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Morris's legacy in design, and his impact upon 'The Lesser Arts', on socialism, and
on many other areas of life, are well-known, and have been extensively documented
in the pages of this Journal. Less often recognised is that in many of his lectures and
writings, Morris defined the principles, and sketched out the details, of what today
would be called an "ecological society". His ideas in this area began their development
in 1877, with the lectures on the relationship between art and society which he
embarked upon in that year 1, and were refined throughout the rest of his life. His
works contain a detailed analysis of why, and how, capitalism creates environmental
disruption, and also explain how a revolution in the economic basis of society would
lead to major ecological, and hence landscape change, and a shift in the relationship
between human beings and the rest of Nature. In this, as in many other areas of
thought, Morris's contribution is all-embracing, fundamental, and unrivalled.
In 'The Lesser Arts'2, Morris explains how he believes that human beings will
eventually transcend capitalism's preoccupation with material values, and begin to seek
a more equal society, based on a more rewarding existence. In this society, there will
. be scope for both Art and Science to improve the quality of life, and to get rid of what
today would be called pollution. It is important here, of course, to recognise that what
Morris meant by Art was all of human enterprise - the production of artefacts.
For Morris, it is one of the characteristics of humanity that we decorate, and hence
'customise', our everyday possessions. The most beautiful of these are those which,
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in their simplicity and their usefulness, most closely follow Nature. At one time, before
the onset of capitalism, the closer relationship of European society to Nature had
produced the great Gothic cathedrals, and in England, the beautiful, pre-industrial
English landscape - "measured, mingled (and) varied"3. Under capitalism, the
debasement of Art led to the debasement of Nature, so that Morris was one of the
first to realise what a careful reading of Marx would also tell us - that there is a
strong relationship between economy and 'landscape'.
Morris went further, however, and realised that the same forces in society which
debase Nature are also those which oppress human beings (and vice versa). Central
to Morris's thought is the concept of Work, as defined in pre-capitalist society, under
capitalism, and in the society that was to come. In 'Useful Work versus Useless Toil'
(1885)4 he set out his belief that Work needs to offer us three Hopes - Hope of Rest,
Hope of Product, and Hope of Pleasure. By these he meant, first, the opportunity to
recover from toil, both physically and mentally; second, the production of a
commodity, or the giving of a service, that is of value to the community; and finally,
the need for Work to allow the expression of the human personality, and human skill
and ingenuity in the production of an article which is pleasurable to make, or a service
which is pleasurable to give.
Under the profit system, says Morris, all three Hopes are squeezed, in the interests
of profit and of competition. Hours of work are longS, and goods, though they may
be thought of as being of a high standard, are turned out well short of the best possible
quality, owing to the need to undercut other firms and to maintain demand (via "builtin obsolescence"). A great deal of work is therefore devoted to unproductive tasks,
which do not produce real value, but instead turn out goods of shoddy quality, or
provide services which fall well short of the ideal.
Morris goes further, however, and demands the third Hope, that of Pleasure. For
if getting rid of all unproductive work led, in present terms, to a surplus of labour,
then not only could working hours become shorter, but labour inputs to production
could be increased. Work could become more diverse, and increased leisure could
lead, paradoxically, not to unemployment, but to an increase in the amount of work
done. This would be pleasurable work, carried out for enjoyment, and for the
production of use value, performed to service Needs, not Wants.
With the removal of the need to cut all costs, workplaces could become more
pleasant, and small workshops built on a human scale could replace factories for
most tasks. Work would become less specialised, and could therefore be rotated.
Machinery could become truly labour-saving, in that it could be used to relieve
arduous work, or to increase the pleasure of a particular process, whereas at present,
all that "labour-saving devices" achieve is the possibility of more work for those who
have them, and less for those they replace.
Goods would be better produced, and would last longer. Food would be of a better
quality - a very salutary point in the light of numerous present problems with the
human food chain. The advantages of such a society would be good health (freedom
from the diseases of poverty, of industry, and of excess), a good, liberal education for
a diverse and flexible lifestyle (as opposed to training for a purely economic role in a
conformist society, or "education for leisure" i.e. for the scrapheap), real leisure (the
freedom and the ability to express oneself), a healthy, unpolluted environment of small
communities, pleasant workshops, clean air and water, decent housing, gardens, fields
and woods; and underlying all a sense of community, contrasting so sharply with the
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ethos of contemporary Britain. Like Marx, then, Morris showed how "surplus value"
leads to exploitation, but he realised thatthis applied not just to the majority of humanity,
but to the whole of Nature. Morris also stressed the importance of what we may call
"surplus product" - the over-production of shoddy, trashy goods, and the overexploitation of Nature needed to support it.
The similarity between Morris's ideas and those of another great libertarian
thinker and writer of the late 19th Century, Peter Kropotkin 6 , is very striking. They
also prefigure by about a century, changes which writers such as Hazel Henderson 7 ,
James Robertson 8, and Walter and Dorothy Schwarz 9 believe now to be happening
all over the western world, and which are said to be heralding the arrival of the
Post-Industrial Society. In particular, Morris's belief in the necessity for goods to
be of the highest possible quality, so that they last the maximum time, so minimising
the rate at which resources are depleted, and that they should provide the maximum
satisfaction in their production, has now become a mainstream "green" idea.
It is in News from Nowhere 10 that Morris's ideas are most fully worked out.
Following a social revolution, a decentralised, small-scale, "ecological" society has
been established. Goods are made for use only, and work has become a pleasure.
There has been a great revival of craft skills and the decorative arts. As Old
Hammond tells Guest l l , it was the ending of the distinction between Work and
Leisure which made all the other changes possible. Most manufacturing is
performed in small workshops where goods are made mostly by hand. Where
production on ~ large scale is needed (e.g. in order to conserve energy), then factories
(called "banded workshops") are built. Here men and women collect to work
together, smelting iron and other metals, and producing pottery and glass.
Minerals are brought to the surface with minimum pollution. Morris hints at,
but does not explain, the widespread use of electricity, and direct wind- and waterpower. A true alternative technology-one which liberates individuals from control
by others-has been developed. Goods are brought to market and exchanged freely
in the absence of a money economy. No-one is prevented from taking more than
they need, but there is no point in stocking up, as there will be more tomorrow.
Production is for need rather than wants, which has eliminated surplus value. On
this last point hinges the major landscape and ecological change which has occurred,
on which rests the appeal of News from Nowhere to environmentalists.
Much of London has changed beyond recognition. Elsewhere, the large industrial
cities of the North and Midlands have been depopulated and reduced in size. The
smaller medieval towns, which Morris clearly considered more organic, have been
renewed in importance and vigour. The population has largely moved to the
countryside, and spent the generations since the revolution learning how to live there
- not without rriany "blunders"12. England is now a garden, "where nothing is
wasted, and nothing is spoilt".13 The villages are trim and neat and orderly, and the
population of about forty million is distributed fairly evenly across the landscape.
The importance of wilderness is recognised, not only as a source of resources such
as timber, but also as a place where feelings and experiences may be had which are
unobtainable anywhere else - what today would be called by environmental
economists "positional goods"14.
Woods have sprung up where communities and farmland have been abandoned.
Air and water quality have improved - the clarity of the London Thames in News
from Nowhere is a sign that upstream not only has agriculture become less wasteful
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of nutrients and of soil, and not only are human wastes no longer dumped in rivers
indiscriminately, but somewhere there are forests. Birds of prey have become much
more common in a well-tended landscape free of biocides. Monoculture is no longer
practised, crops are rotated, and fruit trees are planted amongst the corn, in fields
no longer dedicated to the use of heavy machinery. Medieval methods of woodland
management such as coppicing and pollarding have also been revived. In ecological
terms, the whole strategy is one of sustainability.
In addition to all his other attributes then, Morris is also one of our greatest
ecological thinkers. He is an unparalleled source of inspiration for the Green or
ecology movement, especially those whom Tim O'Riordan ls calls ecocentrics, who
believe that the future lies in reducing human impact upon the rest of Nature, and
living within natural limits, who shun centralisation and large-scale enterprise, and
argue for alternative technology, and the beauty of smallness of scale. He took the
principles of Marxism and the ideas of writers such as Carlyle and Ruskin, and the
Romantic reaction against the materialism of capitalist society, and synthesised them
into a coherent account of the role of the artist (and the scientist) in society, and
indeed of the whole paradigm of Work.
He then showed how the elimination of human oppression, by the removal of the
distinction between Work and Leisure, would lead not only to social justice, but also
(by the abolition of surplus value) to the elimination of waste, and the reduction of
human impact upon Narure.ln News from Nowhere, and in panicular in his beautiJul
description of the English landscape under an ecological society, and in the coherence
of his general analysis of why society produces ecological disruption, Morris made
an unrivalled contribution to environmental thought, and thus, quite probably, to
the future of us all.
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