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Abstract: The social vision of British Utopian Socialism is rooted in a profound critique of the capitalist system, aligning with 
"the initial instinctive aspirations of the proletariat for comprehensive social transformation." Within this intellectual lineage, 
Robert Owen, as an outstanding representative of British Utopian Socialism, contributed numerous unique insights into social 
construction, establishing a theoretical framework for early socialist explorations of societal development. His Utopian Socialist 
educational theories, articulated with the visionary courage of a "true cultural hero" and remarkable prescience, continue to 
inspire future generations. Owen's perspectives on holistic human development were critically absorbed by classical Marxist 
writers. A deep exploration of Owen's educational theories reveals another dimension of the profound ideological foundations 
underlying Marxist educational theory. However, it cannot be overlooked that Owen's Utopian Socialist educational thought also 
contains inherent limitations. Therefore, reexamining Owen's educational theories not only helps clarify the boundaries between 
Marxist educational theory and its Utopian predecessors but also promotes theoretical innovation and development, offering 
valuable insights for constructing modern educational theories. 
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1. Introduction to Robert Owen  
Robert Owen, a Welsh utopian socialist, was one of the 

most accomplished entrepreneurs and pioneering managers of 
the early 19th century, hailed as the "father of modern 
personnel management" and a "forerunner of humanistic 
management." He was also the first educational theorist and 
practitioner in history to establish preschool institutions 
(nurseries and kindergartens). Born in 1771 in Newtown, 
Montgomeryshire, North Wales, Owen grew up in a family of 
six children amidst financial hardship. From a young age, he 
engaged in labor, becoming an apprentice at a London shop 
at nine and later a clerk at a cotton mill in his twenties. These 
experiences exposed him to the suffering and exploitation of 
workers under capitalism, fostering deep empathy for the 
oppressed. Observing widespread poverty despite societal 
wealth, Owen envisioned an ideal society free from 
exploitation and oppression, where all participated in labor 
and shared collective ownership. In 1800, Owen became the 
manager of a large spinning mill in New Lanark, Scotland. 
Beyond management, he noted the prevalent issue of child 
labor, with children and adults toiling in harsh conditions. 
Guided by his belief that "human character is shaped by 
environment and all people are equal," Owen improved 
workers’ living and working conditions and banned the 
employment of children under ten. To promote healthy 
growth, he innovatively established infant schools for young 
children. Drawing from his practical experience, Owen 
systematically summarized his preschool education theories 
in his 1813 work A New View of Society. In 1816, he further 
implemented his theories by founding the New Institution for 
the Formation of Character in New Lanark, integrating 
educational resources and emphasizing the role of 
environment in shaping character while exploring new 
models of combining education with productive labor.   

2. Main Content of Owen’s Utopian 
Socialist Educational Theory  

2.1. Theory of Character Formation 
"The Theory of Character Formation," serving as the 

theoretical foundation of Robert Owen's socialist doctrine, 
was developed under the influence of 18th-century French 
Enlightenment materialism. Building upon Claude Adrien 
Helvétius' proposition that "man is the product of his 
environment," Owen formulated this renowned theory. In his 
1813 work A New View of Society, or Essays on the 
Formation of Human Character, Owen systematically 
expounded and repeatedly demonstrated his theory of 
character formation. He firmly maintained that "man's 
character is invariably shaped by external forces acting upon 
him."[2] 

Owen posited that human qualities, beliefs, and behaviors 
emerge from two fundamental influences: the "original 
organization" (referring to an individual's physical 
constitution and organic systems that form the physiological 
foundation and instinctive responses) and environmental 
factors encountered throughout life, particularly during 
developmental stages. [3]While acknowledging that these 
biological traits provide raw material for personality 
development, Owen emphasized environmental factors as the 
decisive element. He succinctly concluded that human virtues, 
vices, intelligence, or ignorance all stem from environmental 
conditioning. As Owen famously stated: "The circumstances 
in which individuals are placed from birth, and the 
experiences they encounter, determine their character as 
inevitably and unerringly as natural laws govern physical 
phenomena."[4] 

Concurrently, Owen identified education as a crucial 
component of this environmental influence, playing a pivotal 
role in character formation. He observed: "Children across all 
nations inevitably bear the imprint of their educators' habits 
and sentiments, modified only by environmental variations 
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and individual biological distinctions. None of these 
formative elements fall under the child's control."[5] This 
perspective led Owen to advocate for radical educational 
reform as essential environmental transformation. He 
proposed overhauling existing educational models to 
establish an optimized system that would cultivate rational 
thinking, foster holistic personality development, and 
promote comprehensive individual growth. 

Owen boldly asserted: "The root of social evils lies not in 
individuals but in defective social institutions that shape them. 
Eliminate environments conducive to vice, and vice itself will 
disappear. Through proper methods, humanity can be 
progressively nurtured until poverty, crime, and punishment 
vanish from all civilizations."[6] This conviction underpinned 
his vision for creating a new moral world through institutional 
and educational transformation. 

2.2. Theory of All-Round Human Development 
Before Owen, thinkers such as Aristotle, Cicero, and 

Rousseau had proposed ideas about the multifaceted 
harmonious development of human beings. These 
perspectives held progressive significance within their 
historical contexts. However, these philosophical assertions 
were invariably rooted in the interests of their own social 
classes, focusing solely on the development and political 
liberation of their respective groups while neglecting the 
demands of impoverished laborers. Consequently, this so-
called "comprehensive development" was limited to 
privileged segments of society. 

Distinct from his predecessors, Owen directed his critique 
at the bourgeoisie. While condemning factory owners for 
stunting the intellectual and physical development of child 
laborers, corrupting their morals, and enforcing one-sided 
growth, he became the first to focus on the working masses. 
Owen identified the capitalist system as the fundamental 
barrier to human all-round development, specifically 
attributing this obstacle to capitalism's excessive division of 
labor. He argued that "detailed division of labor and unequal 
distribution of benefits inherently lead to waste, poverty, and 
ignorance, creating antagonism throughout society. Crime, 
suffering, and physical/mental incompetence are but different 
expressions of this over-specialization."[7] 

Owen maintained that "education should cultivate men and 
women of reason with comprehensive development in 
physical, intellectual, and moral aspects." [8]He emphasized 
that each individual's training and education should enable 
them to develop their full potential optimally. In essence, 
Owen envisioned "comprehensively developed individuals" 
as those integrating physical vitality, practical wisdom, and 
benevolent character – people capable of combining manual 
and mental labor. Beyond advocating holistic development, 
Owen stressed the importance of individuals properly 
utilizing their talents for humanity's benefit: "People should 
fully develop their capabilities and reasonably employ their 
physical, intellectual, moral, and behavioral capacities to 
secure their own well-being while ensuring the supreme 
happiness of all around them."[9] 

Within the intellectual history of socialism, utopian 
socialists consistently addressed the existential conditions 
and qualities of individuals in their visions of ideal societies. 
In this field, Owen's contributions hold particular significance. 
He not only explicitly formulated the core concept of "human 
all-round development" for the first time but also established 
its theoretical foundation through rigorous argumentation and 

educational practices. 

2.3. Theory of Combining Education with 
Productive Labor 

Building upon the early utopian socialist Thomas More's 
concepts of labor education, Robert Owen proposed the idea 
of "combining education with productive labor." He 
envisioned that in future societies, people would spend their 
entire lives in superior moral environments, receiving proper 
education while continuously engaging in labor to develop 
into individuals with fully developed rational and moral 
faculties, thereby enabling "the implementation of a rational 
social system." To achieve this educational goal of cultivating 
well-rounded individuals with rational character, Owen 
advocated using "the best known methods of education and 
cultivation."[10] 

This optimal approach involved dividing all members of 
society into age-specific groups based on chronological 
development, ensuring everyone received education suited to 
their nature and engaged in corresponding labor activities. 
In The Book of the New Moral World, Owen elaborated 
extensively on integrating education with productive labor by 
categorizing individuals under 30 into six age groups: 

0-5 years (Infants and Toddlers): Focused on physical 
training to establish foundations for good habits, skills, and 
practical knowledge acquisition. 

5-10 years (Children): From age 7, children voluntarily 
participated in household labor within communal or 
individual family units. 

10-15 years (Adolescents): 
10-12 year-olds guided 7-10 year-olds in completing 

domestic tasks 
12-15 year-olds learned complex production principles and 

practical operational methods 
15-20 years (Youth): Leveraged scientific advancements to 

create wealth for a rational and perfected humanity. 
20-25 years (Young Adults): Served as leaders and 

supervisors across production and education sectors, capable 
of both wealth creation and teaching proper utilization of 
resources. 

25-30 years (Adults): Responsible for wealth preservation 
and distribution, specializing in arts, sciences, scholarly 
pursuits, and social work while surpassing others in 
theoretical and practical knowledge. 

Owen's educational-labor integration theory transcended 
mere conceptualization. In 1824, he established the "New 
Harmony" communist experimental community in Indiana, 
America, founding a series of Industrial and Agricultural 
Schools. These institutions featured: 

Comprehensive natural science curricula 
Age-appropriate labor practices (workshop labor, 

gardening, household chores) 
Structured daily schedules: 
Labor periods during peak physical capacity (5-11 AM & 

3-5 PM) 
Shorter study sessions (11 AM-2 PM & post-dinner until 8 

PM) 
This implementation demonstrated Owen's commitment to 

harmonizing intellectual development with practical labor 
experience through scientifically designed educational 
systems. 
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3. Evaluation of Owen’s Utopian 
Socialist Educational Theory 

Owen's theory of character formation profoundly criticized 
the defects of the capitalist system, pointing out that this 
system was the root cause of the poverty and ignorance of the 
working class, as well as the selfishness, hypocrisy, and 
deceitful character of the bourgeoisie. He argued that only 
through transforming the capitalist system could these moral 
defects in human character be eradicated. Simultaneously, he 
firmly opposed theologians' "doctrine of original sin" and the 
clergy's "free will theory," believing that human character 
formation was primarily influenced by social environment 
rather than being predetermined by innate factors or pure 
personal choice. This perspective held significant progressive 
significance at the time and formed the theoretical foundation 
for his educational practices. However, in practical education, 
while Owen emphasized the decisive role of environment in 
shaping character and attempted to explore the connection 
between environmental change and character transformation, 
he failed to fully recognize that these two aspects could only 
achieve true unity through revolutionary practice. 

Owen's character formation theory led his educational 
doctrine into self-contradiction: he hoped to use environment 
to transform people, who in turn would change the 
environment, yet failed to consider how people in adverse 
environments could effect such changes. Ultimately, he had 
to rely on "rational individuals" emerging from harsh 
environments to save the world. This circular reasoning, 
reminiscent of the chicken-or-egg dilemma, exaggerated the 
influence of education and great figures on environmental 
transformation while neglecting human subjective initiative, 
reflecting the limitations of mechanical materialism in 
Owen's thought. As Marx commented, "Environment and 
education shape humanity, but he forgot that environment is 
precisely transformed by humans, and the transformers 
themselves were products of previous education."[11] 

Owen's theory of comprehensive human development not 
only profoundly revealed how the excessive division of labor 
in capitalist machine production caused human deformity, but 
also highlighted the mechanical repetition of labor required to 
adapt to the era and the resulting mental stagnation. However, 
Owen failed to perceive the fundamental constraints of 
capitalist private ownership on human development. 
Throughout his social practice, he persistently advocated a 
non-confrontational, socially stable transformation approach, 
which precisely constituted the limitations of his thought. On 
one hand, his recognition that capitalism would inevitably be 
replaced by a new public ownership society was revolutionary; 
on the other hand, his proposed methods of achieving this 
through non-violent, gentle means determined that his reform 
theories remained purely theoretical, ultimately categorized 

as "utopian socialism." 
Owen's practical exploration of labor education and 

theoretical discussions on combining education with 
productive labor revealed, to some extent, that under 
conditions of large-scale industrial production, the integration 
of intellectual education with practical labor was essential to 
comply with the objective laws governing both human 
development and social production. He envisioned a society 
with highly developed productivity, technological 
advancement, and material abundance, where people could 
break free from urban-rural, industrial-agricultural, and 
physical-mental oppositions, achieving comprehensive 
development through diverse practical activities. These 
insights provided important ideological resources for Marxist 
theory of comprehensive human development. However, 
constrained by class and historical limitations, Owen's 
attempt to completely eliminate the opposition between 
mental and manual labor through combining education with 
production, and to transform old society into socialism 
through peaceful means, was inevitably doomed to failure. 
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