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China has enshrined ‘ecological civilisation’ into
its constitution, and it also expresses traditional
Chinese values that square with ideals about the
Chinese path to modernisation and the
construction of a harmonious and
environmentally beautiful China. Alongside are
aims to strengthen ‘equality and mutual benefit’,
‘peaceful coexistence’, ‘peaceful development’,
and ‘a community with a shared future for
mankind’. This array and interconnection of
aims and values has connected China’s concept
of ecological civilisation to the aims and values
of the UN’s Earth Charter (EC), formed in 2000. 

Liaoning University (LNU) was the first
higher educational institution in China to
embrace the EC’s ethical framework for a just,
peaceful and sustainable Earth. The ceremony
inaugurating the Liaoning University Earth
Charter Education Center was chaired by Ma
Shuang. And there, Mirian Vilela, Executive
Director of the Earth Charter International
Secretariat and the Center for Education for
Sustainable Development at UPEACE,
expressed gratitude for the opportunity to
collaborate and the valuable experience of
multicultural and mutual learning. She
commended LNU for its commitment and
efforts of bringing the vision of sustainability
and the Earth Charter to its teaching as well as
to enhance the capacity of teachers and
students to understand and implement the
values and principles of sustainability. Ma
Shuang has since charted the work in Liaoning
University: Leading the Way for Education for
Ecological Civilization in China (Earth Charter
International, 2025)

Morris as theoretician and practitioner
It is that educative aspect that introduces
Morris’s value as both a theoretician and
practitioner of sustainable good work. Informal
discussions between Ma Shuang and Mirian
Vilela led to the publication in 2024 by the
Earth Charter of a piece exploring connections
between Earth Charter values and Morris’s
environmental and aesthetic philosophy and
work by Jeffrey Petts and Ma Shuang, Global
Aims and Beautiful Designs: The Earth Charter
and William Morris. LNU and UPEACE also
published the piece in a collection, Navigating

Sustainability, compiled and edited by Ma
Shuang as Professor and Director, International
Exchanges Department and Wang Yuming from
the School of Philosophy. LNU’s President Yu
Miaojie’s foreword to this book indicated the
links between the Earth Charter and traditional
Chinese thought, especially Daoism, further
integrating ideas about ecological civilisation
with Chinese thought and Morrisian values.

Ecological civilisation, Chinese philosophy
and Morris
The idea of humanity and nature in accord is
central to environmental ethics and so turning
to Chinese Confucian and Daoist philosophy,
and neo-Confucian ecological humanism is
reasonable. The idea that underlying ecological
civilisation is a philosophy of ecological
humanism based on traditional Chinese
thought is explored by Ma Shuang in
Traditional Chinese and Earth Charter Values:
Building an Ecological Civilization through
Education for Sustainable Development and
Global Citizenship (Emerald Publishing, 2025).
The ‘unity between nature and man’ (Tian Ren
He Yi, 天人合一) is an ontological ideal that
Confucian followers strive for but additionally
it offers ideas about how harmony between
humans and nature is properly approached,
grounded in the Daoist point of view that
human beings are products of natural
development processes which cannot be
separated from nature. 

This ecological humanism recognises that
while we are necessarily each a person-in-the-
world, we also transform nature into
‘humanised nature’. But it is, properly, not a
system or relation of human domination.
Humanising nature is conceived as a positive
feedback loop where we both transform and are
transformed by nature. Such an ecological
humanism grounds ecological civilisation in
ideas about the co-evolution of societies and
nature. So, what we value in our lives properly
relates to this successful, harmonious co-
existence. One might say that such adaptation is
essentially aesthetic in character.

Morris provides ample evidence of this in his
lectures and work. Ma Shuang has argued this
in her Chinese language PhD and book

Research on William Morris’s Aesthetic Thoughts
on Art-based Socialism (Social Sciences
Academic Press, China, 2025). We argued
indeed in Global Aims and Beautiful Designs
(Earth Charter International, 2024) that if the
Earth Charter indicates the need for a
philosophy that generates a thoughtful
atmosphere in which we act in the right way
towards our natural surroundings and that this
resonates strongly with traditional Chinese
philosophy, then so too Morris’s example is
valuable in suggesting we also need an aesthetic
sensibility in all we do and make. Morris’s
utopian romance News from Nowhere conveys a
universal conception of harmonious work and
life that embraces the range and variety of
human interests and experience. Morris
describes in his ‘Nowhere’ a clean River
Thames, replete with salmon, and his shabby
London suburb by the river transformed by a
new bridge, its beauty surpassing even
Florence’s Ponte Vecchio, the soap-works with
their smoke-vomiting chimneys and the lead
works gone. Buildings are small and fanciful,
like shops with painted and gilded vanes,
showing no signs of grimy sootiness. It is a new
world described in aesthetic terms, in short. 

Jeffrey Petts has further pursued the idea of
Morris in relation to Chinese philosophy
through to modern design principles in a lecture
at Peking University in 2024 on design and
everyday aesthetics and an anthology
Comparative Everyday Aesthetics, linking Morris
to traditional Chinese ‘skill stories’ in the
Zhuangzi and to the communist design
principles of Enzo Mari, for example. In all this,
Morris is a key figure central to a twenty first
century philosophical movement called
‘Everyday Aesthetics’. It is a movement that, in its
essential environmental, political and aesthetic
concerns, resonates with ideas about ecological
civilisation and accords with the Earth Charter. It
is also interesting to set it alongside ideas
expressed by Olivia Laing in her 2024 Kelmscott
Lecture about Morris’s ideal ‘garden state’.

Edens and everyday aesthetics
‘Everyday aesthetics’ in philosophy is premised
on the idea that the realm of the aesthetic goes
beyond experiences of fine art to a variety of

Ecological civilisation: 
why Morris matters in China 

Morris’s environmentalism and everyday philosophical aesthetics resonates strongly with traditional Chinese
philosophy. Independent scholar Jeffrey Petts’ collaboration with Professor Ma Shuang of  Liaoning University is
based on a shared interest in William Morris, a vision for sustainability and the belief  that his ideas have never
felt more relevant.
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JEFFREY PETTS AND MA SHUANG 
Jeffrey is an independent scholar based in London. He has a
PhD in philosophy from the University of York. His works
include Aesthetics and Design: The Value of  Everyday Living
(Bloomsbury, 2024). 
Ma is Professor at the Asia-Australia Business College, Liaoning
University, where she gained her PhD. It formed the basis of
her William Morris’s Aesthetic Thoughts on Art-based Socialism
(Social Sciences Academic Press, China, 2025).

Above: Chinese landscape painting represents ecological
civilisation as living harmonies of nature and humanity, and is
reproduced in the concept and practice of the Chinese
garden.

experiences that are common to all people. The
seminal work in returning this Morrisian idea to
academic philosophical enquiry is Yuriko Saito’s
Everyday Aesthetics (2008). Our aesthetic
interests are not trivial but connected to
significant political and social concerns,
especially environmental ones. Morris’s aesthetic
response to the everyday products of western
commercial capitalism – their shoddiness,
ugliness and associated miserable working and
everyday lives – led him to socialism. Only
fundamental changes in the ways things are
made improve our lives. Similarly, Saito
recognises that the ‘power of the aesthetic’
means it has a necessary ‘social mission’. 

In that context, Morris presents an ‘everyday
aesthetics’ view of what an ecological
civilisation is like. If it is portrayed as a ‘garden

state’ then serious caveats need to be applied
that this is not a reference to a Morrisian
‘wilderness’ view of nature, to neither Eden nor
a Daoist dreamland. Morris was known for his
‘habitually and unwashably blue hands’ and
similarly it has been noted that Morris ‘had
busy hands… must always be making
something’. The idea of ecological civilisation is
also a working, creative and ongoing endeavour.
Indeed Laing’s ‘garden state’ is about
reciprocities and working harmonies: she is
rightly at pains to point out the radical
difference between the false aesthetics and
harmonies of English ‘landscaping’ in the
eighteenth century and real garden-making, for
example. Laing’s views about creating gardens,
many Edens, all the lives and deaths of flora and
fauna engaged, accord with neo-Confucian
ecological humanism. 

The garden metaphor is perennial, from ideas
of ‘paradise’ or ‘utopia’ to the prosaicism of
adaptation and cultivation. What matters is
how it is deployed and in that deployment

notions of function and beauty are
fundamental: how to get that Suffolk garden,
even that Chinese village and city too, working,
soundly and beautifully. Such projects continue
to find theoretic and practical support from
Morris’s good work.
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An extraordinary woman in any era, May Morris
was a talented embroiderer, designer and
advocate for women in the artistic community.
Much like her father, she was skilled in many
artistic fields, as well as a committed socialist.
She worked for Morris & Co, and at just 23 years
old took charge of their embroidery department,
having shown aptitude for embroidery from a
young age. She was an effective manager and
supervisor, but it was her ability to both design
and embroider that was crucial to her success at
Morris & Co. Her mother could embroider, and
her father could design. May was a master of
both. She oversaw every stage of the textile-
making process. She liaised with clients, oversaw
textile design and production, priced and
invoiced products, and recruited and trained
employees. In keeping with her socialist
principles, May paid her staff a living wage with
incremental rises as their skills progressed.
Rather than the usual 12-hour day undertaken
by textile workers, Morris employees worked
from 10am-6pm, Monday to Friday with a half
day on Saturday. 

She left Morris & Co in 1896, the year her
father died, and continued to embroider, as well
as teach, write, edit and lecture on the craft. She
excelled in the field of fine needlework, and
altered the way embroidery was viewed,
elevating it from a domestic chore to an artform
worthy of study and recognition. In 1907, she co-

founded the Women’s Guild of Arts to enable
female artists and crafts makers to fully engage in
artistic culture. Before this, female artists had
been restricted by a lack of arts and crafts
organisations open to women. Following his
death, she also placed significant effort on
maintaining her father’s legacy, editing 24
volumes of his collected works. 

Italian Renaissance meets Scottish baronial
The Russell-Cotes Art Gallery & Museum is
excited to play a part in telling May’s story, which
is one of incredible talent and unwavering
determination. An historic house and art gallery
on Bournemouth’s East Cliff overlooking the sea,
the Russell-Cotes was completed in 1901. This
dream house was given by Sir Merton Russell-
Cotes to his wife Annie for her 66th birthday.
Called East Cliff Hall and designed by
Bournemouth-based John Frederick Fogarty, this
extraordinary building combines a range of styles.
Merton wrote in his autobiography: ‘I made up
my mind to construct it architecturally to
combine the Renaissance with Italian and old
Scottish Baronial styles.’ The resulting building
features influences from around the world,
including the couple’s visits to Italian palazzos,
Moorish palaces and Japanese temples. The
interior decoration was designed to have
maximum impact, with individually
commissioned murals, fireplaces and stained

glass, as well as a whole host of wall coverings,
wooden mantels, tiles and light fixtures. The
stained glass and painted murals were mostly the
work of John Thomas (1826-1901), completed by
his son and nephew when he died. Thomas had
been employed by the Russell-Cotes to decorate
their hotel, the Royal Bath Hotel, with the journal
of The Decorative Arts Society writing in 1889:
‘Mr Thomas has quite changed the internal
appearance of the place, and transformed the
ordinary into the unique and novel.’

While neither Merton or Annie were artists,
they had a personal interest in art, with a large
collection focusing mainly on the work of major
nineteenth century British artists, including John
Brett, Edwin Long, William Etty and Hubert von
Herkomer. In addition to some notable Pre-
Raphaelite paintings, the collection reflects broad
themes of Victorian art, as well as featuring a
surprisingly large number of female artists in the
collection, including Evelyn De Morgan, who was
to become a member of the Women’s Guild of
Arts.

A love of nature
When learning about May Morris and her work,
it became apparent that although she and the
Russell-Cotes couple were worlds apart in many
aspects of their lives, their design choices have
similar features and inspirations. Like the work
of May Morris, and indeed that of her father,
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A key part of  art of  the Society’s strategy is ensuring our collection is seen by as many
people as possible. Now the Russell-Cotes Art Gallery & Museum in Bournemouth is
hosting May Morris: Art & Advocacy, an exhibition exploring the wide-ranging talents of  May
Morris on loan from the Society until October. Eliza Robinson explains the significance of
this exhibition coming to Bournemouth.

May Morris on tour
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nature and birds feature heavily in the interior
decoration of the historic house. Thistles and
roses are recurring decorative features
throughout, representing Annie’s Scottish and
Merton’s English heritage. Murals in Annie’s
bedroom feature British flora and fauna to
reflect Annie’s love for nature, and so does much
of the stained glass in the house, particularly the
gloriously colourful doors between the Main
Hall and the Galleries, which feature large
flowers and fruit. They demonstrate the
influence of both the Arts and Crafts and
Aesthetic movements in Thomas’ work. The
doors include images of may blossom,
sunflowers, and wild red dog roses. The large
side panels include purple irises, dog roses and
foxgloves on one side, and arum lily, pears and
ripe pomegranates on the other. These fruits and
flowers had symbolic meanings which would
have been easily understood by educated
Victorian visitors, and which can also be seen in
contemporary paintings hanging nearby.

Like Annie and Merton’s home, May’s work is
often nature-inspired, with stylised flora and
foliage motifs. Prior to her appointment as head
of embroidery at Morris & Co, May designed
three wallpapers for the firm: Honeysuckle, Horn
Poppy and Arcadia each demonstrated her
excellent knowledge of flowers and plants. Horn
Poppy featured one of her favourite floral motifs
and was produced in ten colourways, and Arcadia

features entwining flowers and foliage against a
background of smaller flora. Honeysuckle
showcases May’s talent for translating natural
forms into repeating patterns and remains a
popular wallpaper design for Morris & Co. We
are fortunate enough to have original designs for
Honeysuckle paper on display in the exhibition.

May showed aptitude for embroidery from a
young age. Unlike her mother, May was formally
trained in the art, specialising in ‘Opus
Anglicanum’ (a form of fine needlework
development in medieval England) when she
enrolled at the National Art Training School in
1878, which is now the Royal College of Art in
South Kensington. She provided tuition to her
employees: although they were competent
needlewomen, they needed to be trained in the
Morris Embroidery Style. Her designs for Morris
& Co stuck to the Morris brand, featuring
repeating nature patterns, but also birds. 

Bird motifs
In the exhibition is a remarkable Vine screen
panel, designed by John Henry Dearle, and the
finished embroidered work, which would have
been overseen by May. She also featured birds in
her own designs, including the Melsetter
hangings, which were designed and made for
Melsetter House in the Orkney Islands. The
Melsetter design is still produced by Morris & Co
today, and a wallpaper mural inspired by the
embroidered bed hangings adorns a wall in the
exhibition space. The original designs were
created by May for her father’s bed around 1893,
and features a spectacular design of birds and
flowerheads, trailing a central fruit tree. 

Birds also feature very strongly in the murals
and stained glass at the Russell-Cotes,
particularly swallows and peacocks. John
Thomson, decorator of East Cliff Hall,
specialised in Japanese-inspired pieces and birds,
making him a perfect match for Merton and
Annie, with their love of birds. Swallows in
particular are a regular motif throughout the
house, and are a symbol of good luck, fidelity in
marriage, love, devotion and fertility. Maybe
with these images Annie and Merton wanted to

Above and below: May Morris: Art & Advocacy at the 
Russell-Cotes (Eliza Naden).
Above top left: Honeysuckle design in the exhibition 
(Eliza Naden).
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