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Between Theology and Social Science: John Ruskin’s Economic Ethics

by Yoshinobu Tobo

For John Ruskin, capitalism was primarily the practice of false knowledge, which
made self-interest commonplace without the intervention of virtue, and secured public
order without architectonic justice. The triumph of political economy meant the
promotion of certain quasi-virtues, such as busyness and frugality, in place of true
political wisdom and Christian charity. Also, the displacement of the ethical in the
public sphere was held to be coterminous with the triumph of secularity. After the
retreat of public religion, a vacuum was created in which a merely “economic” regime
could manage society, even without moral or religious consensus. But under the

influence of Christian Socialism, Ruskin desires an integration of wealth with genuine

2 2 <

virtue. In his Unto This Last, Ruskin wishes to bestow “kingly,” “queenly,” “noble”

and “Christian,” rather than merely mercenary, attributes upon the sphere of work and

trade.




