














strategy is prompted by moralising views. In some domains today there seems an
excessive, puritanical perfectionism which Morris would never have countenanced.
Consider our fervent pursuit of anti-smoking beyond the parameters of a Millian
harm principle, quite at odds with the charming encounter between Guest and the
child shop clerks in the matter of a hand-crafted pipe and tobacco pouch in News
from Nowbhere.*3 1 suspect Morris would have raged over today’s preoccupation
with anti-smoking as an illegitimate interference with one’s personal pleasures.
Thus the question is probably not whether perfectionism, but whither, since it is
difficult to imagine any society not taking an interest in the values — however
private — of its citizens.

On the other hand, liberals can mean by coercion the forcing of people to
subscribe to certain beliefs, as the Catholic Church did in the Spanish Inquisition.
Egalitarian perfectionism is, however, innocent of this charge. The charge rests on
the idea that our ways of life must be either immune to influence or putty in the
hands of others. We should recognise, however, that our desires, tastes, even needs,
are shaped within a social context, moulded by a myriad of influences, which we
can and do go some distance towards designing. Of course one cannot ‘make
people’s lives better against their own convictions’.#4 A conviction is not a
conviction unless it is one’s own, and a life cannot be lived any other way but
from the ‘inside’. Once we forgo the crude conception of perfection by force, then
opposition to perfectionism looks rather tenuous. Indeed, even Dworkin allows
that what he now calls ‘ethical liberalism’ can endorse ‘short-term educational
paternalism that looks forward, with confidence, to genuine, unmanipulated
endorsement’.45

Of course, the utopian Morris has little need of coercion; once conditions of
inequality are abolished, people would be in a position to pursue their own, genuine
goods. As Thompson puts it, socialists were to: ‘. . . help people find out their
wants, to encourage them to want more, to challenge them to want differently,
and to envisage a society of the future in which people, freed at last of necessity,
might choose between different wants.’#6 A contemporary example that gives
credence to Morris’s non-coercive egalitarian conception of perfectionism is the
radical critique of the American idea of a ‘war on drugs’. ‘Law and order’
conservatives argue that tougher measures are required to stop the traffic and
use of illegal drugs. People on the Left tend to disagree not because, as many
liberals claim, that individuals’ pursuits are irrelevant to society, but because an
inegalitarian context distorts our choice of pursuits. In the ghetto or slum, many
take drugs out of hopelessness, in the belief they have no other option, whilst in
the mansion or condo, emptiness or boredom also contributes to something of a
‘non-choice’. On the egalitarian conception of perfectionism, coercion is the wrong
response to such choices; society should instead seek to remedy the social conditions
that prompt them, and keep an open mind about the various forms value might
take. I think we should trust Morris’s optimism about equality producing the
conditions for leading better lives. At least we have little grounds, to date, for
refuting it.

[ have argued that William Morris’s aesthetic interests provide useful insights
about the role of value in remedying disadvantage. Morris’s egalitarian per-
fectionism might be humorously reduced to the slogan, ‘workers of the world unite,
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you have nothing to lose but your chintzes!’47 But the idea that inequality enslaves
one to false values or condemns one to an ugly life, that ‘men in civilised societies
are dirty, ignorant, brutal’, and this can be judged ‘unfair’,#8 is a brave argument
in today’s context of moral scepticism and political neutralism. And, when current
debates about justice and equality take on a complexity akin to a Morris wallpaper,
the direct way Morris approached these questions provides salutary common sense.
Moreover, Morris’s egalitarian perfectionism need not be coercive nor unitary.
Equality thus requires, not just access to the means of life, but the acculturation
of individuals to live well, and there is reason to think, with Morris, that greater

equality, in turn, would bring with it the acculturation which enables human
fulfilment.
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