the same thing could either constitute wealth or not according to the 

"usableness" to the possessor. 

SOCRATES. Things that are the same, then, can be wealth for the 

person who knows how to use each of them, but not wealth for one 

who does not know. On the same principle, flutes are wealth for 

the person who knows how to play the flute reasonably well, but 

about as useful as stones for one who does not know how to play 
(Xenophon 1995, p. 107). 

However, if the possessor could sell the thing that he did not know how to use, 

then the thing could be justly regarded as wealth. This is similar to what Mill 

considered as the characteristic of usefulness that constituted wealth. 

SOCRATES. Furthermore, this is our conclusion: for those who do not 
know how to use them flutes are wealth if they sell them, but not 

wealth if they do not sell them but keep them (Xenophon 1995, p. 
107). 

Xenophon made another turn in his argument. Even when the possessor 

could sell the thing, if he did not know how to use the thing that he received in 

exchange, neither thing could constitute his wealth. His conclusive argument was 
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that the capacity of the possessor to use the thing rather than the beneficial attributes 

of it mattered in the constitution of wealth. This may be the point Ruskin considered 

seriously. 

CRITOBULUS. And our argument is progressing consistently, 

Socrates, because we have said that what is beneficial is wealth. 

For if flutes are not sold they are not wealth, for they aren't useful; 
but when they are sold, they become wealth. 

SOCRATES. (replying). If, that is, a person knows how to sell them. 
But then again, if he should sell them in exchange for something 
he does not know how to use, even when sold they do not 

constitute wealth, at least according to your argument (Xenophon 

1995, p. 107). 

According to Ruskin, the wealth of the nation has been measured by the 

amount and quality of horses and wine under the assumption that both of them are 

useful. 

Thus the Power of the English currency has been, till of late, largely 

based on the national estimate of horses and of wine (Ruskin 1863, p. 
237). 

However, to consider the extreme case, if "no one can ride", a horse will be 

useless and will be "unsaleable". Also a sword will be useless "if no one can strike" 

properly. So' every material utility depends on its relative human capacity" (Ruskin 

1862, p. 81). 

About agreeableness of a thing, Ruskin pointed out that it "depends not merely 

on its own likeableness, but on the number of people who can be got to like it" 

(Ruskin 1862, p. 81). 

The relative agreeableness, and therefore saleableness, of `a pot of the 

smallest ale', and of `Adonis painted by a running brook, ' depends 

virtually on the opinion of Demos, in the shape of Christopher Sly 
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(Ruskin 1862, p. 81). 

So "the agreeableness of a thing depends on its relatively human disposition" 

(Ruskin 1862, p. 81). Ruskin emphasized the importance of developing a good 

disposition, which will determine whether a person becomes rich or poor. 

When you give a man half a crown, it depends on his disposition 

whether he is rich or poor with it - whether he will buy disease, ruin 

and hatred, or buy health, advancement, and domestic love (Ruskin 

1862, p. 81n). 

According to him, the provision of proper moral education to buyers would 

produce consumers of a good disposition, which would increase wealth in the end 

(Ruskin 1862, p. 81n). 

Summarizing these ideas, he stated, "political economy, being a science of 

wealth, must be a science respecting human capacities and dispositions" (Ruskin 1862, 

p. 81). Once things of intrinsic value are given as a necessary condition, the presence 

of human capacity is another condition for things to be wealth: production of useful 

materials is not enough in accumulating wealth. 

3.2.4 Effectual Value 

As has been explained, both the intrinsic values of things and human capacity 

are essential components of wealth, according to Ruskin. He defined wealth as "the 

possession of useful articles, which we can use" (Ruskin 1862, p. 87). He termed 

"effectual value": "there is effectual value, or wealth" when "the intrinsic value and 

acceptant capacity come together" (Ruskin 1863, p. 204). 

The production of effectual value, therefore, always involves two 

needs: first, the production of a thing essentially useful; then the 

production of the capacity to use it (Ruskin 1863, p. 204). 
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With the same amount of things with intrinsic value, wealth or effectual value 

may be different according to human capacity. Improvement of the human capacity 

to utilize the thing will increase the effectual value of the thing even without 

producing more goods. He explained the multiplicative relationship between 

intrinsic value and capacity using simple mathematics. " 

The effectual value of a given quantity of any commodity existing in 

the world at any moment is therefore a mathematical function of the 

capacity existing in the human race to enjoy it. Let its intrinsic value 
be represented by x; and the recipient faculty by y; its effectual value is 

xy, in which the sum varies as either coefficient varies, is increased by 

either's increase, and cancelled by either's absence (Ruskin 1863, p. 
204). 

There is an important qualification to the mathematics given above. Though 

Ruskin did not present a further mathematical relationship, the degree of equality of 

wealth in the society12 should be taken into account in the consideration of really 

meaningful effectual value. According to Ruskin, there were five ways of wielding 

power over property: "Use, Administration, Ostentation, Destruction, or Bequest". 

Among them meaningful "possession is in use only, which for each man is sternly 

limited" (Ruskin 1863, p. 216). 

He cannot live in two houses at once; a few bales of silk or wool will 

suffice for the fabric of all the clothes he can ever wear, and a few books 

will probably hold all the furniture good for his brain (Ruskin 1863, pp. 
216-217). 

"In fact, it does not amount to an exact mathematical formula. Quantifying intrinsic value and human 
capacity is simply difficult. Rather it is a statement that things with intrinsic value and human capacity 
do not have an additive relationship, in which simple accumulation of things, without the presence of 
human capacity, are regarded as increasing wealth. 
12 Ruskin did not present any measure of inequality. Maybe a Gini or Theil coefficient? 
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Unfortunately people confuse "guardianship with possession" and most "men 

of property" are "curators, not possessors of wealth" in the real sense (Ruskin 1863, p. 

216). Suppose inequality of wealth is lessened, more goods can be utilized fully and 

the effectual value of the society will be increased. So the amount of national wealth 

is also dependent upon the degree of equality of wealth. 

For if the actual existence of wealth be dependent on the power of its 

possessor, it follows that the sum of wealth held by the nation, instead of 
being constant or calculable, varies hourly, nay, momentarily, with the 

number and character of its holders; and that in changing hands, it 

changes in quantity (Ruskin 1863, p. 219). 

3.3 "Why have our little girls large shoes? "13 

3.3.1 Was Britain rich or poor? 

England had a hegemonic position in the eighteenth and nineteenth century 

world economy and was called the ̀ workshop of the world'. The British Empire, at 

its zenith, governed about a quarter of the world's population and landmass, 

dominating nearly all the oceans (Ferguson 2003, p. xii). Naturally many 

contemporaries perceived England as enjoying an unprecedented prosperity. 

the Times telling you that "by every kind of measure, and on every 

principle of calculation, the growth of our prosperity is established, "... 

Again, the Morning Post tells you ... that ... the country is at present 
in a state of unexampled prosperity (Ruskin 1877, pp. 17-18). 

Ruskin expressed doubts at the idea: "are we indeed, to begin with, richer than 

we were? " (Ruskin 1877, p. 17) His argument was that as long as many people lived 

in extreme poverty, the country could not be called well 0 ff. 14 He claimed that many 

13 John Ruskin (1874, p. 14) 
14 He seemed to employ a Rawlsian maximin criterion. See: John Ruskin (1871, p. 13) 
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workers were suffering long hours of work for cheap wages determined by supply and 

demand in the labour market. 

Supply and demand! Alas; for what noble work was there ever any 

audible "demand" in that poor sense ... 
Nay, the demand is not loud 

even for ignoble work. See "Average earnings of Betty Taylor, " in 

Times of 4th February of this year. "Worked from Monday morning 

at 8 A. M. to Friday night at 5.30 P. M. for 1s. 5V2 d. -Laissez faire 

(Ruskin 1863, p. 279). '5 

Even with low nominal wages, living standards measured by real wages could 

be high provided that prices were much lower. However, he thought that "the price 

of even the commonest kinds [of fruit and vegetables] made it just impossible for the 

very poor to buy it - not only of personal, but of wide importance" (Ruskin 1877, p. 

201). He criticized the situation. 

Why are fruit and vegetables so much scarcer and dearer than they 

were when we were children? ... dear vegetables means semi- 

starvation to countless poor families. One of the first facts I learnt 

when I came here was, -Poor folks' children don't get much to eat 

all winter but bread and potatoes (Ruskin 1877, p. 202). 16 

He was also critical of unstable employment 

`great depression in the shoe trade'... People are.. . never half fed by 

such means, but over-fed one day in the week, and left foodless the 

other six (Ruskin 1877, p. 203). 

The big gap in perception between Ruskin and the newspapers he quoted is 

puzzling. Britain in the nineteenth century had two conflicting images. On the one 

hand, Britain was the first successfully industrialized country in the world. Its 

IS It seems that Ruskin forgot to put quotation mark at the end of the sentence. 
16 Even today fresh and organic vegetables are hardly within the reach of the poor. 
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economy escaped the Malthusian regime, which had characterized pre-modern 

economies: sustained growth of a modem economy with a "simultaneous rise in 

population, prices, 17 G. N. P., and wages" began only from the nineteenth century. 18 

Britain was the richest country in the world, surpassing the Dutch. On the other hand, 

a plethora of writings reported the worsening condition of the poor. Therefore, it is 

necessary to examine Britain in the nineteenth century to assess Ruskin's argument. 

3.3.2 The Living Standard Controversy 

By the mid-twentieth century, Britain in the nineteenth century was often seen 

as having suffered from "intense misery and exploitation" (Thompson 1963, p. 213), 

though John H. Clapham challenged this common sense view as early as 1926. 

According to him, the story of the worsening misery of the workers was a simple 

legend. However, in 1930, J. L. Hammond pointed out two problems with 

Clapham's argument. When Clapham calculated the national average of agricultural 

incomes, he summed up the county averages and then divided by the number of 

counties. Hammond pointed out that this method has an upward bias because a 

greater number of people lived in Southern England while average wages were lower 

in the south than in the north. As a consequence, 60% of the labourers earned wages 

below the national average calculated by Clapham. Hammond also pointed out that 

Clapham considered only material wellbeing without considering a broader concept of 

17 In fact, the movement of prices of Britain was not so simple as Braudel depicted. According to W. 
W. Rostow, there were five phases between 1793 and 1912: mean rates of growth (or decline) of 
general prices per year were 1.8% (1793-1815), -1.4% (1815-47), 0.6% (1847-73), -1.5% (1873-1900) 
and 1.5% (1900-12). See W. W. Rostow (1948, p. 8) quoted in Francois Crouzet (1982, p. 44) 
'8 Fernand Braudel (2002c, p. 617): In twelfth and thirteenth century Europe, both GNP and per capita 
income increased. However, between the fourteenth and the early nineteenth century, GNP and per 
capita income moved in the opposite direction due to population dynamics. With the end of the 
Malthusian regime in the nineteenth century, sustained growth of a modem economy became possible. 
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the happiness of the labouring poor. Clapham acknowledged both problems in his 

second edition in 1930. 

"The modern debate over this issue" began with Thomas S. Ashton's The 

British Standard ofLiving, which appeared in 1949.19 He used real wages measured 

by the price of basic commodities as the proxy for living standards. He argued that 

real wages rose at least after 1820. He also argued that the spread of factory 

production was beneficial to the workers (Ashton 1949, p. 19). Ashton's article 

reappeared in Capitalism and the Historian edited by F. A. Hayek in 1954. The main 

concern of the book was "the treatment of capitalism by the historians" and it was 

"originally presented to a gathering of economists, historians and social philosophers" 

who met regularly to "discuss the problems of the preservation of a free society 

against the totalitarian threat" (Hayek 1954, p. v). 

In response, in 1957, Eric Hobsbawm in The British Standard of Living, 

1790-1850 argued that the rise of real wages shown by Ashton concealed a 

deterioration in the standard of living of the people before 1840, considering high 

unemployment in these periods (Hobsbawm 1957, pp. 52-57). This paper reappeared 

in his Labouring Men in 1964. Hobsbawm also talked about the ̀ food puzzle': the 

increase of numbers of beef cattle and sheep slaughtered "lagged behind that in 

population in all decades until the 1840's" (Hobsbawm 1957, p. 58), which might 

indicate a decline in the standard of living. Ronald Max Hartwell pointed out that 

Hobsbawm had looked at particular markets without taking into account the fact that 

new markets had appeared: diminishing numbers of slaughtered animals in particular 

markets are not sufficient evidence of declining living standards. Hartwell 

19 Clark Nardinelli www. econlib. org 
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particularly considered Hobsbawm's argument wrong because falling real wages in 

times of huge economic growth would be implausible (Hartwell 1961). 

In 1983, Peter H. Lindert and Jeffrey Williamson's English Worker's Living 

Standards During the Industrial Revolution: A New Look appeared. They produced 

estimates of real wages between 1755 and 1851. First of all, they categorized 

workers into four groups: farm labourers, middle group (e. g., non-farm common 

labourers, police and guards, colliers, cotton spinners), artisans (e. g., shipbuilding, 

engineering, building, printing trades) and white-collar employees (e. g., messengers 

and porters, other government low-wage, government high-wage, clergy, solicitors 

and barristers, clerks, surgeons and doctors, schoolmasters, engineers surveyors and 

other professionals). They then constructed a series of real wages. The Lindert- 

Williamson series showed that real wages grew slowly between 1781 and 1819 and 

rapidly after 1819. For blue-collar workers as a whole (farm labour, middle group, 

artisans), the Lindert-Williamson real wage index rose from 50.19 in 1819 to 100 in 

1851. So, the real wages of these workers doubled in only thirty-two years. 

Other economists have supported Lindert and Williamson's result. Nicholas 

F. R. Crafts in British Economic Growth During the Industrial Revolution in 1985 

estimated British income per person (in 1970 U. S. dollars) as $333 in 1700, $399 in 

1760, $427 in 1800, $498 in 1830 and $804 in 1860, which showed a big jump after 

1830. Considering that income per person in 1860 was double that in 1760, the 

income shared by the lowest 65% of people would have to fall by half if they were to 

have become worse off in spite of the economic growth. According to Crafts, the 

income share of the poorest 65% of people fell by only 4% from 29% to 25% between 

1760 and 1860. If the calculation is correct, there was an increase in real income of 

over 70% within a century (Crafts (1985) quoted in Nardinelli). Charles Feinstein's 
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findings that there was a small increase in consumption per person between 1760 and 

1820 and a rapid rise after 1820, though not directly about the living standard of the 

poor, also strengthened the Lindert-Williamson argument. 20 

Even E. P. Thompson in The Making of the English Working Class had 

acknowledged that economic historians' positive view of the living standard of 

workers fitted with the data from 1800 to 1850, though he maintained a pessimistic 

view of the condition of the working class during the years from 1780 to 1830. In 

sum, empirical studies of the period between 1760 and 1860 support the view that 

there had been a huge improvement of worker's living standard, in terms of real 

wages. 

3.3.3 The quality of life and inequality 

E. P. Thompson distinguished between the `standard-of-life' and the ̀ way-of- 

life'. He first of all pointed out the difficulty of constructing wage and price series 

from the abundant but patchy data. The standard of life could be measured from data 

amenable to statistical measurement such as wages or articles of consumption. Yet, 

other aspects of the way of life, or the quality of life, such as family life, work- 

discipline, education and play, and the intensity of labour were "imponderables" 

statistically. He admitted that there was an improvement in average material 

standards after 1790. Yet, he suggested that the advance in real wages was earned at 

the cost of longer working hours, greater intensity of labour, greater insecurity and 

increasing human suffering (Thompson 1963, pp. 230-231). 

Peter Lindert's estimates of the trend of inequality in wealth showed a 

significant rise in inequality in nineteenth-century England and Wales: before the 

20 Clark Nardinelli www. econlib. org 
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outbreak of the first World War in 1914, the top 5% of adults possessed 87% of the 

wealth. The share of wealth owned by the top 1% of households in England and 

Wales increased significantly fron 39.3% in 1700 to 69.0% in 1913 (Lindert 2000, p. 

181) 21 

Table 3.1 Shares of aggregate marketable net worth owned by the rich 

Year 1700 1740 1810 1875 1911-13 

Top I% of households 39.3 43.6 54.9 61.6 69.0* 

Top 5% of adults 81.9 86.9 85.3 84.0 87.0 

* Wealth possessed by 'top 1% of adults' instead of `top 1% of households' 

So, according to Lindert, the inequality of wealth was worsening throughout 

the nineteenth century (Lindert 2000, pp. 181-182). 22 

3.3.4 Overall pictures of the time 

The Malthusian regime carne to an end and modern sustained economic 

growth began. The upshot of the 'Standard of Living Controversy' is that real wages 

increased. Ruskin's outright denial of Britain's prosperity may therefore have been 

too strong. On the other hand, if the quality of life, the degree of inequality and the 

like is taken into account, whether Britain prospered, as contemporary newspapers 

claimed, was not a clear cut matter. 

21 Table 3.1 above was reconstructed frone Lindert's Table 2 Wealth inequalinv tre, uls in the UK, 1670- 
1989. 
22 The widening inequality of wealth may not have affected the poor. The poor had no wealth anyway. 

114 



Putting the `whole person' at the centre of the economy 

3.3.5 Rawlsian justice 

Ruskin was not an egalitarian. He claimed that complete equality among 

people was impossible because everyone had a different level of knowledge and 

willpower. 

If there be any one point insisted on throughout my works more 
frequently than another, that one point is the impossibility of Equality 

(Ruskin 1862, p. 74). 

However, he did not think extreme inequality of wealth could be acceptable 

either 

Justice ... is ... to diminish the power of wealth, in the hands of one 
individual, over masses of men, and to distribute it through a chain of 

men (Ruskin 1862, p. 70). 

Accordingly, Ruskin argued that a country with severe inequality of wealth 

could not be described as prosperous regardless of its high average income. Sissy 

Jupe in Charles Dickens' Hard Times, 23 seemed to speak for John Ruskin as well as 

Dickens: 

`I am almost ashamed, ' said Sissy, with reluctance. `But today, for 

instance, Mr. M'Choakumchild was explaining to us about Natural 

Prosperity. ' 

`National, I think it must have been, ' observed Louisa.... 

`National Prosperity. And he said, Now, this schoolroom is a Nation. 

And in this nation, there are fifty millions of money. ... Girl number 

twenty, isn't this a prosperous nation, and ain't you in a thriving state? T 

'What did you say? ' asked Louisa. 

'Miss Louisa, I said I didn't know. I thought I couldn't know whether 
it was a prosperous nation or not, and whether I was in a thriving state 

23 In Unto This Last, Ruskin recommended "persons interested in social questions" to read Hard Times 
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or not, unless I knew who had got the money, and whether any of it 

was mine ... (Dickens 1854, p. 60) 

Sissy Jupe continued, with something like the Rawlsian Maximin principle of 

justice. 

Then Mr M'Choakumchild said he would try me again. And he said, 
This schoolroom is an immense town, and in it there are a million of 
inhabitants, and only five-and-twenty are starved to death in the streets, 
in the course of a year. What is your remark on that proportion? And 

my remark was - for I couldn't think of a better one - that I thought it 

must be just as hard upon those who were starved, whether the others 

were a million, or a million million ... (Dickens 1854, p. 60) 

Mr M'Choakumchild seemed to argue that the happiness of the majority of 

people rather than that of the worst-off in the society mattered. This philosophy 

amounts to a Utilitarian ethic which aims "to increase, the sum total of happiness" as 

John Stuart Mill stated (Mill 1863, p. 19). 24 

In contrast, Sissy Jupe seemed to argue that as long as there were people who 

starved to death, the happiness of the majority of people did not matter. 25 This 

amounts to a Rawlsian ethic, in which "social and economic inequalities" are justified 

only when they function "to the greatest benefit of the least advantaged members of 

society" (Rawls 1985, p. 227). 

Sissy Jupe was a main character in Hard Times and there is no doubt that 

Ruskin sympathised with her Rawlsian perspective. However, there is a difference 

between John Ruskin and John Rawls about the way the rule of justice was to be 

determined. Rawls suggested "the veil of ignorance": when the fair rule of justice 

24 Amartya Sen also stated, "the utilitarian object is to maximize the sum-total of utility, irrespective of 
the distribution": Amartya Sen (1979, p. 140) 
25 John C. Harsanyi criticized Rawlsian justice which gave "absolute priority to the interest of the 
worst-off individual ... even if ... all other individuals in society had opposite interests of the greatest 
importance". See John C. Harsanyi (1973, p. 10) 
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was negotiated, people need to be ignorant of "their own social and economic 

positions, their own special interests in the society, and even their own personal 

talents and abilities (or their lack of them)" (Rawls (1971, p. 12) quoted in Harsanyi 

(1973, p. 2)). 

we must find some point of view, removed from and not distorted by 

the particular features and circumstances of the all-encompassing 
background framework, from which a fair agreement between free and 

equal persons can be reached. The original position, with the feature I 

have called "the veil of ignorance, " is this point of view (Rawls 1985, 

p. 235). 

Rawls explained that the veil of ignorance was needed to "eliminate the 

bargaining advantages which inevitably arise within background institutions of any 

society as the result of cumulative social, historical, and natural tendencies" (Rawls 

1985, p. 236). 

Ruskin thought otherwise. He thought that the world was not ruled by 

impartial rule of justice. 

Or will you ... abide by ... the oblique balance of the squinting Justice of 

our modem geological Mud-Period? - the mud, at present, becoming 

also more slippery under the feet -I beg pardon, the belly - of squinting 

Justice, than was once expected (Ruskin 1871, p. 192). 

About the impartial rule of justice, he compared the image of English justice 

with Giotto's image of justice. 

I have given you, this month, the last of the pictures I want you to see 
from Padua; - Giotto's Image of Justice - which, you observe, differs 

somewhat from the Image of Justice we used to set up in England, 

above insurance offices, and the like (Ruskin, 1871, p. 191). 
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The eyes of the image of English justice were bandaged to ensure 

impartiality. 26 Ruskin called this "the level balance of the blind Justice of old time" 

which seems similar to Rawls's `veil of ignorance'. 

Bandaged close about the eyes, our English Justice was wont to be, 

with a pair of grocer's scales in her hand, wherewith, doubtless, she 

was accustomed to weigh out accurately their shares to the landlords, 

and portions to the labourers, and remunerations to the capitalists 
(Ruskin 1871, p. 191). 

In contrast, the eyes of Giotto's image of justice were wide open. Also 

instead of scales, she used her hands to weigh the just distribution among people. 

Giotto's image of justice seemed to take consideration of the entire situation rather 

than hiding under the veil of ignorance in the determination of just distribution. 

Ruskin epitomized her as "true goddess" of justice. 

But Giotto's Justice has no bandage about her eyes (Albert Dürer's has 

them round open, and flames flashing from them), and weighs not with 

scales, but with her own hands; and weighs not merely the shares, or 

remunerations of men but the worth of them; and finding them worth 

this or that, gives them what they deserve - death, or honour. Those 

are her forms of "Remuneration" (Ruskin 1871, pp. 191-192). 

3.3.6 The parable of the one-eyed king 

Ruskin thought that redressing poverty in society would be beneficial to the 

rich as well as to the poor. The usual implication of the parable of the one eyed king 

is that you would be happy if you had one eye perfectly working while the rest of the 

people were totally blind. Ruskin thought otherwise: your life would be miserable if 

you were to live in a kingdom where the rest of the people were blind, and you would 

be living in a poor country if you were the only person to enjoy the luxuries of life 

26 Impartiality is one of characteristic of Utilitarian justice. See Roger Crisp and Tim Chappell (1998) 
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while every one else suffered from poverty. Happiness comes from sharing the joy 

of life with others. 

If the king alone be rich - suppose Crcesus or Mausolus - are the 

Lydians and Carians therefore a rich nation? Or if one or two slave- 

masters be rich, and the nation be otherwise composed of slaves, is it to 

be called a rich nation? (Ruskin 1863, p. 210) 

3.3.7 Murillo and Malthus 

Ruskin criticized economics because he thought that Malthusian economics 

barred people from charity. His criticism of Murillo's painting can be examined in 

this regard. 

In The Stones of Venice, Ruskin claimed that there were three classes of 

painters. The first class, Ruskin called the Purist, "take the good and leave the evil". 

In their pictures, the faces of people have an expression of "grace" and "holiness" 

without "evil passions"; "the skies of their landscapes are without storm". He 

thought "the early Italian and Flemish painters, Angelico and Hemling, Perugino, 

Francia, Raffaelle in his best time, John Bellini, and our own Stothard" belonged to 

this class (Ruskin 1874, pp. 187-188). The second and the greatest class of painters 

called by Ruskin the Naturalist, "takes the human being in its wholeness, in its mortal 

as well as its spiritual strength" (Ruskin 1874, p. 191). The colours in their pictures 

had a good balance "between splendour and sadness". Ruskin thought "Michael 

Angelo, Leonardo, Giotto, Tintoret, and Turner" belonged to this class (Ruskin 1874, 

p. 188). The last class, called the Sensualist by Ruskin, "perceive and imitate evil 

only". This class of painters liked to draw "the beggary and brutality of the human 

race" and "the greater spaces of their pictures are occupied by darkness. " Ruskin 
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thought that Salvator Rosa, Caravaggio, Murillo, Zurbaran, Camillo Procaccini, 

Rembrandt and Teniers belonged to this class (Ruskin 1874, p. 188). 

Ruskin explained why he put Murillo in the last class. Ruskin admitted that 

Murillo's Madonnas were masterpieces. However, the "much celebrated picture of 

the two beggar boys, one eating lying on the ground, the other standing beside him" at 

the Dulwich Gallery is an example of Murillo's inferiority as a painter. Of course, 

Murillo's technique of painting and the choice of colour itself were marvellous. 

However, beggars in this picture are depicted as greedy and "disgusting" without any 

hint that they suffer from hunger. According to Ruskin, most people who saw the 

painting would be less likely to sympathise with a "pauper child" in their daily lives. 

Instead of practicing charity, people would despise the poor. It may be argued that it 

was not Murillo's fault. But Ruskin considered it fatal. 

look at those two ragged and vicious vagrants that Murillo has gathered 

out of the street. You smile at first, because they are eating so 

naturally, and their roguery is so complete. But is there anything else 

than roguery there, or was it well for the painter to give his time to the 

painting of those repulsive and wicked children? Do you feel moved 

with any charity towards children as you look at them? Are we the 

least more likely to take any interest in ragged schools, or to help the 

next pauper child that comes in our way, because the painter has shown 

us a cunning beggar feeding greedily? Mark the choice of the act. He 

might have shown hunger in other ways, and given interest to even this 

act of eating, by making the face wasted, or the eye wistful. But he 

did not care to do this. He delighted merely in the disgusting manner 

of eating, the food filling the cheek; the boy is not hungry, else he 

would not turn round to talk and grin as he eats (Ruskin 1874, pp. 192- 

193). 

It may be argued that this characteristic of Murillo's painting could be found 

in Thomas Robert Malthus' economics. Malthus in his criticism of `the poor-laws' 
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depicted "carelessness and want of frugality" as the characteristic of the poor 

(Malthus 1798, p. 40). 

The Labouring poor, to use a vulgar expression, seems always to live 

from hand to mouth. Their present wants employ their whole attention, 

and they seldom think of the future. Even when they have an 

opportunity of saving they seldom exercise it, but all that is beyond 

their present necessities goes, generally speaking, to the ale-house 

(Malthus 1798, p. 40). 

While Murillo's painting had the unintended effect of deterring people from 

giving charity to the poor, Malthus openly argued against any beneficial effect of 

charity. 

no possible contributions or sacrifices of the rich, particularly in money, 

could for any time prevent the recurrence of distress among the lower 

members of society, whoever they were (Malthus 1798, p. 38). 

Considering the extent of the Malthusian influence in nineteenth century 

economics, Ruskin's criticism of contemporary economics is understandable. 

3.3.8 Poverty 

In the first letter in Fors Clavigera, Ruskin explained the reason why he 

devoted himself to redressing social problems such as poverty. He was not, he said, a 

particularly altruistic person. But, knowing the suffering of people from poverty, he 

could not continue his artistic profession peacefully as before. 

I am not an unselfish person, nor an Evangelical one; I have no 

particular pleasure in doing good; neither do I dislike doing it so much 

as to expect to be rewarded for it in another world. But I simply 

cannot paint, nor read, nor look at minerals, nor do anything else that I 

like, and the very light of the morning sky, when there is any - which 
is seldom, nowadays, near London - has become hateful to me, 
because of the misery that I know of (Ruskin 1871, p. 13). 
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So he declared that he would do his best to redress poverty. 

Therefore, as I have said, I will endure it no longer quietly; but 

henceforward, with any few or many who will help, do my poor best to 

abate this misery (Ruskin 1871, p. 13). 

Later Ruskin recounted an episode that reminded him of the need to redress 

poverty before addressing high culture. As a professor at Oxford, he lectured on the 

art of Florence. In 1873, on his way to lecture, he saw a little girl whipping a top. 

He found that the girl was wearing a large and "dilapidated" pair of woman's shoes. 

He asked himself whether lecturing on noble subjects while many people suffer from 

poverty could be justifiable. Redressing the poverty of the time was definitely more 

important than having a discussion on high art in foreign countries. 

One day last November, at Oxford, as I was going in at the private 
door of the University galleries, to give a lecture on the Fine Arts in 

Florence, I was hindered for a moment by a nice little girl, whipping a 

top on the pavement. She was a very nice little girl ... but could not 

inflict the reviving chastisement with all the activity that was in her, 

because she had on a large and dilapidated pair of woman's shoes, 

which projected the full length of her own little foot behind it and 

before; and being securely fastened to her ankles in the manner of 

moccasins, admitted, indeed, of dextrous glissades, ... not 

conveniently ... to the pursuit of a whipping-top ... the lecture was ... 
about art in Florence six hundred years ago. But all the time I was 

speaking, I knew that nothing spoken about art, either by myself or 

other people, could be of the least use to anybody there. For their 

primary business, and mine, was art in Oxford, now; not with art in 

Florence, then; and art in Oxford now was absolutely dependent on our 

power of solving the question - ... "Why have our little girls large 

shoes? " (Ruskin 1874, pp. 13-14) 

122 



Putting the `whole person' at the centre of the economy 

Ruskin proposed several ways to redress poverty, which I will explain in the 

next section. 

3.4 Equality 

3.4.1 Fair wages 

People like William Morris, John A. Hobson and Henry George "saw Ruskin 

as one of the fathers of radical socialism" (Batchelor 2001, p. ix). H. G. Wells seems 

to share this view. He comments that Ruskin's idea of fixed wages, with reference to 

the parable of the Vineyard27 in Unto This Last, embodies communist ideal of `equal 

pay for all' (Wells 1932, p. 507). 

The communist ideal that everyone in the community should have 

equal pay has recently been widely popularized by Shaw ... It is an 
idea that was in the background of nineteenth-century socialist thought; 

it is the idea of Ruskin's Unto This Last, and it seems to have been the 

idea of Jesus in that parable of the Workers in the Vineyard to which 
Ruskin's pamphlet owed its title. It is the ideal, if not the reality, of 

Russian social administration (Wells 1932, p. 507). 

Some theologians find a different meaning in the parable of vineyard. For 

example, A. H. Dammers interprets the parable of the vineyard as speaking for the 

need to provide subsistence wages to all. 

At the end of the day he paid them all the same generally accepted 

subsistence wage (Dammers 1982, p. 200). 

Ruskin thought that wages which fluctuate according to demand and supply in 

the labour market were not justifiable. 

27 See chapter 2. 
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And this equity or justice of payment is, observe, wholly independent 

of any reference to the number of men who are willing to do the work 
(Ruskin 1862, p. 65) 

According to him, both under-payment to workers in times of labour surplus 

and over-payment to workers in times of labour shortage were unfair. 

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. In practice, 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, the 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 over-bid each other, and the workman is over-paid (Ruskin 

1862, p. 64) 

Ruskin considered that there was a perennial labour surplus in the market, so 

he thought that wages determined by supply and demand in the labour market 

underpaid the labourers. 

The present one [system], in which the workman is paid the least 

wages he will take, under the pressure of competition in the labour- 

market (Ruskin 1867, p. 319). 

However, Ruskin did not argue that equal payment for all was desirable as 

Wells assumed. Nor did he think that providing a subsistence wage was desirable 

either. He rather spoke about the need to provide fair wages. He defined the fair 

wage as "a sum of money which would approximately obtain equivalent labour at a 

future time" (Ruskin 1862, p. 77). Hours of labour, the degree of strength and 

expertise needed to perform the labour should be considered in calculating the 

equivalence of labour. 
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It is evident that this equity can only consist in giving time for time, 

strength for strength, and skill for skill. ... 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 ... at present, we are 

concerned on the law of justice only, which is that of perfect and 

accurate exchange (Ruskin 1862, p. 65) 

Ruskin defined fair wages quite abstractly and he knew "the difficulty of 

determining the monetary value of skill" (Ruskin 1862, p. 67). However, he argued 

that calculating fair wages was much easier than knowing the subsistence wage which 

required empirical survey of how much is necessary for subsistence. 28 

It is easier to determine scientifically what a man ought to have for 

his work, than what his necessities will compel him to take for it. 

His necessities can only be ascertained by empirical, but his due by 

analytical, investigation. In the one case, you try your answer to the 

sum like a puzzled schoolboy - till you find one that fits; in the other, 

you bring out your result within certain limits, by process of 

calculation (Ruskin 1862, p. 68). 

In fact, Ruskin's suggestion to exchange time for time was not wholly original. 

Influenced by Robert Owen, there were "Equitable Labour Exchanges" in the early 

nineteenth century. People deposited goods in the exchange and received ̀ labour 

notes', which could be used to purchase goods of equivalent amount of labour. 

Thus the Equitable Labour Exchanges, founded at London and 
Birmingham in 1832-3, with their labour notes and exchange of 

small products, were not conjured out of the air by paranoiac 

prophets (Thompson 1963, p. 870). 

Unfortunately, the experiment in the nineteenth century failed. There were 

several reasons. Allen Davenport, an artisan Socialist, described a fundamental 

28 Of course, whether calculating fair wages is so easy as Ruskin claimed will be controversial. 
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problem of the London Labour Exchange (Thompson 1963, pp. 877-878). When 

people began to recognize the limits to the acceptability of `labour notes', any 

incentive to deposit goods was lessened and the system was doomed to failure. 

But alas! it was soon discovered that the beautiful labour notes ... 
could not by any means be forced into general circulation, on which 

account the supply of provision failed and a complete failure was the 

result of one of the most extraordinary movements that was ever 

attempted in this or in any other country (Davenport's description of 

the problem quoted in Thompson (1963, p. 878)). 

From the beginning the system was designed crudely, so the dilettantism of 

Robert Owen should be blamed. The conflict of interests between Owen and 

Bromley29 also contributed to the failure. 

The attempt to put the idea of labour-for-labour into practice has been revived 

in modern economies. For example, in 1991 Paul Glover initiated the Ithaca 

`HOURS' scheme in the USA (Douthwaite 1996, pp. 80-85). In his research on local 

money, Glover saw a sample of Robert Owen's labour note. Under the scheme, a 

local currency, the Ithaca HOUR, has been issued. One Ithaca HOUR is equivalent 

to $10, the average hourly income in Tompkins County when HOURS were 

developed in 1991. There are six denominations: 2 HOUR, 1 HOUR, %2 HOUR, %a 

HOUR, 1/8 HOUR and 1/10 HOUR. The system works as follows. People become 

a member by offering goods or services in the HOUR Town directory. Once they 

have paid a listing fee, they receive a disbursement of two HOURS. People can start 

earning HOURS when somebody contacts them about their offers and purchases their 

goods or services. Also people can use HOURS by contacting goods or service 

29 An exchange was opened "at a building called the Bazaar, in Gray's Inn Road. It had belonged to ... 
Bromley who had pressed Owen to use it for a new society ... Owen thought that [Bromley] offered his 
premises free of charge. " But `Bromley made exorbitant claims for rent". After conflicts, Owen had 
to pay Bromley "large sums to settle the matter". 
dspace. dial. pipex. com/town/terrace/adwO3/peel/economic/owncoop. htm 
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providers that can be found in the HOUR Town directory. In principle, goods and 

services equivalent to an hour's labour are exchanged with an HOUR. However, 

purchasing services by paying HOURS does not necessarily correspond to physical 

hours. For instance, when people pay the dentist, the dentist would usually charge 

more than one HOUR per hour, given the costs of maintaining dental equipment and 

other expenses (www. ithacahours. org). The terms of exchange between labours of 

different skill are determined by voluntary agreement between the seller and the 

purchaser. The Ithaca HOUR scheme is a kind of local money and can be successful 

in a small community. 30 Yet, more than a decade has passed since it started and it 

seems that Ithaca HOUR scheme still prospers. So Ruskin's ideal of exchanging 

time for time may not be an expression of completely naive idealism. 

3.4.2 Prices and poverty 

Ruskin considered the possibility of price discrimination according to the 

wealth of the consumer. 

He claimed that art works should be sold at expensive prices, because if art 

works are cheap and available without limit, people will not feel much pleasure from 

looking at them. 

Art ought not to be made cheap, beyond a certain point; for the amount 

of pleasure that you can receive from any great work, depends wholly 

on the quantity of attention and energy of mind you can bring to bear 

upon it. Now, that attention and energy depend much more on the 
freshness of the thing than you would at all suppose ... If you see 
things of the same kind and of equal value very frequently, your 

reverence for them is infallibly diminished, your powers of attention 
get gradually wearied, and your interest and enthusiasm worn out 
(Ruskin 1857, p. 38). 

30 The population of Ithaca is less than 30,000 
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He also said that people would feel an "appetite" for works of art only if they 

had to work hard to get them. 

few of the things we desire can be had without considerable labour, 

and at considerable intervals of time. We cannot ... get our dinner 

without working for it, and that gives us appetite for it ... we ought not 

to get our picture without paying for it, and that gives us a mind to look 

at it ... we ought not to get books too cheaply ... against the plague of 

cheap literature ... no book shall be sold for less than a pound sterling 

(Ruskin 1857, p. 39) 

However, for those who cannot afford to buy because they are poor, books 

should be provided free of charge. 

only people really poor, who cannot pay the pound, shall be supplied 

with the books they want for nothing (Ruskin 1857, pp. 39-40)31 

Here it seems that Ruskin thought about the need for price discrimination 

according to the purchasing power of the consumer. Ideas similar to Ruskin's can be 

found in the modern welfare state, though it is arguable whether price discrimination 

would be more effective than giving money to the poor. For instance, in elementary 

schools in the US, there are three prices for the same school lunch. Children from the 

lower middle class can have a school lunch at a discounted price, while poor children 

are provided with a free school meal. In primary schools in the UK, there are two 

prices: a full price, or a free meal for children from poor families. 

31 In fact, his ideal of giving the poor the access to books were more practically realized by 
establishment of public libraries. 
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3.4.3 Land tenancy 

Ruskin believed that the ownership of most land in Europe was largely 

established by the use of violence. 

Some land has been bought; some, won by cultivation: but the greater 

part, in Europe, seized originally by force of hand (Ruskin 1871, p. 30). 

He doubted historical legitimacy of the ownership of land by landlords 

You yourselves, what do you yet mean by them - Lords of what? - 
Herrs, Signors, Dukes of what? - of whom? Do you mean merely, 

when you go to the root of the matter, that you sponge on the British 

farmer for your living, and strong-bodied paupers compelling your 
dole? ... No, my lords and gentlemen, - you won it at the lance's point 
(Ruskin 1874, p. 157). 

Therefore, fundamentally speaking, rent "is an exaction, by force of hand, for 

the maintenance of squires" (Ruskin 1874, p. 108). 

Ruskin compared his idea with that of Ricardo. Ricardo defined rent as "that 

portion of the produce of the earth which is paid to the landlord for the use of the 

original and indestructible powers of the soil" (Ricardo 1817, p. 67). Ruskin 

commented that Ricardo's "Theory of Rent, though, for an economist, a very 

creditably ingenious work of fiction, will not much longer be imagined to explain the 

`Practice' of Rent" because it did not have an enquiry of "how the possessors of the 

land became possessed of it" (Ruskin 1871, p. 30). 

Though Ruskin believed that the initial ownership of land was established by 

unjustifiable means, he did not want to reverse existing landlord-tenant relationships 

by force. 

Landlords who live in Piccadilly, and spend their rents at Epsom and 
Ascot, and landlords who live on the ground they are lords of, and 
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spend their rents in bettering it, will not be long in manifesting itself to 

the simplest-minded tenantry ... of course I could not touch the terms 

of the existing leases (Ruskin 1875, p. 422). 

He opposed a socialist proposal to establish public ownership of land because 

it would cause significant inconvenience to daily lives. 

I did, indeed, cut out a slip from the Birmingham Morning News, last 

September (12"), containing a letter written by a gentleman signing 
himself "Justice" in person, and professing himself an engineer, who 
talked very gladly about the "individual and social laws of our nature": 
but he had arrived at the inconvenient conclusion that "no individual 

has a natural right to hold property in land" and that "all land sooner or 
later must become public property" (Ruskin 1871, pp. 190-191). 

Once the land became public property, people would have to ask permission 

from the State on each occasion to use the land. There would be too much 

intervention of the State in the daily lives of people, which Ruskin thought 

inconvenient and unjust. 

I call this an inconvenient conclusion, because I really think you would 
find yourselves greatly inconvenienced if your wives couldn't go into 

the garden to cut a cabbage, without getting leave from the Lord Mayor 

and Corporation (Ruskin 1871, p. 191). 

So he preferred the private ownership of land. Yet, he thought that only those 

who were better than others in rural labour deserved to be landlords. 

The landlords will in general be men of independent fortune, who, 
having gifts and ingenuity, choose to devote such gifts to the service of 
the Society; the first condition of their appointment to a lordship will 
be that they can work as much better than their labourers at all rural 
labour as a good knight was wont to be a better workman than his 

soldiers in war (Ruskin 1875, p. 424). 
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Therefore Ruskin initiated a scheme to make hard working tenants landowners 

through the St. George's Company. 

In May 1871 in his Fors Clavigera, he declared that he would put one tenth of 

his property into a fund he would establish and called for people of property to donate 

to the fund. The object of the fund was to buy lands that would be cultivated in the 

spirit of fellowship and love (Ruskin 1871, p. 95). The fund was initially called St. 

George's Fund and later changed its name to the Guild of St. George or the St. 

George's Company. In September 1871, he announced that Thomas Dyke Acland 

and William Cowper-Temple would be the Trustees of the fund (Ruskin 1871, p. 160). 

He explained his ideal of the St. George's Company as follows. 

The object of the Society ... is to buy land in England; and thereon to 

train into the healthiest and most refined life possible, as many 
Englishmen, Englishwomen, and English children, as the land we 

possess can maintain in comfort; to establish, for them and their 

descendants, a national store of continually augmenting wealth (Ruskin 

1875, pp. 421-422). 

According to Ruskin's plan, the St. George's Company would buy lands and 

rent them to tenants initially for a year, allowing them to have "the entire produce of 

the land, except the tithei32 which is a tenth of the produce. Rent (the ̀ tithe') would 

be initially fixed "under legal assurance that it shall not be raised". 

The rents of our lands ... will differ from common rents primarily in 

being lowered, instead of raised, in proportion to every improvement 

made by the tenant; secondly in that they will be entirely used for the 
benefit of the tenantry themselves, or better culture of the estates 
(Ruskin 1874, p. 20). 

32 John Ruskin (1874, p. 20) 
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"If they behave well", tenants will "have a lease for three years". If they 

continue to work hard, tenants will have "a life-long lease, with power to purchase" 

the land (Ruskin 1874, p. 21). As the land is cultivated, "the said rent shall be 

diminished in proportion to the improvement", which is the opposite of the common 

practice of the time (Ruskin 1874, p. 155). So if the tenant is working hard and 

saving money, it is likely that he will possess his own land in the end. 

According to Ruskin, the St. George's Company would continually buy "the 

barren or neglected districts of nominally cultivated countries" and would try to 

convert them into fertile land (Hilton 2002, p. 588). If successful, more and more 

land will become cultivated and more and more people will become landowners by 

their own labour. 

Little by little ... will get moneys and lands together; handful gleaned 

after handful; field joined to field (Ruskin 1875, p. 427). 

Unfortunately, the agricultural project of the St. George's Company was a 

failure. 33 Ruskin suggested that companions of the company should pay a tithe of 

their property. Companions were donators who had the right to elect a master3a 

though there was no tangible return to them. It is not surprising that Ruskin was 

unsuccessful in attracting money to the fund. In 1876, "the Sheffield `mutual 

improvement class' -a group of communists among the working men" invited Ruskin 

to give a talk on communism. After the talk, Ruskin promised to spend some of St. 

George's fund to buy land in which this socialist group could set up a `common 

wealth'. Ruskin bought "a 13-acre farm at Totley"35 and let them cultivate the land 

under the leadership of William Hamilton Riley (Batchelor 2001, p. 293). It was a 

33 The only successful project of St. George's Company that materialized was its museum at Sheffield 
in 1876. In 1879, Prince Leopold visited the museum John Batchelor (2001, p. 294) 
34 In effect, Ruskin was the only master of the company. 
35 13 acres isn't much. 
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total failure. Riley, a socialist leader, did not himself work on the land. Also 

"Quarrels broke out among the communists" (Batchelor 2001, p. 294) and what 

Ruskin dreamed about did not materialized. 

3.4.4 The "glass wallet" and progressive taxation 

Ruskin wanted the wealth of individuals to be known to the public. He 

thought that it would be easier to collect money for good causes (e. g., St. George's 

Company) if people had a ̀ glass wallet'. 36 

The Inquisition must come ... into their pockets - yes; a most 

practicable and beneficial inquisition, to be made thoroughly and 

purgatorially ... by furnishing the relieved marsupialia with - glass 
pockets, for the future ... we, in our own society, are to have glass 

pockets, as we are all to give the tenth of what we have, to buy land 

with, so that we must every one know each other's property to a 
farthing (Ruskin 1871, p. 139). 

Ruskin also argued for progressive taxation. According to the Times of 22 "a 

June 1871, the Minister of France in his Budget statement "declared that he would 

never associate his name with the establishment of Income Tax in France". Ruskin 

felt sorry that "Minister of France dares not, even in her utmost need, put on an 

income tax" (Ruskin 1871, p. 128). According to Ruskin, the rich preferred excise 

tax to income tax. 

All rich people object to income-tax, of course; - they like to pay as 
much as a poor man pays on their tea, sugar, and tobacco, - nothing 
on their incomes (Ruskin 1871, p. 128). 

36 To the contrary, it may become difficult to find a new companion of St. George's Company because 
most people may not feel comfortable in donating one-tenth of their property. 
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Ruskin claimed that taxation in line with justice called for the enforcement of 

an income tax where the rich man would pay according to his wealth. As opposed to 

an excise tax, an income tax will not directly interfere with commerce, though a 

reduced disposable income will reduce overall demand. 

observe, such a tax is the only honest and just one; because it tells on 

the rich in true proportion to the poor, and because it meets necessity in 

the shortest and bravest way, and without interfering with any 

commercial operation (Ruskin 1871, p. 128). 

Furthermore, he argued that a property tax would be more just than an income 

tax. So, a tax should be levied according to the amount of property people have. 

The percentage tax rate should also increase with wealth. 

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 (Ruskin 1871, 

p. 128). 

3.5 The wider concept of wealth 

3.5.1 No wealth but life 

We have seen Ruskin's concept of material wealth and his proposals to redress 

poverty. It is now time to consider his wider concept of wealth. 

He argued, "persons themselves are the wealth" (Ruskin 1862, p. 55). 

Producing as many physically healthy, intelligent, sensible and morally happy people 

as possible should be the fundamental goal of the economy. 

The final outcome and consummation of all wealth is in the producing 

as many as possible full-breathed, bright-eyed, and happy-hearted 

human creatures (Ruskin 1862, p. 56). 
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In contrast, the economy of the time seemed to produce people of the opposite 

characters. 

Our modem wealth, I think, has rather a tendency the other way, - 
most political economists appearing to consider multitudes of human 

creatures not conductive to wealth, or at best conductive to it only by 

remaining in a dim-eyed and narrow-chested state of being (Ruskin 

1862, p. 56). 

Ruskin thought that real wealth was manifested in the type of people who 

would seek neither material wealth for its own sake nor advancement in the ladder of 

the world. Those who work diligently and pleasantly, feeling deep felicity from 

simple truth and beauty, represented the fundamental wealth embodied in them. 

Simply speaking, Ruskin was arguing that the `noble man' was the ultimate form of 

wealth and the true aim of the economy was producing as many `noble men' as 

possible. 

What is chiefly needed in England at the present day is to show the 

quantity of pleasure that may be obtained by a consistent, well- 

administered competence, modest, confessed, and laborious. We need 

examples of people who, leaving Heaven to decide whether they are to 

rise in the world, decide for themselves that they will be happy in it, 

and have resolved to seek - not greater wealth, but simpler pleasure; 

not higher fortune, but deeper felicity; making the first of possessions, 

self-possession; and honouring themselves in the harmless pride and 

calm pursuits of peace (Ruskin 1862, p. 112). 

Ruskin summed up his idea in the following statement. 

the question for the nation is not how much labour it employs, but how 

much life it produces... THERE IS NO WEALTH BUT LIFE... That 

country is the richest which nourishes the greatest number of noble and 
happy human beings (Ruskin 1862, p. 105). 
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"NO WEALTH BUT LIFE " perhaps is one of his best-known statements. The 

beauty of the juxtaposition, contrasting material `wealth' with `life', attracted the eyes 

of many. It is not a statement of asceticism37 as casual reading may imply: he did not 

regard material wealth as insignificant to happiness as we have seen. Nor is this a 

Utilitarian statement seeking "the greatest good of the greatest number": it has a wider 

meaning than maximizing the sum of utilities. The phrase, "NO WEALTH BUT LIFE", 

put the `whole person' at the centre of the economy and undoubtedly summarizes part 

of Ruskin's thought on the economy concisely yet powerfully. 

3.5.2 Human Development Index 

There is an index that seems to epitomize, though unwittingly, Ruskin's view 

that the ennobled man embodies the ultimate wealth. In 1989, Mahbub ul Haq took 

in charge of the United Nations Development Program (UNDP)'s plan for the 

publication of the Human Development Report. Mahbub ul Haq in collaboration with 

Amartya Sen (Sen 1999, p. 359) developed a ̀ Human Development Index' that 

presented "a broader informational approach to the assessment of development. s38 

They believed that "development is 
... about expanding the choices people have to 

lead lives that they value": an increase of national income or economic growth was 

"only a means - if a very important one - of enlarging people's choices. " 

According to them, it is fundamental to build "human capabilities - the range 

of things people can do or be in life" to enlarge people's choices. They presented 

four measures of "the most basic capabilities for human development": "to lead long 

and healthy lives, to be knowledgeable, to have access to the resources needed for a 

"Ruskin said that "luxury is indeed possible in the future 
... luxury for all, and by the help of all": 

John Ruskin (1862, p. 114) 
38 Mahbub ul Haq and Amartya Sen have been very close friends since they met as fellow students at 
Cambridge, according to Sen's autobiography. See Amartya Sen, Autobiography www. nobel. se 
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decent standard of living and to be able to participate in the life of the community" 

(UNDP 2001, p. 9). 19 Accordingly, the Human Development Index measuring the 

development of each country in three (of the four) basic dimensions of human 

development has been published each year since 1990. 

Table 3.2 Human Development Index 

Dimension Long and Knowledge Decent 
Healthy life Standard of 

Living 

Indicator Life expectancy Adult Gross GDP per capita 
at birth Literacy Enrolment (PPP US$) 

Ratio 
Index Life expectancy Education GDP 

They attributed the philosophical background of their index to Aristotle (384- 

322 BC), who stated in his Nicomuchean Ethics, "[nmaterial] wealth is not the good we 

are seeking, for it is merely useful for the sake of something else. , 4') The iluinan 

Development Report suns up the fundamental philosophy of the index: 

People are the real wealth of nations (UNDP 2001, p. 9). 

This is reminiscent of Ruskin's statement more than a century before the 

Human Development Report, "persons themselves are the wealth" (Ruskin 1862, p. 

55). 

39 Sen argued that the equalization of basic capabilities was the condition of social justice. 
40 Aristotle quoted in the UNDP (2001, p. 9) also in Amartya Sen (2000, p. 81) 
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3.5.3 Beyond eudaemonism 

The Human Development Index was developed to reflect Amartya Sen's 

`capabilities approach' to human well-being. Sen called what a person is and does 

while leading a life "functionings". He then called "the various alternative 

combinations of functionings, any one of which (any combination, that is) the person 

can choose to have", the person's capability. According to him "the capability of a 

person corresponds to the freedom that a person has to lead one kind of life or 

another" [Italics in the original] (Nussbaum and Sen 1993, p. 3). 

Sen in his Autobiography recalls how his personal experience in his childhood 

directed him to think that freedom is essential for well-being. 

I had to observe, as a young child, some of that mindless violence. One 

afternoon in Dhaka, a man came through the gate screaming pitifully and 
bleeding profusely. The wounded person, who had been knifed on the 

back, was a Muslim daily labourer, called Kader Mia. He had come for 

some work in a neighbouring house - for a tiny reward - and had been 

knifed on the street by some communal thug in our largely Hindu area. 
As he was being taken to the hospital by my father, he went on saying 

that his wife had told him not to go into a hostile area during communal 

riots. But he had to go out in search of work and earning because his 

family had nothing to eat. The penalty of that economic unfreedom 

turned out to be death, which occurred later on in the hospital (Sen 1998). 

According to Sen, this incident "alerted me to the remarkable fact that 

economic unfreedom, in the form of extreme poverty, can make a person a helpless 

prey in the violation of other kinds of freedom". He became "involved in trying to 

understand the nature of individual advantage in terms of the substantive freedoms 

that different persons respectively enjoy, in the form of the capacity to achieve 

valuable thing" (Sen 1998). In his Tanner Lectures on Human Values at Stanford in 
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1979, he presented the capability of human beings as answer to his question of 

"Equality of What? " Sen criticized existing approaches that see "individual 

advantage ... merely as opulence or utility" saying that a better approach can be found 

instead "primarily in terms of the lives people manage to live and the freedom they 

have to choose the kind of life they have reason to value. The basic idea here is to 

pay attention to the actual ̀ capabilities' that people end up having. " (Sen 1998). In 

The Quality of Life co-edited with Martha Nussbaum, he contrasted their eudaemonic 

approach with the hedonism of utilitarian economics. 

It seems that Martin Seligman's classification of routes to happiness fits Sen 

and Nussbaum's distinction. Martin Seligman is a psychologist at the University of 

Pennsylvania who initiated `the positive psychology movement' when he was voted 

as the president of the American Psychological Association in 1998. 

I used to think that all you had to do to get a happy person was get rid of 

the negatives in their life, but if that's all you do, you don't get a happy 

person, you get an empty person. You need the positives, too (Seligman 

quoted in the Guardian G2 19 November 2003, p. 6). 

According to Seligman, there are "three routes to happiness": the "pleasant 

life", the "good life" and the "meaningful life". He claimed, "to be seriously happy 

... we have to set our sights on a good life and a meaningful life. " To do this we 

need to identify what he calls our `signature strength'. "Using our signature strengths 

in our working and social lives will help" in achieving "what Seligman calls a good 

life, while using them to help others will put us on course for achieving a meaningful 

life" (The Guardian G2 19 November 2003, pp. 6_7) 

Clive Hamilton related Seligman's three routes to Sen and Nussbaum's 

distinction between eudaemonic and hedonistic value. Hamilton explains ̀ the 

pleasant life' as the "one driven by hedonism, the desire to maximize the number of 
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emotional and physical ̀ highs"'. According to him, "the hedonistic conception of 

happiness is the one assumed by the utilitarian ... economics. " 

He saw a similarity between ̀ the good life' and the Aristotelian idea of 

eudaemonism. The good life is "a life devoted to developing and honing one's 

capabilities and thereby fulfilling one's potential. " 

Aristotle argued that each of us has a daemon, or spirit, and the purpose 

of life is to discover and live from this inner purpose. When we have 

developed our capabilities and are expressing them through our actions, 

we are capable of having ̀ flow' experiences, a state of absorption in 

which emotion is absent. " (Hamilton 2004, p. 8) 

Hamilton mentions Carol Ryff's characterization of eudaemonic wellbeing: 

purposeful engagement, positive self-regard, quality relationships, environmental 

mastery and continued personal growth which "is similar to the idea of human 

`flourishing' emphasized by Martha Nussbaum who, along with Amartya Sen, favours 

a ̀ capabilities' approach to human wellbeing" (Hamilton 2004, pp. 8-9). 

As Hamilton noted there is a similarity between ̀ the meaningful life' and ̀ the 

good life' "insofar as it requires the development of one's `signature strengths'. " 

However, there is an important difference between the two. "Whereas the pursuit of 

the good life can be self-centred - the athlete or musician perfecting their skills 

through years of training and having flow experiences ̀in the zone' - the meaningful 

life demands that one's life be committed to something larger than oneself, to a higher 

cause. " According to Hamilton, "in the conception underlying the meaningful life, 

the boundary between the self and the other is porous. The meaningful life 

corresponds with what the philosophers of old understood to be the pursuit of virtue 

or selfless moral principle" (Hamilton 2004, p. 9). 
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What Hamilton saw as the limit of Sen's capability concept is that "for large 

majorities of the citizens of wealthy democratic countries there are no significant 

external obstacles to fulfilling ... capabilities. So while people may be able to 

flourish, the question is will they choose to do so? " 

In an era of television calatonia and retail therapy, will free citizens 

choose ̀to imagine, think and reason in a "truly human" way, as 
Nussbaum puts it, or are they conditioned or predisposed to pursue 

episodes and never fulfil their capabilities and thus their potential as 
humans? (Hamilton 2004, p. 12) 

In contrast, John Ruskin proposed to enhance capacity and dispositions such 

that people develop morality (altruism), sensibility and perfect taste in addition to 

capabilities of Sen's sort. 

"Political economy, being a science of wealth, must be a science 

respecting human capacities and dispositions" (Ruskin 1862, p. 81) 

It might be argued that Ruskin's idea fits Seligman's ̀ meaningful life' and 

goes a step further than the eudaemonism proposed by Sen and Nussbaum. 

3.6 The quality of life 

3.6.1 Work 

3.6.1.1 Work as a source of pleasure 

As I explained in section 2.4.1, Ruskin did not agree with John Stuart Mill's 

view of labour as a mere disutility to workers. Nor did he agree with Thomas Carlyle, 

who regarded all work regardless of its nature as noble. Ruskin thought that every 

one should earn his living by working, on condition that work makes people noble 

and happy. 
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He was deeply concerned that workers in the nineteenth century were 

dehumanized and unhappy. As E. P. Thompson commented, "Ruskin was not the 

first to notice or to protest against ̀ this degradation of the operative into a machine': 

but he was the first to declare that men's `pleasure in the work by which they make 

their bread' lay at the very foundations of society" (Thompson 1977, p. 36). 

3.6.1.2 The division of labour 

Ruskin admitted that the division of labour could be beneficial because it 

would increase efficiency. 

It indeed saves both toil and time that one man should dig, another 
bake, and another tan; but the digger, baker, and tanner are alike bound 

to do their equal day's duty (Ruskin 1876, p. 651) 

However, he cautioned about the harmful effect of the division of labour. His 

specific concern was with the division between mental and physical work: manual 

workers suffer from hard labour while mental workers become physically weak. 

We are always in these days endeavouring to separate the two; we 

want one man to be always thinking, and another to be always 

working, and we call one a gentleman and the other an operative; 

whereas the workman ought often to be thinking, and the thinker 

often to be working, and both should be gentlemen, in the best 

sense.. . and the mass of society is made up of morbid thinkers, and 

miserable workers (Ruskin 1853, p. 169). 

Therefore, the division of labour is a misnomer: what is divided is not labour 

but men, according to Ruskin. 

We have much studied, and much perfected, of late, the great civilized 
invention of the division of labour; only we give it a false name. It is 

not, truly speaking, the labour that is divided; but the men: - Divided 
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into mere segments of men - broken into small fragments and crumbs 

of life; so that all the 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 

or the head of a nail (Ruskin 1853, p. 165). 

In Book I, chapter 1, Of the Division of Labour of the Wealth of Nations, 

Adam Smith wrote about the beneficial effect of the division of labour in his famous 

story of a pin factory. Smith stated that the division of labour "occasions, in every art, 

a proportionable increase of the productive powers of labour" (Smith 1776, p. 15). 

However, in Book V, chapter 1, part 3, article 2, Of the Expence of the Institutions for 

the Education of Youth of the Wealth of Nations, Smith also identified the harmful 

effects of the division of labour on workers that Ruskin later pointed out. 

Smith observed that "the great body" of workers began "to be confined to a 

few very simple operations, frequently to one or two" for their "whole life" in "the 

progress of the division of labour" (Smith 1776, pp. 781-782). The character of these 

workers is formed by "their ordinary employments". Routine work robs workers of 

the mental power to think and makes them "stupid and ignorant" (Smith 1776, p. 782). 

The man whose whole life is spent in performing a few simple 

operations, of which the effects are perhaps always the same, or very 

nearly the same, has no occasion to exert his understanding or to 

exercise his invention in fording out expedients for removing 
difficulties which never occur. He naturally loses, therefore, the habit 

of such exertion, and generally becomes as stupid and ignorant as it is 

possible for a human creature to become (Smith 1776, p. 782). 

The harmful effect of the division of labour is serious because workers are 

robbed of intellectual ability and the ability to socialize actively. 

The torpor of his mind renders him not only incapable of relishing or 
bearing a part in any rational conversation, but of conceiving any 

generous, noble, or tender sentiment, and consequently of forming any 
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just judgment concerning many even of the ordinary duties of private 

life. Of the great and extensive interests of his country he is altogether 

incapable of judging (Smith 1776, p. 782). 

Worse still, workers will have dull minds and end up with feeble bodies. 

he is equally incapable of defending his country in war. The 

uniformity of his stationary life naturally corrupts the courage of his 

mind, and makes him regard with abhorrence the ... adventurous life 

of a soldier. It corrupts even the activity of his body, and renders him 

incapable of exerting his strength with vigour and perseverance in 

any other employment than that to which he has been bred (Smith 

1776, p. 782). 

According to Smith, the division of labour increases the efficiency of the 

economy by making workers more skilful, but corrupts the workers physically, 

mentally and socially. He called for government action to prevent these harmful 

effects. 

His dexterity at his own particular trade seems, in this manner, to be 

acquired at the expense of his intellectual, social, and martial virtues. 
But in every improved and civilised society this is the state into which 

the labouring poor, that is, the great body of the people, must 

necessarily fall, unless government takes some pains to prevent it 

(Smith 1776, p. 782). 

Smith thought that "people of some rank and fortune" were safe from the 

harmful effects of the division of labour. They "enter upon that particular business, 

profession, or trade" only after having a thorough education until they became 

"eighteen or nineteen years of age". Furthermore, the employment in which they 

"spend the greater part of their lives, are not, like those of the common people, simple 

and uniform. " (Smith 1776, p. 784) 
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In contrast, "the common people" began to work when they were small 

children without having any proper education. 

the common people ... have little time to spare for education. Their 

parents can scarce afford to maintain them even in infancy. As soon 

as they are able to work, they must apply to some trade by which they 

can earn their subsistence (Smith 1776, pp. 784-785). 

What is more, the work of the common people "is generally so simple and 

uniform as to give little exercise to the understanding; while, at the same time, their 

labour is both so constant and so severe, that it leaves them little leisure and less 

inclination to apply to, or even to think of any thing else" (Smith 1776, p. 785). 

Therefore, Smith thought, "the education of the common people requires ... 

the attention of the publick more than that of people of some rank and fortune" (Smith 

1776, p. 784). He proposed public provision of basic education in reading, writing 

and mathematics for all young children to reduce the harmful effects of the division of 

labour. 

the most essential parts of education, however, to read, write, and 

account, can be acquired at so early a period of life, that the greater 

part even of those who are to be bred to the lowest occupations, have 

time to acquire them before they can be employed in those occupations 

(Smith 1776, p. 785). 

Hence, Smith and Ruskin had similar views in the division of labour, though a 

stronger tone of criticism may be found in Ruskin, reflecting the intensified degree of 

division of labour in the nineteenth century factory system. 

3.6.1.3 Demeaning work 
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Ruskin argued that things which were not necessary to sustain life and which 

at the same time gave pain to the workers in the production process without 

stimulating any of their intellectual faculties should not be demanded and therefore 

not manufactured. 41 He instanced the making of glass beads. According to him, 

they were utterly unnecessary and involved "no design or thought ... in their 

manufacture" while making the beads was a painful process. 42 

For instance. Glass beads are ... formed by first drawing out the glass 
into rods; these rods are chopped up into fragments of the size of beads 

by the human hand, and the fragments are then rounded in the furnace. 

The men who chop up the rods sit at their work all day, their hands 

vibrating with a perpetual and exquisitely timed palsy, and the beads 

dropping beneath their vibration like hail. Neither they, nor the men 

who draw out the rods or fuse the fragments, have the smallest 

occasion for the use of any single human faculty (Ruskin 1853, p. 166). 

So he declared, "every young lady ... who buys glass beads is engaged in the 

slave-trade" (Ruskin 1853, p. 166). 

As he recognized, some necessary goods in life could be produced by simple 

manual work. Ruskin recommended that people should do this type of work on their 

own. For instance, instead of employing carpenters, it is better to do simple 

carpentry because it will reduce the demand for wholly manual work. In modem 

society, DIY furniture (e. g., IKEA self assembly) seems to contribute to the 

realization of Ruskin's ideal. 

Ruskin also presented three principles of work. First of all, workers should 

do "various work". He gave the example of workers in art and architecture. 3 If 

41 Unfortunately, Ruskin did not consider the beneficial effect of the mechanization that could free 
workers from drudgery. 
42 Of course, whether glass beads were really unnecessary as Ruskin thought depends on a subjective 
assessment of what is necessary. 
43 That Ruskin so often took workers in art and architecture as an example might make one question the 
generality of his argument. For most of the twentieth century, when the Fordist production system 
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workers "are employed continually in carving the same ornaments, " then they will 

"get into a monotonous and methodical habit of labour" (Ruskin 1857, p. 20). 

He compared the design and execution of different styles of architecture. He 

thought that the workman "in Greek work" was totally enslaved because "all the 

capitals are alike, and all the mouldings unvaried". In contrast, he praised the 

freedom of the workman "in Gothic work" where both "design and execution" 

showed "perpetual change". The "degradation" of the workman in "Egyptian or 

Nineve work" was "less than total" because while "the manner of executing certain 

figures is always the same, the order of design is perpetually varied" (Ruskin 1874, p. 

172). 

Whatever the workman is utterly enslaved, the parts of the building 

must of course be absolutely like each other ... The degree in which 
the workman is degraded may be thus known at a glance, by observing 

whether the several parts of the building are similar or not (Ruskin 

1874, p. 172). 

What Ruskin noted in the style of ancient architectures can be extended to 

modem life. Suppose every building has the same shape and size, reflecting some 

egalitarian ideal, it may be a signal that freedom and creativity have been suppressed 

both in the people living in the buildings and in the workman who built them. 

Secondly, though Ruskin opposed monotonous work discipline, he said that 

work should be made simple and easy for the workers. 

The second way... to guard against waste is by setting our men to the 

easiest ... quickest, work which will answer the purpose ... It is not so 
obvious how much expense you waste in cutting diamonds and rubies, 
which are the hardest things you can find, into shapes that mean 

dominated, Ruskin's argument could only be applied to quite a limited area related to arts and crafts. 
However, the Post-Fordist production system since the late twentieth century seems to have widened 
the area of work to which Ruskin's argument can be applied. 

147 



Putting the `whole person' at the centre of the economy 

nothing, when the same men might be cutting sandstone and freestone 

into shapes that meant something (Ruskin 1857, p. 21). 

Thirdly, Ruskin thought that efforts should be made to reduce manual work 

involving unpleasantness. If possible, goods should be designed to last for a long 

time. Seeking "permanence and serviceableness in after ages" of the product rather 

than "immediate ease and cheapness" (Ruskin 1857, p. 22) will help in achieving this 

aim. 

Now, the conditions of work lasting are twofold: it must not only be in 

materials that will last, but it must be itself of a quality that will last - it 

must be good enough to bear the test of time (Ruskin 1857, p. 24). 

3.6.1.4 "Perfect taste" 

Ruskin thought that development of `perfect taste' among consumers would 

enable workers to have a good quality of life. He specifically argued the beneficial 

effect to the workers when consumers change their taste to prefer Gothic 

architecture as 

In the nineteenth century, "there were two quite different currents of `Gothic 

revival' among the architects and designers" (Thompson 1977, p. 99). There was a 

"fashionable one, represented by men like Sir Gilbert Scott". They "attempted to 

impose a superficial Gothic style upon their work, copying interesting Gothic features, 

often disregarding both structure and modem requirements. " Another group of men 

represented by Ruskin, William Morris and Phillip Webb "were concerned with the 

manner of work in the Middle Ages, with the handling of materials by the medieval 

builder and craftsman, with substance and structure rather than with `style"'. The 

04 Ruskin, who began his career as an art critic, here interprets the change of taste in terms of different 
styles of architecture. However, the argument cannot be limited to art works. For instance, if one 
company (e. g., Nike) produced footballs by using child labour in developing countries, one might 
instead buy footballs from another company. 
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latter group of people thought "an `Architecture of Aristocracy', originating at the 

time of the Renaissance and coming to dominance in the eighteenth century, had 

destroyed these natural manners of work" (Thompson 1977, pp. 99-100). 

Ruskin argued that the workman in Gothic architecture had been "set free" 

(Ruskin 1853, p. 172). Some public buildings, such as churches, of his time were 

built in the Gothic style, which he regarded as encouraging. Yet, he argued that even 

domestic buildings should be built in the Gothic style, which would allow `free' 

working conditions. In effect, he demanded that owners of buildings change their 

taste in the consideration of working conditions. 

More fundamentally, he was asking people to develop a "perfect taste", which 

he defined as "the faculty of receiving the greatest possible pleasure from those 

material sources which are attractive to our moral nature in its purity and perfection" 

(Ruskin 1873, p. 110). An example of perfect taste maybe found in people 

developing a taste for Gothic architecture not only because of its beauty but also 

because of the worker's freedom in the work. 

A modem example that suggests people may change their preferences, can be 

found in the Fairtrade movement. Ruskin considered working conditions, while the 

Fairtrade movement suggests that people should buy goods with the fair-trade mark to 

ensure reasonable incomes for the producers in developing countries, so there is a 

difference in emphasis. Both address the issue of changing the preferences of 

consumers in developed countries to improve the lives of workers and producers. 

The Fairtrade movement was started by Max Havelaar in Netherlands. He put 

the first Fairtrade label on coffee from Mexico in 1986. Proponents of Fairtrade 

argue that small-scale farmers and workers in the developing countries suffer because 

they do not have opportunities to sell their products at reasonable prices. Sometimes 
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this is because of their weak bargaining power in selling their products to 

multinational companies. At other times, it is because of severe fluctuations of prices 

in the international market. Fairtrade organizations pay producers in the developing 

countries higher than market prices and ask consumers in the developed countries to 

buy these products in the expectation of helping producers. As of September 2004, 

there are 422 Fairtrade certified producer groups in 49 producer countries selling to 

hundreds of importers and retailers in 19 countries. It is reported that sales are 

growing at around 20% every year (www. fairtrade. org. uk). 

3.6.2 The `green' Ruskin 

According to Ruskin, clean air, water and earth are three materials essential to 

life. 

There are three Material things, not only useful, but essential to Life. 

No one "knows how to live" till he has got them. These are, Pure Air, 

Water and Earth (Ruskin 1871, p. 90). 

However, Britain's successful Industrial Revolution had unintended side 

effect: pollution was so severe that people could rarely see clear blue sky, according 

to Ruskin. 

It is a bright morning, the first entirely clear one I have seen for 

months; such, indeed, as one used to see, before England was civilized 
into a blacksmith's shop, often enough in the sweet spring-time; and as, 

perhaps, our children's children may see often enough again, when 
their coals are burnt out, and they begin to understand that coals are not 
the source of all power Divine and human (Ruskin 1873, p. 527). 

The pollution of the sky was due to smoke produced from the consumption of 

coal. 
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There are at least two hundred furnace chimneys in a square of two 

miles on every side of me (Ruskin 1871, p. 133). 

He expressed concern about "the probability of the destruction of natural 

scenery". 

All England may, if it so chooses, become one manufacturing town; 

and Englishmen, sacrificing themselves to the good of general 
humanity, may live diminished lives in the midst of noise, of darkness, 

and of deadly exhalation. But the world cannot become a factory, nor 

a mine (Ruskin 1862, p. 110). 

He was specifically critical of the steam engine45, which he perceived as a 

main source of pollution and claimed that natural power such as water and wind 

should be used in place of steam engine unless the use of the latter was unavoidable. 

All machinery needful in ordinary life to supplement human or animal 
labour may be moved by wind or water: while steam, or any modes of 
heat-power, may only be employed justifiably under extreme or special 

conditions of need; as for speed on main lines of communication, and 
for raising water from great depths, or other such work beyond human 

strength (Ruskin 1876, pp. 654-655). 

Ruskin was also critical of the extension of railway lines. He "recognised the 

utility of some of the main trunk routes", but he opposed the establishment of "branch 

lines which led to the desecration of natural beauty" (Richards 1995, p. 129). He 

actively campaigned "against the extension of railways into the Lake District and the 

take-over by Manchester of Thirlmere" (Winch 2004, p. 112). He also suggested that 

his followers should try to avoid railway travel unless it was necessary. 

as One of Ruskin's "earliest poem, written when he was seven, is `The Steam Engine', celebrating the 
power and usefulness of steam. But by the time he was an adult, he had become convinced of the 
many evils " of steam engines: Jeffrey Richards (1995, p. 123). 
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I am perfectly ready even to construct a railroad, when I think one 

necessary; and in the opening chapter of Munera Pulveris my 

correspondent will find many proper uses for steam-machinery 

specified. What is required of the members of St. George's Company is, 

not that they should never travel by railroads, nor that they should 

abjure machinery; but that they should never travel unnecessarily, or in 

wanton haste (Ruskin 1875, pp. 247-248). 

Once Ruskin looked at "Hall's Travelling Atlas of the English Counties; 

which paints conveniently in red the railroads, and in green the parks (not conscious, 

probably - the colourist - of his true expression of antagonism by those colours)" and 

expressed his concern over the lack of green parks. 

Have you ever looked how much or little of England is in park land? 

... The parks lie on the face of each country like a few crumbs on a 

plate; if you could turn them all at once into corn land, it would 
literally not give you a mouthful extra of dinner (Ruskin 1873, p. 496). 

So he proposed to build big parks in each county to let people enjoy the beauty 

of nature. 

Why, you might have a working men's park for nothing, in every 

county, bigger than the Queen's! and your own homes all the more 

comfortable (Ruskin 1873, p. 497). 

He also expressed his dissatisfaction with the dirty state of London streets. 

From January 1 1872, he hired three sweepers and made them clean the street 

between the British Museum and St. Giles for eight hours a day. He argued that he 

wished "to show a bit of our London streets kept as clean as the deck of a ship of the 

line" (Collingwood 1893, p. 131). 
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Ruskin's ecological concern directly influenced Octavia Hill and Canon 

Hardwicke Rawnsley, who established The National Trust in 1895.6 It is no wonder 

that some modern commentators see Ruskin "as the first Green man in England" 

(Wheeler 1995, p. 3). 

3.6.3 Education for the whole person 

3.6.3.1 Education for all 

Ruskin did not think that simple provision of education would enable pauper 

children to escape from poverty. He pointed out that people who suffer from hunger 

would have difficulty in following lectures and classes. Only when good food, 

clothes and houses are provided to the poor, will any education be effective. So there 

should be public efforts to reduce poverty alongside education to make it effective. 

there is agonizing distress even in this highly favoured England, in 

some classes, for want of food, clothes, lodging, and fuel. And it has 

become a popular idea among the benevolent and ingenious, that you 

may in great part remedy these deficiencies by teaching to these 

starving and shivering persons, Science and Art. In their way, - as I do 

not doubt you will believe -I am very fond of both; and I am sure it 

will be beneficial for the British nation to be lectured upon the merits 

of Michael Angelo, and the nodes of moon. But I should strongly 

object myself to being lectured on either, while I was hungry and cold 
(Ruskin 1871, p. 19). 

Even so, he advocated the provision of education for the poor. Before 1870, 

England did not have a national system of state education. According to the 

Newcastle Commission Report, less than one-half of Britain's children went to school 

46 There were three co-founders of the trust: Octavia Hill, Robert Hunter and Canon Hardwicke 
Rawnsley. Ruskin's influence to Hill and Rawnsley is well acknowledged: John K. Walton (1995, p. 
145), David Winch (2004, p. 112) 
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in 1 858 47 Ruskin wished to redress the reality in which children from poor families 

started to work without having any proper education and argued that education should 

be provided for all (Ruskin 1871, p. 60). Already in 1857, he claimed that schools 

should be established "in every important town" (Ruskin 1857, p. 15). Ruskin's ideal 

to provide widespread education for all became influential after 1865,48 which 

eventually led to the establishment of the Education Act of 1870 49 

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 (Ruskin 1867, p. 84). 

Ruskin also argued that books should be distributed free of charge to all 

students. 

In all schools, the books necessary for their work will be given to the 

pupils (Ruskin 1875, pp. 434-435) 

3.6.3.2 Physical education and manual labour 

Ruskin emphasized the need to provide exercise to make pupils healthy. 

be it simply understood that Plato always means ... by the body the 

aggregate of material powers obtained by scientific promotion of 

exercise and digestion ... gymnastic exercise is necessary to keep the 
body healthy (Ruskin 1877, p. 239) 

Ruskin had an eccentric ideal of the stages of education. He claimed that 

education should focus on forming good character until children become ten years old 

'" www. smr. herefordshire. jzov. ukleducation/19th`/`20cenChild%20Labour intro htm 
ae www. know-britain. com/general/education in england2. htm1 
49 Though the Education Act 1870 established a national education system, free education for children 
was not provided in general. It was only after the passing of 1891 Education Act that elementary 
education became effectively free. 
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In the subsequent three years, pupils should get a comprehensive education in 

grammar and science. In the next three years, pupils should learn music. In contrast, 

physical education should be provided for all years of education. 

The essential part of education of these, then - that properly belonging 

to the Muse, - is all to be given by the time they are sixteen"; the ten 

years of childhood being exclusively devoted to forming the 
disposition; then come three years of grammar, with the collateral 

sciences, in the manner above explained, and then three years of 

practice in executive music: bodily exercises being carried on the 

whole time to the utmost degree possible at each age. After sixteen, the 

youth enters into public life (Ruskin 1877, p. 236). 

As Ruskin recognized, children from the upper classes learned riding, rowing 

and cricket as part of their physical education at public schools. He claimed that 

learning manual labour such as ploughing and making a horseshoe, alongside children 

from the lower class, rather than learning sports, would help them attain a clearer 

view of life. 

I believe all youths, of whatever rank, ought to learn some manual 
trade thoroughly; for it is quite wonderful how 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. For a long time, what right life there 

was in the upper classes of Europe depended in no small degree on the 

necessity which each man was under of being able to fence; at this day, 

the most useful things which boys learn at public schools are, I believe, 

riding, rowing and cricketing. But it would be far better that members 
of Parliament should be able to plough straight, and make a horseshoe, 

than only to feather oars neatly or point their toes prettily in stirrups 
(Ruskin 1857, p. 85). 

3.6.3.3 The content of teaching 
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Ruskin was very critical of the way education was conducted. He thought the 

literary education of the time was too much concerned with learning archaic 

languages such as Latin. 

Then, in literary and scientific teaching, the great point of economy is 

to give the discipline of it through knowledge which will immediately 

bear on practical life. Our literary work has long been economically 

useless to us because too much concerned with dead languages (Ruskin 

1857, p. 85) 

This is reminiscent of Adam Smith's criticism of the teaching of Latin to the 

common people, which would be useless in real life. 

If in those little schools the books, by which the children are taught to 

read, were a little more instructive than they commonly are: and if, 

instead of a little smattering of Latin; which the children of the 

common people are sometimes taught there, and which can scarce ever 
be of any use to them: they were instructed in the elementary parts of 

geometry and mechanicks, the literary education of this rank of people 

would perhaps be as complete as it can be (Smith 1776, p. 785). 

Ruskin was also critical of science classes that were concerned too much with 

teaching abstract theorems and big ideas without a bearing on daily life. It seemed to 

him that students rarely had a concrete understanding of these disciplines. 

and our scientific work will yet, for some time, be a good deal lost, 

because scientific men are too fond or too vain of their systems, and 

waste the student's time in endeavouring to give him large views ... 
when there is not one student, no, nor one man, in a thousand, who can 
feel the beauty of a system ... but nearly all men can understand ... the 
facts which bear on daily life (Ruskin 1857, p. 85). 

Ruskin also thought it would be beneficial to paint historical scenes on the 

walls of the school so that students would learn history not by rote but by simply 
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looking at the pictures on the wall. Philip Snowden (1864-1937), the first Labour 

Chancellor of Exchequer remembered how revolutionary it was to have pictures on 

the wall of the schoolroom after the Education Act of 1870 in his Autobiography. 

After the passing of Mr. Forster's Education Act, a few progressive 

persons in the village started an agitation for the adoption of the Act. 

The Act was adopted, and the school I attended was taken over by the 

newly formed School Board. Steps were taken at once to build new 

school premises ... a new era in child education in the village was 

opened up. ... It brought me into a new world of learning. We were 

taught in a new schoolroom, which by comparison with the dingy old 

place we left seemed like a palace to us. The walls were covered with 

maps and pictures so 

However, Ruskin was not wholly satisfied with the Education Act of 1870. 

He was particularly critical of the emphasis on the three R's, that was "sanctioned and 

paid for by the State" through "the English Education Code of 1870, and the Scottish 

of 1872" (Ruskin 1907b, p. lxii). He thought that true compulsory education should 

emphasize the development of a sound body and soul rather than erudition. 

And the true ̀ compulsory education'... is not teaching the youths of 
England the shapes of letters and the tricks of numbers; and then 

leaving them to turn their arithmetic to roguery and their literature to 

lust. It is, on the contrary, training them into the perfect exercise and 
kingly continence of their bodies and souls (Ruskin 1866a, p. 502). 

3.6.3.4 Moral education 

"It is taken for granted that any education must be good". However, Ruskin 

thought that "going without education at all" was not the "most to dread". Rather a 

bad education was "the real thing to be feared" (Ruskin 1871, p. 61). 

so Philip Snowden (1934) quoted in www. spartacus schoolnet co uk 
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He thought, "true education is not directed to success in life" (Ruskin 1907, p. 

lxiii). Therefore, he was "struck by the precedence which the idea of a ̀ position in 

life' takes above all other thoughts in the parents' - more especially in the mothers' - 

minds" (Ruskin 1865, p. 54). 

Ruskin thought that knowledge itself made people neither happy nor rich. 

knowledge does not make me happy at all ... knowledge by itself will 

not make you happy; still less will it make you rich (Ruskin 1871, p. 
62). 

Ruskin thought that priority needed to be given to moral education rather than 

to conveying knowledge: "all education must be moral first; intellectual secondarily" 

(Ruskin 1876, p. 655). So the most sophisticated education was bad, if morality was 

not being taught properly. 

The most accurate and consummate science, and the most splendid 
dexterity in art and experience in politics, are worse evils... than total 

ignorance, if the aim and tone of the spirit are false (Ruskin 1877, p. 
232). 

He emphasized the importance of teaching honesty. 

We had better seek for a system which will develop honest men, than 
for one which will deal cunningly with vagabonds. Let us reform our 

schools, and we shall find little reform needed in our prisons (Ruskin 

1862, p. 48n). 

He thought that people would not show dishonesty in doing business provided 

the true nature of theft was properly taught when they were children. 

When the true nature of Theft, with the other particulars of the Moral 
law, are rightly taught in our schools, grown-up men will no more 
think of stealing in business than in burglary (Ruskin 1876, p. 514). 
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More fundamentally, he believed that morally well-educated people would 

have a deep sense of fraternity. He stated, "that man is richest who, having 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" (Ruskin 1862, p. 

105). This was a type of person Ruskin thought of as embodying real wealth, the 

ennobled man that Ruskin's education was directed towards. 

3.6.3.5 Art education: to build sensibility 

He thought that an artist could not be made but had to be found. 

Find your artist, not to make him; you can't manufacture him ... find 

him, and refine him: you dig him out ... bring him home ... sifting, 

melting, hammering, purifying-never creating (Ruskin 1857, p. 14). 

So he proposed to establish a ̀ school of trial' in each city to find those who 

have artistic talents. 

All that you need is, a school of trial in every important town ... this 

school of trial must not be entirely regulated by formal laws of art 

education, but must ultimately be the workshop of a good master 

painter, who will try the lads with one kind of art and another, till he 

finds out what they are fit for (Ruskin 1857, p. 15). 

For ordinary students, he regarded poetry, music and dancing important as 

instruments of aesthetic training (Ruskin 1907, p. lxx). Following Plato, Ruskin 

considered that music education had a moral effect on pupils though he warned 

against the harmful effect of corrupt music (Ruskin 1907, p. lxxiii). 

Ruskin wanted to develop the general sensibility of students. He thought that 

good education is impossible in a school "with cheap furniture in bare walls". A 

beautiful forest on a lakeshore was a better place to study than a schoolroom. There 
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should be good artistic decoration in schoolrooms, so that students could develop a 

sense of beauty and sensibility simply by being in the school (Ruskin 1857, pp. 66-70). 

All the major public buildings should also have artistic decoration, which would 

develop the sensibility of the general public, and lead them to value a nobler way of 

life. 

3.6.3.6 Vocational education 

Ruskin argued that the curriculum of government schools should be flexible to 

meet the demand of industry, so that there would be no big problems of mismatching 

in the labour market. 

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 (Ruskin 1857, p. 86). 

3.6.3.7 Overall effect of education 

Ruskin thought that well-educated people would have a higher capacity to 

utilize the things they consume. They will have a better utility function in which they 

can draw higher utility from the same amount of goods. Well-educated people will 

also be healthy, intelligent and sensible; and will have a higher capacity as producers 

of goods and services. Overall, more and more people will be healthy both in moral 

and physical terms and the country will be full of `noble men'. 

3.7 Conclusion: the whole person, not economic man 

What is the most important thing in life? If we ask someone living on 
the edge of starvation, the answer is food. If we ask someone dying of 
cold, the answer is warmth. If we put the same question to someone 
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who feels lonely and isolated, the answer will probably be the 

company of other people. But when these basic needs have been 

satisfied - will there still be something that everybody needs? 

Philosophers think so. They believe that man cannot live by bread 

alone. Of course everyone needs food. And everyone needs love and 

care. But there is something else - apart from that - which everyone 

needs, and that is to figure out who we are and why we are here 

(Gaarder 1991, p. 12). 

John Ruskin did not regard the satisfaction of material needs as insignificant 

and presented several proposals to reduce poverty. However, once material needs are 

met, he considered that the fulfilment of higher needs was more important. If 

economics is a science dealing with wealth, it should put the whole person rather than 

economic man at the centre of the economy because real wealth is embodied in an 

ennobled man. 

Abraham Maslow's hierarchy of needs is relevant to Ruskin's vision. 

Maslow claimed that there were five categories of needs: (a) physiological needs 

(food, clothing, shelter, sleep, air, water) (b) safety needs (c) belongingness and love 

needs (meaningful social relationships) (d) esteem needs (a sense of self-worth, 

esteem by others) and (e) the need for self-actualization (love, truth, service, justice, 

perfection, aesthetics, meaningfulness). (Maslow 1970, pp. 35-46) 

Maslow called (a) and (b) 'material needs'. He called (c) and (d) 'social 

needs'. And he called (a)(b)(c)(d) 'deficiency needs'. In contrast, he called (e) 

'moral needs' and 'self-actualization needs' (Lutz and Lux 1988, pp. 9-10). While 

Ruskin did not disregard deficiency needs, he addressed the need to fulfil Maslow's 

self-actualization needs. E. P. Thompson's comment seems to support this point. 

Every man, Ruskin asserted, has creative powers slumbering within 
him. Moreover, the act of self-realization in labour was, for Ruskin, 

no mere luxury (Thompson 1977, p. 35). 
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I will conclude this chapter by considering John Stuart Mill's concept of 

geconomic man'. As Mary S. Morgan stated, the assumption of "rational economic 

man" caused "many fellow social scientists" to consider economics as "a joker" 

(Morgan 1997, p. 77) .51 Even some economists did not like the assumption. John 

Kells Ingram was the President of the section of Economic Science and Statistics of 

the British Association for the Advancement of Science in 1878.52 He was the first 

economist who used the term "economic man" in 1888 and he did so to "disparage 

John Stuart Mill's Political Economy" (Persky 1995, p. 222). Ingram criticized 

Mill's concept of economic men that treated people as "money-making animals. " 

Mill and Caimes had already shown that the science they taught was a 
hypothetical one, in the sense that it dealt not with real but with 
imaginary men - "economic men" who were conceived as simply 
"money-making animals" (Ingram 1915, p. 218). 5' 

In contrast, Ingram commented favourably on John Ruskin for putting the 

whole person at the centre of the economy: 

Ruskin had not merely protested against the egoistic spirit of the 

prevalent doctrine, but had pointed to some of its real weaknesses as a 

scientific theory (Ingram 1915, p. 216). 

In 1890, John Neville Keynes plainly stated that the concept of " `economic 

man, occupies a position of central and all-pervading importance" in Mill's Essays on 

Some Unsettled Questions ofPolitical Economy (Keynes 1917, p. 19). 54 In the same 

year, Alfred Marshall showed that he shared Ingram's criticism of economic man. In 

italics are by Mary S. Morgan. 
Richard T. Ely's introduction to John Kells Ingram (1915, p. vii) 

53 The first edition had appeared in 1888. 
54 Tbe first edition of Keynes (1917) had appeared in 1890. Mill (1836) reappeared in his Essays on 
Some Unsettled L? uestions ofPolitical Economy in 1844. 
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his Principles of Economics, Marshall argued that economists dealt with the whole 

person rather than economic man. 

In all this [economists] deal with man as he is: not with an abstract or 
"economic" man; but a man of flesh and blood. They deal with ... a 

man who is not below the love of a virtuous life for its own sake 
(Marshall 1920, p. 22) . 

55 

In 1939, Peter F. Drucker even published a book with the title of The End of 

Economic Man. "[T]he central thesis of this book" was that the belief "of the 

supremacy over society of economic values" had broken down. 56 

The corpse that cumbers the ground is that of "Economic Man". 

Orthodox liberals were bound by this valuation no less than Marxist 

Socialists. " 

According to Drucker, human society should be founded not only on material 

but also on spiritual values. 

I believe that the material, far from being the foundation of human 

society, is but one pole of human existence. It is of no greater, though 

of no less, importance than the other pole, the spiritual - corresponding 
to man's dual kingdom and to the kingdom of heaven (Drucker 1939, p. 

xvi). 

Are these criticisms of economic man fair to John Stuart Mill? Not 

necessarily. In fact, Mill's Utilitarianism 58 shows that he considered the whole 

person seriously in his overall view of ethics. He criticized "the present wretched 

education, and wretched social arrangements" which hindered people from attaining 

55 The first edition had appeared in 1890. 
56 H. N. Brailsford's Introduction to Peter F. Drucker (1939, p. xi) 
57 H. N. Brailsford's Introduction to Peter F. Drucker (1939, p. xi) 58 Utilitarianism was "first published in three parts, in successive numbers of Fraser's Magazine, 
LXIV (Oct., Nov., Dec., 1861) and then "republished as a volume- in 1863. See J. S. Mill (1981, pp. 
265-266) 
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happiness (Mill 1863, p. 16). According to him, "vicissitudes of fortune, and other 

disappointments connected with worldly circumstances ... are principally the effect 

either of gross impudence, of ill-regulated desires, or of bad or imperfect social 

institutions" (Mill 1863, pp. 17-18). Even the rich will not be happy if they are 

selfish and take an interest in satisfying base desires only. 

When people who are tolerably fortunate in their outward lot do not 
find in life sufficient enjoyment to make it valuable to them, the cause 

generally is, caring for nobody but themselves. To those who have 

neither public nor private affections, the excitements of life are much 

curtailed, and in any case dwindle in value as the time approaches 

when all selfish interests must be terminated by death: (Mill 1863, p. 

16) 

In contrast, if they are altruistic and take care to fulfil their higher needs, they 

will enjoy their lives to the end. 

while those who leave after them objects of personal affection, and 

especially those who have also cultivated a fellow-feeling with the 

collective interests of mankind, retain as lively an interest in life on the 

eve of death as in the vigour of youth and health (Mill 1863, p. 16). 

According to Mill, selfishness is not at all an inherent characteristic of human 

beings. 

As little is there an inherent necessity that any human being should be 

a selfish egoist, devoid of every feeling or care but those which centre 
in his own miserable individuality (Mill 1863, p. 17). 

Also he believed that people could not be selfish economic men if they had 

received a good education, which is reminiscent of John Ruskin's view. 

Genuine private affections and a sincere interest in the public good, are 
possible, though in unequal degrees, to every rightly brought up human 
being (Mill 1863, P. 17). 
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A well-educated person will try not to be a fool and will pursue true happiness 

by being altruistic and seeking to fulfil higher needs. 

Few human creatures would consent to be changed into any of the 
lower animals, for a promise of the fullest allowance of a beast's 

pleasures; no intelligent human being would consent to be a fool, no 
instructed person would be an ignoramus, no person of feeling and 

conscience would be selfish and base (Mill 1863, p. 12). 

So, Mill stated: "it is better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig 

satisfied; better to Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied" (Mill 1863, p. 13). And 

"the complete spirit of the ethics of utility" is "to do as you would be done by, and to 

love your neighbour as yourself' (Mill 1863, p. 19). 

The utilitarian morality does recognize in human beings the power of 

sacrificing their own greatest good for the good of others (Mill 1863, p. 
19). 

In a society where people try to be noble men pursuing true happiness as Mill 

described, most social evils will be removed and poverty will be extinguished. 

Yet, no one whose opinion deserves a moment's consideration can 
doubt that most of the great positive evils of the world are in 

themselves removable, and will, if human affairs continue to improve, 

be in the end reduced within narrow limits. Poverty, in any sense 
implying suffering, may be completely extinguished by the wisdom of 
society, combined with the good sense and providence of individuals 
(Mill 1863, P. 17). 

The aspects of Mill's Utilitarianism which are picked out here show striking 

similarities to Ruskin's ideas. However, this is not surprising considering Mill's 

respect for Ruskin. In the year in which he started to write Utilitarianism, Mill wrote 

in his diary on January 21 1854 that he could find only a few writers of originality 

165 



Putting the 'whole person' at the centre of the economy 

among his contemporaries: August Comte in the continent and John Ruskin alongside 

Mill himself and his wife Harriet Taylor in England. 

[N]early all the writers, even the good ones [are] ... but commentators. 

... Among those of the present time I can think of only two (now that 

Carlyle has written himself out ... ) who seem to draw what they say 
from a source within themselves ... Comte, on the continent; in 

England (ourselves [Mill himself and Harriet Taylor] excepted) I can 
59 

think only of Ruskin. 

In 1869, even after John Ruskin published his major works in economiCS60, 

John Stuart Mill, as an editor of James Mill's Analysis of the Phenomena of the 

Human Mind, wrote a long footnote commenting favourably on Ruskin. In the 

chapter on The Pleasurable and Painful Sensations, he described Ruskin as having 

"profounder and more thoughtful views respecting the beauties both of Nature and of 

Art than any psychologist [Mill] could name-61 and he said that he "willingly refer" 

Ruskin's work to "the psychological student, as a copious source of at least far- 

reaching suggestions, and often of much more. 9962 And Mill praised Ruskin's idea: 

The remaining ideas in Mr. Ruskin's list ... all represent to us some 

valuable and delightful attribute, in a completeness and perfection of 

which our experience presents us with no example, and which 
therefore stimulates the active power of the imagination to rise above 
known reality, into a more attractive or a more majestic world. This 
does not happen with what we call our lower pleasures. "' 

If Mill valued noble man and shared views with Ruskin, why did he use the 

artificial construct of 'economic man' in his economic writings? Thereseemstobe 

three main reasons 

" From J. S. Mill's Diary quoted in Nicholas Capaldi (2004, p. I go) 
60 Ile only exception is Fors Clavigera which began to be published since 187 1. 
61 John Stuart Mill's footnote (p. 252n) in James Mill (1869) 
62 j. S. Mill, s footnote (p254n) in James Mill (1869) 

63 j. S. Mill, S footnote (p255n) in James Mill (1869) 
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First of all, Mill's invention of economic man is a logical consequence of his 

methodological approach to economics, which he explained clearly in his On the 

. finition of Political Economy; and on the Methods of Investigation Proper to It. De 

According to Mill, economists know fully well that the assumption of 

economic man is unrealistic. 

No mathematician ever thought that his definition of a line 

corresponded to an actual line. As little did any political economist 

ever imagine that real men had no object of desire but wealth, or none 

which would not give way to the slightest motive of a pecuniary kind 

(Mill 1836, pp. 145-146). 

However, as long as economics concern "certain departments of human affairs, 

in which the acquisition of wealth is the main and acknowledged end", it will not be 

problematic to treat"the main and acknowledged end as if it were the sole end; which, 

of all hypothesis equally simple, is the nearest to the truth" (Mill 1836, p. 139). 

But [economists] were justified in assuming this, for the purposes of 

their argument; because they had to do only with those parts of human 

conduct which have pecuniary advantage for their direct and principal 

object; and because, as no two individual cases are exactly alike, no 

general maxims could ever be laid down unless some of the 

circumstances of the particular case were left out of consideration (Mill 

1836, p. 146). 

It is because "a priori is the only method by which truth can possibly be 

attained in any department of the social science" (Mill 1836, p. 145). As an "abstract 

science", Political Economy "reasons ... from assumptions, not from facts" (Mill 

1836, pp. 143-144). As long as the assumption of economic man reflects the main 

behaviour of people, the deviation from reality has to be accepted. As Daniel M. 
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Hausman emphasized, Mill regarded economics as an "inexact" science (Hausman 

1981, p. 363). 

Vilfredo Pareto also thought that the assumption of economic man was not 

problematic. Pareto explained that the characterization of human beings could vary 

according to the character of each discipline. So it is logical for economists to 

assume homo oeconomicus64. 

The real man includes the homo oeconomicus, the homo ethicus, the 

homo religious, etc ... One is grossly mistaken then when he accuses a 

person who studies economic actions - or homo oeconomicus - of 

neglecting, or even of scorning moral, religious, etc (Pareto 1971, p. 

13). 

However, Pareto cautioned that in applying lessons from economics to 

practical matters, other characteristic of human beings should duly be considered. 

Political economy does not have to take morality into account. But 

one who extols some practical measure ought to take into account not 

only the economic consequences, but also the moral, religious, political 

etc., consequences (Pareto 197 1, p. 13). 

Secondly, Mill's idea of 'autonomy' seems to support the assumption of 

seconomicman'. According to Nicholas Capaldi, "the concept of 'autonomy' is the 

key to understanding Mill. " Mill regarded each person's achievement of 'autonomy' 

as the "ultimate goal". Considering wealth is one of important "means to autonomy, " 

economic man's "pursuit of wealth" is something to be encouraged. Though "not a 

literal truth", Mill's "homo economicus was a useful economic abstraction7(Capaldi 

2004, p. 199). 

64 According to Joseph Persky (1995, p. 222), Pareto used the Latin term homo oeconomicus for the 
first time 
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Thirdly, Mill seemed to believe that there were two stages in human 

advancement: a primitive stage where economic man ruled and an advanced stage 

where a noble man will rule. He believed that the success of Utilitarianism depended 

upon the development of an enlightened man. 

and if it may possibly be doubted whether a noble character is always 

the happier for its nobleness, there can be no doubt that it makes other 

people happier, and that the world in general is immensely a gainer by 

it. Utilitarianism, therefore, could only attain its end by the general 

cultivation of nobleness of character, even if each individual were only 
benefited by the nobleness of others, and his own, so far as happiness 

is concerned, were a sheer deduction from the benefit (Mill 1863, p. 
14). 

However, Mill regarded his time as a primitive stage of human advancement 

where people act as economic men. 

In the comparatively early stage of human advancement in which we 

now live, a person cannot indeed feel that entireness of sympathy with 

all others, which would make any real discordance in the general 
direction of their conduct in life impossible; (Mill 1863, p. 34) 

In contrast, there were already some people who showed the characteristics of 

an ennobled man, which will be prevalent in an advanced stage of the economy. 

but already a person in whom the social feeling is at all developed, 

cannot bring himself to think of the rest of his fellow creatures as 
struggling rivals with him for the means of happiness, whom he must 
desire to see defeated in their object in order that he may succeed in his 
(Mill 1863, p. 34). 

Aren't we there yet? 
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Chapter 4. A critique of Levy and Peart 

4.1 Introduction 

Recently, David M. Levy and Sandra J. Peart, in a succession of works, have 

criticised John Ruskin by presenting him with Thomas Carlyle as a central figure in a 

nineteenth-century tradition which was hierarchical, authoritarian, and tainted with 

racism and support for slavery. ' Carlyle and Ruskin, they claim, were hostile to the 

main tradition of classical economics because the economists were on the opposite 

side, being hostile to racism, slavery and hierarchy. The peg they hang this on is the 

name 'the dismal science', given to economics by Carlyle in an article about Jamaica 

which is, at least by twenty-first century standards, clearly racist. Ruskin is linked to 

Carlyle mainly through the'Governor Eyre Controversy' (explained below), where 

they were both on the side of Governor Eyre against John Stuart Mill and others. 

Levy and Peart also try to link Ruskin to the subsequent development of eugenics. 

I shall argue in this chapter that they have not made a convincing case against 

Ruskin. Although Carlyle's views on race and slavery in the West Indies were indeed 

unpleasant (and his economic arguments very weak), his hostility to the 'dismal 

science' of political economy was at most incidentally connected to his views on race. 

In any case, when the phrase came into wider use it was not in connection with race, 

so the circumstances of its first use are irrelevant. Ruskin was not involved at this 

stage. His friendship with Carlyle cannot properly be used to implicate him in 

Carlyle's attitude to race. In the later Governor Eyre affair, Ruskitf s position is indeed 

It began with Levy's book of 2001 with the title, How the Dismal Science got its name: Classical 
Economics and the Ur-Te-xt ofracial Politics. During 2001-2002, Levy with Peart wrote an "illustrated 
summary,, (Levy 200 1, p. xii) of the book of 2001 at the 

_www. ecqopnlib. org under the title of The Secret 
History ofthe Dismal Science: Economics, Religion and Race in the 1.0 century. ThenLevyand 
Peart together in 2002, wrote Transformation and Hierarchy. "Chemical Political Economy". They 
again published in 2003. "'Who are the Canters? " The Coalition of Evangelical-Economic 
Egalitarians' in History ofPolitical Economy 
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hard to justify, but has little or nothing to do with his views on economics or his 

critical attitude to John Stuart Mill's economics. The claim that Ruskin in any way 

prefigured eugenics is simply absurd. 

4.2 The Levy-Peart account of the naming of the Dismal Science 

4.2.1 Introduction 

Since Carlyle invented the term, "the dismal science" has become a well- 

known nickname of economics. 2 Joseph Persky comments: 

Economists like to think of their discipline as queen of the social 

sciences. Unfortunately, the rest of academia has never fully 

acquiesced in this judgement. In the humanities building on the other 

side of campus, our vocation is more likely to be berated as "the dismal 

science" than recognized as a royal one (Persky 1990, p. 165). 

The conventional wisdom, according to Levy and Peart, is that Thomas Robert 

Malthus' doomsday story, that mankind cannot escape from perpetual poverty and 

hardship caused by population growth surpassing food production, inspired Carlyle to 

call economics the dismal science. 3 Levy and Peart argue that the conventional 

wisdom about the dismal science is wrong. According to their "secref 'history of the 

dismal science, economics was called "dismal" only because Carlyle, a racist, 

detested the coalition between economists and evangelicals in the moral cause of the 

emancipation of black slaves. 

2 Webster's Dictionary simply defines "Dismal Science" as "Political Economy; Economics" 

. ec2Onnj±, 2M. 3 David M. Levy and Sandra J. Peart-(Jan 2001) ML%ý 

171 



A Critique of Levy and Peart 

4.2.2 The conventional wisdom: "dismal" Malthusianism 

First of all, it is necessary to check whether most economists have really held 

what Levy and Peart present as the conventional wisdom. If we look up what 

economists have said about the name, the dismal science, it seems that the 

conventional wisdom is as Levy and Peart say. 

Joseph A. Schumpeter does not speak about any racial context to the narne. 

He even claims that the economics of Carlyle's days deserves such scorn: 

Carlyle.... hurling scorn at the materialistic littleness of his age, cracking 

a whip with which to flay, among other things, our Dismal Science .... he 

was not wholly in error. The utilitarian economists did advocate 

policies indicative of a philosophy of life that fully deserved all the 

stripes that Carlyle administered (Schumpeter 1954, pp. 409-4 10). 

William J. Barber states explicitly that Malthus's theory of population caused 

Carlyle to call economics the dismal science: 

Malthus's analysis of population and of agricultural production did 

much to cast a shadow over the optimism of early classicism. In some 
degree this part of his message was absorbed into the mainstream of 
later classical thought. The inferences flowing from these findings 

were largely responsible for provoking Carlyle to label political 

economy as 'the dismal science' (Barber 1967, p. 68). 

John Kenneth Galbraith writes that both Malthus and Ricardo are responsible 

for the name (Galbraith 1977, p. 35). He later connects the "unrelieved pessimism 

and gloom" (Galbraith 1987, p. 81) Of Malthusian economics with the name. Robert 

Heilbroner (1986, p. 78), Jacob Oser and Stanley L. Brue (1988, p. 91) state that 

Carlyle called economics the dismal science after reading Malthus. Charles Staley 

(1989, p. 59) states that Malthus's prediction of misery led Carlyle so to name it. So 
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accepting Levy and Peart's presentation of the conventional wisdom poses no 

problem. 

Any conventional wisdom must have some basis if it survived a century. It is 

worth looking up the original source in Carlyle, which led to the conventional wisdom. 

Ten years before Carlyle used the exact phrase 'dismal science', he described the 

political economy of his days as 'dismal' in his Chartism in 1839. In chapter 6, 

Laissez-faire, Carlyle said that the "New Poor-Law" introduced by the political 

economy of laissez-faire pushed "the Working Classes" to a "suicidal" point. It 

"shedsanall-too dismal light" (Carlyle 1839, pp. 31-32). Since Malthus argued for 

the reform of the old Poor Law, associating him with the term 'dismal' may not be 

unreasonable. 4 More directly, in chapter 10, Impossible, Carlyle specifically 

described Malthusian. economics as "dismal", ' since it did not deliver any hope for the 

future. This is perhaps the source of the conventional wisdom. 

Malthus and the 'Population Principle', ' Preventive check' and so forth, 

... are indeed sufficiently mournful. Dreary, stolid, dismal, without hope 

for this world or the next (Carlyle 1839, p. 65) 

Therefore, the conventional wisdom, which Levy and Peart regard as false, 

actually has some foundation. 

Having said that, it is worth considering the implications of the conventional 

wisdom. The relationship of political economy to the reform of the Old Poor Law 

and the pessimistic nature of Malthusian economics were two main sources of the 

term"dismal". Does that justify the term "dismal"? Notnecessarily. Firstofall, it 

4 Malthus argued that the old Poor Law depressed the condition of the poor in two ways. First of all, it 

would increase population without increasing the food for its support. Therefore it creates the poor, 
who have to be maintained. Secondly, the quantity If provisions consumed in workhouses diminishes 
the share that would otherwise go to more industrious and more worthy members of society, and thus 
forces more to become dependent. See Thomas Robert Malthus (1798, Chapter 5) 
3 Joseph Persky knows this though he does not relate "dismal' in Chartism to the conventional wisdom 
about the name; Jeseph Persky (1990, p. 166) 
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iý true that after the Poor Law Amendment of 1834, "the rule of the benevolent 

landlord and his allowance system" ended (Polanyi 1944, p. 84). Aid-in-wages was 

discontinued. The workhouse test was reintroduced while the workhouse was 

"deliberately made into a place of horror" (Polanyi 1944, p. 106). However, as Karl 

Polanyi points out, it is also true that the Old Poor Law combined with the 

Spcenhamland Law of 1795 had pauperized the poor by allowing depression of wages 

below the subsistence level (Polanyi 1944, p. 101). Reform of the Poor Law was 

called for not only in the interest of the middle class but also for the poor. Therefore, 

calling Malthusian economics dismal just because it proposed reform of the Poor Law 

is unfair. Secondly, the pessimistic character of Malthusian economics was simply 
6 

the product of the age, as Karl Polanyi points out. In contrast to Adam Smith's time , 

both Malthus and Ricardo witnessed an increase of pauperism in the midst of 

prosperity, which gave a pessimistic character to their economics. 

4.2.3 Levy-Peart's reading 

Suppose Carlyle's use of 'dismal, is not enough and we demand the exact 

words "dismal science'. As they point out, the phrase, dismal science, appeared for 

the first time in Thomas Carlyle's 1849 paper, I Occasional Discourse on the Negro 

Question'. This fact is recorded in the Oxford English Dictionary and in the New 

Palgrave Dictionary ofEconomics, though without full discussion of the context. 

Levy and Peart argue that Carlyle's use of the phrase, dismal science, was directed 

against John Stuart Mill instead of Malthus. 

Carlyle attacked Mill, not for Supporting Malthus's predictions about the 
dire consequences of population growth, but for supporting the 

6 Karl Polanyi (1944, p. 97): "up to the time Adam Smith published his Wealth ofNations, pauperism 
was not increasing alarmingly" 
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emancipation of slaves. It was this fact - that economics assumed that 

people were basically all the same, and thus all entitled to liberty - that 

led Carlyle to label economics "the dismal science. 9ý7 

Levy recalls that he had this suspicion for over thirty years since he heard 

about the racial context of the name from Earl Hamilton at Chicago. 

This book began in 1968 when, as a graduate student of economics at the 

University of Chicago, I learned from Earl Hamilton the racial context of 

the "dismal science" label. ... for the next thirty years I have struggled 

to understand this racial context. And I have puzzled over the fact that it 

is so little known (Levy 200 1, p. ix). 

Accordingly, his How the Dismal Science Got Its Name has a subtitle of 

Classical Economics and the Ur-Text ofRacial Politics, where he defined the "Ur- 

Text" as "the hidden original from which all others descend in confused and imperfect 

fashion" (Levy 2001, p. v). 

As evidence, he points to the relevant passages in Thomas Carlyle's article in 

the Fraser's Magazine of 1849 (Carlyle 1849, pp. 527-538). 

Truly, my philanthropic friends, Exeter Hall Philanthropy is wonderful; and 

the Social Science - not a "gay science, " but a rueful - which finds the 

secret of this universe in "supply-and-demand, " and reduces the duty of 

human governors to that of letting men alone, is also wonderful. Not a 

d4gay science, " I should say, like some we have heard of; no, a dreary, 

desolate, and indeed quite abject and distressing one; what we might call, 

by way of eminence, the dismal science. These two, Exeter Hall 

Philanthropy and the Dismal Science, led by any sacred cause of Black 

Emancipation, or the like, to fall in love and make a wedding of it, - will 

give birth to progenies and prodigies, dark extensive moon-calves, 

unnameable abortions, wide-coiled monstrosities, such as the world has not 

seen hitherto! ' [Italics in the original. ] 

7 David M. Levy, Sandra J. Peart (Jan 2001). www. econlib. org. 
8 As quoted in David Levy and Sandra Peart (Jan 200 ')- M2MM--ecQnnI-ib--O--rg. The original passage was in 
Thomas Carlyle (1849, p. 53 1). 
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Levy and Peart label this essay by Carlyle "the opening salvo in a battle that 

raged over the next fifty years". They add that the extract quoted above "illustrated 

the spirit of Carlyle" which was hostile to economics because economists allied with 

evangelicals for the cause of "ending slavery". 9 

4.2.4 A coalition between evangelicals and economists? 

What Carlyle meant by the "Exeter Hall philanthropy" was the anti slavery 

movement of the evangelicals. Exeter Hall was a building in London built in 1829- 

1831. It was originally designed as a non-sectarian hall' 0 and was a meeting place 

for many philanthropic organizations such as the Anti-Slavery Society, The Ragged 

School Union, the Bible society, the Temperance Society and the YMCA. However, 

in the context of the essay, Carlyle seems to focus on the Anti-Slavery Society, which 

was organized by Thomas Clarkson, William Wilberforce and Zachary Macaulay in 

1823. Their efforts came to fruition when the law for the abolition of slavery in 

British territory passed in the Parliament in 1833. In 1839, the British and Foreign 

Anti-Slavery Society was organized which aimed to exterminate the slave trade and 

slavery globally. I1 

What Carlyle simply called "social science" or "dismal science" was 

apparently political economy. So, it is true that Carlyle claimed that the combination 

of evangelicalism and economics in the cause of the Black emancipation would bring 

about miserable consequences. However, as Catherine Hall has pointed out, 

"Carlyle's essay was an imaginary lecture to a philanthropic associationý' (Hall 1989, 

9 David Levy and Sandra Peart (Jan 200 1). www. econlib. org 
10 www. infed. org/walking/wa-exeter. htm 
II www. bbc. co. uk/history/societyýSulture/Protest_reform 
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p. 178) and it is not clear whether any visible form of coalition between Exeter Hall 

philanthropy and the dismal science had actually existed or not. 

Levy and Peart claim that "there were four pieces of the coalition between 

evangelicals and political economists". Firstly, they claim that "the Golden Rule of 

Christianity is fonnally equivalent to the Greatest Happiness Principle of 

utilitarianism". They present three pieces of evidence: Thomas Babington 

Macaulay's statement that "The 'greatest happiness principle' of Mr Bentham is 

included in the Christian morality", John Stuart Mill's Utilitarianism which showed 

"the true spirit of this philosophy in the teachings of Christ" and a "great Christian 

utilitarian", and Edward W. Blyden's defence of free trade for Liberia early in the 

twentieth century (Levy and Peart 2003, pp. 737-739). It is not clear whether their 

evidence is sufficient to support their claim. 

Secondly, they discuss the Jamaica Committee on the issue of black 

emancipation. They explain that "the coalition nature of the antislavery movement 

wasfirst pointed out by Carlyle (1849)'912 and then talk about the 'Governor Eyre 

Controversy' through which "the coalition became obvious" (Levy and Peart 2003, p. 

749). This may be their best evidence, but the Jamaica Committee was organized 

fifteen years after Carlyle's essay. It is ahistOrical to talk about a coalition which did 

not even exist at the time of Carlyle's essay. 

Thirdly, they argue that William Wilberforce, an anti-slavery spokesperson 

"translated Adam Smith into Christian terrns- (Levy and Peart 2003, p. 740). More 

fundamentally, they claim that economist's assumption of self-love is equivalent to 

the evangelical's doctrine of original sin. 

For the evangelicals, original sin means self-love. Thus, the 

economists who explained the operation of the earthly world by 

12 Italics are by me. 
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considerations of self-love were making an evangelical case. To use 

the terms of an older Christian community, Adam Smith is, for 

Wilberforce, an inspired guide to a world without God (Levy and Peart 

2003, pp. 740-742). 

Fourthly, they point out that anthropologists such as James Hunt and 

Winwood Reade were racist while the economics-evangelical view of human nature 

(that of John Stuart Mill) did not "disavow the capacity of Africans to understand and 

respond to Christianity" (Levy and Peart 2003, pp. 739-740; pp. 745-748). 

It is true that Adam Smith was anti-slavery. However, it does not seem that 

Levy and Peart present sufficient evidence that there was any kind of coalition 

between evangelicals and economists at the time of Carlyle's writing, whether Carlyle 

imagined the possibility or not. 

4.2.5 Carlyle's conjectures on the failure of immigration policy 

Reading Carlyle's passage quoted by Levy and Peart closely, it is clear that 

Carlyle specified two things in economics as the reason for calling it a dismal science: 

reliance on the law of "supply-and-demand", and laissez faire philosophy. His 

accusation against the latter is not surprising since he had used the word, "dismal" 

already in his criticism of the New Poor Law. However, it is less obvious why the 

law of supply and demand gave Carlyle a reason for calling economics the dismal 

science. He anticipated disastrous consequences from the workings of the law of 

supply and demand. To assess his argument, it is necessary to examine the passages 

before the one quoted by Levy and Peart. 

According to Carlyle, after the emancipation of the black slaves, sugar 

plantations in the West Indies suffered due to lack of labour supply. Many blacks 
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had withdrawn from gang labour in the plantations' 3. Instead they chose to live by 

eating pumpkins 14: "working half an hour a day" was enough for them to maintain 

subsistence by growing pumpkins. ' 5 Employing Whites in the plantations was not an 

alternative because of the harsh working conditions. 16 Excess demand in the labour 

market necessarily raised market wages. The increased wages threatened the 

profitability of the sugar plantation itself. So bringing more blacks into the labour 

market of the West Indies by immigration following the lessons from the "science of 

supply and demand" might be thought to solve the problem. 17 

Carlyle then conjectured: suppose the blacks that were already in the West 

Indies and did not participate in the labour market were to change their preferences 

and decide to work: oversupply of labour would follow. Suppose, on the contrary, 

that newly imported blacks decide not to work and instead subside into subsistence 

living, eating pumpkins, then the lack of labour would persist. In the worst case, if 

the previously easily earned and plentiful pumpkins became scarce for whatever 

reason, then with the increased black population, a grave famine, as in Ireland would 

occur. And he blamed economics for causing these "dismal" consequences. 

it is true that critics of capitalism" have attacked some dehumanizing 

mechanisms when the law of supply and demand is fully exerted in society. 

However, far from showing any brilliant insight in revealing the inherent workings of 

" Similar phenomenon happened in the US after black emancipation. See Roger L. Ransom and 
Richard Sutch (2001) for the US case 
14 Maybe the 'pumpkin' was Carlyle's shorthand for subsistence agriculture in the Caribbean? 
"Carlyle falsely accused the blacks of laziness. William Fogel and Stanley Engerman (1974) have 
revealed that this is false. The work discipline of gang labour in the plantations was so severe that 
avoiding any ftirther work in the plantation after emancipation was entirely rational. 
16 David S. Landes (1999, PP. 116-117): "It took a lot of work to grow sugar cane, cut it, crush it and 
refine the juice: gang labour under a hot sky; dangerous, hurried round-the-clock pressing, boiling, and 
skimming before the crop spoiled. In the fields, men and women did the work of animals. No plows, 
few tools, everything by hand. The idea was to make work and keep the hands busy, because idleness 
invited trouble. " 
17 It is not clear whether there actually was any economist who proposed Carlyle's conjectured policy 
of increasing labour supply by immigration 
lg E. g., Karl Polanyi's (1944) criticism of 'self-regulating market'. 
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the market, what Carlyle conjectured was simply absurd. His first two cases, namely 

oversupply of labour and undersupply of labour, happen due to changes in the 

preferences of the black workers. His last and worst case of famine comes about by 

accident. If these dismal consequences were caused by changes in preferences and 

by accident, blaming the science of supply and demand cannot be justified. Tocall 

economics the dismal science on account of the law of supply and demand as Carlyle 

conjectured seems to have done is simply unreasonable. 

4.2.6 Conclusion 

The racial context in which the term "dismal science" appeared is an 

undeniable fact. However Carlyle's use of the term was aimed at the law of supply 

and demand and laissez faire rather than at the coalition between evangelicals and 

economists in the cause of black emancipation, as Levy and Peart have claimed. The 

coalition may or may not have existed; Levy and Peart do not give sufficient evidence. 

Carlyle's conjecture on the failure of the law of supply and demand has been shown 

to be absurd. 

4.3 The Governor Eyre Controversy, slavery and Ruskin 

4.3.1 Introduction 

In 1865, there was a riot in Jamaica, which was cruelly crushed by Governor 

Eyre. This incident caused a vigorous controversy in Britain. The 'Jarnaica 

Committee' led by John Stuart Mill was organized to prosecute Eyre. The 'Eyre 

Defence and Aid Fund' led by Thomas Carlyle was formed to support Eyre. 

Levy and Peart present the Governor Eyre Controversy as the case where the 

coalition between the economists and evangelicals against slavery became obvious 
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(Levy and Peart 2003, p. 749). It is used as a proof of their interpretation of the 

history of the naming of the dismal science. Furthermore, John Ruskin's active 

involvement in the Eyre Defence and Aid Fund is used to accuse Ruskin of being a 

pro-slavery supporter of state terror and violence. 

4.3.2 The Governor Eyre Controversy as presented by Levy and Peart 

Reflecting its importance, this controversy is emphasized heavily in Levy and 

Peart. Curiously, they did not give a detailed description of what really happened. 

The best description of the Eyre incident given by Levy and Peart is as follows (Levy 

and Peart 2003, p. 749): 

[The] 'Governor Eyre Controversy'... was triggered by a seemingly trivial 

event in the British colony of Jamaica. Led by Paul Bogle, former slaves 

resisted the serving of an arrest warrant. The island's governor, Edward 

Eyre, took command, imposed martial law, and called in the army to 

restore order. By the time the army was done, over four hundred 

Jamaicans were dead, and thousands were homeless. Britons were 
horrified by the methods of state terror, including flogging with wire whips 

and the use of military courts to deny civilians their rights. Among the 

dead was George Gordon, a Baptist minister and member of Jamaica's 

legislature. Although Gordon, a civilian, was nowhere near the original 
disturbances, he was arrested, tried in military court, convicted, and hanged. 

Upon his death, the Jamaica Committee was formed to protest the 

governor's actions and demand an investigation. The members of the 

Jamaica Committee included Charles Darwin and T. H. Huxley. As head, 

the members unanimously chose John Stuart Mill. On the other side, the 

Eyre Defence Fund was led by Thomas Carlyle and John Ruskin. 

Levy and Peart report the consequences of the debate as follows: 

Ultimately, Eyre was recalled from Jamaica and an investigation did 

indeed take place. There was a Royal Commission which praised Eyre 

for his prompt action and then denounced the cruelty and the over- 
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frequent executions. The Jamaica Committee decided to prosecute Eyre 

for the murder of Gordon. Despite the passion and eloquence of Mill 

and Huxley, the jury refused to indict. "' 

4.3.3 An alternative view of the Controversy 

4.3.3.1 The Jamaica Incident 

Levy and Peart's description of the incident is quite puzzling. There is no 

explanation of the socio-economical context of the initial outbreak of the incident. 

They simply say it was triggered by a "trivial event". Governor Eyre's harsh 

response to the blacks and the killing of George Gordon, an innocent civilian, is 

difficult to understand: was Eyre simply an evil man? According to Levy and Peart's 

description of the event, there seems no way that Eyre could avoid a criminal charge. 

Yet, the jury refused to indict in spite of J. S. Mill's attempt to "prosecute Eyre for 

the murder of Gordon". The following is a reconstruction of the incident from other 

sources 20 
. which seems to help in solving these puzzles. 

Edward John Eyre was the son of a clergyman. His fame in defending the 

aborigines against white Australians led to his appointment as the governor of 

Jamaica (Wilson 2003, pp. 269-272). The blacks in Jamaica had a wretched living 

after the emancipation. In the 1860s a millenarian religious revival that blended 

Baptism with the African religion, Myal, swept across Jamaica (Ferguson 2003, p. 

191). Eyre tried to bring peace between the planters and the blacks in vain, attracting 

the scorn of George William Gordon. 21 

19 David M. Levy and Sandra J. Peart (June 2001) www. econlib. org 
" My reading of the incident rely heavily on A. N. Wilson (2003) and Niall Ferguson (2003), which fill 
the gap left by Levy and Peart. However there are many varied descriptions and interpretations of 
historical facts and there is no guarantee that Wilson's and Ferguson's descriptions are correct. 21 According to Wilson (2003, pp. 269), Gordon was the illegitimate son of a wealthy white planter and 
a slave woman. He was elected to the assembly in 1863 and made the new governor's life as difficult 
as possible. 
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In 1865, there was an uprising of black peasants led by Paul Bogle in the 

planting district of Morant Bay. 22 The governor received terrifying reports. 23 

Worrying about the possibility of the British being driven from the island, Eyre acted 

with great severity. He declared martial law in Morant Bay. Gordon was 

subsequently arrested in Kingston. Instead of allowing Gordon a civil trial, Eyre 

moved Gordon to Morrant Bay, where he was tried by court martial and summarily 

hanged. Over the next month, 608 people were killed or executed, 34 were wounded, 

600, including some women, were flogged and about 1000 leaf-hut dwellings were 

destroyed. The whites on the island lauded Eyre as their saviour. 24 However, 

opinion in England was divided. The Jamaica Committee chaired by J. S. Mill was 

formed to prosecute Eyre, with the support of John Bright, Henry Fawcett, J. E. 

Cairnes, Herbert Spencer, T. H. Huxley and Charles Darwin. The Eyre Defence and 

Aid Fund led by Carlyle was also formed to save Eyre, supported by Charles Dickens, 

Charles Kingsley, Alfred Tennyson and John Ruskin. 25 Eventually Carlyle's 

justification of Eyre's action prevailed (Wilson 2003, p. 271): Parliament voted Eyre a 

pension. However, the old regime of rule by the planter class was over. From then 

on, the island would be governed directly from London through the Governor 

(Ferguson 2003, P. 195). 

The change of Eyre from a defender of the Australian aborigines to a 

Governor cruelly crushing the riot deserves note. What had happened? Eyre in 

22 According to Ferguson (2003, p. 192), Paul Boggle was the owner of a small farm at Stoney Gut and 
an active member of the local black Baptist church. Previously Boggle had favoured the creation of 
alternative black courts; now he had formed his own armed militia. The courthouse was burnt to the 
round and at least twenty whites were killed. E 
According to Wilson (2003, pp. 270), the governor received reports that the Rev. V. Herschell, is 

said to have had his tongue cut out whilst still alive, and an attempt is said to have been made to skin 
him. Charles Price, a black gentleman, was ripped open and his entrails taken out. 
24 According to Wilson (2003, p. 270), the magistrates and clergy showered Eyre with loyal addresses. 
25 it is clear that Levy and Peart want to label the two sides as good and bad in some more general way. 
But with Huxley and Darwin on the anti-Eyre side while Dickens and Kingsley were on the pro-Eyre 
side, it is not clear whether this is sensible. 
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Jamaica developed a prejudice that the blacks were indolent, apathetic, improvident 

and profligate. 26 His racism may have developed because he did not understand why 

emancipated blacks tried to avoid work in the sugar plantations. His harsh repression 

of the riot is not acceptable from our perspective. However, a similar (but much 

more serious) incident which happened eight years before may provide a context. 

The Indian mutiny of 1857 had been suppressed even more violently. 

The British soldiers seemed to have made a collective decision not to 

take prisoners and most actions ended with a frenzied use of the 

bayonet. On the line of march whole villages were sometimes hanged 

for some real or imagined sympathy for the mutineers. ... Later, when 

prisoners started to be taken and trials held, those convicted of mutiny 

were lashed to the muzzles of cannon and had a roundshot fired 

through their body ... For more than a year, the people of northern India 

trembled with fear as the British sated their thirst for revenge. The 

Indians called it 'the Devil's Wind. 27 

The methods of quelling riots in both cases were abominable. However, that was 

how it worked in the nineteenth century. 

4.3.3.2 Issues at stake in the controversy 

According to Levy and Pcart's presentation, racism and slavery were the main 

issues in the Governor Eyre Controversy. As has been seen, Carlyle's racism is 

undeniable and detestable. However, his argument in defence of Eyre relied on the 

necessity to maintain law and order. It was his argument that the governor had been 

justified in restoring order, even though his methods had been harsh (Wilson 2003, p. 

271). 

26 original source was Sydney Olivier (1933) The Myth of Govemor Eyre, quoted in A. N. Wilson 
(2003, p. 272) 
27 www. geocities. com/Broadway/Alley/5443 
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T'he English nation never loved anarchy, nor was wont to spend its 

sympathy on miserable mad seditions, especially of this inhuman and 
half-British type; but have always loved order and the prompt 

suppression of seditions, and reserved its tears for something worthier 

than promoters of such delirious and fatal enterprises who had got their 

wages from their sad industry. Has the English nation changed then 

together? (Wilson 2003, p. 271) 

What about Ruskin? Joan Abse explains Ruskin's motive in becoming 

involved in this controversy: 

To Ruskin it seemed outrageous that Mill could exercise his anger over 
this matter while he refrained from similar protest about the intolerable 

state of affairs, which existed in this country or oppression in Europe 

(Abse 1980, p. 205). 

28 
At a meeting of the committee of the Eyre Defence and Aid Fund in 1866 , 

Ruskin gave a speech 29 explaining his motive for the involvement of the Controversy 

asfollows. He announced that he joined the committee in order to obtain justice for 

men of every race and colour. He said he "detestcd all cruelty and all injustice" 

inflicted. Turning to the question of Eyre, he pointed out that recently a gentleman in 

London had been acquitted of murder even though he had shot dead a drunken 

workman who had simply staggered inside the gentleman's garden gate. "Thejury 

did not even bring [the gentleman] in guilty of manslaughter", which was the 

lamentable "present state of home law respecting human life". He then made a 

comparison with the case of Eyre, who, in Ruskin's view was under the threat of 

facing charges simply because he did his duty as a governor to protect the population 

under his care, even though his measures against the rioters were excessive (Ruskin 

29 This meeting was held at No. 9 Waterloo Place, Pall Mail on Wednesday, September 7,1866 
29 This speech was reported in the Daily Telegraph, September 8,1866: John Ruskin (I 866b, pp. 552- 
554) 
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1866b, pp. 552-554). It was the double standard and the imbalance ofjustice that 

Ruskin claimed to be speaking against. 

What about John Stuart Mill who served as the chairman of the Jamaica 

Committee? According to his autobiography, he thought that exaggerated rage and 

panic caused excessive harsh military violence in Jamaica. As for the defenders of 

Eyre, he claimed many of them had been upholders of negro slavery. Considering 

Carlyle's leading role in the defence of Eyre, this allegation has a sound foundation 

though it does not imply that Ruskin too was an upholder of Negro slavery. Anyway 

it was clear that Mill wantedjustice for the Negroes, but he clearly stated that 

'Government by law' was the real issue rather than racism (Mill 198 1, p. 28 1). 

a voluntary Association formed itself under the name of the Jamaica 
Committee, .... There was much more at stake than only justice to the 

Negroes, ... The question was, whether the British dependencies, and 

eventually perhaps Great Britain itself, were to be under the government of 
law, or of military license; whether the lives and persons of British subjects 

are at the mercy of any two or three officers however raw and 
inexperienced or reckless and brutal, whom a panic-stricken Governor or 

other functionary may assume the right to constitute into a so-called Court 

Martial (Mill 198 1, p. 28 1). 

To him and other liberals, Governor Eyre's action in deliberately moving 

Gordon to a place where martial law applied was seen as serious breach of law. 30 

This explains why John Stuart Mill tried to convict Eyre for the murder of Gordon. 

if racism was the main issue as Levy and Peart claim, J. S. Mill should have sought a 

30 Therefore A. N. Wilson summarizes as follows: John Stuart Mill believed that Eyre had no more 
right to declare martial law in Jamaica than he would in England. For Mill and the Liberals, the 
question was 'Who are to be our masters: the Queen's Judges and a jury of our countrymen, 
administering the laws of England, or three military or naval officersT The mobs who called Eyre a 
murderer were concerned less with the fate of a few seditious Jamaicans than they were with what Eyre 
represented -the suppression of fair government. 
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murder charge for the massacre of 608 Jamaicans, instead. This also explains why 

the colony came to be governed directly from London after the incident. 

In sum, contrary to Levy and Peart's argument that racism was the issue of the 

Governor Eyre Controversy, it involved many other issues. Carlyle emphasised the 

maintenance of the law and order while Ruskin's concern was with correcting the 

double standard and imbalance ofjustice. To John Stuart Mill, protection of the 

principle of the 'Government by law' was the priority. One does not have to take the 

public statements of the main protagonists as a full and truthful statement of their 

private motives to reject the Levy-Peart reading as ovcr-simple. 

4.3.4 The accusation that Ruskin condoned slavery 

4.3.4.1 The two faces of Carlyle 

Levy and Peart use the close relationship between Carlyle and Ruskin to 

attach a pro-slavery taint to Ruskin. It is true that John Ruskin admired Thomas 

Carlyle. However, it should be remembered that there were two sides to Carlyle. 

On the one hand, Carlyle was a racist as shown by his Occasional Discourse on the 

Negro Question. He was also a romantic reactionary who lamented the decline of 

authority (Milgate 1987, p. 371). On the other hand, as in his Chartism, he warned 

the ruling classes to "do something positive for the miserable masses" if they were 

not to face "revolution". In Past and Present, he criticized the poverty of the masses 

in the midst of affluence: "England is full of wealth, of multifarious produce, supply 

for human want in every kind; yet England is dying of inanition. " "To whom then is 

this wealth of England? " (Carlyle quoted in Fetter (1920, p. 476)). Hechampioned 

the cause of the masses. Marx and Engels in The Communist Manifesto adopted his 

criticism of Industrial Capitalism as a "cash nexus" (Milgate 1987, p. 371). 
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The bourgeoisie, - .. has left remaining no other nexus between man 

and man than naked self-interest, than callous "cash payment". It has 

drowned the most heavenly ecstasies of religious fervour, of chivalrous 

enthusiasm, of philistine sentimentalism, in the icy water of egotistic 

calculation (Marx and Engels 1888). 

Life is much more complicated than Levy and Peart admit. The real world is 

not divided into wholly "good guys" and wholly "bad guys". It was possible for 

Ruskin to follow the moral character of Carlyle while not copying his racist and 

reactionary character. That may be why Frank Fetter said Ruskin was "more positive 

than Carlyle in his philosophy of social needs and action" (Fetter 1920, p. 478). 

And associating Ruskin with racism simply because of his relationship with Carlyle 

seems unfair. 

4.3.4.2 Ruskin on slavery 

Ruskin clearly stated that he hated slavery: 

I am ... a Re-former, not a De-former. Not that I like slavery, or object 

to the emancipation ... of blacks. ... I dislike the American serf- 

economy, which separates, occasionally, man and wife; but I more 
dislike the English serf-cconomy, which prevents men from being able 

to have wives at all. I dislike the slavery, which obliges women ... to 

carry their children over frozen rivers; but I more dislike the slavery, 

which makes them throw their children into wells (Ruskin 1865, p. 
551). 

Unlike Carlyle who blatantly proposed serfdom in his "Occasional Discourse 

on the Negro Question", Ruskin made it clear that he did not like slavery at all, but he 

showed a common trait of Victorian critics of capitalism in his emphasis. He hated 

the legal form of slavery in a foreign land, but his priority was to get rid of economic 
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'I V 31) 
slavery or lack of freedom (in Amartya Sen s sense in his homeland. While he 

wished to correct the situation where women had to cross over frozen rivers to escape 

to a land free from slavery, he wished more eagerly to remedy the economic 

unfreedorn where mothers have to kill their own children because of hunger and 

poverty. A similar attitude can be found in Charles Dickens's criticism of Mrs 

Jellyby in his Bleak House, who was "criminally neglectful of her immediate family 

but passionately devoted to good causes" (Ferguson 2003, p. 125). Proclaiming 

one's opposition to slavery in distant foreign countries while neglecting the misery of 

the working poor of one's own country seemed to Ruskin and Dickens to be 

hypocrisy: real sympathy should be shown to your visible neighbour first. This is 

what Ruskin meant by saying his priority was to rescue girls in England from 

prostitution even though he also strongly opposed the selling of black girls as slaves 

in distant countries. 

I would willingly hinder the selling of girls on the Gold Coast; but 

primarily, if I might, would hinder the selling of them in Mayfair (Ruskin 

(1865, p. 55 1) quoted in Levy (200 1, p. 18)). 

Levy comments that Ruskin revealed "his contempt for market exchange" by 

considering "the kidnapping and serial rape of black girls" as less of a moral issue 

than a white girls' voluntarily "prostituting herself for money" (Levy 200 1, p. 18). 

This is problematic. First of all, Ruskin did not say the "kidnapping and serial rape 

of black girls" should be allowed. Giving priority to the protection of poor English 

girls in his homeland is not the same as negligence in protecting black girls from 

being kidnapped and serially raped. Secondly, Levy described white girls' 

prostitution as a voluntary business decision, but if their hunger and poverty forced 

31 Sen's idea of capability begins from this recognition of "economic depravity": Amartya Sen (1998) 
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them to prostitution, this cannot be a genuinely voluntary market transaction: rather it 

is a typical case of economic unfreedom. 

4.4 Levy's use of the cartoon of Ruskin 

Levy and Peart's works contain many colourful cartoons, which seem to 

implicate Ruskin in racist sentiments. Those pictures were neither drawn by Ruskin 

nor contained in Ruskin's works. However, Levy and Peart rely heavily on these 

cartoons, which they exploit to give plausibility to their arguments. A. M. C. 

Waterman summarizes the use of these images as follows. 32 

John Ruskin is front, if not centre, in David Levy's fascinating revelation 

of How the Dismal Science Got Its Name, subtitled Classical Economics 

and the Ur-Taxt ofRacial Politics. The image of Ruskin on the dust 

jacket is an integral part of the entire book. It shows the sage mounted 

on Pegasus, lance in hand, impaling a Negroid-looking gentleman ... 
lying near a book called "The Dismal Science" (Waterman 2003, p. 96) 33 

Levy confirms Waterman's assessment by saying: 

in this booký the reader will find a discussion of the Ruskin image that 

begins everything (Levy 200 1, p. xiv) 

The cartoon, on the dust jacket of Levy's book, shows Ruskin as St. George, 

doing battle with a man dressed in banker's garb-replete with spats, waistcoat, and 

moneybag. Levy identifies the figure as an ex-West Indian slave formally attired and 

thereby signifying the "merger of a black person and the discipline of economics" 

32 Levy's first explanation why he put Ruskin at the front is that "Wendy Mottoka pressed upon" him 
"the need to take Ruskin seriously": David M. Levy (200 1, p. x) 
33 While Waterman's comment is about Levy's book of 2001, considering Peart's contribution to the 
book itself and the co-authoring of all the subsequent works followed, it will not be problematic to 
apply Waterman's impression to the other relevant works of both Levy and Peart 
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(Levy2001, p. 5). This image sells Levy's point quite powerfully. However 

according to Susan Zlotnick, Levy's reading is simply wrong: 

To anyone familiar with the representation practices of Victorian 

culture, the figure holding the moneybag, a monstrous hybrid of man, 

ape, and dragon, is instantly recognizable as a caricature of a capitalist 
(Zlotnick 2004, pp. 85-86). 

Therefore, the figure in the cartoon does not have a racial context nor does it 

entail a direct attack on economics. It was directed against a wealthy banker or 

capitalist. She clearly states a non-racial context: 

Unfortunately for Levy, the capitalist's vaguely racialized features 

cannot be read as evidence of racial identity. In this case, the 

features indicate the capitalist's othemess-not his race... thus 

underscore his alienation from Englishness and the thoroughly 

English Ruskin, who is appropriately costumed as the nation's patron 

saint... Mistaking a figurative use of race for a literary one, Levy 

fails to grasp the image's main point, one frequently articulated in 

the late Victorian period: that capitalism itself was inimical to 

traditional English ways of life (Zlotnick 2004, p. 85). 

Therefore, the main message of the cartoon was that Ruskin attacked the 

capitalism of his times. It was neither directed against economics itself nor against 

black people. 

4.5 Hierarchy and class mobility in Ruskin 

In Yhe Secret History of the Dismal Science Levy and Peart bundle Carlyle 

and Ruskin together and present them as Proponents of the worst form of hierarchy, 

slavery, as an alternative to market economy. 

While it may be the case that Carlyle's concern for the downtrodden was 
genuine, it is also true that the alternative he favoured was hierarchy of 
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the worst imaginable form, slavery. Even more important, perhaps, the 

critique of markets offered by Carlyle and his follower, John Ruskin, 

advocated hierarchy, a worldview where the most competent rule the 

least competen t34 

35 It is true that Ruskin was a paternalist. However, unlike Carlyle, Ruskin did 

not favour slavery as an alternative to the market economy. A static hierarchical 

society in which people "have to be servants to those that are born wiser than 

[themselves]" (Carlyle 1849, p. 536)36 was not Ruskin's aim. He kept saying that 

labourers should try to be both landlords and capitalists themselves, not by violent 

revolution but by their own efforts. 

If you can, ... you had better become minute squires yourselves... the 

main proposal made to you in this book is that you should so 

economize till you can indeed become diminutive squires... Your real 

employer is the public; and the so-called employer is only a mediator 
between the public and you, ... all, ... should be diminutive capitalists, 

as well as diminutive squires (Ruskin 1872, pp. 376-381) 

Ruskin did not simply talk about pie in the sky. He launched an attempt to 

make tenants into landlords. Through his St. George's Company'7 , 
he raised money 

to buy land to be leased to tenants. Under his scheme, tenants would cultivate lands 

under the assurance that rent would not be raised but fixed. Furthermore, in 

proportion to the improvement of the land through cultivation by the tenants, rent 

would be lowered. Land would be leased firstly for a year, then for three years and 

then for life with power to purchase. Eventually, the tenants would be able to buy the 

34 

35 
David Levy and Sandra Peart (Dec 2001). www. econlib. org. 
Carlyle unabashedly argued that making black People "Adscripti glebae ... after the manner of the 

old European serfs; bound by royal authority, to give so many days of work a year" was "a promising 
arrangement" (Carlyle 1849, p. 536). 
311 Italics are by Carlyle. 
37 John Ruskin's Fors Clavigera contains details of St. George's Company 
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land and become landowners themselves. Therefore, Levy and Peart's accusation 

that Ruskin wanted a static hierarchical society, or, worse, slavery, was far from the 

fact. 

4.6 Eugenic link with Ruskin: an assessment 

The final chapter of The Secret History of the Dismal Science deals with 

eugenics. Levy and Peart make a strong claim that the "eugenics" of the late 

nineteenth century to the early twentieth century removed "ethical norms from 

economiCS,, 38. They contrast the egalitarian Chicago tradition of George Stigler and 

Gary Becker, with the eugenics-influenced post-Classical economics of William 

Stanley Jevons, Alfred Marshall, A. C. Pigou, John Rogers Commons, Irving Fisher, 

Sidney Webb, Beatrice Webb and Frank Fetter. Here again, John Ruskin appears as 

a prominent figure. According to Levy and Peart, "eugenics was the biological 

counterpart to the remaking project proposed by John Ruskin". 39 They quote from 

Ruskin's 'Nature of Gothic': 

And the great city 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 cotton, and strengthen steel, and 

refine sugar, and shape pottery; but to brighten, to strengthen, to refine, or to 

form a single living spirit, never enter into their estimate of advantages, 40 

Levy argues that Ruskin's "remaking" project is a "doctrine that to be human is to be 

improved by our betters, those who can make men the way a potter makes pottery" 

(Levy 2001, p. 8). 

39 Quite a weird claim considering modem economists attempt to get rid of moral factors from 
economics especially since 1930s 
39 David Levy and Sandra Peart (May 2002) www. econlib. org 
40 David Levy and Sandra Peart (May 2002) www. econlib. org 
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It is true that Ruskin did not take human nature for granted and wanted to 

improve it. However, Frances Galton, the founder of eugenics, coined the term 

'eugenics' in 1883 and the movement itself did not become active until the twentieth 

centUry4l . after Ruskin's death. Ruskin neither proposed eugenics nor had any idea 

close to it. 

Were Ruskin's education proposals similar to the way a potter would make 

pottery as Levy argue? The English Education Code of 1870 and the Scottish of 

1872 rewarded achievement in the three Rs and Ruskin was critical of this emphasis. 

The true compulsory education ... is not teaching the youths of England 

the shapes of letters and the tricks of numbers and then leaving them to 

turn their arithmetic to roguery and their literature to lust. It is, on the 

contrary, training them into the perfect exercise and kingly continuance 

of their bodies and souls (Ruskin 1907b, p. 1xv). 

Ruskin also criticized an education aimed at the rote learning of facts and 

principles. 

the great leading error of modem times is the mistaking erudition for 

education... mere craving after knowledge, irrespective of the simple 

purposes of the life ... is to be discouraged (Ruskin 1907b, pp. Ixi-lxii) 

Ruskin's emphasis was on creative discovery education, quite unlike the way 

a potter makes a pot. 

Our literary work has long been economically useless to us because too 

much concerned with dead languages; and our scientific work will yet, 
for some time, be a good deal lost, because scientific men are too fond 

or too vain of their systems, and waste the student's time in 

endeavouring to give him large views, and make him perceive 
interesting connections of facts; when there is not one student ... who 
can feel the beauty of a system (Ruskin 1857, p. 85) 

41 www. eugenicsarchive. org/cugenics 
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From the way Ruskin treated education, it is clear that his ideal was not at all 

eugenic or hierarchical, as Levy claims. 

4.7 Conclusion 

Levy and Peart depict John Ruskin as racist, a supporter of State terror, 

violence and slavery. To support their claims, they use their new interpretation of the 

origin of the phrase 'dismal science', the Governor Eyre Controversy and some of 

Ruskin's written works. This chapter has shown that their arguments do not provide 

enough evidence to establish their claims. Levy and Peart linked the naming of the 

'dismal science' to Carlyle's racism, but the conventional account linking it to 

Malthusian pessimism seems more likely. To say this is not to support Carlyle's 

views. Some of his economic speculations are simply absurd, and in so far as the 

economics of the time was 'dismal', it was because economists foresaw real problems 

with population. 

Despite Ruskin's close relationship with Carlyle, identifying Ruskin as an 

adherent of Carlyle's views on the issue of race as Levy and Peart suggested, seems 

problematic: Ruskin's position was more ambiguous. Though he was a paternalist, 

he promoted his scheme of making tenants into landowners through his St. George's 

Company. He was not a supporter of a static hierarchy, and cannot be blamed for 

eugenics: the eugenic movement became active only after he became inactive. His 

encouragement of creative education refutes Levy and Peart's argument: it was not 

"the way a potter makes pottery". 

As Martin Wiener points out, Victorian thinkers had very complex 

characteristics. Matthew Arnold "has been called both a liberal and a conservative" 

195 



A Critique ofLevy and Peart 

while John Stuart Mill has been called a liberal, a conservative and a socialist. John 

Ruskin and Charles Dickens have been called "everything from reactionary to 

socialist or even anarchist and all positions in between" (Wiener 198 1, p. 3 1). 

Therefore simply to label Ruskin as a "bad guy" and Mill as a "good guy" as Levy 

and Peart do, seems pointless. 
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Chapter 5. Ruskin and "Englishness" 

5.1 The quality of life and economic growth 

This thesis has presented John Ruskin's proposal that enhancement of the 

quality of life rather than an increase in material prosperity should be the aim of the 

economy. Not everyone welcomes this idea with open arms. Some suspect that the 

emphasis on the quality of life by Victorian intellectuals such as Ruskin caused 

Britain to lag behind in economic growth from the late nineteenth century. I will 

consider this issue in this short chapter. 

To take one recent example, Martin J. Wiener in his English Culture and The 

Decline Of The Industrial Spirit, 1850-1980 identifies the explanation of relative 

economic decline as "the leading problem of modem British history" (Wiener 1981, p. 

3). He argues that there are limits to economic explanations of British retardation 

and first considers "the classic factors of supply - capital, labour, and natural 

resources" (Wiener 1981, p. 167). He refers to Charles P. Kindleberger: during the 

period from 1851 to 1950, "'the supply of British capital was sufficient. " ... The size 

and competence of Britain's labour force posed no obstacle to growth. ... Supplies of 

the chief industrial resources - coal, iron and other minerals - were more than 

adequate to maintain vigorous expansion. " He adds: "the other side of the classical 

economic equation - demand - offers equally insufficient illumination. Overseas 

demand was not slackening. " So "material conditions were not wanting" and it is 

necessary to look for "a social or psychological obstacle to continued economic 

leadership" (Wiener 1981, p. 167). 

1 Charles P. Kindleberger (1964, pp. 67-68) quoted in Martin J. Wiener (1981, p. 167) 
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Wiener claims that there has been "a cultural cordon sanitaire encircling the 

forces of economic development - technology, industry, commerce. " He rejects the 

popular view that trade union obstructionism is to be blamed for the modem fading of 

national economic dynamism (Wiener 1981, p. ix). Instead, he holds an English 

'bourgeois' or elite culture responsible. "Elites have disproportionate influence" and 

"bosses tend to get the workers they deserve; the attitudes and behaviour of workers 

are deeply influenced, even if in reaction, by the attitudes and behaviour of 

employers. " Unfortunately, the English nation has adopted "a conception of 

Englishness that virtually excluded industrialism" (Wiener 198 1, p. 5)2 since around 

1860: the English preferred "the 'quality of life' ... to the quantitative concerns of 

production and expansion, and disparaged the restlessness and acquisitiveness of 

industrial capitalism. " According to Wiener, this English culture "did ... much to 

discourage economic dynamism" (Wiener 198 1, p. 158). 

It was not so before around 1860, according to Wiener, and the Great 

Exhibition of 1851 was "the high noon of British technological leadership". 

However, "the deaths of three of the giants of British engineering - Isambard Brunel, 

Robert Stephenson, and Joseph Locke - within months of each other in 1859-60 

heralded the end of an era" (Wiener 1981, pp. 29-30). Harold Perkin speaks about 

"moral decline of the entrepreneurial ideal" since around this time (Perkin 1969, p. 

437). According to A. V. Dicey, 1865 was the turning point of transition from 

individualism to collectivism in which the State intervened in the economy "even at 

some sacrifice of individual freedom, for the Purpose of conferring benefit upon the 

mass of the people" (Dicey 1914, p. 64). 

2 What Wiener calls as 'Englishness' has a characteristic of preferring the quality of life and moral 
stability to material growth 
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Wiener examines John Stuart Mill, Charles Dickens, John Ruskin and 

Matthew Arnold as four leading thinkers who formed an English middle class culture, 

which led to a slowing down of economic growth. He refers to John Stuart Mill's 

stationary state, which Wiener (oddly) interprets as advocating a "no-growth 

society". 3 He claims that Mill "wished to redirect the bias (as [Mill] saw it) of 

classical political economy toward quantity rather than quality, just as he was to 

attempt to do with Utilitarianism itself'. He also points to Mill's idealization of the 

new age of gold (Wiener 198 1, pp. 32-33) "when minds cease to be engrossed by the 

art of getting on7(Mill (1848, p. 751) quoted in Wiener (1981, p. 33)). Hepointsto 

Charles Dickens' later works in which the "horrors of early Victorian urbanization 

and industrialization" are vividly described. He points to Matthew Amolds' hostility 

to industrial capitalists and John Ruskin's emphasis on the quality of life which "was 

incompatible with the quest for material wealth" (Wiener 198 1, pp. 32-40). 4 

Furthermore, according to Wiener, Arnold Toynbee as "a disciple of Ruskin" 

tried to turn the attention of economics from production to distribution and the quality 

of life (Wiener 1981, p. 82). He quotes Alfred Marshall's encouragement of "the 

spread of a higher motive - what he called 'economic chivalry, ' in a phrase 

reminiscent of Ruskin - among the nation's business elite". He notices John 

Hobson's "attack upon 'economism' - the equation of material affluence with social 

well-being7'. Even John Maynard Keynes "maintained a fastidious distaste for 

acquisitiveness" (Wiener 1981, pp. 90-91). In sum, Wiener argues that the influence 

3 Mill did not think economic growth should be stopped outright. It is true that Mill had a vision of an 
advanced economy in which "better distribution! ' rather than an increase of production mattered. 
However, he identified his time as primitive stage and he made it clear that "in the backward countries 
of the world ... increased production is still an'mPortant Object". Wiener seems to n-dsread Mill's 
6stationary state'. See John Smart Mill (1848, pp. 746-749). 
' Chapter three of this thesis showed that Ruskin did not treat material wealth as negligible. So 
Wiener's understanding of Ruskin is not correct. 
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of a particular sort of Englishness formed by Ruskin and others has been prevalent 

among the elite and has led to the containment of industrial development. 

5.2 Beneficial effects of containment 

Whether Wiener's argument is right or wrong is difficult to assess. Suppose 

Wiener's 'Englishness' slowed economic growth in Britain. Is that necessarily a bad 

thing? Karl Polanyi takes a different view. He notes that "improvements ... are, as 

a rule, bought at the price of social dislocation. " In the course of the enclosure 

movement, "the Tudors and early Stuarts saved England from the fate of SpairO by 

regulating the course of change so that it became bearable and its effects could be 

canalized into less destructive avenues" (Polanyi 1944, p. 79). In contrast, "nothing 

saved the common people of England from the impact of the Industrial Revolution. 

A blind faith in spontaneous progress had taken hold of people's minds, and with the 

fanaticism of sectarians the most enlightened pressed forward for boundless and 

unregulated change in society. The effects on the lives of the people were awful 

beyond description. Indeed, human society would have been annihilated but for 

protective counter-moves which blunted the action of this self-destructive 

mechanism" (PolanYi 1944, p. 79). So Wiener's 'Englishness' saved lives whether it 

slowed down economic growth or not. Polanyi thinks that the protective counter- 

action "was manifest since the late 1860s" (Polanyi 1944, p. 147) which was when 

Ruskin published his main works on economy and society and actively participated in 

humanitarian organizations such as the Charity Organization Society. 6 

I Spain and England began to enclose around the same time. In England agricultural productivity was 
increased and a successful Industrial Revolution followed. In contrast, the enclosure movement in 
Spain did not produce equivalent economic success. See Immanuel Wallerstein (1974, pp. 108-110). 
"The Charity Organization Society was founded in 1869. Active members were W. M. Wikinson, 
Cbarles Bosanquet, Tbomas Hawsley, Henry SollY, John Ruskin, Edward Denison and Octavia Hill. 
See Harold Perkin (1969, pp. 446447). 
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5.3 The change of hegemony 

Britain was a leading Industrial nation and lost its hegemony to the USA, true. 

However, losing hegemony does not necessarily imply that there was a flaw in the 

economy or a lack of industrial spirit in the former leading country. 

It maybe worth considering Immanuel Wallerstein's concept of hegemony. 

He defines hegemony "as a situation wherein the products of a given core state are 

produced so efficiently that they are by and large competitive even in other core states, 

and therefore the given core state will be the primary beneficiary of a maximally free 

world market" (Wallerstein 1980, p. 38). According to him, there is a"pattem of 

hegemony". 

Marked superiority in agro-industrial productive efficiency leads to 

dominance of the spheres of commercial distribution of world trade, 

with correlative profits accruing both from being the entrep6t of much 

of world trade and from controlling the "invisibles" - transport, 

communications, and insurance. Commercial primacy leads in turn to 

control of the financial sectors of banking (exchange, deposit, and 

credit) and of investment (direct and portfolio) (Wallerstein 1980, p. 

38). 

The area of economic superiority of a leading nation moves successively, 

though "they overlap in time". He thinks "there is probably only a short moment in 

time when a given core power can manifest simultaneously productive, commercial, 

and financial superiority over all other corepowers. This momentary summit is what 

we call hegemony" (Wallerstein 1980, pp. 38-39). According to him, "to date only 

Holland, Great Britain, and the United States have been hegemonic powers in the 

capitalist world-economy, and each held the position for a relatively brief period" 

(Wallerstein 1980, p. 38). 
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A leading nation loses hegemony not because of failures in its socio-economic 

system but because its competitors become more efficient and powerful. 

As soon as a state becomes truly hegemonic, it begins to decline; for a 

state ceases to be hegemonic not because it loses strength (at least not 

until after a long time has elapsed), but because others gain. To be at 

the summit is to be certain that the future will not be yours, however 

much the present is; but it is sweet nonetheless (Wallerstein 1980, p. 
38). 

So, Wiener's attempt to find a flaw in the "decadence" of the middle class 

(Wiener 198 1, p. 160) may not be a productive approach. 

5.4 The Buddenbrooks dynamics 

What Wiener describes as "the English disease" (Wiener 1981, p. 3) is in fact 

a natural tendency shared by the US, the leading economy since the twentieth century. 

W. W. Rostow explains the Buddenbrooks dynamics. 

In Thomas Mann's novel of three generations, the first sought money; 

the second, bom to money, sought social and civic position; the third, 

bom to comfort and family prestige, looked to the life of music. The 

phrase is designed to suggest, then, the changing aspirations of 

generations, as they place a low value on what they take for granted 

and seek new forms of satisfaction (Rostow 1971, p. I In). 

Rostow suggests five stages-of-growth: the traditional society, the 

preconditions for take-off, the take-off, the drive to maturity and the age of high mass- 

consumption (Rostow 1971, pp. 4-11). In addition, he talks about a society beyond 

consumption as the highest stage of economic development. He notices that 

"Americans, at least, have behaved in the past decade as if diminishing relative 

marginal utility set in, after a point, for durable consumers, goods" and "have chosen, 
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at the margin, larger families - behaviour in the pattern of Buddenbrooks dynamics. " 

According to him, Americans "place a lower valuation on acquiring increments of 

income in the conventional form as opposed to the advantages and values of an 

enlarged family" (Rostow 1971, pp. 11-12). This is reminiscent of Abraham 

Maslow's hierarchy of needs, considered in chapter three (Maslow 1970). What 

Wiener called "Englishness" may in fact be a shared characteristic of advanced 

economies. 

5.5 From private property to human capital 

Hegemony changes when a rival nation develops a more efficient economy. 

Peter H. Lindert (2003)7 thinks that the accumulation of human capital through the 

provision of free primary education, earlier than its competitors, was the reason why 

the US took over the leading position in the world. 

According to Lindert, "the United Kingdom's growth rate per capita already 

fell behind that of the Americas and Australasia in the 1820-1870 period, and behind 

most of Europe as well during the 1870-1913 period" (Lindert 2003, p. 18). 8 

Table 5.1 GDP per Capita Growth Rates 

U. K. France Germany Australia New 

Zealand 

Canada U. S. 

1820-1870 1.26 0.85 1.09 3.99 3.90 1.29 1.34 

1870-1913 1.01 1.45 1.63 1.05 1.51 2.27 1.82 

X-- compiled from Table A I-d. GDP Per Capita Growth - Rates: European Countries, 
the Former USSR and Western Offshoots of Maddison (2001, p. 186) 

7 1 am indebted to Peter H. Lindert for his introduction of his paper, Voice and Grow1h to me. 
This is not GDP per capita but rates Of growth of GDP per capita. Lindert compiled statistics from 

Angus Maddison (2001, pp. 264-265), Crafts and Harley, Deane and Feinstein. 
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Apparently well before the 'Englishness' of John Ruskin and others formed, 

Britain began losing economic competitiveness to rivals. He explains that Britain 

lagged in democracy and schooling compared to the US and France. 

Britain was a laggard, both in democracy and in schooling. In terms 

of democracy, it was not until the 1880s that half of the adult male 

population could vote, a lag of decades behind North America and 
France. In terms of schooling, both the enrolment figures and the 

expenditure figures imply that Britain fell behind by mid-century or 

earlier, and did not begin to catch up to the leaders until after the Fees 

Act of 1891 provided the taxpayer support that was already provided in 

other countries (Lindert 2003, p. 17). 

He shares the view of Douglas North and Barry Weingast (1989) that the 

protection of "property rights and contract enforcement" was "the key institutional 

link" for economic growth though Lindert thinks it applies "up to about the early 

nineteenth century. " Britain stood out in these terms at the time when the world was 

filled "with myopic and rapacious rulers": "any haven from confiscation could 

become a node of growth and prosperity" (Lindert 2003, p. 9). However, Lindert 

claims, "since the early nineteenth century, the human-investment channel has 

assumed an ever-greater role". Unfortunately, Britain lagged behind in "public mass 

education" compared to its competitors. He considers this to be the main factor that 

"held back Britain's relative skills and GDP per capita for a few decades": this lag in 

the provision of free primary schooling checked the industrialization and growth of 

the nineteenth century (Lindert 2003, p. 18). 

As has been shown in chapter three, John Ruskin promoted public education. 

It is well known that John Stuart Mill also emphasized the importance of the provision 
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of education to the mass. So Wiener's 'Englishness' could have had a beneficial 

overall effect on economic growth, contrary to his argument. 

5.6 Cultural Capitalism 

According to Jeremy Rifkin, there has been a "transformation from industrial 

to cultural capitalism" since the late twentieth century. ' (Rifkin 2000, p. 10) in which 

having cultural abundance and the capacity to transform "cultural resources into paid- 

for personal experiences and entertainments" matters (Rifkin 2000, p. 137). In this 

new economy, people with creativity and artistic sensibility are a valuable asset, 

which Ruskin tried to develop. 

Ruskin already talked about a new trend in which the importance of books and 

art works was increasing in the constitution of national wealth. He stated that "the 

real working power or worth of the currency is founded on the entire sum of the 

relative estimates formed by the population of its possessions" (Ruskin 1863, p. 237). 

A currency is true, or false, in proportion to the security with which it 

gives claim to the possession of land, house, horse, or picture; but a 

currency is strong or weak, worth much, or worth little, in proportion 

to the degree of estimate in which the nation holds the house, horse, or 

picture which is claimed (Ruskin 1863, p. 237). 

According to him, "the power of the English currency has been, till of late, 

largely based on the national estimate of horses and of wine". Therefore, people used 

to think it rational to accumulate horses or wine "because the current worth of money 

was understood to be legitimately founded on cattle and wine, but not on literature" 

(Ruskin 1863, p. 237). 

a man might always give any price to furnish choicely his stable, or his 

cellar; and receive public approval therefore: but if he gave the same 
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sum to furnish his library, he was called mad, or a Biblio-maniac. 

And although he might lose his fortune by his horses, and his health or 
life by his cellar, and rarely lost either by his books, he was yet never 

called a Hippo-maniac nor an Oino-maniac; but only Biblio-maniac 

(Ruskin 1863, p. 237). 

However "the prices lately given at sales for pictures and MSS. indicate some 

tendency to change in the national character in this respect, so that the worth of the 

currency may even come ... to rest ... on the state and keeping of the Bedford missal, 

as well as on the health of Caractacus or Blink Bonny; and old pictures be considered 

property, no less than old port" (Ruskin 1863, pp. 237-238). He saw anew tendency 

in which knowledge and art became an important part of wealth. 

It may be worth mentioning a statement of Tony Hall, the Chief Executive of 

the Royal Opera House in Yhe Guardian (March 9 2005) that "the creative industries 

become more and more important to the British economy". He suggests: "at least 5% 

of British GDP was accounted for by the creative industries, which have been 

growing at twice the rate of the economy as a whole over the past decade. Exports 

by the music and computer games industries now earned as much as steel and textiles 

exports, while ticket sales for live music were worth L850m a year. " If Britain is one 

of the world leaders in cultural industries, Wiener's 'Englishness' may be an asset 

rather than a liability. 
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Chapter 6. Conclusion 

As this thesis has shown, John Ruskin was a very influential art and social 

critic and (arguably) economist in the late nineteenth century. Some economists 

regarded his economic thought as an alternative to the orthodox economics of the time. 

However, his influence disappeared for most of the twentieth century, perhaps 

because of the arrival of the Fordist mode of production and the dominance of Marxist 

socialism as an alternative to Capitalism. Recently, there has been a modest revival 

of interest i his economics and this thesis has provided an analysis of Ruskin's 

economics. 

This thesis has considered how material prosperity can be achieved. I 

explained Adam Smith's 'invisible hand' by analysing the Wealth ofNations and The 

Theory ofMoral Sentiments to show the mechanism that enables it to function from 

Smith's perspective. I have shown a viable alternative to both the invisible hand and 

the visible hand of the State, that I called John Ruskin's 'invisible hand', where 

altruism rather than selfishness is the prime mover of a well-functioning economy. I 

have shown the philosophical background of Ruskin's invisible hand and given 

examples in which it works. It seems that the provision of "various" work to let 

workers enjoy work increases efficiency. I have also presented Ruskin's account of 

the beneficial effects to both employers and employees of paying decent wages which 

are stable over time and do not vary with the state of the labour market. This 

arguably anticipated the legal minimum wage and the notion of efficiency wages in 

modem economics. I have also considered the beneficial effects of humane treatment 

of workers. I have argued that there is historical evidence to support both version of 
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the invisible hand, that of Adam Smith and that of John Ruskin. I have suggested a 

way to reconcile the two. 

This thesis has also considered what kind of economy is worth pursuing. 

While Ruskin proposed ways to achieve material prosperity and proposed practical 

ways to redress poverty, his emphasis was rather on the quality of life. What he has 

to say about human beings is directed to the whole person rather than to 'economic 

man'. I have examined his claim that human bcings should be at the centre of 

economics. 

The persistent hostility towards Ruskin's economics has discouraged 

economists from studying Ruskin. This thesis has assessed the formidable critique of 

Ruskin by David Levy and Sandra Peart, which has appeared since around 2000. 

Their argument began from their new interpretation of Thomas Carlyle's phrase, the 

'dismal science', and tried to relate Ruskin to a nineteenth-century tradition which 

was hierarchical, authoritarian, and tainted with racism and support for slavery. I 

have shown in this thesis that their claims are hard to justify. 

Ruskin's idealism is part of an attitude which Martin Wiener called 

"Englishness", which he claimed had retarded economic growth in Great Britain since 

the 1860s. I have shown that "Englishness" was not in itself harmful to the 

nineteenth century British economy. I have furthermore shown that "Englishness" 

could be beneficial to the economy of the twenty-first century. 

F. J. Stimson in the Quarterly Journal ofEconomics unsuccessfully predicted 

that Ruskin's 'earth' would replace Ricardo Is t straw' (Stimson 18 8 8, p. 445). Ashas 

been shown in this thesis, some of Ruskin's ideas (e. g., the minimum wage, efficiency 

wages, the quality of life) have already become part of modem economics without 

any recognition of the link to Ruskin. On the issue of 'the quality of life, and 
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smaterial prosperity', this thesis has shown that Ruskin did not neglect the need to 

satisfy basic material needs though he presented a wider vision of wealth. Maybe 

Ricardo's straw should be mixed together with Ruskin's earth. 
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