











Morris’s Ethics, Cosmopolitanism and Globalisation

not simply one ethic among others. Insofar as it has to do with the
ethos, that is, the residence, one’s home, the familiar place of dwelling,
inasmuch as it is ... the manner in which we relate ... to others as our
own or as foreigners, ethics is hospitality’.*

In her essay ‘Dystopian Violence: William Morris and the
Nineteenth-Century Peace Movement’, Florence Boos traces Morris’s
pacifism from the unpublished 1880 essay ‘Our Country Right or
Wrong’ to his last recorded statement on the subject in 1893 in an
unpublished lecture on communism ‘Changed Times'. She puts great
weight on the following as representing Morris’'s mature view on war
and terror:

As to the attempt of a small minority to terrify a vast majority into
accepting something which they do not understand, by spasmodicacts
of violence, mostly involving the death or mutilation of non-combat-
ants, I can call that nothing else than sheer madness. And here I will say
once for all, what I have often wanted to say of late, to wit, that the idea
of taking any human life for any reason whatsoever is horrible and
abhorrent to me.”

While Boos acknowledges that Morris’s literary writing is nonetheless
filled with war and battle, she attributes this to his admiration of per-
sonal courage and self-sacrifice, and describes such armed conflict as
mostly ritualistic and allegorical. Even the butchery and conflagration
of Sigurd the Volsung she calls ‘elegiac cartoons of muscular paganism’
emulating loyalty, persistence, and courage.” This underscores the
individuality and ethical centrality that I have attributed to Morris
and is characteristic of epic, which is antithetical to current strategical
and game-theoretic approaches to conflict. She points out that in any
case Morris gave up this bellicose romance from 1878, just as he was
turning to antiwar politics, and she finds consistent pacificism in
Morris’s essays and political actions. In linking Morris to the history of
anti-war movements, Boos cites Joseph-Pierre Proudhon, who ‘antici-
pated Morris’s view that a true revolution would be economic and
social rather than political’ and military, and she concludes that
Morris recognised that most wars of his time were commercial, impe-
rialist, and unjust.*

I conclude with a final contribution of Morris’s to the twenty-first
century, again reflecting on the relation of part to whole. While always
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a lover of the land called England — which he wrote in News from
Nowhere could be loved like the fair flesh of the beloved — Morris was
not only not jingoistic, but he actively rejected the whole theme of
western progress and European exceptionalism that we are only now
beginning to dismantle. Putsimply, and now following not only Davis
in Late Victorian Holocaustsbutalso the systems analyst Andre Gunder
Frank, far from being the autonomous miracle of industrial capitalism
progressively leading barbarous Others to the end of history in free
market exchange, Europe and Britain only came to dominate the
globe by building on divisions of labour, markets and finances already
established by China, India, and Turkey. As Frank formulated it suc-
cinctly, far from being an unprecedented miracle of industrialisation
and progress, Europe and North America used silver extracted from
the Americas to buy a ticket on a long-running Asian train. On this
train, the division of labour was already flourishing with commercial
and financial linkages through world-wide money markets and capi-
talist finance. Unlike the majority of complacent Victorians, Morris
began his first literary works hating the Age into which he was born
and under no illusions that it was the end of history. He looked for
alternatives in whatever climates and languages he could find them.
His disenchantment and then critical engagement with his own age.
combined with his hospitality toward guests and others, may be his
most precious legacy in our current crises. Most people remembet
from ‘How I Became a Socialist’ (1894) that the leading passion of his
life apart from the desire to produce beautiful things had been a hatred
of modern civilisation. What is often forgotten is that the passion to
produce beautiful things was coupled with the study of history:

To sum up, then the study of history and the love and practice of art
forced me into a hatred of the civilisation which, if things were to stop
as they are, would turn history into inconsequent nonsense, and make
art a collection of the curiosities of the past, which would have no seri-
ous relation to the life of the present.”

Far from being escapist nostalgia, I take Morris’s medievalism, such as
it was, as a resistance to turning history into inconsequent nonsense: a
keeping before our minds images of freedom that are not relegated to '
leisure-time, and of justice for pilgrims, guests, and refugees of time
and space both like and not like our own. |
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