














so may have been more of a slide into agnosticism and atheism, rather than an
out-and-out rupture with religious faith.

It was not until he became a socialist that it became necessary for him to state
his position. By no means all socialists were atheists, but blanket charges of godless
immorality wece commonly levelled against them. In the mid-1880s correspondents
such as Robert Thompson and William Allingham wanted to know where Morris
stood.44 He would have preferred to keep clear of religious debate, feeling by now
that it was beside the point. He was tolerant of religious faith in orhers - 'we do
not want to interfere with the speculative belief of any man'45 - but he himself was
not interested in 'the metaphysical side of religion, or its mystical side ... I claim
... to be a practical person. I am not a philosopher, and could not if I would give
much time to contemplation'.46 However, in correspondence with Rev George
Bainron in 1888, he felt obliged to defend socialism against a charge of immorality
and, in doing so, to set our his view of Christianity. Following Marx, he sees it
as 'an historical phase through which the world of civilisation has passed, or, if
you will, is passing'.47 For him personally religion 'means a habit of responsibility
to something outside myself'.48 Elsewhere Morris describes it as a set of beliefs, <a
system of morality',49 that holds society together, not necessarily transcendental,
or spiritual, but certainly erhical. As he explained in the pages of Commonweal,
'Real Catholicism died with the Middle Ages: modern Catholicism is but a survival
from it'.so It is a spent force and when ir 'has been supplanted by one in which
Socialism is realised, will not rhe system of morality, the theory of life, be
all-embracing, and can it be orher rhan the Socialistic theory?'51 Socialism would
be in effect the new religion - as Morris so ohen referred to it - and the Christian
ethic would be absorbed into it.

He had some sympathy with the aims of Christian Socialism, which had been
revived as a movement in the 1880s, but otherwise contemporary Christianity was
a 'bundle of hypocrisies', 'moulded by the sordid commercialism of modern
capitalism'.52 He was incensed by the support that it gave to the class system and
to imperialism. As Chadwick points out, 'men of empire ascribed national greatness
ro rhe providence of God and Protestant faith '.s3 Morris was bitter in his
condemnation of this claim. He wrote scathingly of the view that 'the task of
civilising Africa is well worthy of Modern Christianity ... To save your soul and
your business at one stroke is certainly making the best of twO worlds'.54 For him
the British empire was an 'empire of commerce'55 and General Gordon, who died
in 1885 while trying to counter a nationalistic uprising in Sudan, was 'that most
dangerous tool of capitalistic oppression, the "God-fearing soldier",'56 In these
polemical wrirings Morris necessarily presented a black-and-whitc picture, but that
is no reason for supposing that these were not essentially his beliefs.

Burne-Jones shared Morris's anti-imperialism but nOt his socialism or atheism.
Much has been made of Burne-Jones's lack of sympathy with Morris's political
activism, but Morris's aggressive atheism and lack of sympathy with Burne-Jones's
mysticism and his Catholic leanings may also have been divisive. Yet it would be
too sweeping to say that nothing remained of Morris's youthful beliefs and
aspirations. In Morris's devotion to socialism one can see a continuation of the
moral seriousness and disinterested philanthropy of the best evangelicals. Although
the idea of the priesthood and the Anglo-Catholic settlement was abandoned in
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the mid 1850s, the idea of brotherhood and community were reinterpreted in
secular terms. The spirit of co-operation underpinned the establishment and work
of the firm of Morris, Marshall, Faulkner and Company; comradeship was the
key-note of Morris's Socialism. It is from the mouth of a. renegade priest that we
hear the moving speech on fellowship in A Dream ofJohn Ball and it is very much
Morris's own voice we hea r.
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