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Forming a Social Conscience: Teaching John Ruskin’s

                                             Unto This Last

“Hell is a city very much like London”.  These words of the poet Percy Bysshe Shelley describe the results of The Industrial Revolution in England.  Mass migration from the countryside to the cities, the evolution of an agrarian economy into an industrial economy produced enormous social changes.  The poet William Blake wrote of the “dark Satanic mills” and  Charles Dicken described a polluted industrial wasteland in his novel Hard Times.  Gustave Dore’s engravings in his book, London,  provided an indelible visible record of the tremendous wealth and abject poverty of industrialized Britain.  Another writer, John Ruskin, was also deeply disturbed by what he saw of the poverty and injustice so prevalent in 1850s England.  An art critic by training and profession, he was shocked at the lack of truly great art and architecture in Victorian England and remarked “no nation can…go on despising literature, despising science, despising art, despising nature, despising compassion, and concentrating its soul on Pence”. Ruskin saw a society rapidly losing its soul because it was losing its values.  Human decency was replaced by selfishness and greed, based upon a Darwinian philosophy of economic man.  Ruskin responded by writing a series of essays on economic practices which he believed had corrupted and degraded British society.  These essays were published in a magazine edited by his friend, the novelist William Thackeray.  They were a bombshell.  John Ruskin later published his essays under the title Unto This Last. He produced what I believe is one of the  truly Great Books, a hidden gem, a work that has much to teach modern students in Jesuit higher education.  John Ruskin’s Unto This Last is as valuable and provocative today was it was upon its publication in 1862.  It is a work that needs to be rediscovered and taught to as many students as possible today.

                                              An Analysis of Unto this Last

     Ruskin begins his first essay, The Roots of Honour, with a spirited attack on the prevailing theory of business.  This theory considered the conduct of business as a “science” whose only goal was to maximize profits.  Analogous to the real sciences of biology and chemistry, ethical and social questions are ruled out.  After all, the laws of physics and biology are neither right nor wrong, neither moral nor immoral.  Such categories simply do not apply to a scientific situation.  Such thinking was applied to the conduct of business, excluding such considerations as the welfare of workers, the impact of industry on communities, etc.    Likewise, this materialist philosophy also viewed the human person as merely an animal engaged in the Darwinian struggle for survival.  Ruskin sarcastically linked this “science” of economics to other “delusions” like witchcraft, alchemy, and astrology which masqueraded as real science and seduced large numbers of gullible people.  The pseudo-science of economics operates by “considering the human being merely as a covetous machine” and then seeking to” examine by what laws of labour, purchase, and sale, the greatest accumulative result in wealth is obtainable”(11).  

     This prevailing “science” of getting rich is thus based on an erroneous view of the human being as simply a self-interested animal, “actuated by no other moral influences than those which affect rats or swine”(14).  What this materialist view ignores is that human beings are not merely animals, but have, as Ruskin says, a soul, by which he means intellect, feelings, motives, and, most importantly, a conscience.  These attributes distinguish humans from animals.  Attempting to

 formulate a “science” of business, which ignores the distinct qualities of the human person, is, for Ruskin, as futile and laughable as formulating the rules of a science of gymnastics which ignores the fact that humans have skeletons.

     The prevailing ideas of laissez-faire capitalism have resulted in a destruction of the social fabric as illustrated in violent strikes in London and other British cities in the 1850s.  By considering workers merely as disposable cogs in the business machine, owners neglected their welfare and concentrated exclusively on maximizing profits by any means possible.  Jobs were not secure, and wages varied with the demands for labor. The resulting insecurity and sense of exploitation made the labor force highly volatile, prone to strikes and violence.  Ruskin sensibly recognized that owners and workers have different interests, but said that this did not have to produce antagonism. What owners dismissed as unimportant were those very considerations which actually produce good workers: fair treatment and fair wages.

     In place of the “expediency” and greed which have brought owners and workers into explosive confrontation, Ruskin proposes a different governing principle for industrial relations: justice.  He writes: “For no human actions ever were intended by the Maker of men to be guided by balances of expediency, but by balances of justice”(14).  He then states, “every man may know, and most of us do know, what is a just and unjust act”(14).  Ruskin here identifies conscience as a simple and reliable guide to all human decisions.  It is justice, as illuminated by conscience, which must be at the heart of business decisions, not merely the desire to maximize profits.  The relation between owners and workers must be rooted in the respect and “affection…one man owes to another.  All right relations between master and operative, and all their best interests, ultimately depend on these”(14).  This new guiding principle will produce harmony between owners and workers.

     More specifically, Ruskin proposed two major reforms to the conduct of business: fixed wages and steady employment.  A steady wage and a steady job will give workers a sense of security, and workers might even be willing to settle for lower wages in exchange for security.  Ruskin also tells shortsighted owners that happy workers are better workers and will produce better products and better profit.  So, even if an owner is motivated only by selfish interest, fair and just treatment of workers will ironically produce greater profits. 

     A more radical idea in this essay is that owners stand in a parental relationship to their workers and have great power over the quality of their lives.  Just as parents will make sacrifices for their children, Ruskin says that owners must be willing to sacrifice profits to the welfare of their workers, meaning that, when recession comes, owners should settle for less profits rather than dismiss workers and harm their welfare..  He compares the factory owner to the captain of a ship who puts the welfare of passengers first. Ruskin also said that the lawyer, the clergyman, and the judge are respected by society because they put the welfare of society before their self-interest. 

The merchant, conversely, isn’t respected because the merchant is always presumed to act selfishly.  Ruskin challenges the business community to realize that, like these other professions, they have a duty to society, to advance the common good, and not just their selfish interests.

     I believe that Ruskin was aware of Karl Marx and had read The Communist Manifesto, which was promulgated in London in 1848.  He warns England that following the selfish principles of the so-called science of economics will “lead straight to national destruction”(27).  Ruskin, I believe, was well aware of the danger of revolution, the destructive rage of desperate people.  Interestingly, both Marx and Ruskin examine the same situation, but arrive at different conclusions.  Marx concluded that capitalism had to be destroyed; Ruskin believed that capitalism needed to be reformed through application of the principle of justice.  For Ruskin, “the roots of honour” means that economic life must be rooted in the moral principle of justice in order to flourish.

     In the second essay, The Veins of Wealth, Ruskin discusses the impact of business decisions on the wider community, not just the individual worker. The publication of the first essay in Thackeray’s magazine produced a fierce reaction.  Ruskin’s ideas were denounces as “windy hysterics…absolute nonsense…intolerable twaddle…and socialistic heresy”.  He certainly touched a raw nerve!  Ruskin’s opponents countered his arguments by stating that the science of getting rich does make a person rich.  But Ruskin compares them to gamblers in a casino who know the rules of their games but have no inkling of the impact of those games on the community outside the casino

.

    Ruskin begins by elaborating his theory of money.  He states that the word “rich” is only comprehensible in terms of its opposite, “poor” just as north can only be understood in terms of its opposite, south.  For Ruskin, wealth equals power—power over others, to obtain their labor, and so “the art of making yourself rich…is therefore equally and necessarily the art of keeping your neighbor poor”(30).  Wealth is useless if everyone is equally wealthy.  Who then would clean your house or cook your meals.  The power of the dollar in a person’s pocket depends on the lack of a dollar in someone else’s pocket.  Thus, wealth equals power to obtain another’s labor.

     The heart of this second essay is Ruskin’s assertion that there are two kinds of economy.  One is beneficial to both the individual and the wider community, and the other is beneficial to the individual and destructive to the wider community.  What Ruskin calls Political Economy is defined as “the production, preservation, and distribution, at fittest time and place, or useful or pleasurable things…. adding continually to the riches and well-being of the nation…”(30).  For Ruskin, Political Economy is an economic system based on justice and respect for the human person, a system that rewards hard work and creativity, generates wealth for individuals, and benefits the wider community.  This kind of economic system advances the common good.  Its opposite is what Ruskin calls Mercantile Economy, which “signifies the accumulation, in the hands of individuals…of power over the labour of others…implying as much poverty or debt on one side, as it implies riches…on the other. It does not, therefore, necessarily involve an addition to the…well-being of the State in which it exists”(31).  What Ruskin calls Mercantile Economy is the so-called science of getting rich, the generation of wealth by exploiting others.  Such wealth paradoxically also generates poverty by making workers victims of an unjust exploitative system.  Individuals become wealthy, but the community suffers.   Ruskin, it must be said clearly, is not against getting rich, as long as it is done justly.  He writes, “inequalities of wealth, justly established, benefit the nation in the course of their establishment; and, nobly used, aid it yet more in their existence”(33).  One only has to think of enterprises such as Apple Computers, which have generated not only jobs for workers but wider benefits to the community through the revenue and taxes generated.  That is an example of Ruskin’s Political Economy.  And, unfortunately, one has only to look at something like the Enron scandal to see the destructive effects of greed and dishonesty on both the individual and the community.

     Mercantile Economy is concerned only with greed and maximum profits, and ignores the impact of business practices and decisions on workers and the wider community.  Ruskin also shrewdly observes that many unjust business practices might still be perfectly legal.  He concludes: “the whole question …of national wealth resolves itself finally into one of abstract justice”(38).  For Ruskin wealth, a pile of money, is in itself morally neutral.  The moral dimension is determined by two things: how the wealth was generated, and how the wealth is used.  He states “Any given accumulation of commercial wealth may be indicative, on the one hand, of faithful industries, progressive energies, and productive ingenuities; or, on the other, it may be indicative of mortal luxury, merciless tyranny, ruinous chicane.  Some treasures are heavy with human tears…”(38).  Ruskin is deeply concerned by the price paid by society in the generation of wealth.  He concludes this essay by linking its ideas to the theme of the first essay, a refutation of the so-called science of getting rich, stating that “any directions…for the gaining of wealth, irrespectively of the consideration of its moral sources…is perhaps the most insolently futile of all that ever beguiled men through their vices.  So far as I know, there is not in history record of anything so disgraceful to the human intellect as the modern idea that the commercial text, buy in the cheapest market and sell in the dearest, represents, or under any circumstances could represent, an available principle of national economy”(39).  Ruskin states that there should be only one fundamental consideration in a business decision, namely “whether this dealing of yours is a just and faithful one, and thus every question concerning these things merges itself ultimately into the great question of justice”(39).  Ruskin concludes this essay with a striking concept: that the wealth of a nation is not its gold, but its people, and that the goal of an economy is to produce as many happy and healthy people as possible.  This may seem like an absurd goal, but Ruskin believes that Political Economy, an economic system based upon justice and not selfishness, will do just that.

     The third essay continues Ruskin’s discussion of well gotten versus ill-gotten wealth, which Ruskin termed illth.  The title of the third essay, Qui Judicatis Terram is part of a quote from Dante’s Divine Comedy, which states “you who judge the earth give diligent love to justice”(48). The previous two essays continued to generate vituperation, and now Ruskin turns on his critics with fierce irony, stating that everything he has said and advocated is drawn from The Bible, the book that “Christian” England supposedly venerates.  He opens the essay with a cascade of Biblical quotations: “Treasures of wickedness profit nothing, but justice delivers from death…he that oppresseth the poor to increase his riches will surely come to want…rob not the poor because he is poor, neither oppress the afflicted in the place of business, for God shall spoil the soul of those that spoiled them”(44).  Concerning the last quotation, Ruskin remarks, “This robbing the poor because he is poor, is especially the mercantile form of theft, consisting of taking advantage of a man’s necessities in order to obtain his labour or property at a reduced price”(44).  Ruskin believes the there will be clashes and confrontation between the rich and the poor (remember his warning about revolution at the end of the first essay) unless their interactions are guided by the moral principle of justice.

     Ruskin compares wealth to a mighty river that flows through society.  This river of wealth can either be destructive to society (Mercantile Economy) or beneficial (Political Economy).  Just as nations build dykes and dams to restrict dangerous rivers and turn them into beneficial sources of water for irrigation, so society must guide and contain the possible damaging effects of wealth through the principle of justice: “whether the stream [of wealth] shall be a curse of a blessing depends upon man’s labour and administering intelligence”(46).  Ruskin does not want prevent people from getting rich, but wants them to get rich justly

.

     Ruskin devotes most of this third essay to a discussion of what justice requires in the payment of workers.  He offers a unique concept: that payment for labor should be an equal exchange—if you work an hour for me, I should work an hour for you. Since society uses money instead of exchanged labor, Ruskin says that the basic principle should still hold true.  A plumber who works for an hour should be paid an amount of money that will enable him to obtain for himself the services of a plumber for an hour.

     Ruskin says that overpayment as well as underpayment is to be avoided.  For Ruskin, labor has a definite objective value.  The just employer pays what the work is actually worth. The unjust employer exploits workers who may be desperate for a job and underpays. If an employer needs a bricklayer, and two bricklayers need that job, the just employer hires only one of them and pays what the work is actually worth.  The unjust employer forces the two bricklayers to compete with each other to see who will work for the cheapest amount.  The unjust employer hires only one bricklayer, pays him less than the work is objectively worth, and pockets the difference.  This is Mercantile Economy in action, generating increased profit through the exploitation of workers. Ruskin states, “…equity or justice of payment is, observe, wholly independent of any reference to the number of men who are willing to do the work…the just man pays sufficiently, the unjust man insufficiently, for the labour of the single person employed”(51,52).  For Ruskin, just wages create upward mobility for workers and enable them to rise out of poverty.  Just wages also give workers disposable income which then flows out into the community and creates jobs and wealth for others.  Unjust employment practices keep workers trapped in poverty, generate no disposable income, and so no money flows out to benefit the wider community.

     Ruskin is no starry-eyed idealist.  He understands that perfect justice will never be obtained in this world, but he also states that humans can go a long way towards building a juster world: “And although absolute justice is unattainable, as much justice as we need for all practical use is attainable by all those who make it their aim”(49).  Ruskin also claims that he is no socialist.  He does not believe in either equality of wealth or equality of talent.  Society thrives on talent and creativity, and some will become wealthier than others.  But the principle of justice, which all humans know via their consciences, should govern all human activities.  The Darwinian model of society will only degrade individuals and produce a degraded society: “Government and cooperation are in all things the Laws of Life; Anarchy and competition the Laws of Death”(60).

Ruskin concludes this essay as he began it, with a stinging attack on a Christian nation which seems to have lost its way: “I know no previous instance in history of a nation’s establishing a systematic disobedience to the first principles of its professed religion”(61). In a pointed summary to all of his ideas, Ruskin asserts, “whereas it has long been known and declared that the poor have no right to the property of the rich, I wish it also to be known and declared that the rich have no right to the property of the poor”(60).

     Ruskin published a fourth essay, which will not be treated in this paper, and then William Thackeray, editor of the magazine, informed Ruskin that no further essays would be accepted.  Reader outrage and cancelled subscriptions had done their work.  Ruskin took the four essays, added a Preface, and published them in 1862 as a book titled UntoThis Last.  The Preface is astounding in what Ruskin suggests to the British nation: the establishment of free public education for all children, retraining at public expense for workers who have lost their jobs, a social welfare system to care for the sick and those who cannot work, and a pension system for those whose working life has ended.  These were unheard-of innovations in Ruskin’s time.  The fact that these things are now a standard part of modern society testifies to Ruskin’s genius and influence as a social critic and reformer.  When the young Gandhi read Unto This Last, his worldview was transformed and he decided to dedicate his life to the service of his people.  Ruskin’s ideas have also formed the foundation for the Labour Party in Great Britain, and have continued to challenge and transform generations of students.

                                                   Teaching Unto This Last
     I have taught Unto This Last every year for the past twenty years as part of my freshman English course and also to sophomores in a Great Books course.  Although it is challenging reading, Ruskin’s thought has resonated with students and helped them examine their own experiences and their own perceptions of economic life in America.  I begin by asking them to share their own experiences of the workplace, particularly their perception of how corporate America views workers and their welfare.  I ask them to talk to their parents about their generation’s experiences and particularly about the fears and anxieties of older workers today.

This naturally leads to discussions of downsizing, salary/pension/benefits cuts, and the outsourcing of jobs.  The central question, which emerges from these more generalized discussions, is what obligations an employer has to workers.

     Students respond well to Ruskin’s view, in the first essay, that everyone can and does know what is a just/unjust act because of their conscience.  They understand all too well that unhappy, mistrustful workers are not good workers, and are able to give good examples of how companies take a more positive approach to motivate workers through reward systems.  However, they are also aware of the bottom-line mentality and they sense that the current corporate climate seems to be going against workers and their interests.  Students are intrigued by Ruskin’s idea that an employer bears a parental responsibility to workers, and should even take less profit rather than fire workers in time of recession.  They see all too clearly that the ethical dimension is often absent from business decisions.

   In discussing the second essay, students are fascinated by Ruskin’s idea that money represents power, and how money works.  They are able to offer examples of both political economy and mercantile economy.  We have very good discussions about how fair labor practices benefit the entire community by contrasting Apple Computers with the Enron scandal.  A very fruitful discussion emerges from Ruskin’s assertion that there are things that may be legal but are by no means just or moral—eg. segregation.  Ruskin’s third essay, with its central analysis of what is a just wage, helps students understand how easily vulnerable people can be exploited.  The Biblical text, “Rob not the poor because they are poor” draws forth from students excellent examples, such as credit/loan scams which prey on the poor, and the exploitation of illegal immigrants, especially Hispanics.

     Perhaps the most amazing thing to students is for them to imagine a world—not too far distant in time—where there was no social safety net: no public education, to pensions, no unemployment compensation, no welfare.  They truly come to appreciate Ruskin’s critical role in advocating for these social reforms.

     To make Ruskin’s ideas even more clear and relevant, I give the students a sheet of business “cases” to reflect upon and discuss.  These cases, all of them drawn from actual events and practices, serve to show that the practices Ruskin condemned are still going on today.  The issue of outsourcing leads to vigorous discussion: doesn’t the relocation of a factory to a poor country benefit those who are poor?  Isn’t this a good thing? 

     Ruskin’s Unto this Last is a hidden treasure for Jesuit higher education.  It is especially valuable for those many students who major in business studies. It is a book that many of my students say has had a major impact on their thinking. Some students find Ruskin’s ideas troubling, and some others reject them.  No testimony could be more eloquent about the power of Ruskin’s book to change and transform a student than the following remarks of Chad Theriot, a Spring Hill College graduate, who is now a practicing attorney:

          Prior to Ruskin, indeed prior to my experience at Spring Hill, I was preoccupied

          with the notion of becoming rich.  I wanted to have a comfortable life, with a

          big house, fast car, and the material trappings that most in our modern society

          crave….I was inclined to favor…the teachings of Machiavelli over someone like

          Ruskin…My Spring Hill College experience changed my perspective on life.  I

          see that the books you selected for our reading had a progression leading up to a

          central theme, a theme that I would later come to associate with the Jesuits, and

          that I’ve adopted as the theme for my life.  My Jesuit education, particularly your

          classes, taught me to be committed to the promotion of justice: to be a man for

          others. Funny, before Spring Hill, I wanted to be “rich’.  Well, I got what I

          wanted…. what makes me truly rich are my loving wife, healthy child, and the

          ability to help others. Serving others by serving justice makes me richer than

          any man.

     After receiving a letter like this from a former student, what can a teacher do except exclaim with St. Paul: “Glory be to him who can accomplish in us infinitely more than we can ever hope or imagine”.

     All identified quotations from Unto this Last are from the edition edited by Lloyd Hubenka, published by The University of Nebraska Press, 1967.

     Please see case studies on the following page.

                                                  Unto This Last: Case Studies
Case 1

     Badger Motors, a major car manufacturer, discovers a design flaw in its new sportscar, “The Surfer”, and  leans that the gas tank, located over the rear axle, often bursts into flames in a rear-end collision.  The cost of recalling all Surfers on the road and fixing/moving the gas tank is estimated at $50 million.  The corporation lawyer states that consumer projections indicate that there would be a certain number of rear-end crashes, a certain number of deaths by fire, and a certain number of lawsuits.  The average out-of-court settlement for a lawsuit would be $2.2 million, with a projected total cost to the company of $37.8 million.  The lawyer suggests that the car not be recalled, due to cost and adverse publicity, and that the company pay the lawsuits off—a bottom line decision.

     You are a member of the Board of Directors.  How would you vote?  Why?

      What would Ruskin say about this situation?

Case 2

     You own a large, profitable factory, located in a small town in Alabama.  You are the town’s largest employer, with 6314 employees, and the factory and its employees account for 63% of the economy of the town.  Your marketing manager and finance director have a hot plan—close the factory, which is getting old and will be needing expensive modernizations, and build a new factory in Mexico, employing only Mexican workers.  There will be  huge savings in wages and benefits, and a great increase in company profits.

     What would you do?

      What would Ruskin say about this situation?

Case 3

     You are CEO of a corporation which is making a reasonable profit, but are burdened with expensive union contracts.  Your financial adviser suggests that you transfer company assets to other divisions, and then declare bankruptcy, enabling you to void union contracts and then employ only non-union workers, with lesser wage costs and increased profits. Another idea from the financial adviser is to transfer the official corporate home address to a rented office suite in The Bahamas, thereby qualifying as a Bahamian  corporation, and thereby avoiding American income taxes.  All operational factories and  offices of the corporation would remain in America.

     What would you do if you were making the decision?

      What would Ruskin say about these two scenarios?

Case 4

     You are CEO of a major pharmaceutical company headquartered in The United States, and it has come to light that one of your drugs causes fetal deformities in pregnant women.  The FDA is about to order the removal of this drug from sale in The United States.  You have a huge inventory of this drug, worth millions of dollars.  Your marketing strategist suggests that the  drug be sent to India and marketed there.  India has very lax drug inspection and testing laws.  It would be perfectly legal to sell the drug in India, since it passes all current drug requirements in that country.

     How would you decide?

     What would Ruskin say about this situation?

