JOY FOR EVER

HOW TO USE ART TO
CHANGE THE WORLD AND
ITS PRICEIN THE MARKET

THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF ART

For John Ruskin, art and craft were both fundamentally
social practices. This doesn’t mean to say that
individuals don’tmake things, orgetabsorbedinthe
making ofthings, itsimply meansthatartobjects and
artifacts, as well as being made by somebody, are also
usuallymade forsomeone, forapurpose,andwithin
asocial context. However, during Ruskin’s lifetime, the
Industrial Revolution brought about radical changes in
the way things were made, who they were made for,
and howtheywere circulated. Asfactoriesbeganto
usemachinesthatwere capable ofmassproduction,
andexactcopiesofobjectscouldbe madecheaplyfor
salearoundtheworld,workersbegantobeemployed
fortheirlabourratherthantheirskill. This alsomeant
that workers, as well as factory owners and the
consumers of their products, all became more
detachedfromtheobjecttheywereproducingand
selling. As commodities, whether they were pots, pans,
pens, rollsofwallpaper, chairs, tables, shirts, dressesor
whatever, became cheaper and more available to buy,
thechanceswerethatnooneindividualworker(or
evenasmallgroup ofworkers)had made them from
start tofinish.

In 1824, the Royal Manchester Institution, later
Manchester Art Gallery, was founded during the
upheavalsofthe Industrial Revolution,whenthe UK
becamethe ‘workshop ofthe world’and Manchester
became its prototype industrial hub. And we also know
thatitwasin Manchester, during The Art Treasures
Exhibition of Great Britain of 1857, that Ruskin
delivered his public talks The Political Economy of Art,

or,AJoyForEver(andlts Priceinthe Market).ltwas
during these talks that Ruskin went beyond his ideas of
localandpersonalusesofart—asameansforcitizens
torethinkandremaketheirrolesinsociety—and
began to propose that museums, galleries, private
collectors and governments alike have a social, moral
andethicalresponsibilitytouse collections ofart
treasuresforthecommongood.In 1860, Ruskinwent
ontopublish hisbook Untothis Last,inwhichhe
begantomap outsome ofhisideas forhow art, craft,
making and social ownership could help us rethink
ourrelationshipstothe world, ourenvironmentand
each other. Famously, this book inspired writer, social
campaigner and politician Mahatma Gandhi (1869-
1948)torethinkhow anew and decolonised India
couldemergefromactivitiesof communityand
social making.

Morerecently, making, participationand community
are back on the social and political agenda — as
evidenced by therecentUK governmentstatement
thatartand craftcanbe prescribed by doctorsto
improve mentalhealthandwell-being.Buthowwould
we, and museums and galleries such as the Whitworth,
reallyliketouse artasameanstorethinkourselves
andourrelationstotheworldandeachother? The
Whitworth would like to invite you to think about
theseideas,totakeaseatandtolookatRuskin’s Unto
This Last, and to help us think these questions through.
Afterall,as Ruskin himselfsaid, thereisnogreater
wealth thanlife.

Written by John Byrne, Reader in The Uses of Art at Liverpool John Moores University
and Directorof The Uses of ArtLab’whichforms partofLiverpool School of Artand
Designs ART LABS Research Centre.
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