William Morris – a Marxist for our time

By Paul Hampton 

William Morris is probably best known to most people these days as the creator of kitsch Victorian wallpaper designs. Morris was certainly a prominent nineteenth century artist, poet and all round polymath and it is impossible to do justice to the force of his personality. 

However the Morris that should matter most to us, and the Morris that has most contemporary relevance is the man who, in his last years, shortly before his 50th birthday became an active revolutionary socialist and remained so to the end of his tumultuous life. Morris’ Marxism and his prescient views on socialist ecology are the subjects of this appreciation.  

William Morris: a political life 

Morris was born on 24 March 1834 in Walthamstow, then a village on the edge of Epping Forest to the north west of London. He was born into a wealthy middle class family who wanted him to join the church. Ever the dissident, he gave up Oxford University to take up art and poetry. 

In 1861 he founded the Morris, Marshall, Faulkner and Company, which did paintings, decoration, metalwork, stained glass, jewellery, sculpture and furniture for wealthy Victorians. 

His political activity dated from the struggle to stop the Tory government going to war with Russia between 1876 and 1878. His “Appeal to the Working Men of England” (1877) blamed capitalists for the war and set him on the road via liberalism and radicalism to the socialist movement. 

In January 1883 Morris joined the Democratic Federation, a small Radical group led by Henry Hyndman, which would soon become explicitly socialist (it became the Social Democratic Federation, SDF in August 1884). In November 1883 Morris spoke at Oxford University, scandalising the audience by calling on them to join the struggle against capitalism. 

From then onwards Morris became a leading spokesperson for socialism as well as political journalist, publishing articles in the SDF paper Justice. However in December 1884 Morris, Eleanor Marx, Ernest Belfort Bax, Edward Aveling and others – fed up with Hyndman’s dictatorial behaviour and jingoistic politics - resigned from the SDF. They set up the Socialist League and published the paper, Commonweal. 

The Socialist League was divided, between with Eleanor Marx, Aveling and Bax who favoured standing candidates for parliament and local councils to advance socialist propaganda; and others, including Morris, who opposed such parliamentary tactics. Morris and his close comrades in the Hammersmith branch eventually broke with the Socialist League at the end of 1890, but continued to work in the Hammersmith Socialist Society until ill health took its toll. He remained committed to socialism until the end, telling an American correspondent, “I have NOT changed my mind on Socialism” in one of his last interviews, given in January 1896. (Paul Meier, William Morris: The Marxist Dreamer, 1978 p.201)

When William Morris died on 3 October 1896, apparently his doctor pronounced that the cause of death was “simply being William Morris and having done more work than most ten men”. 

The political commitment of William Morris  

William Morris is perhaps unique in being claimed by almost everyone on the left as an inspiration. From Tony Blair to the old Communist Party of Great Britain, from Fabians to anarchists, Morris is held to have been an historic precursor. 

However Morris was quite simply, as Edward Thompson put it, “an outstanding member of the first generation of European Communist intellectuals”, on a par with Plekhanov or Labriola. (William Morris: Romantic to Revolutionary, 1976 p.x) Not for nothing did Tom Mann recall nearly forty years after Morris’ death that he “was to me the outstanding man among the intellectuals of time” (Daily Worker, 24 March 1934). 

Morris was probably the most active propagandist for socialism in Britain during the 1880s. He spoke at over one thousand meetings between 1883 and 1890 and may have been heard by as many as 250,000 people. In 1884 alone he wrote 34 for articles for Justice and some 450 pieces for Commonweal newspaper, ranging from short news pieces to serials such as Socialism from the Root Up and News from Nowhere that eventually ran to book length. He also wrote for the socialist journal Today, published several socialist books and pamphlets, and wrote for the Hammersmith Socialist Record (1891-93). He edited over 400 copies of Commonweal, which published (largely funded by his fortune) as a monthly from February 1885 until April 1886 and then as a weekly until he was deposed as editor in May 1890. (Nicholas Salmon, William Morris: Political Writings, 1994 p.xlvi, pp.625-668) 

In one of his first lectures after becoming a revolutionary socialist, Morris warned his audience what to expect from such a commitment. In Art and Socialism (23 January 1884) he argued: “You will at least be mocked and laughed at by those whose mockery is a token of honour to an honest man… You will run the risk of losing position, reputation, money, friends even: losses which are certainly pin pricks to the serious martyrdom I have spoken of... Nor can I assure you that you will forever escape scot-free from the attacks of open tyranny… So on all sides I can offer you a position which involves sacrifice…”

Nevertheless he urged “those of you who are convinced of the justice of our cause, not to hang back from active participation in a struggle”. Morris saw himself primarily as a propagandist for socialism, with the intention of “making Socialists” – convincing and educating a layer of socialists through open air meetings, lectures, socialist newspapers and books. 

He summed up his attitude in Commonweal, 10 November 1888: “‘Agitate! Educate! Organise!’ Agitate, that the workers may be stirred and awakened to a sense of their position. Educate, that they may know the reason of the evils that they suffer. Organise, that we and they may overthrow the system that bears us down and makes us what we are; that there may be no futile waste of individual effort, but that the army of the revolution may move forward united, steadfast and irresistible, ‘the the Freedom of the Peoples and the Brotherhood of Man’.” (Salmon, William Morris: Journalism, 1996 pp.476-77) 

In a number of significant respects, in his understanding of capitalism and class struggle, on the working class as the agent of its own emancipation, on the state and revolution, and on what socialism and communism would look like, Morris was a pretty orthodox follower of Marx and Engels. 

Morris on capitalism and class struggle 

Morris understood capitalism in Marxist terms, as a class society, but also as a system that prepared the ground for socialism. In another lecture early in his socialist life, Art and Labour (1 April 1884) he paraphrased the Communist Manifesto:  

“[Capitalism] has strengthened and solidified the working class, has collected them into factories and great towns, has forced them to act together to a certain extent by the trades unions, and has given them a certain amount of political power: what they need now to enter on the last stage of the modern revolution of labour is that they should understand their true position… when they understand that they themselves can regulate labour, and by being absolute masters of their material, tools, and time they can win for themselves all that is possible to be won from nature without deduction or taxation paid to classes that have no purpose or reason for existence; when this is understood, the workers will find themselves compelled to combine together to change the basis of Society and to realise that Socialism the rumour of whose approach is all about us. (Eugene Lemire, The Unpublished Lectures of William Morris, 1969 pp.117-118)

Morris read Capital and understood its importance of socialists. Looking back in his article, How I Became a Socialist, 16 June 1894, he explained about his own Marxist education. “Well, having joined a Socialist body (for the Federation soon became definitely Socialist), I put some conscience into trying to learn the economical side of Socialism, and even tackled Marx, though I must confess that, whereas I thoroughly enjoyed the historical part of Capital, I suffered agonies of confusion of the brain over reading the pure economics of that great work. Anyhow, I read what I could, and will hope that some information stuck to me from my reading; but more, I must think, from continuous conversation with such friends as Bax and Hyndman and Scheu.” (AL Morton, Political Writings of William Morris, 1973 p.242) 

He understood that “the basis on which ‘Society’ is built, to wit, [is] the safe and continuous expansion of the exploitation of Labour by Capital.” (Commonweal, 7 August 1886)

In the Manifesto of the Socialist League (February 1885) he argued that, “the conflict between the two [classes] is ceaseless. Sometimes it takes the form of open rebellion, sometimes of strikes, sometimes of mere widespread mendicancy and crime; but it is always going on in one form or other, though it may not always be obvious to the thoughtless looker-on.” (Salmon 1996 p.3) 

From that position, Morris believed that the working class was the central social agent of change and that it was the job of socialists to help raise up the labour movement and make workers self-conscious of their condition and interests. 

Morris on working class self emancipation

The theme of working class self-emancipation runs through his writings. As the constitution of the Socialist League put it: “the liberation of the workers will be brought about by the workers themselves”. (Meier 1978 p.242) 

Introducing the first issue of Commonweal, February 1885, Morris wrote: “Lastly, a word of appeal, to the workers chiefly. It is not only that whatever we say is professedly directly in their interest: much more it is that through them alone, through the slaves of society, we look for its regeneration, for its elevation from its present corruption and misery.” (Salmon 1994 p.82) 

In a lecture entitled, Monopoly; or, How Labour is Robbed (20 February 1887) he argued that “it is the workers themselves that must bring about the change”. In 'Common-Sense Socialism', a review in Commonweal (18 June 1887), he chastised the author for being “incapable of conceiving of the class-struggle, or the historical evolution of industrialism, or of understanding that the real point at issue is when and how the workers shall emerge from their condition of pupillage and be masters of their own destinies.” (Salmon 1994 p.258) 

Morris retained this idea even as his political organisation fell apart. As he put it in the Daily Chronicle (10 November 1893): “‘By us, and not for us’, must be their motto”. 

(A. Briggs, William Morris, Selected Writings and Designs, 1984, p.145) 

Hal Draper, in his seminal study, The Two Souls of Socialism (1966), championed the conception of socialism from below, i.e. of socialism as essentially the self-emancipation of the working class. He described Morris as “the leading personality of revolutionary socialism in that period”. He argued that “Morris’ writings on socialism breathe from every pore the spirit of Socialism-from-Below” and are “pervaded with his emphasis from every side on class struggle from below, in the present; and in the future.” 

Draper was absolutely right. It was working class self-liberation that demarcated Morris from most of his contemporaries and places him centrally within the real Marxist tradition. 

Morris on working class political representation  

Morris was no dilettante on matters of organisation. Once he had decided to become a socialist he joined the Democratic Federation and became a leading activist and public spokesperson. This entailed speaking at open-air meetings, selling papers and other literature and giving educational lectures on a regular basis. Far from being a Sunday socialist, he became a dedicated semi-professional revolutionary. 

The issue of party democracy was one of the reasons behind the split with the SDF in late 1884. When the Socialist League was set up, it specifically subordinated the paper Commonweal to the control and supervision of the organisation, rather than treat it the personal property of the editors. (Edward Thompson 1976 p.685)

He emphasised the need to “make Socialists” by patient propaganda. But Socialists also had to intervene in existing struggles, in the unions, for free speech, on Irish Home Rule etc. As he put it in Our Policy in Commonweal (March 1886): “I say that our business is more than ever Education… This educational process, therefore, the forming a rallying point for definite aims is necessary to our success; but I must guard against misunderstanding. We must be no mere debating club, or philosophical society; we must take part in all really popular movements when we can make our own views on them unmistakably clear; that is a most important part of the education in organisation…” (Salmon 1994 pp.125-126) 

Morris also continued to speak and work alongside the SDF and other socialists when a member of the Socialist League. As he expressed it in the same article, “when the principles and tactics held are practically the same, it seems to me a great mistake for Socialist bodies to hold aloof from each other.” He was to write one of his best-known articles, How I Became a Socialist, for Justice in 1894, when he reconciled to some extent with the SDF. 

After breaking with the Anarchist leaders of the Socialist League in late 1890, he and the Hammersmith branch continued to organise and publish. In 1893 the Hammersmith Socialist Society initiated a unity manifesto with the SDF and Fabians. In 1894 Morris lamented the lack of united party, writing in The Labour Prophet that, “The materials for a great Socialist party are around us, but no such party exists. We have only the scattered limbs of it”. (Edward Thompson 1976 p.745) 

Morris on the trade unions 

Morris also took a close and critical interest in the trade unions. When he first came into political activity, unions in Britain mainly represented a small layer of workers scattered across a myriad of small societies. However this was already changing with the organisation of workers outside of the traditional skilled sectors, as well as miners and rail workers. 

Between 1850 and 1914, the working population in Britain doubled from 9 to 18 million. In 1850 trade union membership stood at 600,000, with the largest organisation, the Amalgamated Society of Engineers having 21,000 members. Union membership peaked in the mid-1870s at around one and a half million, before falling again. It only revived to that figure in the early 1890s on the back of New Unionism. (Dick Geary, Labour and Socialist Movements before 1914, 1992 p.36) 

Morris’ views on unions underwent an evolution, but they remained overwhelmingly critical. In a lecture Art under Plutocracy (14 November 1883) a year after he became a socialist, Morris argued that “the Trades Unions, founded for the advancement of the working class as a class, have already become conservative and obstructive bodies, wielded by the middle-class politicians for party purposes”. (Morton 1973 p.82) 

Like many socialists at the time, he appears to have subscribed to the iron law of wages, which meant that wages were driven down to subsistence level under capitalism, with little hope of changing the terms of exploitation (The Dawn of a New Epoch, 6 June 1886). He also observed that unions at the time did not contest “the right of the masters to the sweating of labour” and left workers to be “the slaves of the competitive market”. (Order and Anarchy, 9 February 1884 in Salmon 1994 p.7)

In particular he maintained a visceral contempt for the trade union bureaucracy of the time who held back the transformation of unions into militant class organisations. Socialism from the Root Up, jointly written with Bax, condemned “the dead weight of their leaders, who look upon this feeling [of discontent] with the utmost disfavour, and have done their best to smother it, hampers the possible development of the Trades' Unions in this direction; but it ever breaks through these and other obvious obstacles. (Commonweal, 17 March 1888 in Salmon 1994 p.610)

In particular he criticised the political subordination of unions to Whig-Liberal politicians. In Commonweal on 17 September 1887 he wrote: “Socialists are not hostile to trades’ unions, but to those who wish to prevent the trades’ unions developing with the times. Their real enemies are those who would crystallise them into mere societies for guaranteeing of the privilege of capitalism, and recruiting grounds for ‘the great Liberal party’ – that is, Whig vote preserves. This would be an ignominious end to such an important association of workers; but it need not be dreaded. The trades’ unions will develop, even if in doing so they have to change their old form and be no longer recognisable by their once enemies, now their anxious allies, the Whig politicians.” (Salmon 1996 p.282) 

Under the influence of Frederick Engels, Eleanor Marx and others, Morris came to see the potential of trade unionism as a form of class struggle. 

In his pamphlet The Policy of Abstention (31 July 1887) he argued for socialists to support workers’ struggles, making an implicit case for workers’ control: “I say that the real business of us propagandists is to instil this aim of the workers becoming the masters of their own destinies, their own lives… Let them settle e.g. what wages are to be paid by their temporary managers, what number of hours it may be expedient to work; let them arrange for the filling of their military chest, the care of the sick, the unemployed, the dismissed: let them learn how to administer their own affairs.” (Stephen Coleman, Reform and Revolution, 1996 p.446) 

However he constantly linked this struggle for material improvements to the goal of socialism: “Any combination among the workmen checks this tendency [of competition], and is good as far as it goes; but the partial combination of the trades’ unions and the like must develop into a general combination, which will at last assuredly destroy the war of classes which is the foundation of our Society of waste, strife and robbery – at last – might the workers but see it at once and set on foot that great combination before the pinch of utter misery which will come of the breakdown of our short-sighted system of commercial war…” (20 August 1887 in Salmon 1996 p.267) 

He therefore welcomed the Matchworkers strike and praised the work of Annie Besant in it (Commonweal 21 July 1888). He hailed the dock strike in the summer of 1889, describing it as “a strike of the poor against the rich” and recognised that it represented a “sign of the times”. (The Lesson of the Hour, Commonweal, 7 September 1889 in Salmon 1994 p.450) 

At the conclusion of the strike, he wrote: “The dockers have won their victory; for with all drawbacks it must be called a victory. They have shown qualities of unselfishness and power of combination which we may well hope will appear again before long. For one thing, they have knocked on the head the old slander against the lower ranks of labour… these men can organise themselves at least as well, and be at least as true to their class, as the aristocracy of labour… although mere combination amongst the men, with no satisfactory ulterior aim, is not itself Socialism, yet it is both a necessary education for the workers, and it is an instrument which Socialism cannot dispense with… the new epoch of combination is only just beginning…” 

However he also went on to point out the limits of the strike: “The dockers are to have their ‘tanner’ (if companies keep faith with them, which is very doubtful), but what will be their position when they reap the result of their hard won victory? Let us be plain on this matter. They will receive precarious mere-subsistence wages for the hardest of hard work. They will be lodged in hideous and foul slums; they will have no reasonable pleasure, no taste of the comforts and the luxuries which their labour helps to win for others. In a word, they will still be slaves as far as their material condition is concerned, though they have shown that they are not the stuff of which it is safe to make slaves. For us, it is our business to make them understand that they never can be anything else than slaves till they have swept away class domination and privilege… When they have learned that, their combination will both be infinitely improved as an instrument, and they will compelled to use it for its one real use, the realisation of Socialism, to which this strike has undoubtedly been a step, as part of a labour struggle, as part of an attack on our enemy – Capitalism.” (Commonweal, 21 September 1889 in Salmon 1996 pp.608-610) 

His attitude summed up both the strength and the weakness of his politics. Morris was never afraid to speak the truth or to look reality in the face. However on trade union struggles he was often abstract, offering little by way of strategy for winning disputes, and rather sectarian. This was summed up by the Socialist League Executive Committee, which felt obliged to issue a statement a month after the dockers struggle, reassuring its members that they “do not in any way compromise their principles by taking part in strikes”, but asking them “not to let the revolutionary propagandist suffer thereby”. (Edward Thompson 1976 p.531) 

A similar attitude was also revealed by his stance toward laws to reduce the working day. In Commonweal (6 July 1889) he argued: “I think that ‘unpractical’ as the question is, legislation limiting the working hours of adult males will be forced on the Government, and that before very long. If that legislation were effective, it would certainly give more leisure to the workers… On the other hand, the masters would be driven to meet the comparative scarcity of labour by carrying still further and faster the development of machinery and the organisation of labour… the improvement in machinery would increase the intensity of labour… All these would disappoint the hope of those who think that the eight hours day would give more employment to the mass of workers. The system of wage slavery and the profit market necessitates ‘a reserve army of labour’… and no shortening of the hours of labour will do away with this wretched state of things that does not bring with it obvious revolution, that is to say a change in the basis of society. (Salmon 1996 p.594) 

To the campaign to reduce hours, he counterposed the call for a general strike: “Is it not the time to press on the workers general combination in this matter of the regulation of wages?… But suppose the inert and languishing body of trades’ unionism revivified by a ‘plan of campaign’, which would mean the whole mass standing shoulder to shoulder in all strikes (and much increased in numbers as it certainly would be), surely that would be worth a heap of parliamentary legislation, and armies of paid and lukewarm inspectors! (Commonweal, 24 August 1889 in Salmon 1996 pp.601-602) 

Morris on the state and revolution 

On the reasons for Morris’ scepticism about the possibilities of trade unionism was his understanding of the state. On the ABCs of the state, he was sharp and clear. In ‘An empty pocket is the worst of crimes’ (Commonweal, 17 July 1886) he wrote of the ruling class: “‘This is mine, and whether I can use it or not, nobody else shall’ is the watch-word of property; and Queen, Lords, and Commons, Army and Navy, Judge, Magistrate, Lawyer and Policeman are kept in their places and paid (handsomely too) by Society in order to carry out this watchword to its legitimate consequences, that is, the semi-starvation and complete degradation of the majority of the people. (Salmon 1996 p.112) 

He used his Notes on news column in Commonweal to disparage the state. For example in 1889 he wrote: “For after all, what is their [the government’s] business? The defence of property; the defence of the brigandage of the classes” and later that, “We are governed by a bureaucracy i.e. a government of professional officials governing in their own interests as representatives of the proprietary classes”. (Salmon 1996 p.552, p.598) 

Morris was also remarkably sharp on the emerging imperialism of the European bourgeois states and the tendency of capitalism to generate wars. The Manifesto of the Socialist League in 1885 warned in the language of the day that “There is competition always, and sometimes open war, among the nations of the civilised world for their share of the world market. For now, indeed, all the rivalries of nations have been reduced to this one – a degraded struggle for their share of the spoils of barbarous countries to be used at home for the purpose of increasing the riches of the rich and the poverty of the poor.” (Salmon 1996 p.4) 

In 1888 he published a remarkable article by Belfort Bax in Commonweal discussing whether the imperialist expansion into Africa would give new longevity to capitalism. Morris wrote: “I must say that our comrade Bax’s appeal to us to consider the Question of Africa is very timely… To put the matter in the fairest way possible – the present rulers of society are bound by their position to seek 8or new markets in order to work off the stock of wares which they go on producing by means of partly unpaid labour; they must do this whatever fresh suffering the process entails on the barbarous population they civilise, or the civilised population which they degrade far below barbarism.” (Salmon 1996 p.446-47) 

Morris expressed his opposition to the British Empire and its expansion. He described the missionary Henry Stanley as “the enemy of workmen in Great Britain as well as of the natives in Africa “and said that if he reached England again that “the workmen of this country will make some demonstration against him, and so clear themselves of participation in his crimes”. (Commonweal, 13 April 1889 in Salmon 1996 p.559-60) 

On Britain’s invasion of Sudan, Morris wrote that “it would be almost too good to hope for defeat” by the Mahdi army. (Commonweal, 22 December 1888 in Salmon 1996 p.492) 

He also explained the attitude socialists should take in the event of a major European war between the great powers, in terms reminiscent of the internationalists in the First World War: 

“Meantime, if war really becomes imminent our duties as Socialists are clear enough, and do not differ from those we have to act on ordinarily. To further the spread of international feeling between the workers by all means possible; to point out to our own workmen that foreign competition and rivalry, or commercial war, culminating at last in open war, are necessities of the plundering classes, and that the race and commercial quarrels of these classes only concern us so far as we can use them as opportunities for fostering discontent and revolution; that the interests of the workmen are the same in all countries and they can never be really enemies of each other; that the men of our labouring classes, therefore, should turn a deaf ear to the recruiting sergeant, and refuse to allow themselves to be dressed up in red and taught to form a part of the modern killing machine for the honour and glory of a country in which they have only the dog’s share of many kicks and halfpence – all this we have to preach always, though in the event of imminent war we may have to preach it more emphatically. (Commonweal, 1 January 1887 in Salmon 1996 p.173)

Morris was unequivocal about the necessity for working class revolution to put an end to capitalism, since, as he put it, “a proprietary class neither will nor can yield its privileges voluntarily”. (Emigration and Colonisation, 31 December 1887 in Salmon 1996 p.339) 

Ever blunt and straightforward, he wrote in Unattractive Labour, (May 1885): “For my part, having regard to the general happiness of the race, I say without shrinking that the bloodiest of violent revolutions would be a light price to pay for the righting of this wrong.” (Salmon 1994 p.89) 

He retained this view until the end. In his last lecture, What we have to Look For, (30 March 1895), he said: “I cannot for the life of me see how the great change which we long for can come otherwise than by disturbance and suffering of some kind.” (Edward Thompson 1976 p.503) 

However this did not prevent him from denouncing the r-r-revolutionary phrasemongers, who “preach revolution without class struggle, which is an absurdity and an impossibility.” (Commonweal, 28 September 1889 in Salmon 1996 p.614) 

Morris on parliament and bourgeois parties 

Soon after the split with SDF, the Socialist League debated its attitude towards standing candidates for parliament and for other bodies, such as local councils. On one side were Eleanor Marx, Aveling and Bax who like Engels favoured using elections as a means of making socialist propaganda; on the other stood Morris and some comrades influenced by anarchism, who opposed such an intervention. 

In his contribution in Commonweal (July 1885), Morris argued: “I think that Socialists ought not to hesitate to choose between Parliamentarism and revolutionary agitation, and that it is a mistake to try and sit on the two stools at once; and, for my part, I hope that they will declare against Parliamentarism as I feel assured that otherwise they will have to retrace their steps at the cost of much waste of time and discouragement… On the other hand the object of Parliamentary institutions is the preservation of society in its present form — to get rid of defects in the machine in order to keep the machine going… if we mix ourselves up with Parliament we shall confuse and dull this fact in people’s minds instead of making it clear and intensifying it.” (Salmon 1994 p.98, p.100) 

He maintained this hostility throughout his involvement with Commonweal, asking readers in 1890: “What is the aim of Parliament? The upholding of privilege; the society of rich and poor; the society of inequality, and the consequent misery of the workers and the degradation of all classes.” (Salmon 1994 p.481) 

He described the House of Commons as a “Den of Thieves” and famously in his utopian novel News from Nowhere (1890) made the historic parliament building a store for manure under Communism. 

Of course workers had only recently obtained the vote and there were no Marxist MPs in parliament (as in Germany), although a few Radicals did seek workers’ support. Morris was therefore highly critical of the Liberal Party, which he described as “a nondescript and flaccid creation of bourgeois supremacy, a party without principles or definition, but a thoroughly adequate expression of English middle-class hypocrisy, cowardice, and short-sightedness, engrossed the whole of the political progressive movement in England, and dragged the working-classes along with it, blind as they were to their own interests and the solidarity of labour.” (Socialism from the Root Up in Salmon 1994 p.551) 

At best, Morris believed that revolutionaries “Socialists may be obliged to use the form of parliament in order to cripple the resistance of the reactionists by making it formally illegal and so destroying the power of the armed men on whom the power of the parliament and the law-courts really rests. But this can only come in the last act; when the Socialists are strong enough to capture the parliament in order to put an end to it, and the privilege whose protection is its object, the revolution will have come, or all but come.” (Anti-Parliamentary, Commonweal, 7 June 1890 in Salmon 1994 pp.481-82) 

Later in life Morris’ hostility toward standing for parliament softened, in part because of the experience of getting John Burns and Keir Hardie elected in 1892. In a lecture The Present Outlook in Politics in 1887 he looked forward to the “gradual building up of a great labour party” and as late as May 1895 he spoke in favour of George Lansbury, who stood for parliament as an SDF candidate. (Lemire 1969 p.213, 322)  

On his earlier attitude toward standing candidates and parliament, I think Morris was simply wrong. His justifiable hostility to the bourgeois state and its parties was mechanically transformed into inflexible tactics to close off avenues for socialist propaganda, and thus conceded important arenas of national and local politics to the bourgeoisie. 

What sort of socialist was Morris?  

Morris has been claimed by a wide spectrum of socialists – often without careful reference to his views. However a comprehensive study of writings indicates that he was not a utopian socialist, nor an anarchist, not a Fabian state socialist nor a sentimental socialist, as some have characterised him. 

Morris was never enamoured by the socialist colonies and experiments organised by Robert Owen, Etienne Cabet and others. He argued that it was not possible “to establish a real Socialistic community in the midst of Capitalistic Society, a social island amidst an individual sea; because all its external dealings would have to be arranged on a basis of capitalistic exchange and would so far support the system of profits and unpaid labour.” (Answers to Previous Inquiries, Commonweal, September 1885)

In a review of Annie Besant’s Modern Socialism (10 July 1886), Morris argued that “although these [Owenite] communities were experiments in association, from one point of view they were anti-Socialistic, as they withdrew themselves from general society – from political society – and let it take care of itself. They were rather modern and more extended forms of monasticism”. (Salmon 1996 p.106) 

Towards the end of his life he was still describing Owen’s experiments as “of their nature non-progressive” because even “at their best they are but another form of the mediaeval monastery”. Why I am a Communist, Liberty, February, 1894 (Meier 1978 p.189)

Morris was an opponent of the gradualist, reformist Fabian current that grew up during his socialist years – and opposed the broader state-socialist trends that affected even the revolutionary left. 

In Fabian Essays in Socialism, Morris criticised the reformism of Webb, Bernard Shaw and their co-thinkers (Commonweal, 25 January 1890). He wrote: “The result is, that the clear exposition of the first principles of Socialism, and the criticism of the present false society… is set aside for the sake of pushing a theory of tactics, which could not be carried out in practice; and which, if it could be, would still leave us in a position from which we should have to begin our attack on capitalism over again; a position, it may be said, which might be better or might be worse for us than our present one, as far as the actual struggle for the new society is concerned.” (Salmon 1994 pp.457-58)

Nor was Morris ever an anarchist, despite his friendship with Peter Kropotkin and his joint work with some anarchists on Commonweal. In a debate on socialism and anarchism in the paper in 1889, he took issue with “our Anarchist-Communist friends, who are somewhat authoritative on the matter of authority, and not a little vague also. For if freedom from authority means the assertion of the advisability or possibility of an individual man doing what he pleases always and under all circumstances, this is an absolute negation of society, and makes Communism as the highest expression of society impossible; and when you begin to qualify this assertion of the right to do as you please by adding ‘as long as you don’t interfere with other people’s rights to do the same’, the exercise of some kind of authority becomes necessary. If individuals are not to coerce others, there must somewhere be an authority which is prepared to coerce them not to coerce; and that authority must clearly be collective.” (Salmon 1994 p.415) 

Morris also rejected the terrorism of some anarchists, who were inspired by the example of the Narodniks in Russia and American anarchism. In May 1892 he wrote in the Hammersmith Socialist Record: “It is difficult to express in words strong enough the perversity of the idea that it is possible for a minority to carry on a war of violence against an overwhelming majority without being utterly crushed.” 

On 26 May 1895, Morris wrote a letter to Henry Joseph Wilson MP giving his support to the campaign to get the Walsall Anarchists released. In this he wrote: “I should mention, to show that I am not biased in this matter, that I am not an anarchist, but disagree both with the theory and tactics of Anarchists.” The appeal for clemency was unsuccessful. 

Some Marxists have characterised Morris as a sentimental socialist. The designation seems to have originated with the German Marxist Karl Kautsky and was taken up by Engels. 

Kautsky wrote an article in the Frankfurter Zeitung in early 1884 characterising Morris as, “in strong antithesis to Hyndman, a sentimental socialist”. Bax translated the comment and it was published in Justice on 1 March 1884, along with the comment, “that Mr Morris though a poet and an artist is no ‘sentimental Socialist’ but a robust disciple of Marx.”

Kautsky wrote to Engels on 12 March 1884: "Morris is supposed to be furious about my article in the Franfurter Zeitung because I stamped him as a sentimental socialist [Gefühlssozialisten]. I must have misunderstood Miss [Eleanor] Marx whom I contacted about Morris. To my mind, she said to me that Morris had read Capital but whether he had understood it was a different question. Morris was more a sentimental socialist.  As Morris denies that so strongly, I must have understood Miss Marx wrongly." (Engels Briefwechsel mit Kautsky, 1935 pp.104-105. Thanks to Bruce Robinson for the translation) 

Engels replied on 24 March 1884, reassuring Kautsky that “the Morris affair is of no significance, they are a muddle-headed lot”. (MECW 47 p.121) 

Engels first described Morris as a “sentimental socialist” to Sorge in April 1886. He described Morris as a “sentimental dreamer” to Bebel in a letter in August 1886 and as a “settled sentimental socialist” to Laura Lafargue in September 1886. (MECW 47 p.443, p.471, p.484) However Engels’ main political criticism was aimed at Morris’ hostility to parliamentary action. 

Engels took a more conciliatory tone two years later, sending Morris a copy of the first English edition of The Condition of the Working Class in England (February 1888). Engels noted that in the dispute over the founding of the Second International in 1889, “Morris has come out openly in support of our congress”. In March 1894 Engels recommended Morris and Bax’s Socialism: Its Growth and Outcome (originally published as Socialism from the Root Up in Commonweal) to August Momberger and two months later sent Sorge a copy. 

Was there any substance in the view that Morris harked back to some previous golden age for his socialism? He never denied the influence of Thomas Carlyle and John Ruskin on the formation of his ideas, but he broke with their reactionary feudal socialism in 1883. 

In an early lecture, Art and Labour (1 April 1884): “I must explain that I do not mean that we should turn back to the system of the middle ages, but that the workmen should own these things that is the means of labour collectively, and should regulate labour in their own interests.” (Lemire 1969 p.116) 

Morris was no “back to nature” rural socialist. He rejected the old Chartist back to the land scheme as “a kind of half co-operative half peasant-proprietorship land scheme, which of course proved utterly abortive”. (Socialism from the Root Up, 28 August 1886 in Salmon 1994 p.550) 

Morris was a revolutionary socialist  

Perhaps a better approach is to accept what Morris said about himself and look at what he wrote and did for the last thirteen years of his life. To do so is to conclude that Morris was a revolutionary socialist, and one who built on and developed Marxist politics. 

In an article in Cassell’s Saturday Journal on 18 October 1890, Morris wrote: “It was Karl Marx, you know, who originated the present socialist movement; at least it is pretty certain that that movement would not have gathered the force it has done if there had been no Karl Marx to start it on scientific lines.” (Edward Thompson 1976 p.748) 

In his debate with anarchists in Commonweal, (18 May 1889), he wrote: “I will begin by saying that I call myself a Communist, and have no wish to qualify that word by joining any other to it. The aim of Communism seems to me to be the complete equality of condition for all people; and anything in a Socialist direction which stops short of this is merely a compromise with the present condition of society, a halting-place on the road to the goal.” (Salmon 1994 p.414) 

His conception of socialism was working class self-rule – and he even hinted at soviet-type bodies. In a lecture on What Socialists Want (6 November 1887) he wrote: “In the Society which we Socialists wish to see realised labour will be free: no man will have to find a master before he sets to work to produce wealth, a master who will not employ him unless he can take from him a portion of what he has produced: every man will be able to keep himself by his labour, and the combination of all these workers will supply those things which can only be used by the public, such as baths, libraries, schools, great public buildings, railways, roads, bridges, and the like. There will be no political parties squabbling incessantly as to who shall govern the country and doing nothing else; for the country will govern itself, and the village, municipal, and county councils will send delegates to meetings for dealing with matters common to all. The trades also will have councils which will organise each the labour which they understand and these again will meet when necessary to discuss matters common to all the trades: in short life and labour [will be organised] in the least wasteful manner, and the ordinary citizen will learn to understand at least some part of this organisation.” (Lemire 1969 p.231)

Beyond a short-lived workers’ state, Morris also had his own conception of life under Communism. In The Policy of the Socialist League (Commonweal, 9 June 1888), he wrote that: “The League holds that the necessary step to the realisation of this society is the abolition of monopoly in the means of production, which should be owned by no individual, but by the whole community, in order that the use of them may be free to all according to their capacity: this we believe would necessarily lead to the equality of condition above-mentioned, and the recognition of the maxim ‘from each according to his capacity, to each according to his needs’. (Salmon 1994 p.360) 

In his novel News from Nowhere (1890) Morris recorded his own, idiosyncratic vision of the future after the abolition of classes. Whatever the details of his description – and he can certainly be criticised for his representation of women, for example – there is little doubt that he envisaged a society of freedom and equality. Such a vision – a rational grounded utopia, apparently so distant for us - is precisely what is needed today. 

Morris – from conservationism to socialist ecology  

William Morris was one of the outstanding Marxists in the period after Marx’s death. Morris propagated basic revolutionary socialist ideas on the nature of capitalism, class struggle, the state, trade unions and on party organisation, helping to educate the new layer of working class militants who rebuilt the British labour movement in the period of New Unionism and beyond. 

 Morris also made a distinctive contribution to the development of Marxist ideas, for example on the nature of work and on the vision of a classless, communist society. But arguably his most significant contribution – and certainly one with great contemporary relevance, was his conception of a socialist ecology. 

Morris’ ideas have long been recognised in this respect. In his Introduction to Political Writings of William Morris, the Stalinist historian AL Morton wrote: “The working out of a truly self-renewing ecological basis for the earth may well be the next great task before humanity, a task impossible for capitalism, possible though still not easy through Socialism. The profound wisdom of Morris can be of immense value to us in attempting it.” (1973 p.30) 

In this respect Morris was a pioneer and an innovator – he evolved from conservationism to integrate ecology within a Marxist framework. His views have much to teach us today in our age of climactic convulsion. 

Morris had a lifelong commitment to the conservation of the built and rural environment. Looking back on his life of more than sixty years, Morris told the Daily Chronicle (23 April 1895) of his childhood, growing up near Epping Forest and exploring the Essex river marshes: “I was always a lover of the sad lowland country”, “with the great domed line of the sky, and the sun shining down.” (Paul Thompson, The Work of William Morris, 1991 p.6) 

In 1854 at the age of 20, Morris travelled through Northern France. The historian Paul Thompson argues that this experience shaped the future landscape of his socialist novel set in the classless, communist future, News from Nowhere. Morris wrote detailed descriptions of the fields and attacked the need to travel there by “a nasty, brimstone, noisy, shrieking railway train… verily railways are ABOMINATIONS”. (1991 p.8) 

Morris later joined the fight to preserve Epping Forest from railway schemes, which were finally defeated between 1880 and 1883. He was active in the Commons Preservation Society in the late 1870s and early 1880s. The Society was responsible for legislation obliging landowners to take account of the public interest, and for the preservation of public spaces such as Wimbledon Common and Hampstead Heath. He was also active in the Kyrle Societies, an early urban environmental pressure group founded in 1875. More famously, he was a founder and committee member of the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings (SPAB), known as Anti-Scrape. (Paul Thompson 1991 pp.8-10) 

In March 1882, Morris supported a campaign against the London and South Western Spring Water Company sinking a well at Carshalton, which would have greatly affected the flow of the River Wandle. In the same month he added his name to a petition opposing the Submarine Railway Company's plan to build a Channel Tunnel. 

Morris on poetry, art and nature 

Morris made his name as an artist and as a poet, and his commitment to conservation was expressed through his work. His mode of expression was particularly influenced in this respect by John Ruskin, and many of his early pronouncements bear a striking resemblance to those found in Ruskin’s writings. 

Above all Morris articulated the horror at the effects of the industrial revolution. For example in his well-known poem, The Earthly Paradise (1868-70), he wrote: 

Forget six counties overhung with smoke,

Forget the snorting steam and piston stroke,

Forget the spreading of the hideous town;

Think rather of the pack-horse on the down,

And dream of London, small and white and clean,

The clear Thames bordered by its gardens green;

Think, that below bridge the green lapping waves

Smite some few keels that bear Levantine staves,

Cut from the yew wood on the burnt-up hill,

Nature was also integral to Morris’ conception of art. In his first public lecture, The Lesser Arts (4 December 1877), where he equated beauty with nature: He wrote: “Everything made by man’s hands has a form, which must be either beautiful or ugly; beautiful if it is accord with Nature, and helps her; ugly if it is discordant with Nature, and thwarts her.” (Morton 1973 p.33) 

Even at this early stage, Morris understood that modern industrial capitalism (“commerce”) was the root of environmental degradation. He wrote: “Is money to be gathered? Cut down the pleasant trees among the houses, pull down ancient and venerable buildings for the money that a few square yards of London dirt will fetch; blacken rivers, hide the son and poison the air with smoke and worse, and its nobody’s business to see to it or mend it: that is all that modern commerce… will do for us herein.” (Morton 1973 p.53)

And even at this early stage, Morris had a conception of the role of science and art in environmental protection and improvement. He wrote: “Yet there are matters which I should have thought easy for [Science]; say for example teaching Manchester how to consume its own smoke, or Leeds how to get rid of its superfluous black dye without turning it into the river…”

For Morris, art was crucial to the relationship between humanity and nature: “That art will make our streets as beautiful as the woods, as elevating as the mountain-sides: it will be a pleasure and a rest, and not a weight upon the spirits to come from the open country into a town, every man’s house will be fair and decent, soothing to his mind and helpful to his work: all the works of man that we live among will be in harmony with nature.” (Morton 1973 p.53, p.55) 

These themes were developed during the first five years of his political activity, the period before he became a revolutionary socialist. 

Morris exhorted “those of you who are real artists” to “follow nature” (The Art of the People, 19 February 1879) and argued that, “love of nature in all its forms must be the ruling spirit of such works of art as we are considering” (The Lesser Arts of Life, 21 January 1882). He urged humanity to rediscover “the greatest of all gifts to the world, the very source of art, the natural beauty of the earth” (Speech to the Kyrle Society, 27 January 1881).  

Morris argued for action by conservationists to protect the countryside. His conception was largely negative, dwelling on the damage that humanity had done to nature. He wrote: “There is one duty obvious to us all; it is that we should set ourselves, each one of us, to doing our best to guard the natural beauty of the earth: we ought to look upon it as a crime, an injury to our fellows, only excusable because of ignorance, to mar the natural beauty, which is the property of all men; and scarce less than a crime to look on and do nothing while others are marring it, if we can no longer plead this ignorance.” (The Prospects of Architecture in Civilisation, 10 March 1881) 

He expressed this in terms familiar to the stereotype of a conservationist: “Again, I must ask what do you do with the trees on a site that is going to build over? Do you try to save them, to adapt your houses at all to them?… Pray do not forget, that any one of you who cuts down a tree wantonly or carelessly, especially in a great town or its suburbs, need make no pretence of caring about art.” (The Beauty of Life, 19 February 1880)  

But he also had a more millenarian, catastrophist view on where the destruction of the environment was leading. He argued: “Mankind, in striving to attain to a complete mastery over Nature, should destroy her simplest and widest-spread gifts, and thereby enslave simple people to them, and themselves to themselves, and so at last drag the world into a second barbarism… a thousandfold more hopeless, than the first.” (The Beauty of Life) 

There were nevertheless elements of social ecology in his outlook at the time. In The Beauty of Life he railed against advertising hoardings, “the daily increasing hideousness of the posters with which all our towns are daubed”, arguing for a boycott: “I think make up our minds never to buy any of the articles so advertised”. It was in this lecture that a expressed one of his best known dictums for ecological living: “Have nothing in your houses which you do not know to be useful, or believe to be beautiful.”

In The Prospects of Architecture in Civilisation, Morris outlined the reasons for political action on ecology, arguing that we are “responsible to posterity for what may befall the fairness of the earth in our own days, for what we have done”. He also set out some of his ideas on urban planning: 

“Once more neglect of art has done it; for though it is conceivable that the loss of your neighbouring open space might in any case have been a loss to you, still the building of a new quarter of a town ought not to be an unmixed calamity to the neighbours: nor would it have been once: for first, the builder doesn't now murder the trees (at any rate not all of them) for the trifling sum of money their corpses will bring him, but because it will take him too much trouble to fit them into the planning of his houses: so to begin with you would have saved the more part of your trees; and I say your trees, advisedly, for they were at least as much your trees, who loved them and would have saved them, as they were the trees of the man who neglected and murdered them. And next, for any space you would have lost, and for any unavoidable destruction of natural growth, you would in the times of art have been compensated by orderly beauty, by visible signs of the ingenuity of man and his delight both in the works of nature and the works of his own hands.” 

And he began to articulate a conception of a different kind of society with a more harmonious relationship to ecosystems: “[Until] we have clear sky over our heads and green grass beneath our feet; until the great drama of the seasons can touch our workmen with other feelings than the misery of winter and the weariness of summer… unless they make up their minds that they swill do their best to give us back the fairness of the earth.”

In Art and the Beauty of the Earth, (13 October 1881) he implored his audience to “turn this land from the grimy back-yard of a workshop into a garden”. He also tied together his conceptions of art, conservation and social betterment: 

“We must learn to love the narrow spot that surrounds our daily life for what of beauty and sympathy there is in it. For surely there is no square mile of earth's inhabitable surface that is not beautiful in its own way, if we men will only abstain from wilfully destroying that beauty; and it is this reasonable share in the beauty of the earth that I claim as the right of every man who will earn it by due labour; a decent house with decent surroundings for every honest and industrious family; that is the claim which I make of you in the name of art.”

Morris infused his socialism with ecology 

Sometime in 1882, William Morris decided he was no longer a radical and began to associate himself explicitly with socialism. He stated in How I Became A Socialist (16 June 1894) that by the summer of 1882 he was ready “to join any body who distinctly called themselves Socialists.” (Edward Thompson, William Morris: Romantic to Revolutionary, 1976 p.268) 

In January 1883 Morris joined the Democratic Federation and began his agitation for socialism – a commitment that he would maintain to his death. He continued to be a dedicated conservationist. In his celebrated lecture Art under Plutocracy, delivered at the Russell Club at Oxford University in November 1883, at which he unashamedly urged the audience to join the socialist cause, Morris repeated some of his earlier themes. 

He said: “I can myself sympathise with a feeling which I suppose is still not rare, a craving to escape sometimes to mere Nature… I can deeply sympathise with a weary man finding his account in interest in mere life and communion with external nature, the face of the country, the wind and weather, and the course of the day, and the lives of animals, wild and domestic; and man's daily dealings with all this for his daily bread, and rest, and innocent beast-like pleasure.” (Morton 1973 p.63)

In Under an Elm-Tree; or, Thoughts in the Country-Side, published in Commonweal (6 July 1889), he described his joy at the countryside: 

“Midsummer in the country — here you may walk between the fields and hedges that are as it were one huge nosegay for you, redolent of bean-flowers and clover and sweet hay and elder-blossom. The cottage gardens are bright with flowers, the cottages themselves mostly models of architecture in their way. Above them towers here and there the architecture proper of days bygone, when every craftsman was an artist and brought definite intelligence to bear upon his work. Man in the past, nature in the present, seem to be bent on pleasing you and making all things delightful to your senses; even the burning dusty road has a look of luxury as you lie on the strip of roadside green, and listen to the blackbirds singing, surely for your benefit, and, I was going to say as if they were paid to do it, but I was wrong, for as it is they seem to be doing their best.

And all, or let us say most things, are brilliantly alive. The shadowy bleak in the river down yonder, which is — ignorant of the fate that Barking Reach is preparing for its waters — sapphire blue under this ruffling wind and cloudless sky, and barred across here and there with the pearly white-flowered water-weeds, every yard of its banks a treasure of delicate design, meadowsweet and dewberry and comfrey and bed-straw — from the bleak in the river, amongst the labyrinth of grasses, to the starlings busy in the new shorn fields, or about the grey ridges of the hay, all is eager, and I think all is happy that is not anxious.” (Salmon 1994 p.426) 

In News from Nowhere, he has Ellen express his what he would later call his “deep love of the earth and the life on it”: “O me! O me! How I love the earth, and the seasons, and weather, and all things that deal with it, and all that grows out of it, - as this has done!”  (Morton 1973 p.244 and 1968 p.391) 

However I would argue that his conversion to socialism developed his ecological politics in a number of significant respects. In particular Morris developed a more sophisticated conception of the relationship between nature and human society, a more adequate explanation for the causes of ecological degradation, a notion that the working class could become the vital social agency in ecological as well as wider politics and a positive conception of socialism as a more ecologically sensitive as well as a freer, more equal and non-exploitative mode of production. He also gave more concrete responses on the nature of work under socialism (including on factories and machinery), on forms of energy, on transport, on housing and urban life, and on lifestyle politics, that repay reading today. 

Morris on the nature – society nexus 

Morris had read Marx’s Capital in French by 1884 – an authorised English edition was still to be properly translated at this time. The first fruits of this reading were contained in the lecture, Useful Work versus Useless Toil, (21 January 1884). Morris expresses the primacy of nature in terms very similar to Marx, arguing that “Nature does not give us our livelihood gratis; we must win it by toil of some sort of degree” and that “Wealth is what Nature gives us and what a reasonable man can make out of the gifts of Nature for his reasonable use. The sunlight, the fresh air, the unspoiled face of the earth, food, raiment [clothing] and housing necessary and decent…” (Morton 1973 p.86, p.91)

He also summed up the nature-society nexus in the language of the time: “Men urged by their necessities and desires have laboured for many thousands of years at the task of subjugating the forces of Nature and of making the natural material useful to them. To our eyes, since we cannot see into the future, that struggle with Nature seems nearly over, and the victory of the human race over her nearly complete… Thus then have the fruits of our victory over Nature been stolen from us, thus has compulsion by Nature to labour in hope of rest, gain, and pleasure been turned into compulsion by man to labour in hope - of living to labour! What shall we do then, can we mend it? (Morton 1973 pp.93-94)

Morris repeated this theme in a lecture, How We Live and How We Might Live (30 November 1884). He argued that humanity’s progress had been broken and halting “and though he has indeed conquered Nature and has her forces under his control to do what he will with, he still has himself to conquer, he still has to think how he will best use those forces which he has mastered. At present he uses them blindly, foolishly, as one driven by mere fate. It would almost seem as if some phantom of the ceaseless pursuit of food which was once the master of the savage was still haunting the civilised man; who toils in a dream, as it were, haunted by mere dim unreal hopes, born of vague recollections of the days gone by. Out of that dream he must wake, and face things as they really are. The conquest of Nature is complete, may we not say? and now our business is and has for long been the organisation of man, who wields the forces of Nature.” (Morton 1973 p.146)

Morris came close to identifying the dichotomy between nature and human society that Marx called in Capital the “metabolic rift”. This was most eloquently expressed in Socialism from the Root Up, jointly written with Bax and published in Commonweal (19 May 1888): 

“Consequently, with the development of material civilisation from the domination of things by persons to that of persons by things, and the consequent falling asunder of Society into two classes, a possessing and dominating class, and a non-possessing and dominated one, arose a condition of Society which gave leisure to the possessing or slave-holding class, the result of which was a possibility of observation and reflection amongst the upper class. As a consequence of this a process of reflection arose among this class which distinguished man as a conscious being from the rest of nature. From this again arose a dual conception of things: on the one hand was man, which was familiar and known, on the other nature, which was mysterious and relatively unknown. In nature itself grew a further distinction between its visible objects now regarded as unconscious things, and a supposed motive power which acted on them from behind, which was conceived of as manlike in character, but above mankind in knowledge and power, and no longer a part of the things themselves, but without them, and moving and controlling them.” (Salmon 1994 pp.618-619) 

Morris also expressed this idea in his fiction. In News from Nowhere, he has Clara sum it up: “Was not their mistake once more bred of the life of slavery that they had been living? - a life which was always looking upon everything, except mankind, animate and inanimate - 'nature,' as people used to call it - as one thing, and mankind as another. It was natural to people thinking in this way, that they should try to make 'nature' their slave, since they thought 'nature' was something outside them.” (Morton 1968 p.367)

And Morris believed that through the socialist reorganisation of society the reconciliation of human society and nature would be affected. Humanity would be “set free from intestine warfare among ourselves for the nobler contest with Nature, and should find that she also when conquered, would be our friend, and not our enemy”. Attractive Labour, Commonweal, June 1885 in Salmon 1994 p.97) 

Not that socialism was simply a panacea for all ecological problems. In a lecture, Society of the Future (13 November 1887) raised the possibility of more profound changes in humanity’s relationship with the environment, where socialism would be “a society conscious of a wish to keep life simple, to forgo some of the power over Nature won by past ages in order to be more human and less mechanical, and willing to sacrifice something to this end.” (Morton 1973 p.201) 

Morris on the causes of ecological degradation 

Morris held to a materialist appreciation of the connection between human productive activity and the ruination of the environment. In a lecture The Dawn of a New Epoch, first delivered on 6 June 1886, he expressed the matter succinctly: “Like all other systems of society, it [capitalism] is founded on the necessity of man conquering his subsistence from Nature by labour.”

He continued to make general statements about the link between modern society and environmental degradation. For example in an article, Unattractive Labour, published in Commonweal, May 1885 he argued: “It is no exaggeration to say that our civilisation has destroyed the attractiveness of labour, and that by more means than one: by lengthening the hours of labour: by intensifying the labour during its continuance; by the forcing of the workmen into noisy, dirty, crowded factories; by the aggregation of the population into cities and manufacturing districts, and the consequent destruction of all beauty and decency of surroundings. (Salmon 1994 pp.89-90) 

And he made the link between the conspicuous consumption of the rich and the destruction of nature. In Society of the Future (13 November 1887) he argued: “What brings about luxury but a sickly discontent with the simple joys of the lovely earth?… Shall I tell you what luxury has done for you in modern Europe? It has covered the merry green fields with the hovels of slaves, and blighted the flowers and trees with poisonous gases, and turned the rivers into sewers, till over many parts of Britain the common people have forgotten what a field or a flower is like, and their idea of beauty is a gas-poisoned gin palace or a tawdry theatre.” (Morton 1973 p.193) 

However more significantly, Morris explicitly connected ecological destruction with the political economy of capitalism. On the most superficial level, he identified the pursuit of profit as the principal cause of this damage.  

In an early article in the Justice newspaper, Why Not?, published on 12 April 1884, he wrote: “Why are men huddled together in unmanageable crowds in the sweltering hells we call big towns? For profit's sake; so that a reserve army of labour may always be ready to hand for reduction of wages under the iron law, and to supply the sudden demand of the capitalist gamblers, falsely called "organisers of labour… Why should any house, or group of lodgings, arranged in flats or otherwise, be without a pleasant and ample garden, and a good play-ground? Because profit and competition rents forbid it. Why should one third of England be so stifled and poisoned with smoke that over the greater part of Yorkshire (for instance) the general idea must be that sheep are naturally black? and why must Yorkshire and Lancashire rivers run mere filth and dye? Profit will have it so: no one any longer pretends that it would not be easy to prevent such crimes against decent life: but the 'organisers of labour,' who might better be called 'organisers of filth,' know that it wouldn't pay.” (Salmon 1994 p.25-26) 

Later in that year, he expressed the same sentiment in the lecture, How We Live and How We Might Live (30 November 1884): “And once for all, there is nothing in our circumstances save the hunting of profit that drives us into it. It is profit which draws men into enormous unmanageable aggregations called towns, for instance; profit which crowds them up when they are there into quarters without gardens or open spaces; profit which won't take the most ordinary precautions against wrapping a whole district in a cloud of sulphurous smoke; which turns beautiful rivers into filthy sewers, which condemns all but the rich to live in houses idiotically cramped and confined at the best, and at the worst in houses for whose wretchedness there is no name.” (Morton 1973 p.153-54) 

As well as this general point about profit, Morris also explained how the drive to accumulate infects all aspects of life, including the pursuit of knowledge. Morris argued that the ruling class “allows learned men to seek out the secrets of nature and to subdue her forces because those matters can be turned to the advantage of the profit market” (Art and the People, 12 June 1883) and that “science is allowed to live because profit can be made out of her”. (The Worker’s Share of Art, April 1885 in Salmon 1994 p.86) 

Morris also pointed to concrete examples where profiteering led to both environmental degradation and to the loss of human life. For example, on 31 May 1889 in Johnstown, a steel company town in Pennsylvania was devastated by the worst flood in US history. Over 2,200 were killed, with many more made homeless. Morris wrote an angry account in Commonweal (15 June 1889): “The dam above what was once Johnstown in Pennsylvania turns out to have been the crowning triumph of what we call in England jerry-building i.e. building not for the use of the public but for the profit of the speculator. The crowd of unfortunate people who were lost in that stupendous tragedy have in fact been sacrificed to the demon of profit-mongering to which hundreds and thousands of the disinherited classes are sacrificed every day… To the demon of profit they were sacrificed, and also to the demon of waste: for it seems that huge mass of water, held temporarily in check by its jerry built dam, was in fact a pleasure lake, the property of a fishing club.” (Salmon 1996 p.584) 

Morris made a further step forward in Commonweal by explicitly identifying the bourgeois class as the agent of environmental ruin. In The Worker’s Share of Art (April 1885) he wrote that “the advance of the industrial army under its ‘captains of industry’ (save the mark!) is traced, like the advance of other armies, in the ruin of the peace and loveliness of [the] earth’s surface, and nature, who will have us live at any cost, compels us to get used to our degradation at the expense of losing our manhood, and producing children doomed to live less like men than ourselves. Later in his Notes on News column (28 December 1889), he accused the middle class of making “the beautiful garden-like countryside of England into a mere hell of barrenness for the people who feed you! A hell from which the country people flee to that other hell of the city slums…” (Salmon 1994 p.85, 1996 p.642) 

Therefore Morris developed a rudimentary appreciation that it was capitalism that was the cause of ecological degradation. This was the first step in developing a socialist response; a necessary step but only a start. What else was needed was a societal alternative and a social agent for carrying out the transformation. 

Morris on the working class as the agent of socialist ecology 

Perhaps Morris’ most significant breakthrough was to identify working class action and the socialist movement more generally as the essential social agents in protecting the environment. Rather than appeal generally for upstanding people in general to protect nature, his message was explicitly aimed at and designed to mobilise a specific class – the working class. 

The first breakthrough in this respect came very early in his conversion to socialism. In a letter to an unknown correspondent, (4 September 1882), he looked forward to a time “when the workmen of some manufacturing district will strike to compel their masters to consume their own smoke”. (Meier 1978 p.425) 

He made the point more explicitly in public when he delivered his lecture Art: a Serious Thing at the annual distribution of prizes of the Leek School of Art on 12 December 1882. He said: “I have taken note of many strikes, and I must needs say without circumlocution that with many of these I have heartily sympathised: but when the day comes that there is a serious strike of workmen against the poisoning of the air with smoke or the waters with filth, I shall think that art is getting on indeed”. (Lemire 1969 p.51) 

Later, writing in Commonweal on 26 February 1887 he appealed “to all Socialists to do their best to preserve the beauty and interest of the country. It is true that it is a part of that wealth in which the workers under our present system are not allowed to share. But when we have abolished the artificial famine caused by capital, we shall not be so pinched and poor that we cannot afford ourselves the pleasure of a beautiful landscape because it doesn’t produce ironstone, or of a beautiful building because it won’t do for a cotton mill, and that pleasure will not then be confined to a few well-to-do people, but will be there to be enjoyed by all”. (Salmon 1996 p.200)

Morris did not go on to discuss the potential contradictions in workers fighting to defend the environment – for example the impact on jobs and wages. However he was one of the first to put the working class at the centre of ecological action and with that step he went beyond the bounds of most of latter-day green activists. 

For Morris, the wider point of working class action was to take power and to create of a socialist society. In Unattractive Labour (May 1885) he affirmed “the hope of revolution, of the transformation of civilisation, now become on the face of it a mere corruption and curse to the world, into Socialism, which will set free the hands and minds of men for the production and safeguarding of the beauty of life”. (Salmon 1994 p.90) 

One of the strengths of Morris’ Marxism was in the way he laid out the basic conditions a socialist society would meet. In an early lecture, Art and Socialism (23 January 1884) he summed up what he called “the due necessaries for a good citizen” and that these would not be bought at the cost of damage to the environment. The conditions were:  

 “First, honourable and fitting work: which would involve giving him a chance of gaining capacity for his work by due education; also, as the work must be worth doing and pleasant to do, it will be found necessary to this end that his position be so assured to him that he cannot be compelled to do useless work, or work in which he cannot take pleasure. 

“The second necessity is decency of surroundings: including (a) good lodging; (b) ample space; (c) general order and beauty. That is (a) our houses must be well built, clean and healthy; (b) there must be abundant garden space in our towns, and our towns must not eat up the fields and natural features of the country; nay I demand even that there be left waste places and wilds in it, or romance and poetry—that is Art—will die out amongst us. (c) Order and beauty means, that not only our houses must be stoutly and properly built, but also that they be ornamented duly: that the fields be not only left for cultivation, but also that they be not spoilt by it any more than a garden is spoilt: no one for instance to be allowed to cut down, for mere profit, trees whose loss would spoil a landscape: neither on any pretext should people be allowed to darken the daylight with smoke, to befoul rivers, or to degrade any spot of earth with squalid litter and brutal wasteful disorder. 

“The third necessity is leisure. You will understand that in using that word limply first that all men must work for some portion of the day, and secondly that they have a positive right to claim a respite from that work: the leisure they have a right to claim, must be ample enough to allow them full rest of mind and body; a man must have time for serious individual thought, for imagination—for dreaming even—or the race of men will inevitably worsen. Even of the honourable and fitting work of which I have been speaking, which is a whole heaven asunder from the forced work of the Capitalist system, a man must not be asked to give more than his fair share; or men will become unequally developed, and there will still be a rotten place in Society.” (Morton 1973 p.127-128) 

What would ensure that these conditions were met? Again, Morris was perfectly clear – the common ownership and democratic control of the means of production was crucial. In the lecture Monopoly: or, How Labour is Robbed, (20 February 1887), he argued  that “those raw materials and tools would be the property of the whole community, and would be used by every one in it, on the terms that they should repair the waste in them and not engross undue shares of them”. He made the same point in one of his last lectures, entitled Communism, and given to the Hammersmith Socialist Society in 1893: “The resources of nature therefore, and the wealth used for the production of further wealth, the plant and stock in short, should be communised”. (Morton 1973 p.235) 

Within this perspective, science and technology are put to ecological rectification. In Useful Work versus Useless Toil, (21 January 1884), he argued that under socialism: “Science duly applied would enable them to get rid of refuse, to minimise, if not wholly to destroy, all the inconveniences which at present attend the use of elaborate machinery, such as smoke, stench, and noise; nor would they endure that the buildings in which they worked or lived should be ugly blots on the fair face of the earth.” (Morton 1973 p.104) 

In short, under socialism “civilised man will no longer seem (as he does now) to be the enemy of nature, to shame her and befoul her, and turn her rest and order and beauty into feverish ragged squalor; the house shall be like a natural growth of the meadow, and the city a necessary fulfilment of the valley… of days made up of unwearisome work, and of leisure restful but not vacant”. (Art: a Serious Thing in Lemire 1969 p.49) 

In another early article, The Dull Level of Life, published in Justice, (26 April 1884), he was even more explicit about the aims of socialism: “To use the forces of nature by means of universal co-operation for the purpose of gaining generous and equal livelihood for all, leaving them free to enjoy their lives, and to emulate each other in, producing pleasure for themselves and others…” (Salmon 1994 pp.30-31) 

Morris also laid bear how the relationship between nature and humanity would be reconciled under communism in his fiction. In News from Nowhere (1890) he dreamt that “England… is now a garden, where nothing is wasted and nothing is spoilt, with the necessary dwellings, sheds, and workshops scattered up and down the country, all trim and neat and pretty”. 

He went on: 

“Said I: ‘One thing, it seems to me, does not go with your word of ‘garden’ for the country. You have spoken of wastes and forests, and I myself have seen the beginning of your Middlesex and Essex forest. Why do you keep such things in a garden? and isn't it very wasteful to do so?’ 

‘My friend,’ he said, ‘we like these pieces of wild nature, and can afford them, so we have them; let alone that as to forests, we need a great deal of timber, and suppose that our sons and our sons' sons will do the like. As to the land being a garden, I have heard that they used to have shrubberies and rockeries in gardens once; and though I might not like the artificial ones, I assure you that some of the natural rockeries of our garden are worth seeing’.” (Morton 1968 p.254, p.256) 

In short under communism, “the spirit of the new days, of our days, was to be delight in the life of the world; intense and overweening love of the very skin and surface of the earth on which man dwells”. (Morton 1968 p.317) 

Morris on work under socialism 

Another of Morris’ contributions to Marxism was his positive conception of work under socialism. Not for Morris - as for his contemporary Paul Lafargue – the right to be lazy. He was fond of Daniel Defoe’s dictum about working to live, not living to work, but what he really wanted was the transformation of work, firstly to minimise the amount of necessary labour, to share that labour out equally and to make it as bearable as possible; and secondly to free up time for work of an individual’s own choosing. 

In Socialism from the Root Up (5 May 1888), he elaborated this conception of work at greater length: 

“To make the matter of production under Communism clearer let us consider the various kinds of work which the welfare of Communal Society would demand. 

First, there would be a certain amount of necessary work to be done which would be usually repellent to ordinary persons; some of this, probably the greater part of it, would be performed by machinery; and it must be remembered that machinery would be improved and perfected without hesitation when the restrictions laid on production by the exigencies of profit-making were removed. But probably a portion of this work at once necessary and repellent could not be done by machinery. For this portion volunteers would have to be relied upon;… As examples of this necessary and usually repellent work, we may give scavengering, sewer-cleaning, coal-hewing, midwifery, and mechanical clerk's work… Disagreeable work which a Communal Society found itself saddled with as a survival of past times, and which it found out not to be necessary, it would get rid of altogether. 

Secondly, work in itself more or less disagreeable, and not absolutely necessary, but desirable if the sacrifice to be paid for it were not too great… rough occupations… such as sea-fishing, exploration of new countries, etc… 

Thirdly, we come to a kind of work which we may well hope will take a much higher position in communal life than it does at present; we mean work that has in it more or less of art; and we should here say that the very foundation of everything that can be called art is the pleasure of creation, which is, or should be felt in every handicraft.” (Salmon 1994 pp.614-615)

The duration of necessary work was important. As the Manifesto of the Socialist League, published in February 1885 expressed it, “the essential work of the world will be reduced to something like two or three hours…” (Salmon 1996 p.6) 

But it was the transformation of work that mattered most, reaching right down to the individual workplace. In an early article, A Factory As It Might Be, published in Justice, (17 May 1884) he wrote that: “Our factory then, is in a pleasant place: no very difficult matter, when as I have said before it is no longer necessary to gather people into able sweltering hordes for profit's sake: for all the country is in itself pleasant or is capable of being made pleasant with very little pains and forethought. Next, our factory stands amidst gardens as beautiful (climate apart) as those of Alcinous, since there is no need of stinting it of ground, profit rents being a thing of the past and the labour on such gardens is like enough to be purely voluntary.”  

And he was clear that the factories of the future would be ecologically calibrated: “Well, it follows on this garden business that our factory must make no sordid litter, befoul no water, nor poison the air with smoke. I need say nothing more on that point, as "profit" apart it would be easy enough.” (Salmon 1994 p.33, p.34)

Morris on machinery and workplace safety 

One of the great myths about Morris is that he was hostile to technology. At best this myth is based on a very partial reading of his writings, and the extraction of his comments about the limits of machinery in socialist society. Typical of this genre was his comment on Edward Bellamy’s utopia Looking Backward, which he reviewed in Commonweal, (22 June 1889). 

Morris wrote sarcastically: “In short, a machine-life is the best which Mr Bellamy can imagine for us on all sides… this ideal of the great reduction of the hours of labour by the mere use of machinery is a futility. The human race has always put forth about as much energy as it could under given conditions of climate… and the development of men’s resources, which has given him greater powers over Nature, has driven him also into fresh desires and fresh demands on nature, and this has made his expenditure of energy much what it was before. I believe this will always be so, and the multiplication of machinery will just multiply machines.” (Salmon 1994 pp.423-424) 

Aside from his observation of energy and climate, Morris’ point about the malleability of human needs and on the capacity of machine use to meet them is realistic, rather than dismissive. 

More importantly, he anticipated the objection about getting rid of machines and answered it in a number of different places. In an early article, Work In A Factory As It Might Be, published in Justice, (31 May 1884) he positively commended the use of machinery under socialism, where “the most ingenious and best approved kinds will be used when necessary, but will be used simply to save human labour”. It was the use of machines under capitalism that Morris abhorred, not technology per se. As he put it: “Machines once used for mere profit grinding but now used only for saving human labour, it follows that much less labour will be necessary for each workman; all the more as we are going to get rid of all non-workers, and busy-idle people; so that the working time of each member of our factory will be very short, say, to be much within the mark, four hours a day.” (Salmon 1994 p.40) 

He was even more explicit in the lecture How We Live and How We Might Live, delivered later that year: “Before I leave this matter of the surroundings of life, I wish to meet a possible objection. I have spoken of machinery being used freely for releasing people from the more mechanical and repulsive part of necessary labour; and I know that to some cultivated people, people of the artistic turn of mind, machinery is particularly distasteful, and they will be apt to say you will never get your surroundings pleasant so long as you are surrounded by machinery. I don't quite admit that; it is the allowing machines to be our masters and not our servants that so injures the beauty of life nowadays. In other words, it is the token of the terrible crime we have fallen into of using our control of the powers of Nature for the purpose of enslaving people, we care less meantime of how much happiness we rob their lives of.” (Morton 1973 p.155-56)

What Morris did highlight were the hazards associated with industrial production. In Commonweal, (23 October 1886) he commented upon a case of white-lead poisoning that had been reported in the press that week. He wrote: “Stripped of verbiage it amounts to this, that a man was killed by being compelled to work in a place where white lead was flying about, and that no precautions were taken to prevent his dying speedily… It is quite impossible that the man’s employers did not know the risk he ran of this speedier death, and the certainty of his being poisoned sooner or later.” (Salmon 1996 p.146)

In another article three years later (22 June 1889), he wrote about a tram-car incident in which a boy was killed, which emphasised what we now call corporate accountability rather than individual culpability of drivers. He wrote: “We have nothing to say about the men who have been arrested: even if they should be proved to be guilty of carelessness, yet after all it is not they who would be the real criminals, but rather ourselves, who allow monopolist companies to work our railways for profit, with the necessary consequence of low wages and long hours and shorthandedness among the underlings out of whose pay and leisure the monopolists have to scrape up a dividend. What can come of such a system but misery and disaster on all hands? (Salmon 1996 p.587) 

Morris on energy  

Morris had less to say of contemporary relevance on energy, which is hardly surprising since renewables were barely even dreamt of when he was politically active. 

He did however maintain an aversion to the coal industry, and expressed this sentiment in terms that are strikingly prescient to the concerns about the Kingsnorth development. In an article in Commonweal entitled Coal in Kent (8 March 1890), he wrote: “The news that coal had been discovered in Kent… The threat of the creation of a new black country on the ruins of the rural beauty of some of the most beautiful country in England, and close to London also, must impress most well-to-do people.” 

He added: “But to non-Socialist workers I must point out that whatever gains may be made will pass by them… and will but destroy the beauty of the country which will one day be theirs in reality, and not in name only as it is now. A few rich men will be richer; that is to say, they will waste more of the labour of the workers than they do now.” (Salmon 1994 p.464, p.465) 

Despite his aversion to coal, Morris knew where he stood a short time later when miners came out on strike. He wrote in The Great Coal Strike, (22 March 1890): “Let us look at it from the same point of view, and understand that it is a battle, not a mere business dispute. If the miners act well together, and if they are supported by the sympathy of their brother workers, even those who will suffer by the strike, they will now for the first time understand their power, and a weapon for the hand of revolution will be fashioned, which will be irresistible; which can only be resisted by the brute-force in the hands of the upper classes — i.e., the army and police. This instrument, the striking-power of the coal miners backed by the assent of their fellow workers, being once ready, there will be nothing between us and revolution but a knowledge on the part of the workers of what to claim, which can be nothing short of an abolition of the monopoly of the resources of nature — i.e. the land and all that is on it which is used for the reproduction of wealth.” (Salmon 1994 p.469) 

On alternative energy sources, Morris held out the hope that electricity (along with wood) would be a viable alternative to coal. Apparently he wrote to Bruce Glasier: “For myself, I should be glad if we could do without coal… We could get plenty of timber for our domestic fires if we cultivated and cared for our forests as we might do; and with water and with power we now allow to go to waste, so to say, and with or without electricity, we could perhaps obtain the bulk of the motive power which might be required for the essential mechanical industries.” (Meier 1978 p.330) 

He expressed a similar idea in Justice on 12 April 1884, in the article Why Not?: “… it seems probable that the development of electricity as a motive power will make it easier to undo the evils brought upon us by capitalist tyranny when we regain our senses and determine to live like human beings; but even if it turns out that we must still be dependent on coal and steam for force, much could still be done towards making life pleasant if universal co-operation in manufacture and distribution were to take the place of our present competitive anarchy.” (Salmon 1994 p.24)

Morris on transport 

On transport, Morris was even more a prisoner of his time. Despite his conversion to socialism he remained hostile to rail transport, describing “the beastly sewers through which run stink-traps under the name of carriages – the whole of which arrangement is dignified by the name of the Metropolitan and District Railways”. (Commonweal, May 1886 in Salmon 1996 p.71) 

Perhaps we should put this down to the fact that trains in his day were privately run steam engines powered by coal. Morris continued to oppose the extension of the railways into the countryside, though in his socialist years by emphasising the unscrupulous profiteers behind the expansion plans. When some capitalists sought to run a line through the Lake District in 1887, he wrote in Commonweal: “Of course, as things go now, the Lake railway is not a question of convenience of the Amblesiders, or the pleasure of the world in general, but profit of a knot of persons leagued together against the public in general under the name of a railway company.” 

He picked up the argument again two weeks later. “It seems to me that our friend in his enthusiasm for railways in unconsciously playing into the hands of the capitalist robbers, who are the only persons who will be really benefited by it as all things go. In the first place this railway is meant to be the first step in the invasion of the Lake Country and will certainly not stop at Ambleside if the projectors can help it. The question is nothing less than this, is the beauty of the Lake country, and the natural wish people have to see it and enjoy it, to be handed over to be exploited without limitation by a company who looks upon the public as so much material for exploitation?” (Salmon 1996 p.200, p.206)

The only hint of something different came somewhat surprisingly in News from Nowhere, where after several journeys on in a horse drawn carriage the visitor to the communist future came upon mysteriously powered river barges.  

He wrote: “Every now and then we came on barges, laden with hay or other country produce, or carrying bricks, lime, timber, and the like, and these were going on their way without any means of propulsion visible to me - just a man at the tiller, with often a friend or two laughing and talking with him. Dick, seeing on one occasion this day that I was looking rather hard on one of these, said "That is one of our force-barges; it is quite as easy to work vehicles by water as by land." 

I understood pretty well that these "force-vehicles" had taken the place of our old steam-power carrying; but I took good care not to ask any questions about them, as I knew well enough both that I should never be able to understand how they were worked, and that in attempting to do so I should betray myself, or get into some complication impossible to explain; so I merely said, "Yes, of course, I understand." (Morton 1968 p.349-350) 

Morris on town and country 

Morris apparently disliked urban living before he became a socialist, and he appears to have carried over this attitude into his socialist activity. In an early article in Justice, entitled Why Not? (12 April 1884) he lamented that under capitalism, “it is difficult to see anything which might stop the growth of these horrible brick encampments; its tendency is undoubtedly to depopulate the country and small towns for the advantage of the great commercial and manufacturing centres; but this evil, and it is a monstrous one, will be no longer a necessary evil when we have got rid of land monopoly, manufacturing for the profit of individuals, and the stupid waste of competitive distribution”. (Salmon 1994 p.24)

Nowhere was this hostility expressed more clearly than on London. In a lecture The Depression of Trade, (12 July 1885) he said: “While I speak to you London is practically undrained: a huge mass of sewage, which should be used for fertilising the fields of Kent and Essex now and especially the latter actually passing out of cultivation, a wall of filth is accumulating at the mouth of the Thames garnering up for us who knows what seeds of pestilence and death.” (Lemire 1969 p.121) 

Morris had just finished reading the novel After London by Richard Jefferies. He wrote to Georgina Burne-Jones in April 1885 that, “I read a queer book called After London coming down: I rather liked it: absurd hopes curled around my heart as I read”. The story involved a cataclysmic meteor strike that affected sea levels and wiped out cities and most of the population. According to Paul Meier, “the description of the former site of London was especially impressive. The ruins are buried in a pestilential swamp where there is nothing but decay, fever-laden miasmas, choking phosphorescent mists, where the stagnant water, penetrating deeper and deeper into the ground, brings up as foul gases the contents of millenary sewers replete with excretion of hundreds of millions of human beings. In this vast accused region no life can exist dreams of venturing there”. (1978 pp.68-70) 

As far as his vision of the future is concerned, he dreamed of the countrification of the capital. In Society of the Future, (13 November 1887) he imagined “a few pleasant villages on the side of the Thames might mark the place of that preposterous piece of folly once called London”. (Morton 1973 p.197) In News from Nowhere, London had completely changed and was covered in forests. 
His communist fiction also expressed his preference for the countryside. He wrote: "The change," said Hammond, "which in these matters took place very early in our epoch, was most strangely rapid. People flocked into the country villages, and, so to say, flung themselves upon the freed land like a wild beast upon his prey; and in a very little time the villages of England were more populous than they had been since the fourteenth century, and were still growing fast. Of course, this invasion of the country was awkward to deal with, and would have created much misery, if the folk had still been under the bondage of class monopoly. But as it was, things soon righted themselves. People found out what they were fit for, and gave up attempting to push themselves into occupations in which they must needs fail. The town invaded the country; but the invaders, like the warlike invaders of early days, yielded to the influence of their surroundings, and became country people; and in their turn, as they became more numerous than the townsmen, influenced them also; so that the difference between town and country grew less and less; and it was indeed this world of town-bred folk which has produced that happy and leisurely but eager life of which you have had a first taste. (Morton 1968 pp.253-254) 

Under communism, Morris favoured the interpenetration of the town by the countryside, and vice versa to some extent. In one of his later lectures, Town and Country (1892) he expressed this more theoretically: “Town and country are generally put in a kind of contrast, but we will see what kind of a contrast there has been, is, and may be between them; how far that contrast is desirable or necessary, or whether it may not be possible in the long run to make the town a part of the country and the country a part of the towns. I think I may assume that, on the one hand, there is nobody here so abnormally made as not to take a pleasure in green fields, and trees, and rivers, and mountains, the beings, human and otherwise, that inhabit those scenes, and in a word, the general beauty and incident of nature: and that, on the other, we all of us find human intercourse necessary to us, and even the excitement of those forms of it which can only be had where large bodies of men live together.” 

However it would be a mistake to interpret these comments as making Morris wholeheartedly opposed to urban life. In Society of the Future he recognised that “the aggregation of the population having served its purpose of giving people opportunities of inter-communication and of making the workers feel their solidarity, will also come to and end”. (Morton 1973 p.196) 

Of course these factors are precisely those that make urban living so significant for workers and for socialists. It is hard to imagine this being much different under socialism. It is a tribute to Morris’ vision that he tried to conceive of a different relationship between town and country – though I’m not convinced he was able to work it out. 

However it is clear that Morris did not envisage socialism as isolated rural living, preferring it seems small town communities. In Commonweal, (17 August 1889) he argued that “the living in small communities is not in theory an essential of this great change though I have little doubt that it would bring about such a way of living and abolish big cities, which… I think much to be desired.” (Salmon 1994 p.445) 

Instead he advocated town planning under socialism. In the lecture Makeshift, (18 November 1894), he argued: “the centre with its big public buildings, theatres, squares and gardens: the zone round the centre with its lesser guildhalls grouping together the houses of the citizens; again with its parks and gardens; the outer zone again, still its district of public buildings, but with no definite gardens to it because the whole of this outer zone would be a garden thickly besprinkled with houses and other buildings. And at last the suburb proper, mostly fields and fruit gardens with scanty houses dotted about till you come to the open country with its occasional farm-steads. There would be a city for you.”  

And despite his personal tastes, Morris came to see that under capitalism, some reforms should be advocated to alleviate the worst excesses of the system. In Communism, (1893) he said: “Who can quarrel with the attempts to relieve the sordidness of civilised town life by the public acquirement of parks and other open spaces, planting of trees, establishment of free libraries and the like?” (Morton 1973 p.228)  

Morris on housing and living conditions 

Morris was more coherent when commenting more concretely on housing under socialism. In The Housing of the Poor, an article published in Justice, (19 July 1884), he wrote: 

“It might be advisable, granting the existence of huge towns for the present, that the houses for workers should be built is tall blocks, in what might be called vertical streets; but that need not prevent ample room in each lodging, so as to include such comforts of space, air; and privacy as every moderately living middle class family considers itself entitled to; also it must not prevent the lodgings having their due share of pure air and sunlight, necessaries of life which the builders of the above mentioned bastilles do not seem to have thought of at all. This gathering of many small houses into a big tall one would give opportunity for what is also necessary to decent life, that is garden space round each block. This space once obtained, it would be a small matter to make the gardens far more beautiful, as they would be certainly far more cheerful, than the square gardens of the aristocratic quarters of the town now are; it would be natural to have cloisters or covered walking or playing places in them, besides such cheap ornaments as fountains and conduits. Inside the houses, besides such obvious conveniences as common laundries and kitchens, a very little arrangement would give the dwellers in them ample and airy public rooms in addition to their private ones; the top story of each block might well be utilised for such purposes, the great hall for dining in, and for social gathering, being the chief feature of it.” 

In fact he made better housing one of the foundations of a more ecologically sound system. He went on in the same article: “The possession of space and pure air, with the determination not to live in the midst of ugliness, which relief from anxiety and overwork would give our mechanics, who are ingenious and ready witted still in spite of their slavery, would supply the stimulus for such town-houses being made proper dwellings for human beings, even in the transition period between the anarchy of to-day and the social order which is to come. A fair portion of the earth's surface, due leisure for the exercise of thought, ingenuity, and fancy; that is all we ask for making our dwellings healthful, pleasant, and beautiful.” (Salmon 1994 pp.51-52)

Along with changes in housing, he also foresaw wider changes in living arrangements – such as communal eating and other public services. In How We Live and How We Might Live, (30 November 1884), he told his audience: “As to what extent it may be necessary or desirable for people under social order to live in common, we may differ pretty much according to our tendencies towards social life. For my part I can't see why we should think it a hardship to eat with the people we work with; I am sure that as to many things, such as valuable books, pictures, and splendour of surroundings, we shall find it better to club our means together; and I must say that often when I have been sickened by the stupidity of the mean idiotic rabbit warrens that rich men build for themselves in Bayswater and elsewhere, I console myself with visions of the noble communal hall of the future, unsparing of materials, generous in worthy ornament, alive with the noblest thoughts of our time, and the past, embodied in the best art which a free and manly people could produce; such an abode of man as no private enterprise could come anywhere near for beauty and fitness, because only collective thought and collective life could cherish the aspirations which would give birth to its beauty, or have the skill and leisure to carry them out.” (Morton 1973 p.154-55)

Morris on lifestyle politics 

Morris was a political activist, and although his personal life was informed by his socialist politics, he did not see lifestyle or consumer behaviour as a substitute for political action. And he was no “back to the land simple-lifer”, despite moving in circles where alternative living was practiced – Edward Carpenter being the most prominent exponent. 

This was well summed up in his attitude toward vegetarianism, which in the 1880s was seen by some socialists as a touchstone of their revolutionary convictions. For Morris, vegetarianism was a personal matter, one of private conscience and not a precondition of socialism. In Commonweal, (25 September 1886), commenting on an exchange of views that was taking place on vegetarianism in the paper and within the wider socialist movement, he wrote: 

“It seems to me that there is no need either to attack a vegetarian or to confer a vote of thanks on him… But a man can hardly be a sound Socialist who puts forward vegetarianism as a solution of the difficulties between labour and capital… there are people who are vegetarians on ascetic grounds, and who would be just as tyrannical as other ascetics if they had a chance of being so.” (Salmon 1996 p.140) 

He returned to the theme two years later, no doubt because the discussion continued to preoccupy many socialists. He wrote: “I have not a word to say against vegetarianism voluntarily practiced on the grounds that its suiting the health of the practiser, or of the natural sentiment against ‘corpse-eating’ as a friend of ours has called it; but in most more or less laudable associations that are not Socialist there lurks a snake in the grass; and the reptile is not lacking in the verdant meadow of vegetarianism… because it would lead to simplicity of life, and because it would be a remedy for poverty.” 

And on the good life, he was clear: “Simplicity of life – good, most good, so long as it is voluntary; but surely there is enough voluntary simplicity of life, i.e. hard fare, already; and to live poorly is no remedy against poverty, but a necessity of it.” (Commonweal, 6 October 1888 in Salmon 1996 p.467-68) 

According to Edward Thompson, when he was told that a young middle class acquaintance had retired to the woods to lead a natural life, he only grinned and remarked, “let us know when she comes out”. (1976 pp.703-704) 

The significance of Morris’ socialist ecology 

The opinions of William Morris on what we now call ecology are important in any assessment of him as a political thinker in his own time. His views indicate a degree of originality and creativity that mark him out even among the best of his Marxist contemporaries, such as Paul Lafargue, Eleanor Marx, Georgi Plekhanov, Karl Kautsky, August Bebel, Edward Aveling, Ernest Belfort Bax and Eduard Bernstein. As such they establish a socialist tradition on ecology after the death of Marx that informed both the Second and Third Internationals. It is no surprise that Wilhelm Liebknecht translated News from Nowhere into German, or that Lenin possessed a copy of the book in Russian. (Meier 1978 p.577) 

Morris did not add anything that was not at least latent – and often explicit - within Marx and Engels. But Morris did not have the benefit of reading much of their ecological oeuvre – for example the third volume of Capital or the Dialectics of Nature. Nevertheless Morris did draw a number of conclusions that mark him above most ecological thinkers even in our own time. Morris understood that it was capitalism, defined in terms of the exploitation of waged labour by capital, which was the root cause of environmental degradation. But he drew from this understanding not some vague and generic anti-capitalism, but a clearly defined conception of socialist democracy and a clearly defined social agent - the working class – to carry through the necessary social and ecological transformation. From 1882 he was committed to the idea that communism was the only mode of production compatible with social and ecological harmony. 

Morris did not fully answer the main ecological questions of his own time, and it would be foolish to think that he prefigured all of the key issues in our own. However there is enough in his responses to everyday events as well as his more profound reflections to demarcate him from the individual lifestyle reformism that passes for much of the green movement. Above all Morris was a revolutionary socialist who saw the need for working class politics, both in theory and in practice. He was a pioneer and an inspiration to his contemporaries; he should remain so for us. 
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