
from The Roots of Honor

)ouN Rusr<rN

John Ruskin (1819-l9OO) wos born in London, the only chlld of o wine imporier.

He wos educoted ot home ond studied ot King's College, London, ond ot Oxford.

A precocious young mon, he storted writing orticles ot oge fifteen ond become o

highly influentiol ort critic, publishing his first greot work, Modern Poinfers, in five

uolrr", belween I 843 ond I 860. He loter turned to sociol ond politicol concernsi

writing such works os the ihree-volume fhe Sfones of Venice 1185 1-1853), Unfo

This List (lB60), ond sesome ond Lilies ('1865). untoThis losloddresses sociol

reform ond economics; it includes "The Roois of Honor," excerpted here. Ruskin held

on Oxford professorship from I BZO io I B8O, when he resigned for heolth reosons.

He hod bouts of modness until 1883, when he wos reelected to his professorship.

Astoundingly prolific, Ruskin wrote over 250 works on ort, ornithology, politics, his

tory, economics, geology, literoture, mythology, ond whot we would now coll envi-

ronmeniol science. He olso wrote o fontosy novel, fhe King of the Golden River

(l 84l ), ond worked on his outobiogrophy, Proeterito, from I885 to 1889. Ruskin's

thougl-rt on ort ond politicol economy hos been highly influentiol. Unto fhis losf hod o

profound influence on Mohotmo Gondhi, ond Ruskin continues to influence such con-

temporory writers os Wendell Berry, whose work is included in this chopter @. aB\.

orv there can be no questior1 but that the tact, foresight, decision, and

other mental porvers recluired for the successful lnanagement of a large

mercirntile concern, if not such as cor-rld be compared rvith those of a great latwer,

general, or dit'ine, rr.cluld at least rnirtch the generai conditions of mind required

in the subordir-rirte ofllcers of ir s1-rip, or of a regin-rent, or in the curate of a countrl'

parish. It, tl-r.-refore, all the eflicient members of the so-called liberal professions

are still, sorrehou., in public estimate of honor, preferred before tl-re hcad of a

comntercial hln-r, the reasol.l rnust lie deeper than in the measurement of their

several po\{ers of r-r-rincl.

And the esser-rtial reason for sucl-r preference lvill be fbund to lie in the fact

thtrt the merchant is presur-necl to act alu,avs se1fishlrr His lvork r-r-ra,v be verY neces-

sar.y to the communitr'; but the r-t-totir.e of it is understood to be u'holl,v personal.

The merchar-rt's first object in all his dealings must be (tl-re public believe) to get

as much fbr himsell irnd leave as little to his neighbor (or customer) as possible.

Enfbrcing this upon him, b1' political sttttute, as the necessary principle of i-ris

action; recommending it to hin.r oi-r a1l occasior-rs, and themselves reciprocallv

aclopting it; proclaiming vociferouslv, for larv of the unir.erse, that a bu,ver's func-

tiol is to cheapen, and a se11er's to cheat-the public, nevertheless, involuntirrill'

condemn the man of commcrce for his compliirnce rvith their orvn statement, and

stamp him forer.er as belor-rging to an inferior grade of humiln personalitl'.
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This the,v u,ill find, eventuallr', thel'must give up doing. The,v must not cease

to condemn sellishness; but the1.u,i1l har,e to discover a kind of commerce rvhich

is not exch-rsivelr. se1fish. Or, rather, the,v u'ill have to discover that there never was,

or can be, an1. other kind of cornmerce; that this u,irich the,v har.e called comt-nerce

was not commerce at :r11, but cozening; and that a true merchant diffbrs as much

from a r-nerchant :rccordir-rg to lalr,s of ntodern political econolrl\r, as the hero of
the "Excursior-r" from Autolycus.r They lvill find that comnlerce is an occupetiotl

lr,hicl'r gentlemen rvill er,erv da,v see more need to engage in, rather than in the

businesses of talking to melt or slaf ing thern; that, itt true comrlerce, ns in trlte
preiichir-rg, or true fighting, it is necessarv to adilit the ideir of occasional r,oluntarv

loss; that sixpences have to be lost, as u'ell as lives, under a sense of dr-rt1'; that the

market rnar.har,e its r-nartl,rdor-ns as rvell as the pulpit; and trade its heroisn'rs, as

rvell as rvar.

N{ay haye - ir-r the firta1l issue, trtust haye - and onlr' has not had ve t, because

men of heroic temper have alu.a1,s been misguicled in their 1'outh into other fields,

not recognizir-rg u.hat is in or-rr da1,s, perhaips, the most inrportant of all helcls; so

that, rvhile ntanv a zealous person loses his life in trr-ing to teach the tbrm of i.r

gospel, r.erv fe',v lvi11 lose ir hundred pounds in shorving the practice of one.

The tact is, that people never have had clearl,v explirined to them the true firrtc-

tions oi a rnerchant u,ith respect to other people. I shoulcl like the reacler to be very

clear about this.
Five great intellectuirl protessions, relating to dail1' necessities oi lit-e, have hitl-r-

erto existed-three exist necess.lrily in etery civilized nation:

The Soldier's profession is tct dc.ferul it.
The Pirstor's, to tcoclt tt.
The Phr-sician's, to kce'p it itt ltcnltlt.

The Li.uvver's , tcl crt.force .itr-sticc in it.
The Iierchant's, to p/?1'lrlc fbr it.

And the dr,rtv of all these Iren is, on ciue occasion, to dle fbr it.
"On dr-re occirsior-r," t-titt-ueh.:

The Soldier, r'ather than leirve his Post in b.ittle.

The Phvsician, rather tliatt leiu'e his post in plague.

The Pastor. rather than teacl-r Falsehood.

The Larrr-c'r, rathet than coLlntenance Injtrstice.

The \ Ierch;int -\\'hat is /rl-. "clue occasion" of death?

It is the rnain question tbr the merchant, as for all of us. For, trulr', the man

u.ho does not kno\\'rvhen to die, does not linow hou'to lit'e.

r81'tl-rc "L.xcr-Llsior-i"'Ruskin is plavtuJlv rctcrrin.q to thc od.1''s'se,r'and its hero' c)clvsseus' In colt-

trast, C)clr-sseus's grirtcltirtl-rcr,,\utolvcr,rs, i,'as a chilcl of Hert.nes, and thus I thict. lt rr'as said hc

could nevct'be caught. Ec1:.
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Observe, the merchant's function (or manufircturer's, for in the broad sense
in ivhich it is hcre used the rvord must be r,rnderstood to include both) is to pro-
vide for the natiolr. It is no more his fr-rnction to get profit for himself out of thert
pror.ision than it is a clerg1.n-ran's function to get 1-ris stipend. The stipend is a due
and necessary adjunct, but not the object, of his life, if he be a true clergvman, any
more than his fee (or honorttriu rr) is the object of life to a trLle phvsician. Neither
is his fee the object of life to a true merchant. A11 three, if true rnen, have a rvork to
be done irrcspective of f'ee 

- to be done e\.en at al-l\. cost, or for cluite the contrar\/
of t'ee; the pastor's function being to te;rch, the phi.sician's to heal, and the mer-
chant's, as I htrve said, to provide. That is to sar,, he has to understand to their yerr.
root the qr-raiities of the things he deals in, and the means of obtaining or produc-
ing it; and he has to applv arll his sagacitl. ancl energ\. to the prociucing or obtair-r-
ing it in perfect state, and distributir-rg it at the cl'reapest possible price rvhere it is
rrost needed.

And becar-rse tl-re production or obtainins of anv commoditv inr,olves neces-
sarily the agencv of man1, lit,es and hands, the lnerchant becor.nes in the cor-rrse ol
his busir-ress the master and gor-ernor of large masses of rlen in a more direct,
though less confessed u,ar', than a rnilitiirv ofhcer or pastor; so that on fiirn falls,
ir.r great part, the responsibilitr' lbr the kind of life thev 1ead; and it becomes his
dut\'', not onlr,to be ah.r,avs considerine horv to produce n,hat he sells in the purest
and cl-reapest fbrms, br.rt l-rou- to rnake the r-arious emplor.ments involved in the
production, or transf-erence of it. r-nost beneficial to the men er-r-rployed.

And as ir-rto thcse tu'o fitnctions, requiring for their right exercise the highest
intelligence, as u'e1l as patier.rce, kindness, irnd tact, the merchant is bound to put
all l-ris enersr-, so tbr their iust disc}rirrse he is bound, as soldier or physician is
bound, to give up, if neecl be, his Lrfe, rn such u,.trv as it ma1.be den-randed of 1-iir-r-r.

Tu,o mait.t l.roints he htrs in his Pror icline function to maintarin: first, his eltgage-
rr-rents (taithfulttess to ensaselne nts beine the real root of all possibilities in com-
r.nerce); and seconcllr', the perfectness and purity of the thing provicled; so that,
rather than tail irt itrtr- engagement, or consent to an,l, deterioration, iidulteratior-i,
or unjust ancl erorbitilr.rt price oi that rvf iich he provides, he is bound to meet
fearlesslr':rnl tbrr-r.r of clistless, po\-ert\', or 1abor, u,hich ma),, through maiutenance
of these points, colne ilpon hint.

Again: in his otfice as solernor of the rner.r en-rployed bv him, the rnerchant or
manufi.rcturer is invested rvith a distinctlv paternal authoritr.and responsibiiitv
in most cilses, il r'or.tth entelilrs a comrrercial establishment is rvitl-rdrarvn alto-
gether from hor.ne intlucnce; his rnaster must becorre his firther, else he has, for
practical atld constattt help, rto tirther at hiind: in all ctises the rnaster's authoritl,,
together rr'ith tl-re genertrl tone ancl irtmosphere of his busir-ress, and the character
of the n-ren rvith rr-hom the r-outh is compelled in the coulse of it to associate, har.e
more irnmediate and pressing rveisht than the home influence, and u,ill r.rsually
neutralize it either fbr goocl or evil; so that the onlr.means nl-rich the rnaster has
of doing jr-rstice to the rren er.nplovecl bv him is to ask hirnself sternll. rvhether he
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is clealing r'r,ith sr-rch subordinate as he lvould rvith l-ris o\\'In son, if compelled b,v

circumstances to take such a position.
Supposing the captain of a frigate saw it rigl-rt, or \\rere by any chance obliged,

to place his orvn son in the position of a contmon sailor; as he r'r'ould then treat

his son, he is bor-rnd alu,ays to treat ever,v one of the rnen r-rnder him. So, also, sttp-

posing the master of a manufactorv saur it right, or \'vere by anv chance obliged, to

place 1-ris o\vn soll in the position of an ordinary rvorkmtrn; as he u,ou1d then treat

his sor-r, he is bound alu,a,vs to treat every one of his men. This is the only effectir,e,

true, or practicable Rur-e u,hich can be given on this point of political ecollom)'.

And as the captair-r of a ship is bound to be the iast man to leave his ship irr

case of u,reck. nncl to share his ltrst crust ivith the sailors in case of famine, so the

manufacturer, in an1. commercial crisis or distress, is bound to take the suffer-

ing of it lr,ith his rnen, and er,en to tirke more of it for himself than he allorvs his

men to feel; as a father rvoulcl in a far-nine, shipu,reck, or battle, sacrifice himself
for l-iis son.

All rvhich sounds very strange: the or-r1v real strangeness in the matter being,

nevertheless, that it should so sound. For al1 this is true, and that not partia1l1'nor

theoreticallr', but everlastingli'and practicalll': all other doctrine than this resPect-

ing r-natters political being false in premises, absr.rrd in deduction, and impossible

in practice, consistently'rr.ith an)' progressive state of national life; all the life lvhich

\ve now possess as a nation shou'ing itself in the resolute denial and scorn, by a
feu, strong r.ninds and f-aithfLrl hearts, of the ecortomic principles taught to our
multitudes, rvhich principles, so far trs accepted, lead straight to naltional destruc-

tion. Respecting tl-re modes and torr.ns of destruction tcl u'hich they lead, and, on

the other l'rand, respecting the tarther practical rvorkir-rg of true polity, i hope to

renson furtlrer irr rr loll,rrr irrg, p.lpe r.

)

Exploring the Text

1.

,3.

4.

\Vhat is the "preference" John Ruskin refers to at the beginnirtg of the second para-

graph? According to Ruskin, r,r,hcl is respot'tsible fot it? T1're inerchattt himself? The

public? Explirin.
Hot, does Ruskin chtrrercterize commerce in paragraphs 3 and '1? \'Vhat has changed

since 1862? What has not?

Horv reirsonable are Rr,rskin's statelnents about the fir'e great prot-essions (para. 6)?

Do vou agree that the n.rerchant's prot-ession is not, as manv u'ould sa1', to make

mone),, but to provide fbr tl-re couutrr'?

Ruskiu u,rites, "For, trull', the man u'ho does not knorv u'hen to die, does not knou'

ho\\-to live" (para.8). \\rhat does Ruskin mean to suggest rvith this epigranlrnirtic

stirter.nent? Holr,might it irpplv to vour lite?

E.rplain the nature of tl-re comparison Ruskin makes betu'een the nlerchant and

the clergr.n.ran (para. 9).
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In paragrapl'r 9, Rr-rskir.r rvrites of the pastor' the pl-ii'5i6in11' and the merchant''Al1

three, if true men. . . ." \{hat are the purpose and effect of the qualifier "if true men"?

\Vhat, according to Ruskin, is the dr-rty of the rr-ierchant irs described in paragraphs

10 and 11?

g. \\,hatisthenatureofthetrntrlog,vder.elopedinparagraphsl2-14?Do,voufir-rdit
reasonirble and persuasive? Explain.

9. Ruskin conch-rdes,'Al1 nhich soundsver)'strange: the on11'r'ea1 strangeness in the

n.ratter.being, nevertheless, that it should scl sound" (para. 15 ). Does it "sound strange"

tcr 1.ou? Do vou agree that the soturling stratrye is the on11'strange thing about it?

\\hy does he concltide this lva1'?


