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There is a destiny now possible to us - the highest set before a nation to be 
accepted or refused . . . 

And this is what she [this country] must do, or perish: she must found 
colonies as fast and as far as she is able, formed of her most energetic and 
worthiest men; - seizing every piece of fruitful waste ground she can set her 
foot on, and there teaching these her colonists that their chief virtue is to be 
fidelity to their country, and that their first aim is to be to advance the power of 
England by land and sea . . . The England who is to be mistress of half the 
earth, cannot remain herself a heap of cinders, trampled by contending and 
miserable crowds; she must yet again become the England she once was, and in 
all beautiful ways, more: so happy, so secluded [sic], and so pure, that in her 
sky, polluted by no unholy clouds - she may be able to spell rightly of every 
star that heaven doth show; and in her fields, ordered and wide and fair, of 
every herb that sips the dew; and under the green avenues of her enchanted 
gardens, a sacred Circe, true Daughter of the Sun, she must guide the human 
arts, and gather the divine knowledge, of distant nations, transformed from 
savageness to manhood, and redeemed from despairing into peace. (XX, 41.-3) 

These are the eloquent words, as Edward Said pointed out in Culture and 
Imperialism,] from the final part of John Ruskin's Inaugural Lecture as Slade 
Professor of Fine Art at Oxford in February 1870 - a lecture so popular that it 
had to be transferred to the Sheldonian Theatre. To many, like myself, who 
thought they knew Ruskin's work reasonably well before Said's book, and who 
read him in the terms of Raymond Williams's Culture and Society as a radical 
critic of Victorian society, they came as a surprise and a disturbance. For they 
suggest - what Tim Hilton has asserted recently in John Ruskin. The Later Years 
- that Ruskin was, at least in some ways, closer to the belligerent imperialist 
Carlyle than to the anti-imperial Morris.2 This is hardly surprising, especially in 
view of Ruskin's adoption of Carlyle as his 'Papa' after the death of John James 
in 1864. But Ruskin was always a rebellious son, determined to follow his own 
argument wherever it might lead him, and so we find no simple discipleship to 
Carlyle. This article will attempt to follow the course of Ruskin's thinking about 
the British Empire. 

A point to be made initially is that the Empire is by no means one of Ruskin's 
major preoccupations; he never visited any overseas part of it except Ireland, and 
only a very small part of his huge written oeuvre refers to the topic. This does not 
of course prove that he had no assumptions about it, but it does mean that we 
have to look carefully for evidence, and we will find it only sporadically. The main 
references are to be found in the Newdigate Prize poem of 1839; the Inaugural 
lecture of 1870; 'The Pleasures of Deed' in The Pleasures of England in 1884, and 
'A Knight's Faith' in Biblia Pauperurn in 1885; there are also a number of passing 
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