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THE SOCIAL AND EDUCATIONAL THOUGHT OF JOHN RUSKIN

by M. D. Lawson 

ABSTRACT

The thesis of this study is that the aesthetic, social and educational

criticism of Ruskin forms an organic unity. Only two full length

studies of Rugkin's views on education have been published - William

Jolly's Ruskin on Education (1894) and Hilda Hagstotz's The Educational 

Thought of John Ruskin (1942) - and both these studies have a narrov

focus, ignoring Ruskin as a social critic. Chapters 4 and 5 argue

in detail that this social criticism runs right through his art

criticism, and forms in turn the basis of his educational thought

and practice. Chapters 6, 7 and 8 are concerned specifically with the

interconnections of Ruskin's social and educational thought which

converge in Fors Clavigera (1871 - 1884), a letter series to English

working men. Chapter 8 argues that the neglected Fors Clavigera is

central to an understandin g of Ruskin's social and educational thought

and that this work is one of his major achievements; its extreme length

and intensely personal nature often being a barrier to proper

appreciation. This personal nature of much of Ruskin's writings - he

is possibly the most confessional of major English writers - has meant

that the first three chapters of this study are not only concerned with

placing Ruskin in his social milieu and historical context but also deal

with the developments in Ruskin's inner life and the formative

intellectual influences on his writings.

Despite his socialist reputation, Ruskin was faithful to his

conservative mentors, particularly Plato and Carlyle. Ruskin's views

on society and his solutions for the ills of society were pleas for a

return to a rigidly hierarchical world, found, for example, in pre-

Renaissance Venice. It must be faced, as the concluding chapter argues,



that Ruskin's views are reactionary and were no possible solution to the

ciisintegration of the society he described so well.

The must tangible and lasting aspects of Ruskin's educational legacy are

his influential views on the education of women (discussed in chapter 6) and

his insistence on a close relationship between education and -manual labour

(Chapter 7 explores this influence on English education). Other aspects of

his educational legacy becone clearer, as Chapter 9 shows, if the very

diverse writings of his last productive period are seen as texts for the

Guild of St. George. Chapter 9,in the course of discussing the proposals

for the St. George schools, places the Guild of St. George in the context of

the utopian tradition of education and analyzes the activities of the Guild,

particularly its Museum and parallel educational collections (still existing

in truncated form today).

Despite his extreme authoritarianism, as shown in his plans for the Guild

of St. George, Ruskin is to be honoured for the brilliance of his persistent

attacks on Victorian complacency in the face of appalling miser y : part

of his abiding importance is that from the time of the collapse of the

Chartist movemant to the socialist revival of the eighteen eighties,

Ruskin carried much of the burden of being the social conscience of

Victorian society. His writings which contain social and educational

criticism, such as The Crown of Wild Olive, Sesame and Lilies and Fors

Clavigera, this study argues, contain much of his best work. This is not

to deny the continued pleasure that can be derived from the descriptions

of Venice, the "readings" of Turner's paintings and the set-piece

descriptions of nature from Modern Painters which did so much to

establish Ruskin's Victorian reputation.
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