
robert owen a new view of society
robert owen a new view of society is a phrase that encapsulates the radical and influential ideas
of a prominent Welsh philanthropist and social reformer. Owen's vision for a better world, articulated
in his seminal work "A New View of Society," challenged the prevailing economic and social structures
of his time, proposing a humane and rational approach to human development and community
organization. This article delves into the core tenets of Owen's philosophy, exploring his critiques of
existing systems, his proposed solutions for societal improvement, and the enduring legacy of his
efforts to foster cooperation and well-being. We will examine his foundational beliefs about the
malleability of human character, his experiments in community building, and his broader impact on
early socialist thought and industrial reform.
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The Foundation of Owen's Philosophy: The Influence of
Environment

At the heart of Robert Owen's "A New View of Society" lies a profound belief in the malleability of
human character, a concept that starkly contrasted with the deterministic views prevalent in the 18th
and 19th centuries. Owen argued forcefully that individuals are not born with fixed, innate
dispositions but are instead largely products of their environment, upbringing, and the circumstances
in which they live. This environmental determinism was not a pessimistic outlook but a source of
optimism, as it implied that societal ills were not inherent flaws in human nature but rather the result
of flawed social arrangements that could be rectified through deliberate reform. He posited that by



creating environments that fostered positive values, good habits, and intellectual development,
society could cultivate virtuous and happy individuals. This central tenet guided all of Owen's
subsequent proposals for social and economic restructuring.

Owen’s understanding of the environment encompassed not only physical surroundings but also
social influences, educational systems, and economic conditions. He believed that the prevailing
societal structures of his day, characterized by competition, poverty, and ignorance, were actively
breeding vice and misery. Therefore, any meaningful reform had to begin with a radical reimagining
of these foundational elements. His analysis suggested that crime, idleness, and moral failings were
not inherent to individuals but were symptoms of a diseased social body. By identifying the root
causes within the external conditions, Owen laid the groundwork for a system that sought to engineer
social progress through the careful cultivation of a benevolent and rational environment for all
members of society.

Critique of the Prevailing Social Order

Robert Owen launched a scathing critique against the prevalent social and economic systems of his
era, viewing them as inherently detrimental to human well-being and societal progress. He
particularly condemned the prevailing capitalist system, with its emphasis on individual competition,
profit maximization, and the stark inequalities it generated. Owen observed that this system fostered
a spirit of selfishness and divisiveness, leading to widespread poverty, ignorance, and moral
degradation among the working classes. He argued that the relentless pursuit of wealth by a few
came at the expense of the health, happiness, and education of the many.

The factory system, in particular, drew Owen's ire. He witnessed firsthand the debilitating effects of
long working hours, dangerous conditions, and the exploitation of child labor. He believed that such
practices not only harmed the physical and mental health of the workers but also stunted their
intellectual and moral development. Owen saw the existing legal and political structures as failing to
address these injustices, often serving to protect the interests of the wealthy rather than the welfare
of the common people. His writings in "A New View of Society" served as a powerful indictment of a
system that he believed prioritized material accumulation over human flourishing, creating a society
rife with preventable suffering and social discord.

Furthermore, Owen was critical of the prevailing educational systems, which he felt were inadequate
and often reinforced existing social hierarchies rather than promoting genuine understanding and
character development. He believed that education was being used as a tool to maintain the status
quo rather than to empower individuals and foster a more equitable society. His analysis of the
prevailing social order was thus comprehensive, extending from the economic exploitation of labor to
the limitations of educational opportunities and the overall moral fabric of society.

Owen's Vision for a New Society

In direct opposition to the ills he identified, Robert Owen proposed a radical and optimistic vision for a
new society, one founded on principles of cooperation, rationality, and the holistic development of
individuals. Central to his philosophy was the belief that by fundamentally altering the social and



economic environment, it was possible to create a harmonious and prosperous community where all
members could thrive. His vision was not one of utopian fantasy but a practical blueprint for social
engineering, grounded in his empirical observations and his deep-seated humanitarian convictions.

The Role of Education and Character Formation

A cornerstone of Owen's new society was the paramount importance of education and the systematic
formation of character. He argued that if environment shapes character, then a well-designed
educational system could cultivate individuals who were virtuous, rational, and contributing members
of society. This education was not merely about imparting academic knowledge but about instilling a
sense of community, empathy, and a desire for the common good. Owen envisioned education as a
lifelong process, beginning in infancy and continuing throughout adulthood, designed to nurture
positive habits and temperaments, thereby eradicating the vices that plagued existing society.

Owen’s approach to education was remarkably progressive for his time. He advocated for early
childhood education, recognizing the critical formative years of a child’s life. He also emphasized the
importance of learning through experience and engagement, rather than rote memorization. His goal
was to create individuals who were not only skilled in their trades but also morally upright,
intellectually curious, and socially responsible. He believed that by investing in comprehensive and
humane education, society could break the cycle of poverty and ignorance, fostering a generation of
enlightened and benevolent citizens.

Cooperative Communities and the New Lanark Experiment

To bring his vision to life, Robert Owen conceived of and implemented experimental cooperative
communities. The most famous and influential of these was the New Lanark mill in Scotland, which he
managed from 1799. This was not merely a place of industry but a living laboratory for his social
theories. Owen sought to demonstrate that it was possible to create a successful industrial enterprise
while simultaneously providing a high quality of life for its workers, including excellent housing,
healthcare, education, and recreational facilities. The New Lanark experiment aimed to prove that
profitability and social welfare were not mutually exclusive but could, in fact, be synergistic.

The community at New Lanark was designed to embody Owen's principles of communal responsibility
and mutual support. Residents lived in well-maintained housing, had access to clean water and
sanitation, and benefited from a thriving social infrastructure. Owen believed that by providing these
essential services and fostering a sense of belonging, he could significantly reduce social problems
such as crime, alcoholism, and disease. The success of New Lanark, in terms of both productivity and
the well-being of its inhabitants, served as a powerful testament to his ideas and inspired movements
for reform across Britain and beyond.

The Principles of the New Lanark System

The New Lanark system was built upon a set of core principles designed to foster a harmonious and



productive society. These included:

The Improvement of Living Conditions: Providing clean, comfortable, and affordable
housing for all workers.

Universal Education: Establishing high-quality schools and nurseries for children of all ages,
with a focus on character development.

Reduced Working Hours: Implementing shorter working days compared to other factories,
recognizing the detrimental effects of excessive labor.

Access to Healthcare and Sanitation: Ensuring that residents had access to medical care
and maintained good public health standards.

Promotion of Temperance and Morality: Discouraging the consumption of alcohol and
fostering a moral and ethical community.

Cooperative Practices: Encouraging a spirit of mutual aid and shared responsibility among
the residents.

These principles were not simply idealistic pronouncements but were actively implemented through
practical measures. For instance, Owen established a store that sold goods at fair prices, preventing
the exploitation of workers by unscrupulous shopkeepers. He also created a system of infant schools,
where children were cared for and educated from a very young age, freeing their parents to work in
healthier conditions. The success of these initiatives at New Lanark demonstrated that a more
humane and cooperative approach to industrial management was not only possible but also beneficial
for both the workers and the employer.

The Economic and Social Implications of Owen's Ideas

Robert Owen's "A New View of Society" had profound economic and social implications, challenging
the very foundations of capitalist thought and practice. By proposing cooperative communities and
emphasizing the importance of environment in shaping human character, Owen offered a radical
alternative to the prevailing laissez-faire economic doctrines. He argued that competition, rather than
being a driver of progress, often led to social ills and exploitation. His ideas laid the groundwork for
early forms of socialism and cooperative movements, advocating for a system where the means of
production could be managed for the benefit of all members of society, rather than for the enrichment
of a select few.

The economic model Owen envisioned was one where production was geared towards meeting the
needs of the community rather than driven by the relentless pursuit of profit. He believed that by
eliminating waste, exploitation, and the inefficiencies inherent in competitive markets, it was possible
to create abundance and ensure a comfortable living standard for everyone. This perspective shifted
the focus from individual accumulation of wealth to collective well-being and social sustainability. His
ideas on labor value and fair distribution also influenced later economic thinkers and contributed to
the development of welfare state concepts.



Challenges and Criticisms of Owen's Proposals

Despite the noble intentions and demonstrable successes of his New Lanark experiment, Robert
Owen's proposals faced significant challenges and criticisms. Many contemporaries found his ideas
too radical and idealistic, questioning the feasibility of creating entirely cooperative societies free
from competition and individual ambition. Critics argued that human nature was inherently selfish and
competitive, and that Owen’s environmental determinism overlooked innate human drives. The cost
and logistical complexity of establishing and maintaining such communities were also significant
concerns for potential investors and government officials.

Furthermore, Owen's attempts to establish larger utopian communities in places like New Harmony,
Indiana, ultimately proved less successful. These ventures often struggled with internal divisions,
financial difficulties, and the practicalities of managing large-scale communal living. Critics also
pointed to the perceived paternalism in Owen’s approach, where he, as the benevolent founder, made
most of the decisions. While his intentions were good, this could be seen as undermining the very
self-governance and autonomy he aimed to foster. The transition from a managed environment like
New Lanark to independent, self-sustaining communities proved to be a formidable hurdle.

The Enduring Legacy of Robert Owen's "A New View of
Society"

The enduring legacy of Robert Owen's "A New View of Society" is undeniable, even though many of
his grander utopian schemes did not fully materialize as planned. His foundational ideas about the
formative power of environment and education continue to resonate in modern educational
psychology and social reform movements. Owen’s pioneering work in factory reform, child labor
legislation, and cooperative economics laid crucial groundwork for future social progress. He is widely
recognized as a key figure in the development of early socialist thought and a precursor to the
modern welfare state.

The cooperative movement, which he so actively promoted, has evolved into a global force, offering
an alternative economic model based on democratic ownership and mutual benefit. His emphasis on
humane working conditions and the importance of investing in people has influenced labor laws and
corporate social responsibility initiatives worldwide. Robert Owen’s vision, though ambitious and at
times controversial, remains a powerful testament to the possibility of creating a more just, equitable,
and compassionate society through deliberate social reform and a deep understanding of human
potential.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central thesis of Robert Owen's 'A New View of
Society'?
Owen's central thesis is that human character is formed by external circumstances, not by innate



predispositions. He argued that if society could be organized to provide favorable environments and
education, then people would naturally become virtuous and happy, leading to a more harmonious
and prosperous society.

How did Owen believe 'character' was formed in his 'New View
of Society'?
Owen believed character was formed primarily by the 'external circumstances' an individual
encountered from birth. This included the influence of their parents, friends, neighbors, educators,
and the overall social environment, emphasizing the power of nurture over nature.

What were Robert Owen's proposed solutions to societal
problems based on 'A New View of Society'?
Based on his view of character formation, Owen advocated for fundamental social reform. This
included establishing cooperative communities, providing universal education from infancy, improving
working conditions, and eliminating poverty and crime through rational social organization.

What role did education play in Owen's 'New View of Society'?
Education was absolutely central. Owen believed that by providing a comprehensive and positive
education from a very young age, individuals could be instilled with 'truth, industry, and kindness,'
thereby preventing the development of vice and promoting happiness and social good.

How did Robert Owen's ideas in 'A New View of Society' relate
to utopian socialism?
Robert Owen is widely considered one of the founders of utopian socialism. 'A New View of Society'
outlines his vision for an ideal society where cooperation, rational planning, and the eradication of
social ills would lead to collective well-being, contrasting with the competitive and exploitative nature
of industrial capitalism.

What was Owen's critique of the existing social and economic
system as presented in 'A New View of Society'?
Owen critiqued the existing industrial capitalist system for creating poverty, ignorance, vice, and
misery. He argued that the pursuit of private profit and competition led to the exploitation of workers
and the degradation of human character, urging for a system based on cooperation and the common
good.

What practical examples did Robert Owen use to demonstrate
his theories from 'A New View of Society'?
Owen's most famous practical example was his management of the New Lanark mill in Scotland.
There, he implemented shorter working hours, provided housing, education for children and adults,
and improved working conditions, demonstrating that a more humane approach could also be
profitable and lead to a happier, more productive workforce.



What kind of communities did Owen envision in 'A New View
of Society'?
Owen envisioned self-sufficient, cooperative communities, often referred to as 'villages of
cooperation' or 'phalansteries' (though this term is more associated with Fourier). These communities
would be organized around principles of shared labor, education, and resources, designed to foster
social harmony and eliminate competition and inequality.

What is the lasting legacy of Robert Owen's 'A New View of
Society'?
The enduring legacy of 'A New View of Society' lies in its influence on social reform movements, the
cooperative movement, and early socialist thought. Owen's emphasis on the power of environment
and education to shape individuals continues to resonate in discussions about social justice, child
development, and the organization of society.

Additional Resources
Here is a numbered list of 9 book titles related to Robert Owen's A New View of Society, with short
descriptions:

1. The Cooperative Commonwealth by Laurence Gronlund. This late 19th-century work, though
predating Owen's direct influence by decades, champions a society built on collective ownership and
cooperative principles. It outlines a vision for a socialist future where production is for use rather than
profit, echoing Owen's critiques of capitalist exploitation and his belief in the potential for human
betterment through social organization. The book explores the practicalities of establishing such a
system and its potential benefits for all members of society.

2. Utopia by Sir Thomas More. Considered a foundational text of utopian literature, More's classic
depicts an ideal society with communal ownership and a rational social structure. While written
centuries before Owen, its exploration of a society free from private property, poverty, and social
injustice resonates with Owen's core ideas. More's emphasis on reason, education, and the collective
good as the basis for happiness directly prefigures many of Owen's radical proposals for social reform.

3. Looking Backward by Edward Bellamy. This influential utopian novel envisions a socialist America in
the year 2000, where a powerful, benevolent government manages all industries and distribution.
Bellamy's depiction of a society that has eliminated poverty, class conflict, and economic crises
through centralized planning and cooperative labor offers a compelling, albeit more statist, parallel to
Owen's vision. The novel shares Owen's optimistic belief in the perfectibility of society and the
transformative power of rational social systems.

4. New Harmony: An Experiment in Utopian Socialism by George B. Lockwood. This historical account
delves into the specific attempts by Robert Owen and his followers to establish the New Harmony
community in Indiana. Lockwood meticulously details the community's founding, its idealistic
aspirations, and the eventual challenges and failures it faced. The book provides crucial context and
insight into Owen's practical efforts to implement his theories on a grand scale, highlighting both the
allure and the difficulties of creating a truly cooperative society.



5. Robert Owen: A New World by Gregory Claeys. This biography offers a comprehensive examination
of Robert Owen's life, philosophy, and his enduring legacy. Claeys explores Owen's intellectual
development, his groundbreaking work in factory reform, and his extensive writings, including A New
View of Society. The book critically analyzes Owen's utopian ideals, his radical critiques of existing
social and economic systems, and his attempts to create a more just and equitable world.

6. The Social Contract by Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Rousseau's treatise on political philosophy explores
the idea of a society where individuals voluntarily surrender some freedoms for the common good,
creating a legitimate and just government. While focused on political legitimacy rather than economic
organization, Rousseau's emphasis on the general will and the inherent goodness of humanity,
corrupted by societal structures, aligns with Owen's critique of institutions that create vice and
misery. Both thinkers believed in the malleability of human nature through appropriate social
environments.

7. The Road to Wigan Pier by George Orwell. Orwell's stark and unflinching account of poverty and
working-class life in industrial England provides a powerful testament to the social conditions that
Robert Owen sought to alleviate. While Orwell offers a more critical and less optimistic perspective,
his detailed observations of the human cost of industrial capitalism echo Owen's early condemnations
of exploitation and his call for a fundamental restructuring of society. The book highlights the
persistent inequalities and suffering that persisted long after Owen's initial reform efforts.

8. Walden by Henry David Thoreau. Thoreau's classic account of his experiment in simple living at
Walden Pond, while personal and individualistic, shares a spirit of self-sufficiency and critique of the
prevailing materialistic and competitive societal norms of his time. His desire to live deliberately and
reject the artificial demands of modern society finds a parallel in Owen's vision of creating
environments that foster genuine human flourishing and well-being, free from the pressures of
unbridled capitalism. Both championed a more meaningful existence beyond mere economic
accumulation.

9. The General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money by John Maynard Keynes. Although written
much later, Keynes's seminal work fundamentally challenged classical economic thought and opened
the door for greater government intervention in managing economies. His arguments for the need for
collective action to address unemployment and economic instability, and his acknowledgment of the
limitations of free markets in ensuring social welfare, resonate with Owen's foundational critiques of
laissez-faire capitalism and his advocacy for deliberate social engineering to achieve societal goals.
Keynes provided a theoretical framework that legitimized some of the societal planning Owen
envisioned.
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