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Educating for Utopia:  
William Morris on Useful  
Learning versus ‘Useless Toil’

Phillippa Bennett

This article is dedicated to Peter Faulkner in acknowledgement and celebration of his 
many years in education as both a teacher and a scholar.

William Guest, Morris’s time-travelling narrator in News from Nowhere (1890), 
wakes up in the twenty-second century to a world at once familiar and strange. In 
order to understand how this world works, he engages in a series of conversations 
with several friendly, accommodating and patient Nowherians. One of these is 
about education, but the conversation is doomed from the start in that Dick, 
Guest’s interlocutor on this occasion, admits: ‘I have never met anybody who 
could give me a clear explanation of what it means’.1 

Dick’s statement assumes a new and pressing relevance for us during the sec-
ond decade of the twenty-Wrst century in which debates about the meaning, 
nature and purpose of education have become increasingly impassioned and 
partisan. In the UK, these have occurred at every stage of development of the 
national education system, focusing on such issues as whether schools should 
be transformed into academies, whether the A-Level 18+ qualiWcation is ‘Wt for 
purpose’, whether there should be distinct academic and vocational routes avail-
able, and whether students entering higher education should be asked to pay up 
to £9,000 a year for tuition fees. The last issue provides a particularly useful focus, 
in that the debates around the higher education system in the UK have arguably 
been the most impassioned and partisan of all in the wake of the Browne Report 
and the Government’s withdrawal of the teaching grant for Arts, Humanities and 
Social Science subjects. The resulting rise in tuition fees for students entering 
English universities in 2012 has fostered the idea that a university education is a 
commodity to be purchased and thus forced the question ‘What is a university 
education worth?’ It is impossible to answer such a question without reverting to 



Dick’s problem in News from Nowhere; how can we possibly say what a university 
education is worth if we do not know what it means to receive a university educa-
tion, and, by extension, what its purpose and its beneWts – both individual and 
social – are? 

Such questions do in fact apply equally to primary and secondary educa-
tion, but have crystallised around current debates regarding higher education 
because it is here that the price-tag has been more conspicuously attached and 
the responsibility for paying it shifted more explicitly from the state to the indi-
vidual. In consequence, a new series of checks and balances has been applied to 
higher education in order to ensure that prospective university applicants know 
exactly what they are getting for their money. In their muddled conversation 
about education, Dick would now have to explain to the bewildered Guest how 
the Nowherians have rejected not only the standardised education system intro-
duced by the Victorians but also the League Tables, National Student Surveys 
and KIS data which obsessed university administrators during the twenty-Wrst 
century.2 Proponents of these recent and ongoing changes in higher education 
claim that they are essential if the system is to be properly funded, quality assured 
and internationally attractive. They also frequently see education, and higher 
education in particular, as a means to an economic end – a method of equip-
ping individuals with a range of ‘skills’ which will enable them to contribute to 
the Wnancial prosperity of the nation and keep unemployment Wgures down. 
Opponents of these changes insist that it is essential to take a stand against this 
unabashed marketisation of education and the pernicious eVects of what Tho-
mas Docherty identiWes as a ‘managerial jargon of three Es (economy, eYciency, 
eVectiveness)’.3 They also reject the ‘employability’ agenda which is beginning 
to inWltrate curriculum content and delivery and that, as Nigel Tubbs argues, 
‘wilfully ignores how not all graduates (or all graduate jobs) have Wnancial reward 
as their priority’.4 

The distance between these two positions in terms of their understanding of 
education is arguably as considerable as that between Guest and Dick in News 
from Nowhere, and those on opposing sides can appear to be talking as much at 
cross-purposes as these characters from diVerent centuries. But while Dick, with 
his Nowherian wisdom, would probably look back with bemused incomprehen-
sion at some of the issues being debated during the twenty-Wrst century, Guest 
would no doubt smile wryly and knowingly were he gifted with a glimpse of these 
things to come. Guest is, of course, a thinly disguised William Morris, and Morris 
similarly lived through a period in which education was a Wercely contested sub-
ject, not least because it was a period during which the foundations of the educa-
tion system as we now know it were being laid. This article will thus consider how 
our own current debates about education revisit many of those that took place 
during the nineteenth century, and the ways in which the contributions of Mor-
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ris in particular to those debates can help us to understand the nature, purpose 
and value of education in the twenty-Wrst century.

i .  the  age  of  gradgr ind

Current debates in Britain regarding the value and purpose of a university educa-
tion may seem exclusively pertinent to a globalised, late-capitalist, twenty-Wrst 
century society, but they would in fact have been very familiar to the Victorians. 
Higher education was the subject of continuing debate during the nineteenth 
century, and the university system similarly underwent a series of expansions and 
reforms, the two most signiWcant of which are outlined by Stefan Collini in his 
recent book What Are Universities For? The traditional curriculum at Oxford and 
Cambridge expanded during the nineteenth century to include a range of new 
subjects, reXecting, Collini argues, ‘a new self-consciousness [...] about educat-
ing the governing and administrative classes of the future’ and a growing aware-
ness of these old universities’ ‘place in the national culture’. In addition, a number 
of new universities were established in large urban areas during the later decades 
of the century, and these institutions ‘were not afraid to teach practical subjects 
such as “commerce” alongside the traditional curriculum’.5 

In the context of what was perceived by some to be an encroaching utilitarian-
ism, it is not surprising to Wnd a series of impassioned statements by prominent 
nineteenth-century cultural commentators on the inherent personal value of 
education, and more speciWcally higher education, the most famous and endur-
ing of which were made by John Henry Newman in The Idea of a University, 
published in 1852. The book was a compilation of his lectures to students at the 
new Catholic University of Ireland, but its legacy has far outstripped its original 
purpose. Newman’s ideas and arguments have been repeatedly resurrected in 
debates about the role and purpose of a university education during the twenti-
eth and twenty-Wrst centuries, and are still a favourite recourse for those intent 
on defending the concept of a ‘liberal education’ – although, as Stefan Collini 
has astutely noted, this demands some highly selective reading and de-con text-
ualising of Newman’s ideas.6 For Newman, education is a ‘higher word’ than 
instruction, for ‘it implies an action upon our mental nature, and the formation 
of a character; it is something individual and permanent’. For this reason, ‘it is 
more correct, as well as more usual’, he argues, ‘to speak of a university as a place 
of education than instruction’.7 

The aspirational content and eloquent tone of Newman’s various discours-
es on the nature of a university education were reiterated in various Inaugural 
Addresses given by notable public Wgures at British universities during the mid-
nineteenth century. In his address to Edinburgh undergraduates in 1866, Tho-
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mas Carlyle aligned the university experience with the educational philosophy 
of Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister’s Apprenticeship (1795–96), declaring: ‘It gives one an 
idea that something far better and higher, something as high as ever, and indubit-
ably true too, is still possible for man in this world’.8 J. S. Mill, the following year, 
assured Glasgow undergraduates that the better their education, ‘the deeper and 
more varied interest’ they would feel in life, ‘which will give it tenfold its value, 
and a value which will last to the end’.9 T. H. Huxley continued the theme with 
a socially contrasted audience at the South London Working Men’s College in 
1868, claiming that the liberally educated man was ‘no stunted ascetic’, but ‘full 
of life and Wre’. ‘The world is still as fresh as it was at the Wrst day’, Huxley encour-
aged his listeners, ‘still as full of untold novelties for those who have the eye to 
see them’.10 For Matthew Arnold, such claims validated the demand for vibrant 
institutions of higher education, establishments whose intellectual health was 
vital to the overall health of a nation’s culture. Writing in the Pall Mall Gazette in 
1868, Arnold concurred with the view of the German educationalist von Sybel 
that : ‘It is impossible to rate too highly the advantage of our highest places of 
learning having in their inmost nature the tendency to the complete freeing of 
the human spirit’.11 

Such impassioned pleas for the value of a true liberal education – pleas in 
defence of the humanities which resonate just as loudly in our ears today – were 
deemed necessary in an increasingly industrialised and commercialised world. 
For Newman, a liberal education meant that ‘the intellect, instead of being formed 
or sacriWced to some particular or accidental purpose, some speciWc trade or pro-
fession, or study or science, is disciplined for its own sake, for the perception of 
its own proper object, and for its own higher culture’. Such an intellect is most 
certainly useful, Newman emphasises, but not in a ‘low, mechanical, mercantile 
sense’; it is instead useful because it has a role in ‘diVusing good’ and can thus be 
regarded as ‘a treasure, Wrst to the owner, then through him to the world’.12 Such 
utility clearly cannot be calculated, weighed or measured – cannot be statistically 
represented in a survey or a league table – but, Newman assures his audience, we 
can be assured that it is there. 

Not everyone during the nineteenth century, however, could be the lucky 
possessor of such a ‘treasure’. However inspirational such statements, however 
eloquent their justiWcation of the value of higher education, it has also to be 
remembered that they referred to a system which was not only intellectually, but 
socially elitist: the young men addressed by these speakers were all drawn from 
the middle and upper classes of Victorian society. And one of the main conse-
quences, and indeed intentions, of such statements was to reclaim the university 
experience from the narrow, utilitarian agenda which some of these same com-
mentators publically lamented was the dominant ethos in shaping the earlier 
stages of education in the nineteenth century, particularly for the children of the 
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lower classes. It was an ethos given its most famous and emphatic expression in 
the teaching of Dickens’s Mr M’Choakumchild, that most unfailingly utilitarian 
of teachers, for whom ‘the mechanical art and mystery’ of a true education system 
lay in ‘educating the reason without stooping to the cultivation of the sentiments 
and aVections’.13 Mr M’Choakumchild, a product of the new Victorian teacher 
training system (equated by Dickens with a factory turning out pianoforte legs), 
views his pupils as a host of ‘little vessels [...] arranged in order, ready to have 
imperial gallons of facts poured into them until they were full to the brim’; thus 
safely Wlled, there will be no space for that dangerous interloper, imagination – a 
hostile concept in the ‘model’ school of Gradgrindian philosophy.14 

Dickens presents a grotesque parody of Victorian elementary education in 
Hard Times (1854), but his satirical account of what went on in the classroom was 
also a reXection of the genuine concerns about curriculum content which were 
being expressed in education debates around the middle of the nineteenth cen-
tury, as politicians and educators worked to develop an accessible, eVective and 
eYciently administered education system for the whole nation. Robert Lowe’s 
Revised Code of 1862, with its narrow speciWcation of the elementary curriculum 
on which pupils were to be tested, and its corresponding ‘payment by results’, 
had been, Eric Midwinter suggests, ‘a logical development of the Benthamite 
idea’, in which the utility of educational provision was a central consideration, 
for ‘as long as the public acquiesced in child-labour, the three “Rs” were deemed 
adequate, and few children stayed at school beyond the age of thirteen’.15 It was 
this narrow concern with utility which most concerned Matthew Arnold, one of 
the Revised Code’s most outspoken critics, who denounced its inevitable eVect of 
reducing the school to ‘a mere machine for teaching, reading, writing, and arith-
metic’, thereby destroying its true role as ‘a living whole with complex functions, 
religious, moral, and intellectual’.16 And while the 1870 Education Act increased 
the range of education provision across England and Wales, its implementation 
did not necessarily mean an expansion of the curriculum from the dictates of 
the Revised Code, for it failed to deWne exactly what should be the constituent 
elements of a universal elementary education, insisting only that it should be 
‘suYcient, eYcient and suitable’.17 Such an aim was far removed from the focus 
on the transformative and the aspirational which dominated Victorian eulogies 
on the nature and purpose of a university education; state-provided elementary 
education was clearly intended to be useful in preparing pupils for their working 
life but not to aspire to a diVerent life altogether. 
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i i .  soc ial i sm  and  educat ion

It is hardly surprising, in view of the utilitarian and socially hierarchical con-
siderations which informed education provision during the nineteenth century 
that many in the developing British Socialist movement were highly critical of 
the system. In his ‘Chapters on Socialism’, published in the Fortnightly Review 
in 1879, J. S. Mill recognised the fundamental importance of education to the 
Socialist mission, noting that:

All Socialists are strongly impressed with the all-importance of the training given 
to the young, not only for the reasons that apply universally, but because their 
demands being much greater than those of any other system upon the intelli-
gence and morality of the individual citizen, they have even more at stake than 
any other societies on the excellence of their educational arrangements.18

His comments reXected the work of earlier ‘Utopian Socialists’ such as Robert 
Owen and Charles Fourier, who at the beginning of the nineteenth century 
had recognised education as crucial to determining the eventual success of their 
experimental social enterprises. ‘It is with education that we must begin’, asserted 
Fourier, in setting out the plans for his proposed Phalanx, while Owen warned 
that ‘it is from the errors of education, mis-instructing the young mind relative to 
the true cause of early prepossessions, that almost all the evils of life proceed’.19 At 
New Lanark he accordingly organised the education of the young on the princi-
ple he promoted in the Wrst essay of A New View of Society (1816), which asserted 
that ‘any general character, from the best to the worst, from the most ignorant to 
the most enlightened, may be given to the community, even to the world at large, 
by the application of proper means’.20

Such ‘proper means’ were not to be found in the standard elementary Board 
School system according to William Morris, who was one of the most outspoken 
and persistent Socialist critics of the nineteenth-century education system. In 
such schools, the dictates of utility continued to triumph into the latter decades 
of the century, and M’Choakumchild still reigned supreme in the classroom. 
Only the possession of knowledge useful for their station in life was deemed 
essential for Board School pupils, and Morris’s despair at their limited education 
was expressed (with a glance at Dickens) in ‘Thoughts on Education under Capi-
talism’, in which he lamented: ‘I must say in passing that on the few occasions that 
I have been inside a Board-school, I have been much depressed by the mechanical 
drill that was too obviously being applied there to all the varying capacities and 
moods. My heart sank before Mr. M’Choakumchild and his method’.21 

Morris’s Socialist colleague J. L. Mahon wrote in a similarly scathing manner 
in Commonweal of ‘the small dose of reading, writing, and Wguring which is now 
crammed into the children at Board Schools’, while dismissing the vague aspira-
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tions of the Radicals for a more ‘advanced’ national system which would simply 
mean ‘a superWcial smattering of elementary science, and a dabbling in music and 
literature’.22 By 1894 an article on education in Justice implied a slight expansion 
of elementary subjects taught in Board Schools, including some singing and 
drawing, although the author, H. W. Hobart, complained of the narrow imperi-
alist slant by which subjects such as history and geography were introduced, with 
teachers presenting them in ‘a garbled way’, and concentrating merely on topics 
and areas where ‘British arms have been successful’.23 It is worth noting here that 
Hobart’s complaint is strikingly similar to those made in recent months about 
the current Secretary of State for Education’s planned changes to the National 
Curriculum in English schools, in particular the History syllabus. The consulta-
tion document issued by the Department of Education in February 2013 states 
that the teaching of History should, in the Wrst instance, enable pupils to ‘know 
and understand [...] how the British people shaped this nation and how Britain 
inXuenced the world’.24 As Daniel BoVey has recently observed, many historians 
and scholars regard the proposed new syllabus as ‘overly Anglocentric, highly 
prescriptive and quite dull’, an assessment corroborated by David Priestland’s 
claim that it stresses ‘facts and dates over real understanding’, while establishing 
a ‘resolutely insular’ and nationalistic focus.25

Socialist commentators were of course astutely aware of the underlying com-
mercial interests which dictated the emphasis on utility in regard to development 
of a national education system. As James Murphy notes, as early as the 1860s it 
was becoming clear that:

Britain could not long remain without a truly national system of elementary edu-
cation. Competition from abroad in commerce and industry was becoming ever 
more keen, yet there did not exist in England and Wales a basis for producing a 
generally literate labour force, or a foundation on which to erect a comprehensive 
system of secondary, technical and commercial education.26

T. H. Huxley gave a stark warning of the consequences of allowing such political 
and commercial concerns to inform the development of a comprehensive educa-
tion, lamenting that education was being ‘diverted’ from its true function ‘into a 
process of manufacturing human tools’.27 His fears were re-iterated nearly twen-
ty years later by Morris in a lecture of 1886 on education reported in The Architect. 
In his lecture, Morris attacked, with added Socialist vigour, the same narrowness 
of contemporary educational thought and practice which meant ‘our present 
system of education was simply the education of one set of people to become the 
machines by means of which the other set could carry on their life to the injury 
of the community in general’. Current commercial and education systems were, 
Morris argued, inextricably bound up to the detriment of the whole social fabric, 
for they ensured that the better-oV ‘were to be educated merely as slaveholders’, 
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while the working classes ‘were educated as slaves, and not as men’.28

Notably, the Bryce Report on Secondary Education in 1895 at least partially 
recognised such concerns regarding the education of working-class children, 
declaring:

More, much more, than is now done might be done, not merely to Wt such boys 
and girls for the practical work of their respective future careers, but to make 
them care for knowledge, to give them habits of application and reXection, to 
implant in them tastes which may give them delights and solaces outside the 
range of their work-a-day lives.29

Nonetheless, it may be argued that the pleasures of learning are eVectively releg-
ated here to a useful and consolatory pastime to occupy the non-working hours 
of the less aZuent and less fortunate members of society in their future lives. Thus 
in 1901 the Independent Labour Party publication Platform could still criticise 
the blatant self-interest of the ‘ideal of education’ promoted by the commercial 
classes, who ‘believe in teaching boys and girls to read and write because it makes 
them better instruments to produce proWt for themselves as employers’.30 Nota-
bly, this legacy of the Victorians could still be felt during the late twentieth and 
early twenty-Wrst centuries. In 1995, the then Conservative government created 
a new Department for Education and Employment, thereby making an explicit 
policy connection between education and economic productivity. The second 
change of name under New Labour to the Department for Education and Skills 
in 2001 took this connection still further, with a policy document from the new 
Department stating that educated people ‘are more productive. This is why they 
earn more, and are more likely to be employed’.31

Morris himself was quick to point to the paradoxical combination of utilitari-
anism and uselessness inherent in an education system dominated by commer-
cial interests. In ‘Thoughts on Education under Capitalism’, he asked:

And then supposing the worker to be really educated, to have acquired both the 
information and the taste for reading which Mr. McChoakumchild’s (sic) dole 
will allow to him under the most favourable circumstances, how will this treasure 
of knowledge and sympathy accord with his daily life? Will it not make his dull 
task seem duller? Will it not increase the suVering of the workshop or the factory 
to him? And if so, must he not rather strive to forget than strive to remember? 
Will not nature force him to that?32

George Gissing’s The Nether World (1889) provides a striking aYrmation 
of Morris’s claim, in the shape of the character Clara Hewett, whose poverty-
restricted circumstances lead her to lament bitterly: ‘I wish I could neither read 
nor write! I wish I had never been told that there is anything better than to work 
with one’s hands and earn daily bread!’33 Similarly in Tess of the d’Urbervilles 
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(1891), Tess, ‘with her trained National teachings and Standard knowledge under 
an inWnitely Revised Code’, must also suVer the disappointment of ambitions 
awakened in her by her youthful education. Like Clara, ‘she had hoped to be a 
teacher at the school, but the fates seemed to decide otherwise’.34 Both Clara 
and Tess bear Wctional testimony to the criticism of Morris’s Socialist colleague 
John Bruce Glasier of the essential cruelty of a contemporary education system 
which meant ‘opening up vistas of knowledge and pleasure in the minds of those 
whom we know are destined to spend their lives slaving in factories and sleeping 
in cellars’.35 For both, their delight in knowledge is denied all future means of 
cultivation and expression in the drudgery of their daily existence.

But while much Socialist criticism focused on earlier stages of education, 
Morris expanded his critique to include the whole education spectrum. For him, 
the utilitarianism and commercialism which began in the Board Schools reached 
an inevitable and lamentable nadir in the degradation of the true functions and 
aspirations of the university. It was a concern he articulated at length in a letter to 
the editor of the Daily News in 1885, protesting:

The present theory of the use to which Oxford should be put appears to be that it 
should be used as a huge upper public school for Wtting lads of the upper and 
middle class for their laborious future of living on other people’s labour. For my 
part I do not think this a lofty conception of the function of a University; but if it 
be the only one admissible nowadays, it is at least clear that it does not need the 
history and art of our forefathers which Oxford still holds to develop it.36

It was ‘the history and art of our forefathers’ that, for Morris, invigorated the 
learning environment of Oxford – a vitality he saw being stiXed by the commer-
cial opportunism by which the university was now administered. In ‘The Aims 
of Art’ (1886), he scorned the manner in which:

the guardians of this beauty and romance so fertile of education, though profess-
edly engaged in ‘the higher education’ (as the futile system of compromises which 
they follow is nick-named), have ignored it utterly, have made its preservation 
give way to the pressure of commercial exigencies, and are determined apparently 
to destroy it altogether. There is another pleasure for the world gone down the 
wind; here, again, the beauty and romance have been uselessly, causelessly, most 
foolishly thrown away.37 

Morris challenged the very foundations of the higher education system by assert-
ing that what might appear incidental to education – beauty, romance and art 
– are in fact the most productive stimulus to learning. It was a lesson he had 
learned early in life at Marlborough, where, he later recounted, ‘I was taught – 
nothing; but learned archaeology and romance on the Wiltshire downs’.38 The 
archaeology and romance of the Wiltshire Downs occupy the same status as the 
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history and art of Oxford; for Morris all are appropriate subjects of study, and as 
such oVered a challenge and an alternative to the limitations of the contemporary 
school and university curriculum.

Indeed Morris’s own early educational experiences and his later Socialist 
activities clearly fostered a belief that neither the nineteenth-century school – 
Board or Public – nor the nineteenth-century university, were the most eVective 
means of educating the young. Neither was likely to instil a continuing passion 
for knowledge – a passion which was central to Morris’s concept of the eager life 
and essential if people were to retain an enthusiasm for ‘whatever knowledge 
there is in the world’, to resist the limitations of conventional learning, and to 
avoid being ‘beaten down to a dull level of mediocrity’.39 Unsurprisingly, there-
fore, traditional modes of education are absent from Morris’s ideals as articulated 
in the future society of News from Nowhere. When Guest comments that the 
young people who have spent their summer weeks in the woods ‘will be all the 
fresher for school when the summer gets over and they have to go back again’, his 
host Dick is clearly bewildered:

‘School?’ he said; ‘yes, what do you mean by that word? I don’t see how it can have 
anything to do with children. We talk, indeed, of a school of herring, and a 
school of painting, and in the former sense we might talk of a school of children – 
but otherwise,’ said he laughing,’ I must own myself beaten.’ 

A perplexed but shrewd Guest conWdes to the reader, ‘I thought I had best say 
nothing about the boy-farms which I had been used to call schools, as I saw pretty 
clearly that they had disappeared’.40

i i i .  educat ion  a s  i t  m ight  be

While News from Nowhere provides an intriguing and provocative glimpse of 
a future alternative to conventional education, it is in his political lectures that 
Morris outlines most fully his highly personal but nonetheless pragmatic phil-
osophy of education, with a view not only to transforming the present system 
but also laying the foundations for the nature and purpose of education in a 
future Communist society. A properly eVective education is, Morris argues, a 
means of cultivating ‘an active mind in sympathy with the past, the present, and 
the future’ – a mind Wlled with ‘a longing to know something real of the lives of 
those who have gone before us’.41 It is the revelation of ‘the stored-up knowledge 
of the fashion of the universe […] and of the deeds of men on the earth’.42 Thus 
the key task of education in the society of the future will, Morris declares, be the 
promotion of ‘the pleasures of intellectual development’ through which men and 
women ‘follow knowledge and the creation of beauty for their own sakes’. Fur-
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thermore, future modes of intellectual development would include and indeed 
honour the experiences of those aberrant in the Gradgrindian system who are 
inclined to speculate and contemplate – ‘the man who felt keenest the pleasure 
of lying on the hill-side under a rushen hut among the sheep on a summer night’, 
or ‘he who took to heart the piping of the wind and washing of the waves as he sat 
at the helm of the Wshing-boat’.43 Morris thus retrieves the delights of education 
from the ‘mere word-spinners and hunters of introspection’ whom he criticises 
in ‘The Society of the Future’ – a criticism he would no doubt Wnd still relevant 
and applicable to twenty-Wrst century academia – as well as the Gradgrindian 
utilitarians, and oVers a much broader and richer vision of how education might 
be conceived and delivered in the future.44 

Indeed, it is the expansiveness and inclusiveness of Morris’s educational vision 
which distinguishes him as one of the most radical contributors to the educa-
tional debates of the nineteenth century. Morris always rejected the traditional 
– and ongoing – dichotomy of ‘academic’ and ‘practical’ in education, describing 
in his early lecture ‘The Lesser Arts’ (1877) how he wished to see ‘general cultiva-
tion of the powers of the mind’ being developed alongside ‘general cultivation of 
the powers of the eye and hand’.45 Hence while in ‘How We Live and How We 
Might Live’ he could state that he claimed a ‘liberal education’ for all, his concept 
of such an education was far broader than that envisaged by Newman. For Mor-
ris, to receive a liberal education was to gain access to ‘whatever knowledge there 
is in the world according to my capacity or bent of mind, historical or scientiWc; 
and also to have my share of skill of hand which is about in the world, either in 
the industrial handicrafts or in the Wne arts; picture-painting, sculpture, music, 
acting or the like’.46 In his later lecture ‘The Society of the Future’ he expanded 
this vision of liberal education even further, stating that ‘all people should learn 
how to swim, and to ride, and to sail a boat on sea or river’, while learning at 
least ‘one or two elementary arts of life, as carpentry or smithying’ in addition to 
learning ‘cooking, baking, sewing, and the like’, the latter being skills which, he 
argued, ‘can be taught to every sensible person in a few hours’. If everyone was 
‘armed with these habits and arts’, he concluded, ‘life would lie before the citizen 
for him to enjoy’, and it was one of the ongoing follies of the education system, 
Morris recognized, that it attempted to separate ‘the pleasures of intellectual 
development’ from the ‘sensuous life’.47

While the vision of education developed by Morris thus rejects the utilitarian 
ethos of the nineteenth-century Board School and university, it is by no means 
inherently ‘useless’. Indeed one of Morris’s most perceptive and distinctive con-
tributions to debates about education was his ability to envisage a dynamic rather 
than reductive relationship between education and work. In a post-revolutionary 
society the ‘useless toil’ which characterises work for many in industrial capitalist 
societies will, of course, be eradicated, but there will still be work to do which is 
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not immediately appealing.48 With the liberal education he describes, however, 
Morris claims that men and women will Wnd even ‘their most necessary work 
grow interesting and beautiful under their hands without their being conscious 
of it’.49 Essential but mundane tasks can thus ‘grow interesting and beautiful’ 
if undertaken by those who know how to Wnd interest and beauty in the details 
of life, an ability which is predicated on being accustomed from an early age to 
experience romance and beauty on a regular basis. That, for Morris, is the most 
desirable outcome of education: to foster an imaginative engagement with the 
everyday world through cultivating a mind eager for knowledge, used to encoun-
tering beautiful things – whether natural or created by men and women – and 
able to respond to and appreciate those beautiful things. And in our own age of 
online and distance learning, it is worth remembering that for Morris, the best 
education is an inherently social rather than solipsistic experience, even allowing 
for necessary or desirable periods of individual contemplation. Being able ‘to give 
and take in talk with learned and travelled men, with men of action and imagina-
tion’ was, he believed, one of the best ways to learn about the world and Wnd one’s 
own way of acting and contributing in it; ‘believe me’, enthused Morris in ‘Art 
and Socialism’, ‘that would beat elementary education’.50 

i v .  educat ing  for  revolut i on

Morris thus demonstrated how education in a post-revolutionary Communist 
future could be useful without being utilitarian – useful to the recipient, and to 
the wider community in a much more tangible and convincing way than the 
general ‘diVusing [of ] good’ envisaged by Newman. But Morris recognised that if 
such a varied and dynamic system of education would be useful after a revolution, 
it would also be essential before it. In the discourse of political agitation of the 
late-nineteenth-century Socialist movement, education was identiWed as playing 
a fundamental role in preparing and provoking revolution: ‘a true educationist is 
necessarily a revolutionist’, claimed one contributor to Commonweal in 1889.51 
Socialist activists thus took a particular interest in the oYcial structures and sys-
tems by which the nation’s young – the potential Socialists of the future – received 
their instruction. It was an interest given added impetus with the inauguration 
of new School Boards following the 1870 Education Act. Socialists – May Morris 
included – contested elections to these boards recognising that this gave them ‘an 
opportunity to put their democratic policies and principles into practice’.52 As 
Marianne Larsen observes, the development of a universal elementary education 
system during the nineteenth century ‘was premised on the idea that schooling 
was to be the cure for the social ills of the time’ by ‘providing children with the 
foundation they required to become obedient, moral citizens’.53 In engaging 
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directly with current education policies and institutions, Socialists thus aimed to 
demonstrate that education was, in contrast, to be ‘the cure for the social ills of 
the time’ by educating a new generation not to become obedient moral citizens, 
but rather to question the values and challenge the practices of the system under 
which they lived, and by doing so to transform it.

Morris and his Socialist colleagues also recognised however that such an edu-
cation must expand beyond the classroom. As Kevin Manton notes, Socialists 
believed that ‘ignorance was the lifeblood of the conservatism of British workers 
and, as a corollary of this, that knowledge would lead to radicalism’.54 It was 
this belief which propelled Morris into years of lecturing in meeting halls and 
on street corners across the country, focused on educating his audiences not 
‘to become workmen or the employers of workmen, or the hangers-on of the 
employers’, as they had been educated at school, but on ‘educating people to a 
sense of their real capacities as men’.55 This meant ‘instilling into the minds of 
the people a knowledge of the aims of Socialism, and a longing to bring about 
the complete change which will supplant civilisation by Communism’.56 Once 
people were aware of the aims of Socialism, he felt assured that ‘hope will arise in 
them, and they will claim changes in society’.57 Hence, he argued in his valedic-
tory Commonweal article ‘Where Are We Now?’ (1890), it was the primary role of 
Socialists to ‘make Socialists’, and ‘preaching and teaching’ was the most eVective 
means of doing so and ‘the only rational means of attaining to the New Order of 
Things’.58 Thus education was not only a subject of political debate for Morris, it 
was the primary method of political activism, designed to stimulate the desire for 
revolution and to generate the will to bring it about: ‘The one thing to be done is 
to set people far and wide to think it possible to raise the standard of life’, and the 
way to do this was by ‘stirring up general discontent’, and then ‘educating that 
discontent into hope’.59 

v.  educat ing  for  utopia

Seeing the stirring up of discontent as the primary aim of education in the 
twenty-Wrst century would no doubt raise the eyebrows of education ministers, 
university vice-chancellors and head teachers alike, but for those who work day 
to day in the classroom, seminar room or lecture theatre, it remains an essential 
aim and one of the most valuable bequeathed to us by Morris. How else are we to 
encourage those we teach to challenge received opinion, to rethink what we take 
for granted, to think diVerently and, hopefully, to think better? To foster discon-
tent does not mean encouraging students to air their personal grievances through 
the National Student Survey or on RateMyTeachers.com; it means encouraging 
them to think critically about the world they have inherited, and imaginatively 
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about the world they might bequeath. And it means stimulating the will to bring 
about the necessary changes such a world demands, and developing the skills 
necessary to implement those changes. Some of these will be learned through 
the study of STEM subjects – those deemed important enough by government 
to retain their funding – but they will also be acquired via the study of Arts and 
Humanities subjects – those now deemed unworthy of state support. Because 
as one recent commentator has expressed it, to study the art, literature, concepts 
and ideas which constitute the humanities is to ‘explore what it means to be 
human’, to ‘help us to make sense of our lives and the world we live in’ and to 
understand ‘how we have created it and are created by it’.60 For that reason, as 
Collini observes, ‘introducing students to the study of humanities is more akin to 
inciting them to take part in a discussion than it is to equipping them to process 
information eVectively’.61 It is through facilitating such discussion that we can 
best work as teachers and, with Morris, reclaim education as the fundamental 
means of achieving social and political change; as Ian Angus puts it, we should 
‘love the questions’.62 

The minds, and the skills, developed by such an educational process will, on 
a more immediately practical level, be an asset in any number of jobs, and should 
therefore satisfy those intent on ensuring that students leave school and univer-
sity ‘employable’ as well as educated. But more important, as Morris perceived, 
they will help to transform our relationship to our work, whatever that might be 
– to help us Wnd interest in it and perhaps even beauty. And they will encourage us 
as a society to think more deeply and critically about what, in Morris’s own words, 
constitutes useful work as opposed to useless toil and to strive towards eradicat-
ing the latter and investing in the former. This is another essential element of 
Morris’s educational legacy to the twenty-Wrst century – a challenge to envisage 
a more enriching and constructive relationship between education and work, to 
see education not simply as a means to a job and a salary but also as a means to Wnd 
satisfaction and fulWlment in the way we contribute to the world on a daily basis, 
and to believe that contribution to be a valuable and an important one.

To achieve this goal necessitates overcoming the invidious dichotomy between 
academic and vocational skills which appears ingrained in our current thinking 
and practice in education. Why should we choose either an academic route or 
a vocational one? Why can’t we choose both? Indeed, why can’t we see them as 
essential aspects of a truly holistic education? Morris’s envisaging of a world in 
which people are taught how to be accomplished in carpentry and history, in sew-
ing and science – and how to see all of these as an enrichment of their lives both in 
a practical and an imaginative sense – might seem a fanciful one in a society which 
likes to talk about ‘soft’, ‘hard’ and ‘Mickey Mouse’ subjects, but it has much to 
teach us if we are ever to change the current educational mindset in which those 
who do not excel academically are made to feel like the failures of the education 
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system. Morris encourages us to aspire to live in a society in which people are not 
asked to choose between working with their minds or with their hands, but in 
which they retain the option and the ability to work with both.  

This is the foundation of a truly democratic education system; and to be truly 
democratic it must be available to all. The issues surrounding the funding of a 
formal education system – and higher education in particular – are admittedly 
complex, and in an era of double (triple?) dip recessions, it is perhaps inevitable, 
if still regrettable, that questions will be raised regarding the cost and the value 
of post-18 education. In ‘The Lesser Arts’, Morris stated: ‘I do not want art for a 
few, any more than education for a few, or freedom for a few’.63 The government 
and citizens of any truly democratic society should feel the same, but no matter 
how many and what kind of student loans and bursaries are available, increasing 
student tuition fees and maintenance costs will inevitably price some out of what 
has essentially become a market-place for higher education. To recognise educa-
tion as a public as well as a private good, as a social as well as an individual concern, 
is to recognise that if anything is worthy of state funding it is this. Billions of 
pounds have recently been spent bailing out banks, and it is not unreasonable to 
ask whether in a society in which all are educated, as Morris envisaged, to have 
‘an active mind in sympathy with the past, the present, and the future’, and, as 
Collini describes, to ‘extend their understanding of themselves and the world’, 
there would be people and professions so motivated by proWt and greed that they 
necessitate such bailouts.64 Similar questions might be raised in regard to budgets 
for policing and defence, although there is not space to investigate these here. 
What is clear is that the short-term policies of governments who always have one 
eye on the next General Election do not serve the education system well; what is 
needed is a long-term vision which understands that investing fully and properly 
in education now will reap social and economic rewards in the future which will 
more than justify that investment. 

v i  conclus ions

As we debate these issues in an era in which the national system of education 
is once more under intense scrutiny, Morris’s thoughts on education still have 
much to say to us. He reminds us that education is not a commodity to be pur-
chased any more than it is a utilitarian means to an economic end. He would no 
doubt have agreed wholeheartedly with Angus’s claim that education should be 
seen not ‘as something that one has’ but ‘as something that one does and which 
changes the person that does it’.65 And Morris would have emphasised that we 
do not just ‘do’ education for a speciWc period of our lives. In ‘Useful Work Ver-
sus Useless Toil’, Morris envisages how, in a post-revolutionary society, ‘adults 
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would also have opportunities of learning in the same schools’ as younger people, 
because true education is about the ‘development of individual capacities’ at all 
stages of life.66 This is something we struggle to accommodate in contempo-
rary educational thinking; it is notable, for example, that recent changes to the 
retirement age and to pensions provision have taken account of our increasing 
life-span while our education system has not. As the National Institute of Adult 
Continuing Education in the UK (NIACE) has noted, the focus on skills and 
employability in government education policy since 2003 has left funding for 
continuing education vulnerable. Central to NIACE’s campaign is the need for 
government to identify learning ‘as an element of a broader ageing strategy’.67 
We live in a society which still tends to regard education as something we should 
ideally squeeze into our lives before the age of twenty one, after which if we need 
to update our knowledge and skills for the purposes of our employment we can 
do so through various arid processes of ‘professional development’. 

In the midst of current arguments about what we should be teaching, when 
we should be learning, how much education is worth and who should pay the 
bill, Morris asks us to remember that education is a vital and ongoing process of 
personal and social transformation – a utopian practice in itself, and the only way 
in which utopias can be imagined and achieved. 
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