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The need for [emediation of human-induced environmental degradation was a
constant theme in the writings ofWilliam Morris. It is perhaps mosrclearly expressed
in News from Nowhere,2 While Morris argued for [emediation on aesthetic and
humanitarian grounds, remediation may now be necessary in order to ensure human
su.rvival in the face of global climate change.] Thus, Morris's influence extends not
only to artifacts produced by artists, architects, and designers, hue to contemporary
experiments with eeo-friendly communities based on renewable energy technologies
(RETs), and to political strategies for reducing greenhouse gas emissions. Relations
between Morris's work and these issues are explored in this paper.
Utopian literature and experiments have combined heavenly aspiration, social
protest. and technological innovation. Visions of a primordial. egalitarian state of
nature. which predated private property and coercive government, are found not only
in the works of the French philosophes, but in antiquity and medieval poetry.4 In
these visions, Nature or divinities provide material abundance so that subsistence
activity is unnecessary or minimal. Conflict and social change are absent. Thus, early
utopian visions lean more toward heaven than earth. They are epitomized by Thomas
More's, Utopia, published in 1516. s
The rise of science and industry added a new dimension to utopian literature
and experimentation. Despite the misery of the newly·created industrial working
classes, industry replaced Nature and divinity in utopian thinking as a potential
source of universal material abundance. Heavenly aspects of utopian thought and
experimentation were displaced to a large extent by attempts to plan or establish
proto-egalitarian agricultural or industrial communities, such as Robert Owen's New
Lanark.' These experiments inspired political movements aimed at establishing
socialism, communism, or anarcho-syndicalism on the basis of existing industry. In
1874, Frederick Engels wrote that one of the sources of Marxism was the work of
utopian socialists such as Saint-Simon, Foutier and Owen.7
Few secular utopian experiments lasted long, largely because of internal dissension,
defection, and commercial dependence upon surrounding societies that were often
hostile. Also, existing technology simply did nOt allow aspiring utopian communities
adequate self-sufficiency or remission from subsistence activity. This problem was
characterized by Nathaniel Hawrhorne in a passage from his novel, The BlithedaJe
Romance, which was based on his experience at Brook Farm, a utopian experiment
outside Boston between 1841 and 1846:
The peril of our new way of life was not lest we should fail in becoming practical
agriculturalists but that we should probably cease to be anything else. While our
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enterprise lay all in theory, we had pleased ourselves with delectable visions of the
spiritualization of labor. It was to be one form of prayer and ceremonial of worship.
Each stroke of the hoe was to uncover some aromatic root of wisdom heretofore
hidden from the sun. Pausing in the field, to let the wind exhale the moisture from
our foreheads, we were to look upward and catch glimpses into the far-off soul of
truth. In this point of view, matters did not turn out quite so well as we had
anticipated... The clods of earth, which we so constantly belabored and turned
over and over, were never etherealized into thought. Our thoughts, on the contrary,
were fast becoming cloddish. Our labor symbolized nothing. Intellectual activity
is incompatible with any large amount of bodily exercise. The yeoman and the
scholar -the yeoman and the man of finesse and moral culture ... - are two distinct
individuals, and never melted or wedded into one substance. s
While they lasted, utopian experiments inspired a great deal of utopian literature during
the late nineteenth-century. Differing interpretations of the role of industry and labour
in utopia are represented in major words by Edward Bellamy, William Morris, and
Peter Kropotkin. Bellamy's tremendously popular Looking Backward 9 envisaged a
peaceful transition to a socialist society, with industry organized along military lines.
The leaders of government and industry would rise through the ranks on the basis of
ambition,service, and ability. This view repelled Morris who wrote News from Nowhere
in response. Morris envisaged a society composed of small, self-sustaining and selfgoverning communes, each with gender parity and socially-useful, aesthetically-pleasing
work for everyone. Urban blight and industrial pollution are replaced by green, sylvan
landscapes. Kropotkin's vision in Fields, Factories and Workshops of Tomorrow 10 is
similar to Morris's. But while Morris's utopian England is the product of revolutionary
class conflict in the mid-twentieth century, Kropotkin saw an inexorable trend toward
decentralization in nineteenth century agriculture and industry that would lead naturally
to a stateless European utopia. Morris was much more pessimistic. He saw the
burgeoning global power of capital, and its concomitant ability to co-opt workers, as
a formidable barrier to the achievement of a communist utopia. ll
During the 1960s and 1970s scientists and environmentalists began to question
the role of fossil-fuelled industrial growth as a potential source of utopian abundance,
seeing it instead as a potential source of human extinction through pollution,
stratospheric ozone layer depletion caused by CFCs, and global climate change caused
by greenhouse gas emissions from combustion of fossil fuels. Bellamy's work, with
its emphasis on large-scale industrial regimentation seemed, at best, irrelevant, while
Morris and Kroporkin's utopian works seemed to prefigure environmental concerns.
News from Nowhere influenced the West German Green movement during the
1960s. 12 Kroporkin's influence is explicitly acknowledged by Murray Bookchin in his
widely-read books on 'Social Ecology'. 13
Morris saw coal and steam as major sources of industrial pollution, ugliness, and
urban blight, but he was not clear about the nature of the clean energy sources in
Nowhere.
... 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
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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 forcebarges; it is quite as easy to work vehicles by force by water as by land.'
I understood pretty well thar 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 ... that I should never be able to understand how they were
worked... I '!
By the turn of the century, the heyday of secular utopian experimentation was over.
This may have been due, in pan, to the influence of Marx and Engels' attack on
utopian experiments in the Communist Manifesto:
[Utopians] ... endeavor ... to deaden the class struggle and reconcile the class
antagonisms. They still dream of experimental relations of their social Utopias, of
founding isolated 'phalanstcries', of establishing 'Home Colonies', of setting up a
'little lcaria' - duodecimo editions of the New Jerusalem, and to realize all these
castles in the air, they are compelled to appeal to the feelings and purses of the
bourgeois...
They, therefore, violently oppose all political action on the part of the working
class; such action, according to them, can only result from blind unbelief in the
New Gospel.
The Owenites in England and the Fourierists in France, respectively, opposed
the Chartists and the 'Reformists'. 15
Marxists have argued that utopia could not result from implementation of a utopian
blueprint by an elite or an enlightened ruler, such as More's 'Prince Utopus', but from
the inevitable consequences of the class struggle. IS Once established, socialist society
would not embody the static perfection of More's utopia. Rather, it would continue
to develop according to its own contradictions. 17
In light of these criticisms, News from Nowhere is, in one sense, nOt utopian.
Nowhere is not imposed from above; it is ushered in by a popular revolution in the
mid-1950s which is provoked by a pro-capitalist government's massacre of unarmed
demonstrators, based on Bloody Sunday in 1887 at Trafalgar Square which Morris
and other members of the Socialist League witnessed.
In another sense News from Nowhere is susceptible to Marxist criticism insofar
as there is no scientific research and technological development in Nowhere: '''You
see, guest, this is not an age of inventions. The last epoch did all that for us, and we
are now content to use such of its inventions as we find handy, and leaving those
alone which we don't want... " '18
The strong and beautiful people in Nowhere do not seem to get sick, presumably
bec;:ause they are well-nourished) surrounded by natural beauty, well-exercised, and
usually (but nOt always) happy with their work and with each other. Thus, doctors,
medicines, and medical research are unnecessary in Nowhere. There is a strong flavour
of ninete~nth century eugenics here. In News from Nowhere, Guest is tOld,
the
English and Jutish blood, which on the whole is predominant he.re, used not to provide
much beauty. But I think we have improved it"'Yil
H ••••
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Morris eventually became disillusioned with the industrial working class as the
main agent of revolutionary change in the direction of Nowhere. He wrote, 'Whether
the Society of Inequality might not accept the quasi-socialist machinery ... and work
it for the purpose of upholding that society in a somewhat shorn condition, maybe,
but a same one... The workers better treated, better organized, helping to govern
themselves, but with no more pretence to equality with the rich ... than they have
now' .20 Thus, Morris cannot be included in the camp of ·scientific socialism' which
regarded a communist stage of socio-eultural evolution as historically inevitable.
Interestingly, Marx and Engels raised a similarly pessimistic possibility when they
wrote that class struggle could result in 'the common ruin of the contending classes' .21
While Morris understood that proletarian organizations would struggle for ·state
socialism' in order to ameliorate the wretched condition of the workers, state socialism
fell far short of the society he envisioned in News from Nowhere. He wrote:
There are some socialists who do not think that the problem of organization of life
and necessary labour can be dealt with by a huge national centralization, working
by a kind of magic for which no-one feels himself responsible ... on the contrary,
it will be necessary for the unit of administration to be small enough for every
citizen to feel himself responsible for its details and to be interested in them; that
individual men cannot shuffle off the business of life on to the shoulders of an
abstraction called the State. but must deal with it in conscious association with
each other. 22
This raises the question of whether a transition from state socialism to a communist
owhere is more likely than a transition from industrial capitalism to a communist
owhere.
In Morris's time, it was Widely believed that remediation of human-induced
environmental degradation could be postponed indefinitely in the name of ·progress',
despite reformist attempts to establish garden cities which were partially intended to
forestall working-class discontent. 23 Morris believed that Victorian ·progress' would
eventually result in ·a counting-house on top of a cinder heap'.2'''
It is now widely believed in the scientific community that environmental
remediation is necessary to forestall a further increase in the frequency of extreme
weather events that accompany global climate change, and to end the air pollution
which is devastating public health. According to Carl Pope of the US Sierra Club,
Over the past fOUf years, more than 300 studies have documented the effects of
[ground level] oz.one and ·particularities·, the microscopic soot emitted by cars,
wood stoves, and smokestacks. Every year, 33 million children [in the US] are
regularly exposed to harmful levels of ozone, which even in concentrations well
below legal limits can make it impossible for them to run and play... Even more
serious is particulate air pollution, which, according to a study by the Natural
Resources Defense Council, causes up to 64,000 premature deaths in the United
States each year. l i
I think that this frightening picture would not surprise Morris. Nor would the
opposition to environmental remediation mounted by the coal, oil, and automotive
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industries. For example, Richard Klimisch, a vice president of the US Automobile
Manufacturers Association, referred to the effects of ground level ozone as •... not
really a health effect'.2' Two of the most outspoken 'scientific' critics of theories of
human·induced global climate change are Dr. Robert Balling, Jr., of Arizona State
University and Dr. Patrick Michaels of the University' of Virginia, who have,
respectively, received over $311,000 [US] and $167,000 [US] over the last four years
from the British Coal Corporation, the German Coal Mining Association, Cyprus
Minerals, and our former Gulf War ally, the government of Kuwait. 27 This is part of
a public relations campaign sponsored by the fossil fuel industry to 'reposition global
warming as theory (not fact)'.28 Unrefereed articles purportedly discrediting theories
of human-induced global climate change by the well-known astrophysicist, Dr. Sallie
Baliunas, are published by the conservative George C. Marshall Institute, and
sometimes referenced in lead editOrials of conservative newspapers. 29 Governments
that refuse to subsidize RETs because they are supposedly 'uncompetitive' with
'conventional' energy sources unhesitatingly subsidize fossil fuel industries. For
example, as of 1994, Shell Canada, Peteo-Canada, Ranger Oil, Pan Canadian
Petroleum, Mobil Oil Canada, Imperial Oil, Husky Oil, and Canadian accidental
Petroleum owed the federal government of Canada over $4 billion in deferred taxes. JO
The voices defending fossil-fuelled industrial growth are, perhaps, increasingly
strident because of growing public concern about environmental degradation, and
because the clean energy sources necessary for remediation - and anticipated in News
from Nowhere - are now increasingly available. The efficiency of RETs, including
solar panels, wind generators, and fuel cells, and the efficiency of energy storage
systems, particularly batteries, is rapidly increasing. 31 When contemporary RETs are
combined with passive solar architecture and current hydroponic techniques,
relatively small productive units are commercially viable, and even potentially self·
sufficient. For example, Anna Edey uses a combination of solar panels, solar
architecture, chickens, and rabbits to provide power, heat, fertilizer, and carbon
dioxide for hydroponic gardening in her commercially-successful Solviva Greenhouse
located on Martha's Vineyard. 32
The sort of environmental remediation which may be required to forestall global
climate change might lead in the direction of Morris's Nowhere. To withstand an
increased frequency of droughts, floods, frosts, and high winds, dispersal of settlements
and productive facilities into relatively small, self·sufficient units might be necessary.
Thus, devastation ofan area by extreme weather would not threaten entire ageo-industrial
and transportation infrastructures. Widespread propagation ofREfs would be necessary
in order to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, and each settlement would, presumably,
be self-sufficient in terms of energy. In order to minimize consumption of food and energy,
some degree of communal living and work might be necessary. Communal tasks might
include installation and maintenance of RETs, construction of irrigation systems and
eeo-&iendly housing (e.g., with straw bales), and cultivation of biomass and food. The
latter might be undertaken hydroponically, and thus requirecomputer-eontrol of nutrient
cycles.. This sort of work does not have the character envisioned in Nowhere, but much
of ir would, presumably, be 'holistic' in Ursula Franklin's sense.
Holistic technologies are normally associated with the notion of craft Artisans, be
they potters, weavers, metal-smiths, or cooks, who conuol the process of their own
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work from beginning to finish. Their hands and minds make situational decisions
as the work proceeds, be it on the thickness of the pot, or the shape of the knife
edge, or the doneness of the roast. These are decisions that only they can make
while they are working. And they draw on their own experience each time applying
it to a unique situation. The products of their work are one of a kind. However
similar pots may look to thecasual observer,each piece is made as if it were unique...
Using holistic technologies does not mean that people do not work together, but
the way in which they work together leaves the individual worker in control of a
particular process of creating or doing something. 3J
This bears some similarity to Morris's vision of a society where the worker 'must be
allowed to think of what he is doing, and to vary his work as the circumstances of it
vary, and his own moods... He must have a voice, and a voice worth listening to, in
the whole affair'.34
A contemporary Nowhere would have to rely, to some extent, on industrial
products e.g., wind generators, computers, solar panels, transport vehicles, building
materials, medicines, etc. But industrial facilities would also need to be dispersed and
protected from extreme weather events. While the majority of people would live in
small, eco-friendly settlements, some would have to be involved in industrial
production. Hopefully, industrial technology would be used
... for minimizing the amount of time spent in unattractive labour, which by [its]
means might be so reduced as to be but a very light burden on each individuaL All
the more as these machines would most certainly be very much improved when it
was no longer a question as to whether their improvement would 'pay' the
individual, but rather whether it would benefit the community.35
It should be noted that this seems to contradict the end of technological development
that Morris apparently favoured in News from Nowhere.
The sort of human-scale self-sufficiency envisioned in News from Nowhere is perhaps
prefigured by rhe Cenrre for Alternarive Technology [CAT] in Machynllerh, Wales. The
CAT was established in 1975, and is now primarily an educarional institution where
visitors can see that 'people, nature and technology can live tOgether successfully'. On
the CAT's seven-acre wooded site, there is a water-balanced cliff railway, a compost
toilet, a solar/wind-powered phone box, a low-energy self-build house, a small wind
generatOr, a suburban garden, an energy conservation house, an urban garden, recycling
facilities, a root cellar-type food storage facility, a vegetarian restaurant, an array of
solar cells, a battery room and a control room for the CAT's off~grid energy supply.
The CAT entertains thousands of visitors every year, and includes among its
sponsors celebrities such as Julie Christy.

Most [CAT] staff members don't live on sire and live 'normal' lives. Those with
houses on the site also live normal lives, with their own tellies, cars, vacuum cleaners
and kids going to ordinary schools. But they do save a [at of time and money on
bulk purchases, sharing facilities and eating together. Evening meals, for example,
are cooked on a rota basis, so each person cooks only once a fortnight: a generous
meal complete with fruit and drinks can be had for about one pound per head. 36
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Like the CAT, the Energie und Umwelt-Zenrrum am Deister, near Hanover, is intended
to demonstrate an eco-friendly way of life. Its twenty-four members live communally
and pool their incomes which are mainJy derived from consulting on environmental
issues. Their community relies on RETs, and is largely self-sufficient in food and energy.
It is interesting to compare these living arrangements with those in Nowhere:
... [people] live as a rule with certain house-mates that we have got used to ...
though separate households are the rule amongst us, and though they differ in their
habits more or less, yet no door is shut to any good-tempered person who is content
to live as the other house-mates do: only of course it would be unreasonable for
one man to drop into a household and bid the folk of it to alter their habits to
please him, since he can go elsewhere and live as he pleasesY
The CAT, the Energie und Umwelt Zentrum, and similar communities, show that the
technological basis for utopian self-sufficiency and significant reduction of subsistence
activity may be at hand. But CAT-type communities are still subject to the perennial
causes of human conflict, such as personal and political differences, jealousy,
unrequited love, etc. The degree to which such conflict must be minimized for a
community to qualify as utopian has been debated for several centuries. Must a
community be statically peaceful to qualify as utopian? Are the means to such a
peaceful existence spiritual, or, perhaps, pharmaceutical? If an absence of change and
conflict is definitely utopian, do we really want it? Jan Marsh argues that in a 'rational'
utopia, there must be no unrequited 10ve.Jllt follows that Nowhere misses the mark,
and that utopia can only be imagined, never actually achieved. J'
In her recent biography of Morris, Fiona MacCarthy noted that he has now been
'appropriated by the Greens'.40 But most environmentalists have overlooked Morris's
conviction that in order to get to Nowhere, a revolutionary overthrow of the capitalist
social order is necessary. Today, that revolution must be directed against the fossilfuel and related industries whose activities blight our lives and threaten human
survival. If environmentalists take Morris seriously, they must be prepared not only
to organize massive public support in favour of reduced greenhouse emissions, but
to use revolutionary tactics if governments, under the influence of fossil fuel and
related industries, who refuse to accede to popular pressure to terminate fossil fuel
dependency. Morris wrOte,
Discontent is not enough, though it is natural and inevitable. The discontented
must know what they are aiming at when they overthrow the old order of things.
My belief is that the old order can only be overthrown by fOTCe ... [my emphasis]."
Today, Marx's view of class struggle as the main engine of social change is widely
rejected. But Morris's writings and speeches implied another engine of social change:
the necessity of remediating human-induced environmental degradation. It should be
noted, however, that if fossil fuel and related industries which promote global climate
change are to be effectively resisted, it will be necessary for environmentalists to
politically mobilize large numbers of proletarians who, after all, comprise majorities
in Western societies and Japan. (According to the classical Marxist definition,
proletarians are people who must sell their labour power because they do not own
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significant capital). Without significant proletarian support, it is doubtful that
opposition to fossil fuel and related industries will be successful. And proletarians
are the only major group in industrial society with the power to compel changes in
the polices and activities of capitalist classes - for example, by withholding labour
power.
If certain worst-case global climate change scenarios are accurate, we are faced
with a choice: we can begin a revolutionary struggle to achieve Morris's Nowhere,
or we can allow the capitalists who profit from fossil-fuelled industrial growth to
lead us further toward the nowhere of oblivion.
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