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Introduction to the Second Edition (2024)


William Morris’s Utopian Matrix: Beauty, Ecosocialism, and Political Action


Art, beauty, pleasure, and socialism collide in William Morris’s political theory, in the process disrupting our normal senses and conceptions of these practices and ideals in their singularity. Indeed, Morris could not separate the practices and ideals of art and socialism, and, given these interlocking commitments, could not help but envision ecological regeneration in a future socialist society. This mutual convergence in his thinking of art, beauty, socialism, and ecological sustainability has led to Morris being heralded as a key early figure in the tradition of ecosocialism.1
 As an increasingly important sub-tradition within radical ecology, ecosocialism has consistently argued that capitalist economic practices, given their myopic commitment to profit, have created intensive and extensive conditions of ecological destruction in the form of pollution, resource depletion, global climate change, and the devastation of a panoply of flora and fauna, ensuring a continual and growing antagonism between human beings and nature. Moreover, ecosocialism has further argued that a socialist revolution will help to alleviate humanity’s destruction of the environment in such a way as to establish a renewed harmony between human beings and external nature, in the process allowing nature to flourish and regenerate. To put it in the words of Herbert Marcuse (writing in the twentieth century and from within a different intellectual tradition), with whom, I am sure, Morris would agree: “[T]he liberation of nature from the destructive violation of industrialization, repressive industrialization, is an essential part of the liberation of man.”2
 Yet, the real issue that arises within this sub-tradition is how socialism can imply a renewed relationship to nature, particularly given that traditionally socialism has been conceived along very similar lines as capitalism (as its dialectical twin, so to speak), only now a growth-orientated mode of production controlled and owned by the community for the sake of the community. Indeed, it is the way in which Morris conceived of socialism via his aestheticist commitments that allows him to seamlessly and deeply embed an ecological dimension in his conception of socialism, in the process articulating an early version of what one contemporary ecosocialist thinker has called “degrowth communism.”3



What concerned me most when writing the first edition of this book was to clearly and consistently articulate the way in which Morris represented an important example of “cultural politics,” that is, the way in which aesthetic ideas and discourses could become important platforms toward coming to terms with the political world around one, providing important concepts and sensate experiences that lead to developing important political notions and motivating incisive political action. As chapter 1 intimates, this particular understanding of the relation between aesthetic discourses and politics had traction in the twentieth century in the Critical Theory of the Frankfurt School, particularly the thought of Theodor Adorno and Herbert Marcuse, and it was their tantalizing ideas in this respect, tied to a commitment to emplacing such an interest in cultural politics in the matrix of historical political action, that eventually drove me to the life and work of William Morris. In this respect, my road to Morris was paved not by an early appreciation of Morris’s achievements in decorative art, poetry, and/or socialist politics (such a deep spell of admiration would come later, when I began to immerse myself into his life, work, and cultural and social milieu), but by a felt need to ground such tantalizing theoretical discussions in the real world of history and politics. What became apparent is that this seemingly abstract discussion that played out in the Frankfurt School (and in some postmodern positions) had a historical veracity in the political and social struggles of the nineteenth century in England, of which Morris’s seemingly unique theoretical position reflected, refracted, and articulated. Thus, chapter 2, which on one level seems a somewhat strange detour into an analysis of the discourses and concerns associated with the Great Exhibition of 1851, represents a necessary historical path to unlocking the deeper way in which English society was engaging class politics, the capitalist production of “art manufactures,” and utopian possibilities of change. Moreover, chapter 3 continued this interrogation via an analysis of the aesthetic and social theory of John Ruskin. Ruskin, of course, is someone that was central to the early development of Morris’s position on art, society, and the “ideal” that would “force” Morris “to look for Practical Socialism.”4
 Yet, what Ruskin also represented was the way in which political discourses associated with the language of class began to infiltrate into considerations of art and is expressed in what I term his “labor theory of art,” in which aesthetic beauty was linked to the pleasurable labor associated with its production. As is well known, this conception of Ruskin’s became central to Morris’s thinking about art and would dominate his lectures between 1877 and 1883, not to mention continue to surface in his many lectures he gave to middle-class and working-class audiences during the remaining years of his life in which he was devoted to propagating the “religion of socialism.” After chapter 4 establishes the importance of aestheticism in Morris’s early aesthetic life and argues for its political disposition toward social transformation in the development of a “critical notion of beauty,” chapter 5 carefully charts the gradual movement in Morris’s pre-socialist lectures on art to committing himself to an increasingly defined political position which will ultimately reflect, as he noted to Andreas Scheu, “socialism seen through the eyes of an artist.”5
 Chapter 6 looks closely at the important facets to Morris’s revolutionary socialist position, particularly as they reflect his unique genealogy, and the Conclusion explores the important ways that Morris’s theory plays to concepts and traditions within Western Marxism.

Ultimately, it is this argument concerning the importance of Morris’s aestheticist position in his development as a socialist—let alone ecosocialist—that still represents the most original facet to my overall argument and one that still is not widely accepted by other Morris scholars. Given its centrality, I think it is important to clarify and further develop the argument in this introduction, to flesh out the implications of this interpretation toward reconceiving Morris’s understanding of socialism and his commitment to utopian thinking, something only hinted at in the first edition. This will allow us to reflect more on why Morris’s thought still resonates with our contemporary concerns about human life and human possibilities, particularly in a world still defined by rampant capitalist exploitation of both humans and nature.


Art and the Political Imperative of Beauty

In using the term “aestheticist,” I am of course referring to a recurring aesthetic ideology that took traction during Morris’s lifetime, and which continued to flower in avant-gardist aesthetic positions in the twentieth century and later (the latter of which would influence later theorists like Marcuse). Most simply, aestheticism is a position that defines the most important function of art as the production of beauty for the sake of beauty. It thus militates against any attempt to use art for moral or political propaganda purposes, which would inevitably taint the particular experience that art can engender. Ultimately, this movement initially gained purchase in a number of artistic movements in the nineteenth century that were concerned with keeping the beautiful uncorrupted by the growing rationalization and industrialization associated with capitalist society, manifesting itself, particularly in the English context, in avid calls for keeping art’s truths and forms separate from the bourgeois world of “dogmatic morality”6
 and capitalist “living interests.”7
 In this register, then, we find an avid concern with beauty and the ideal of art for art’s sake.8
 While some commentators have seen aestheticism as leading to a form of escapism and withdrawal from human life (or, at the very least, the aestheticization of individual behavior or dandyism), this could not be further from the intentions of some of its more political and radical proponents: for certain advocates of aestheticism (what we might call “materialist or critical aestheticism”), at least, such a commitment to the beautiful is intimately related to ensuring that certain truths and forms can continue to exist so as to provide a better ideal for a truly human life. Beauty for its own sake becomes a call for a social world that reflects the beautiful—“the poetry to be lived.”9



As a key proponent of English aestheticism early in his artistic life, this critical aestheticist dimension was vital to Morris’s development as a political theorist. As is well known, Morris began his life devoted to the principles of Pre-Raphaelitism (a particular discourse of aestheticism that was infused with an attempt to portray medieval and naturalist themes in its artistic representations) and was a fellow traveler of the Aesthetic Movement (of which A. C. Swindburne, a lifelong friend of Morris’s, was a key proponent). Importantly, while many commentators on Morris’s life were, and continue to be, adamant about separating certain aestheticist commitments from his development as a socialist, I think that such a Manichean bifurcation completely overlooks the important political dimension this aesthetic position can assume.10
 At the very least, Morris nurtured a critical notion of beauty from his early aestheticist position (even if he felt he was no more than an “idle singer of an empty day,” as he famously portrayed his poetic self in the “Apology” at the outset of The Earthly Paradise published 1868–1870), and this was given an important social dimension once it was nurtured via John Ruskin’s “labor theory of art,” that is, the potent notion that the conditions for the flourishing of beauty were directly related to the laboring conditions of ordinary workers. When Morris began to write lectures on the nature of art beginning in 1877, he laid out the following propositions that he would repeat in various ways: that art was in a state of decay under the grinding teeth of capitalism; that in the past, particularly as expressed in the medieval social lifeworld, art was a natural outgrowth of the conditions of pleasurable labor of the everyday worker; and that the regeneration of art in today’s society demands more than a few artists committed to producing beautiful artworks (like his own artistic self as a poet and decorative artist) but large-scale social transformations that can bring about pleasurable labor and in turn a renewed aesthetic sense in which beauty becomes an intimate part of everyday life. Prior to his conversion to practical socialism in 1883, these lectures were extremely important conceptual platforms for the constitution of Morris as a socialist.

Moreover, the aestheticist underpinnings to Morris’s thinking were also clearly central in reinforcing Morris’s attachment to natural beauty and, in turn, in intensifying his concern for nature’s destruction under capitalism. Not only was a principle tenet of Pre-Raphaelitism to “go to Nature in all cases, and employ, as exactly as possible, her literal forms,” as one sympathetic critic noted in 1852,11
 but Morris quickly developed an expansive notion of art that inevitably included nature and “all the externals of our life.”12
 The destruction of natural beauty, moreover, can easily be a catalyst for the withering away of the aesthetic sense in general. “Can you expect the people to believe you to be in earnest in bidding them to love art and cultivate it,” Morris cajoled middle-class art enthusiasts in 1881,


if they see you in your greed for riches, or your fear of what are falsely called commercial interests, take no heed of and pay no reverence to the greatest of all gifts to the world, the very source of art, the natural beauty of the earth?13





What then is important to see in Morris’s development as a thinker is that these early aestheticist commitments continued to circulate throughout his work in various ways, and they had a fundamental influence on Morris as a revolutionary socialist, let alone an ecosocialist. As with other materialist or critical aestheticists, Morris could not but see that a commitment to “art for art’s sake” was equally a commitment to “art for politics’ sake.” In order for art to play this important role in the
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