
'The Down-Trodden Radical': 
William Morris's Pre-Socialist 
Ideology 
Nicholas Salmon 
Recent criticism of Morris's political thought has concentrated less on the 
development of his own ideas and more on the supposed influence on his work of 
theorists such as Marx, Engels and Kropotkin. This approach has often led scholars 
to underestimate the sophistication of Morris's pre-socialist philosophy. The aim 
of this article is to outline the ideological position Morris had reached prior to 
joining the Democratic Federation in January 1883, and to indicate how these 
ideas influenced the modes of political action he pursued in his pre-socialist period. 
In doing this I hope to show that key concepts such as alienation, dialectical 
historical change and even the class war were crucial to his thought before he 
became acquainted with the work of the scientific socialists. 

One reason why Morris's pre-socialist ideology has rarely been discussed is that 
few of the most important texts were included in the Collected Works. According 
to Eugene LeMire, Morris composed 34 lectures and addresses between 1877 and 
1883 of which 2 7  have survived in either manuscript or published form.' Of these, 
two have never been published in their entirety - 'Our Country, Right or Wrong' 
(1880) and an 'Address to the Men and Women's College, Queen's Square' (1880) 
- while two more - a 'Speech on Women's Rights' (1880) and 'The Progress of 
Decorative Art in England' (1882) - only exist in published form in provincial 
newspapers and periodicals. In addition to these lectures, over 400 of Morris's 
letters from this period exist, along with his pamphlet 'TO the Working Men of 
England', and a number of memorials and manifestos relating to his involvement 
in the Society for the ~roiection of Ancient Buildings, the Eastern Question 
Association, the National Liberal League, the Kyrle Society and the Commons 
Preservation Society. 

These works reveal that during his pre-socialist period Morris was borrowing 
and reformulating an ideological stance inherited from an indigenous tradition of 
nineteenth century social criticism. This had originated in the work of Coleridge 
and Cobbett, and was most fully realised in books such as Carlyle's Past and 
Present (1843), Ruskin's Unto This Last (1862) and Arnold's Culture and Anarchy 
(l 869). Although there was no unity of purpose behind these works, taken together 
they offered a comprehensive attack on capitalism and the bourgeois aspirations 
on which it was based. Many of these arguments appealed to Morris and 
contributed to the development of his own political ideology. 

Morris was aware of this debt and often acknowledged it in his own writing. 
Although it is not certain when he first became acquainted with the work of William 
Cobbett, we do know that in August 1883 he requested the booksellers Ellis and 
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