'Compulsory Baxination':
Morris and the Misogynist
Roger Aldous
Ernesr Belforr Bax is a figure of relative obscurity in the history of English socialism
and it would seem that most socialists and Morrisians believe he should stay that
way.l One giant obstruction stands between Bax and what I see as his rightful position
in the pantheon of British socialists: he was at the same time one of the most important
socialist influences on Morris whilst being one of the most outspoken ofcontemporary
misogynists. Bax has proved an embarrassment in nearly all epochs of Morris
historiography, especially in more recent years as feminism has come to be seen by
many as an essential and inseparable part of socialism. Bax's treatment by most
Morrisians has amounted to a Sralinisr air-brushing of his existence from Morris's
life. This is in contrast to Bax's own autobiography in which Morris features
frequently.2 To this day no picture of Bax hangs in the coach-house at Kelmscott
House even though far more marginal figures are thus honoured.
Bax's political life seems to present an almost insoluble contradiction. He was both
one of the most enlightened and subtle interpreters of Marx amongst all English
socialists and an ardenc and life-long campaigner against women's emancipation. I
believe that with Morris he developed a type of holistic socialism that was many years
ahead of its time and to this day remains unsurpassed, and yet the apartheid he sought
between the 'women question' and socialism was the most rigid and complete of any
socialist writer. J
Bax's non-person status began very early amongst Morris historians, Mackail,4 for
example, makes only three mentions of him and this tradition is maintained to the
present day.s Bax is normally considered to be the orthodox Marxist' in his working
relationship with Morris, with the latter supplying the desires of the hean to the
former's hard-headedness. This version was particularly useful to those perpetrators
of what has been called the 'bourgeois myth' of Morris (i.e., that he was not a Marxist).
For example, John Bruce Glasier argued in 1921 that

His Socialism was of the Communist type, and he himself belonged to the old
Utopian school rather than the modern Scientific Socialist school of thought. It is
true that occasionally he used distinctively Marxist phrases in his lectures, and so
gave the impression that he accepted in the main the Scientific Socialist position.
This was notably the case in that most unsatisfactory series of chapters, 'Socialism
from the Root Up', which he wrote for the Commonweal in 1886-88 jointly with
BeHort Bax, or rather, which, as he himself said, Bax wrote and he said ditto to. 7
Morris's interpretation of Marx can be said to be idiosyncratic and critical, but to
say that he was not a Marxist is clearly absurd. The interesting point here, however,
is that Bruce Glasier feels that those who do see Morris as a Marxist are in fact
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mistaking him for Bax. Morris and Bax collaborated closely on several joint works
for the League, and if Bruce Glasier's arguments are to be believed, for the whole of
this time Morris operated as some sort of dupe to Bax, purring his name to an
enormous amount of work, either as co-writer or consenting editor, the contents of
which he did nOt believe in.
Those who uphold the 'Marxist myth' of Morris (i.e., that his views fell within a
Marxist orthodoxy) are right in rebutting writers such as Bruce Glasier, but then go
on to dissociate the two colleagues because of what they see as Bax's 'bad' Marxism.
Stephen Coleman brings these points together, he feels that Bax was 'a convoluted
and philosophically abstruse writer' but has to admit that 'Morris regarded Bax as
the philosopher of the socialist movement'.8 In a rather contradicrory manner he then
goes on to argue that; 'Morris's dependence upon Bax's Marxist understanding has
been undoubtedly exaggerated, both by the former's intellectual modesty and by those
who have sought to prove that Morris was nor really a Marxist.'9
Although these two groups of Morrisians set out to deny the importance of Bax
to Morris's socialism for contrasting reasons, they do have something in common in
that they arc both partly motivated by the embarrassment of Bax's anti-feminism.
Bruce Glasier was writing when Bax was still ranting on the subject of women and
after a great deal of his socialist radicalism had waned. His wish to dissociate Morris
from Bax is therefore perhaps more understandablc than Coleman's deliberately
unhistorical argument that: 'These days it is to be doubted whether Bax would last
ten minutes within any respectable socialist gathering... Part of the growing up of
socialists in our own times has been the realisation that the personal is political.'lo
But one detail of the great contradiction that was Bax is that despite his views on
women, it may well be that the seeds of such ideas as the 'personal being political'
were planted by his work. In Commonweal he wrote: 'Politics will become ethical
and ethics political. Personal will be no longer divorced from public character.'lI His
application of this principle to his own private life and political views of women's
emancipation may have been non-existent, but this only makes the fact that he
managed to conceive of such an idea even more remarkable. This is not to say that
Bax can be absolved from criticism over his views on women, for it is easy to show
that many socialists of this period believed in the compatibility, and some even in the
inseparability, of socialism and feminism. But to junk all his socialism because to
modern eyes he is an unacceptable figure will, I believe, weaken any history of English
Marxism of the nineteenth century.
The distancing of Bax and Morris might be more sound if they had only been
political colleagues who never met outside of the committee room or editorial office
but, on the contrary, there is a great deal of evidence to prove that they were very
good friends. In letters to Jenny, Morris describes how Bax visited them for his 'Sunday
beef'12 and how he spent ew Year's Eve in 1888 at the Bax household. 1J May Morris
describes their meetings at Morris' Hammersmith home in some detail, whilst
displaying no small amount of affection for the arch-misogynist:
As my thoughts go back to that time, one figure after another stands out clear and
sharp in the twilight unrest and rurmoil- the friends who worked with my father,
who shared his aspirations and were the confidants of his anxieties. Of these I may
first mention Belfort Bax. The learned and distin.guished philosopher had been in
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the movement some time when he left the Social Democratic Federation with
Morris, and thereafter their editorial and literary work together in the Socialist
League. drew them into a firm friendship. A srrange pair they made: Bax with his
fine regular features and bushy moustache - as a young man he must have been
handsome as a schoolgirl's dream of a German minnesinger - tall and thin, in his
velveteen coat, sitting in a comfortable armchair by the fire, smoking with perhaps
a glass at his elbow; my father, as you know this picture, short and square and
blue-dad, sitting at the writing table, his splendid head bent over the paper, with
perhaps a dry grin on his face at a vagary of Bax's - it was thus that they did the
work - the Commonweal make-up, and the Socialism from the Root Up they wrote
rogether. The friendship was deeply rooted in differences and likenesses and a source
of interest to the family, with whom Bax was a welcome guest. When announcing
his impending visit, my father would call it 'compulsory Baxination,' and many a
time he would come in, chuckling over the latest sally of his philosopher friend. 14
This is clearly not just a working relationship: Bax appears almost as a member of
the Morris family, his 'vagaries' are noted but so is the fact that they shared
'aspirations' and 'anxieties'. It is difficult to see from this passage how it is possible
to exaggerate the influence they must havc had on each otherj friendships such as the
one described entail an empathy of feelings as well as ideological compatibility. May
Morris suggests, when she says that their 'friendship was deeply rooted in differences
and likenesses', that Morris and his family did not reject Bax's socialism because of
his misogyny but tended to laugh off his ami-feminism as a separate and irrelevant
issue. In fact May later goes on to describe Bax's 'positive dread of women' as one
of his 'quainrnesses'. It is easy as a latc-twentieth century observer to say that Bax
was wrong in not noting this contradiction in a holistic idea of socialism, but any
such criticism must perhaps also be levelled at Morris. Meier states that the two
socialists wcre not just colleagues but 'linked by deep affection'!S and I find it difficult
to imagine that their socialisms were not linked with the same intimacy.
Their friendship can thus be seen as an informal side of their socialism which existed
side· by-side with their more formal links. Bax joined the Democratic Federation in
1882 and it was he who persuaded Morris to join the executive in 1883. He sided
with Morris and the anti-Hyndman faction in December 1884 and became sub-ediror
(replacing Aveling) of Commonweal in October 1885 when together they appended
'notes' to the League's manifestO which, although the text of the manifesto itself was
not amended, significantly altcred, I believe, the organisation's philosophical basisY'
When the League began to disintegrate in late 1887, Bax left and re-joined the S.D.F.,
but this does not seem to havc been the cnd of their relationship. From May 1886 to
May 1888 they co-wrote a series of articles called 'Socialism from the Root Up' for
Commonweal and this series was published in book form under the title Socialism:
Its Growth and Outcome in 1893. This would suggest that their shared beliefs
remained despite tactical differences and that their friendship was also unaffected.
It is difficult in the space available here ro detail the constitutive relationship that
I believe exists between the work of Morris and that of Bax. Direct evidence does
exist, such as Morris's assertion referred to in Bruce Glasier's piece above, that Morris
himself saw Bax as a significant figure in his political education. However, I do not
claim that Bax simply influenced Morris, rather that they developed, in a necessarily
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dialectical way, an epistemology based around the conceptualisation of culture as the
wholeofhuman life rather than merdy its produce 1? The fact that they wrote relatively
little together other than that already mentioned and a few articles for Commonweal
does not negate this argument; close analysis of such apparently disparate works as
Morris's 'How We Live and How We Might Live', with its pcrfectlydrawn conclusions
regarding a constitutive rather than reflective role for art,18 and Bax's constant
philosophical rejection of a mechanistic version of material determination,19 point to
fundamental similarities despite the differences in form and style chosen to express
them.
Perhaps the broadest area over which their mutual influence is most evident is that
neither felt it was possible to measure the success of socialism solely by the identity
of the formal owners and controllers of the means of production. Both added that it
could only be said to have been fully achieved when a new socialist ethic was
established. In News (rom Nowhere Morris lays out nor only the practical
arrangements of his desired world but also the meanings and values that he feels are
inseparable from it. Similarly, Bax was quite specific about the nature of the socialist
ethic:
IItj is no longer naively objective like the Ethic of the primitive world, when the
individual was unconscious of possible interests apart from the community, and
still less is it naively subjective, the attention of the individual being no longer
primarily directed towards the broad issues of social life and progress. He will
recognise the eaU of duty to do and to forbear only in things which directly affect
the society; all actions not having a direct social bearing being morally indifferent
for him. In this new conception of duty, the individual consciously subordinates
himself to the community, this time not a community of kinship but of principle;
not limited by frontier but world embracing. Thus in the new Ethic the two previous
ethical moments are, so to say, at once preserved and destroyed. The naivete and
limitation of the first tribal Ethic have passed away never to return. The separation
of Ethics from Politics and both from Religion, is finally abolished. In Socialism,
Ethics becomes Political, and Politics become Ethical; while Religion means but
the higher and more far reaching aspect of that ethical sense of obligation, duty,
fraternity, which is the ultimate bond of everyday society, Yet nevertheless, all that
was vital in the two earlier stages of the moral consciousness will be preserved in
this one; the social object of the first; the conscious definiteness of the second. lO

The society described in this statement is in effect as much a utopia as anything put
forward by Morris. The minutiae of everyday physical life might be missing but the
minutiae of everyday (for the want of a better word) spiritual life arc complete. The
holism and harmony of Nowhere are here present, only expressed in another form.
The 'sense of obligation, duty [and} fraternity' is the dominant ethic of Morris's
utopia. The article from which the extract is taken was first published in
Commonweal in 1888, whilst Morris and Bax were editor and sub·editor respectively
and just two years before News (rom Nowhere was serialised. It is in such works that
the influence they had upon each other is most apparent. Morris would never have
used such language as Bax does here, but the meanings and values they expressed in
their different works were clearly the same.
This is only one example of the way in which I believe the work of Morris and Bax
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were intricately linked, and a great deal of evidence exists to confirm this closeness.
It is possible to deta il, for example, the way each considered the 'a rtificial' absrractions
of bourgeois culture,21 the reconciliation of knowledge and experience22 and the need
to challenge the meanings and values of the dominant bourgeois hegemony.B If one
had to sum up their greatest joint achievement in a p'hrase, it would be their
formulation of a process of 'socialist informalism' in which they give qualitative (i.e.
ethicaVcultural) and quantitative (i.e. economidpolitical) aspects of life equal
consideration to the point of calling into question the very nature of such a division.
It is such thinking that makes them stand out from their Marxist peers.
Examples can be found in the work of each rhat seem to set them aparr, bur rhese
are more than outweighed by similarities which, although possibly embarrassing,
should be recognised. It is not possible to say who had the greater influence on whom,
hut it is necessary to assert that they did influence each other and in a complex and
profound manner.
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