William Morris: The Final
Socialist Years
Nicholas Salmon
Some idea of Morris's immense contribution to <the Cause' can be gained from the
impact of his decision to resign from the Socialist League. Without his mcdiative
influence the execurive of the League fell completely under the control of the
anarchists. One unnamed comrade, quoted by Mackail, described the resultant
League as 'a romping ground of more than dubious characters ... who, being
suspected of relations with the police, drove the better elements away in disgust',l
Many of these disaffected ex-members later joined the Independent Labour Parry
(1893), while others concentrated on securing working-class representation on the
new County Councils and other local administrative bodies.
With the anarchists in control of the executive of the Socialist League it rapidly
disintegrated as a national body. Their distrust of formal organisation soon lead
to the provincial branches becoming isolated from London. This was a process
that was accelerated after February 1891 when the London section reconstituted
itself as the London Socialist League. E. P. Thompson has claimed that this meant
'that the League, as a national organisation, did not survive after February,
1891 ','
Although !vlorris continued to fund CommonweaJ until the end of 1890, his
departure had an immediate effect on the paper's fortunes. The first edition
to appear after the Hammersmith branch had severed its links with the League on
21 November 1890 carried a prominent notice announcing that henceforth
Commollweal would appear as a monthly 'until we can tide over present
difficulties'.3 It went on to make an impassioned appeal for funds:
We fear that the several appeals which have been made on behalf of
'Commonweal' have fallen flat because of their frequency. We are now
hampered by want of premises, and still worse, want of money ... This is a
final and urgent appeal. Surely the Revolutionary Socialists arc not going to
allow the common enemy to chuckle over the disappearance of a paper from
the small list of those which appear in England to fight oppression and
monopoly!4
The reference to the loss of premises was pertinent. On becoming a monthly the
paper was transferred first to small premises in Great Queen Street and finally to a
temporary address in Lamb's Conduit Street. 5 The latter was, in fact, a tiny
grocery store that was run by some of the remaining League members under the
impressive - but inappropriate - title of the Socialist Co-operative Federation. In
December] 890 the Commonweal ceased to appear with the sub-title 'The Official
Journal of the Socialist League' and instead described itself as 'A Journal of
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Revolutionary Socialism'.6 The following Nlay it was primed on red paper as 'A
Revolutionary Journal of Anarchist Communism'.
Without Morris's generous subsidies - which were funning around £500 per
annum in 1890 - the paper was financed by voluntary donations. With the
membership falling away rapidly the paper became even more desperate for
readers to renew their lapsed subscriprions. These appeals appeared incongruous
in a paper which was at the same time advocating theft, arson, assassination and
terrorism. Matters came to a head in February 1892 when six ana.rchists in
\Valsall were arrested and tried for manufacturing a high-explosive bomb.
Although the whole affair was set up by Augustc Coulon, who styled himself as a
militant anarchist but was in fact a police informer, four of the anarchists were
given prison sentences ranging from five to ten years.
Nicoll, the editor of Commmlweal, rashly defended his comrades in an article
entitled 'Are these men fit to live?' which appeared in the paper on 9 April 1892.
Although less inflammatory than some of the articles published at the time, there
could be no doubt that Nicoll was urging the assassination of the judge who had
passed sentence on the men. This article came to the attention of the authorities
who raided the Commonweal office nine days later and seized the stock and
printing press. It is possible that the police were acting on a tip-off from an
informer as the next issue of the paper set out to expose Augustc Coulon's role in
the conspiracy. Nicoll and Charles Mowbray (the registered ptoprietor of the
paper) were arrested and charged at Bow Street with inciremenr to murder.
Mowbray's wife had died shortly before the arrest and Morris made a personal
appearance at the court to stand bail for £500 in order that Mowbray could
attend her funeral on 23rd ApriL7 At his trial Mowbray convinced the court
that he had disapproved of the article in question and had not been involved
with Commomveal for some months. 8 He was acquitted. Nicoll, however, was
sentenced to eighteen months imprisonment. This verdict ended the role of
Commonweal as an effective propaganda tool, alrhough it continued to appear
spasmodically for a number of years.
Morris's break with the Socialist League also led to changes in his own tife.
Although his withdrawal from the League did not shake his belief in revolutionary
socialism, it restricred his influence on the wider movemenr. Following the splir
the Hammersmith Branch was renamed the Hammersmith Socialist Society on 23
November 1890. The 'Statement of Principles' that Morris wrote to mark this new
deparrure did norhing ro address rhe problems rhar had beser rhe propaganda of
the League. Once again the familiar attacks on anarchism and parliamcntarism
were evident, and the propaganda aims differed linle from those which Morris
had advocated during his earliest days in the socialist movement: ' ... the object of
rhe Society shall be the spreading of the principles of Socialism, especially by
Lectures, Street-Meetings, and Publications'.9
Although at first the propaganda work did continue with open-air meetings at
Hammersmith Bridge, weekly Sunday lectures and monthly discussion forums ar
Kelmscott House, and even, after October 1891 the publication of a four·page
journal entitled the Hammersmith Socialist Record, the Hammersmith Socialist
Society soon became an anachronism within the wider movement. As time passed
it became more of a debating club than a revolutionary socialist society. Although
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many prominent figures spoke at the meetings at Kelmscott House the lectures
were not confined to politics. When the leccures ceased in February 1897 it was
reported in the Pall Mall Gazette that 'of late years the Sunday evenings at
Kelmscott Hall have been nearly equally divided between socialistic and artistic,
historic or literary subjects'. IQ The Hammersmith Minute Books record lectures
being given on a huge range of topics as well as more general discussions on
gambling, trade unionism, and the need for a minimum wage. The variety of
speakers in the coach-house indicate that the Hammersmith Socialist Society was
never a 'purist' organisation like the Socialist League. Instead, it provided a
platform for a host of divergent views within the movement. The list of lecturers
reads like a 'Who's Who' of late nineteenth-century socialism. In its first three
years the speakers included: Robcrt Banner, Bax, Burrows, Carruthers, Keir
Hardie, Sruart Headlam, Hyndman, Tom Mann, Shaw Maxwell, D. ]. Nicoll,
Andreas Scheu, George Bernard Shaw, Sergius Stcpniak and Graham Wallis.
Morris was never able to return to the active propaganda campaign following a
bout of ill-health early in 1891. This was almost certainly the result of the events
of 1890 and a notable increase in the frequency and severity of his daughter
Jenny's epileptic firs. Near the end of February he experienced a severe attack of
gout, a complaint from which he suffered from for many years. On this occasion,
however, the attack was attended by more sinister complications which were
diagnosed as a serious kidney complaint. So debilitating was the arrack that for a
while he was unable to hold a pen. E. P. Thompson has postulated that this bout
of illness 'may have represented the first onset of the diabetic condition from
which he died'.!l I don't think there can be any doubr that Morris suffered from
what is now called 'maturity on-set diabetes'. This can now be controlled by diet
and medication. In Victorian times there was no cure. The illness aged Morris
immensely, as can be discerned from the surviving photographs taken during his
final years. It also seems ro have sapped much of the energy that had enabled him
to sustain such a punishing schedule for so long. According to Spading he even
began to talk of dying.
Following this illness his lecture engagements dropped away to a trickle.
Between 1891 and 1896 LeMire records him making just over 50 speeches. This is
around half the number he had made in 1887 at rhe height of his campaign for the
socialist cause. In fact, many of these later lectures were not on socialism but
delivered before literary and artistic associations.
Much the same decline can be discerned in his literary output. Soon after
Morris left the Socialist League, H. M. Hyndrnan approached him with the
suggestion that he contribute to Justice. Morris's reply was brief and to the point:
'I have come to the conclusion that no form of journalism is suited to me, and I
shall not write at present in any journal. I want to pull myself together after what
has been, to me at least, a defeat'.ll Although he was to relent on this point - and
contribute two poems and an article to Justice later in the 1890s, as well as
making monthly contributions to the Hammersmith Socialist Record - he was
never to resume his unique position as a contemporary political commentator.
It was this sense of resignation, coupled with his doctor's advice to consider
himself an invalid and to reduce his activities, that turned him once more to other
interests. He immersed himself in his work for SPAB and deluged the press with
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letters complaining about the latest attempts at 'restoration'. On 12 January 1891
he established the Kelmscorr Press at 16 Upper Mall, a rented cottage near
Kelmscon House,1J and the supervision of this project occupied him on and off
for the rest of his life. Between 1891 and 1896 he made over 600 designs for use
as tide pages, borders, and initials,14 and produced a Rbman typeface called
'Golden' and a Gothic equivalent called 'Troy'. He also rewrned to the writing of
prose romances, the increasingly fantastic and imaginary nature of which clearly
indicated a desire to escape from the sordid realities of the capitalist nineteenthcentury. The earliest of these, The Story of the Glittering Plain, was the first book
to be printed by the Kelmscott Press in March 1891.
The 1890s were nor entirely devoid of hope for Morris. One of the reasons
why he had considered his own propaganda campaign had failed was the fact
that the Socialist League had been unable to organise the workers. Following
1890, however, there was increasing evidence that Morris had miscalculated the
potential of the working classes. New Unionism continued to gather pace amongst
the unskilled and semi-skilled workers, and many labouring men were elected to
serve on local administrative bodies such as School Boards and County Councils.
The fact that Morris and the Hammersmith Socialist Society actively campaigned
on behalf of these candidates, and were instrumental in approaching the SDF and
the Fabian Society with the object of establishing a Socialist Federation, has
occasionally led critics to suggest that Morris, in his later years, abandoned his
earlier purist view of a socialist revolution. There is little evidence for this.
Lectures sucb as 'Communism' (1893) show no indication of a rejection of the
need for revolutionary change. Indeed, [he sentiments he expressed about his
political beliefs in one of the last letters he wrote on 9 January 1896 would not
have been out of place in a lecrure of 1884:
I have nOt changed my mind on Socialism. My view on the point of relation
between Art and Socialism is as follows: Society (so~called) at present is
organised entirely for the benefit of a privileged class: the working class being
only considered in the arrangement as so much machinery. This involves
perpetual and enormous waste, and the organisation for the production of
genuine utilities is only a secondary consideration. This waste lands the whole
civilised world in a position of artificial poverty, which again debars men of all
classes from satisfying their rational desires. IS
What he did come to accept was that partial reform and parliamentary
participation were likely to be features of the transitional phase before the
revolution was possible. Maybe if News from Nowhere had been written in 1894
rather than 1890, Morris may have incorporated the activities of a Labour Parry
in 'How the Change Came'.
Morris's disappointment at the failure of his propaganda campaign should
not be allowed to detract from his influence on the socialist movement. When
he joined the Democratic Federation in 1883 the vast majority of people in
Britain had never heard of socialism. Yet by the time he died in 1896 socialist
candidates had been elected to the London County Council, the Independent
Labour Parry had been formed, and Keir Hardic, John Burns and J. Havelock
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Wilson had succeeded in becoming MPs. Morris's part in propagating socialism
cannot be underestimated. Between 1883 and ] 890 he was probably the most
active propagandist in the whole country. In a seven year period he addressed over
1,000 meetings and was heard in person by as many as 250,000 people. His
articles and editorials reached thousands more. As Thompson has written: 'every
group of Socialists included some who had been converted by his words'.16 Many
of these converts went on to play a prominent role in the subsequent development
of the movement.
Morris's influence was also probably one of the reasons why the British
socialist movement developed along different lines to that on the continent.
In Europe socialist parties had gained a great deal of popular support in the
1880s. As early as 1869 the Socialdemokratische Arbeiterparrei - the Germans
certainly knew how to come up with a snappy name - had been established. This
body, organised along Marxist lines, spawned similar Social Democrat parties
in Belgium (1885), Austria (1889), Hungary (1890) and Bulgaria (1891). In
Germany the Socialdemokratische Arbeiterpartei had polled 493,000 votes in
1877. By the time that Morris withdrew from the Socialist League in 1890 this
had riscn to 1,427,000 votes and had provoked Bismarck into passing unpopular
anti-socialist legislation. By 1912 its suppOrt had risen to 4,239,000 and the party
was only kept out of office by a coalition of various bourgeois groupings.
In Britain the revolutionary socialists were never to play such a prominent role
in the working·c1ass parliamentary movement. Part of the reason for this was that
during the 1880s squabbles over tactics prevented the revolutionary movement
from organising the opposition to the bourgeois executive. Morris's role in this
was paradoxical to say the least. Although he worked harder then anybody to
keep the movement together, his own purist beliefs and propaganda aims meant
that throughout the movement's crucial formative years the revolutionary wing of
the socialist movement was weakened by internal divisions. The split with the
Social Democratic Federation not only fragmented the left of the movement - it
led to the creation of the Socialist League which was committed to a vigorous
anti~parliamentary programme in opposition to the gradualists, the co-operative
movement, and, to an extent, the trades unionists. Of course, it would be a
mistake to attribute this failure to Morris alone. H. M. Hyndman's opportunism
and qU3si·Marxisr ideas contributed as well. as did the brief rise of anarchism in
the Jare 1880, and early 18905.
The result was that when parliamentary methods were adopted the initiative
was taken by the moderate elements in the movement. In 1888 the Scottish
Parliamentary Labour Parry was formed. followed five years later by the
Independent Labour Party. When representatives of the latter I along with the
Fabians, the SDF and the trades unions came together in February 1900 to form
the Labour Representative Committee, its leaders were able to pass distinctly
moderate resolutions and to avoid committing its supporters to either socialism or
the class-war. This resulted in the SDF severing its links with the organisation
the following year and consigning itself to the fringes of British politics. The
revolutionary wing of the socialist movement was never to establish a decisive
influence over the Labour Parry.
The question remains whether ~lorris was a unique thinker in the socialist
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movement. Certainly those who have attempted to impose established orthodoxies
on his work have rarely been convincing. Some of the recent claims have been
fanciful to say the (east. The most dubious is Lyman Tower Sargent's attempt in
<William Morris and the Anarchist Tradition' where he claims Morris had
affinities with a form of collective anarchy 'usually labelled 'communist anarchism
and most commonly identified with Kropotkin'.17 This strange 'communist
anarchism' is defined as 'a political theory advocating social order without
coercion'.IS Sargenr argues that this form of anarchy differs from the 'popular
image of anarchism that relates it to violence and even the scholarly image that
frequently stresses the individualism of anarchy and excludes its communal side'.19
To prove that Morris subscribed to this theory Sargenr points to the similarities
between the definition of 'communist anarchism' and the ideas that Morris was
pursuing in his lectures and creative works. He concludes that 'Morris was a
creative theorist of anarchism' .20
What this analysis shows is JUSt how inappropriate it is to impose con·
temporary terminology on a movement in transition. Sargent allows theoretical
considerations to over~ride historical reality. His division of anarchism into two
forms - collectivist and individualist - with a further sub~division of the former
into communist anarchism and anarcho~syndicalism has nothing to do with the
reality of the politics in Britain of the late 1880s and early 18905. The anarchists
who gained control of Commonweal in 1890, and published a letter by J. Creaghe
denouncing Morris's view on 28 November 189"1,11 actually called themselves
anarchist communists. Indeed, they renamed the paper 'A Revolutionary Journal
of Anarchist Communism'. Despite this thc articles that appeared in the paper
reveal a veritable mass of often conflicting opinions which literally defy
description. The editorials advocated the violence more in keeping with Sargent's
so~called individualistic definition of anarchy. However, I doubt that Sargenr has
evcr read Commonweal, and he bases his misguidcd views on a l11is~reading of
News {ram Nowhere and a few of the most readily available lectures.
A diffcrent problem has besct those who have sought to classify Morris as an
orthodox Marxist. Leaving aside the fact that it has yet to be established what it
meant to be a Marxist in the 1880s - especially as many of the key textS of Marx
and Engels were unavailable in English - the evidence to support such a claim is
fragmentary and inconclusive. Morris made few direct references to Marx, with
the result that those he did make have been invested with far great significance
than they merit. A particularly illuminating example of this is to be found in
Appendix Il of E. P. Thompson's \ViJliam Morris: Romantic to Revolutionary.
Here Thornpson sets out to discredit Bruce Glasier's claim that in his latcr years
Morris repudiated lV1arx and adopted a gradualistic attitude to social change. A
claim, it might be added, that has been repeated on a number of occasions. To
support his counter-contention that Morris retained 'a profound admiration for
the work of Marx and Engels' and 'associated himself with the Marxist tradition'
Thornpson outlines the evidence wc have of Morris's debt to Marx. 22
At first glance this appear to be substantial and impressive. Thompson points to
the notes that Morris made while reading Capital, to the references to Marx he
and Hyndman made in the co-authored Summary of the Principles of Socialism,
and to the <many' passing references in his articles and lectures to Marx, Engels,
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and scientific socialism. On closer examination, however, this evidence is not as
conclusive as it would appear. The nOtes Morris made in his copy of Volume Iof
Capital only indicate that he was thorough in his reading of the book. It is more
than likely that he made similar notes in other books that he read on socialism.
The references to Marx in the Summary of the Pr;"ciples of Socialism are almost
certainly the work of Hyndman. This book appeared in the spring of ] 884, yet
Morris was to state in a letter to Andreas Scheu dated 20 August of the same year
that 'T feel myself weak as to the Science of Socialism on many points; I wish I
knew German, as I see I must certainly learn it'.23 This is not the language of a
confident Marxist. Finally, the 'many' references to Marx in Morris's lectures and
articles is an exaggeration. In Justice and Commonweal, for example, Morris only
referred to him on a handful of occasions outside his collaboration with Bax on
Socialism from the Root Up. Most of these allusions are inconsequential.
It is Thompson's assessment of Morris's contribution to Socialism from the
Root Up which is the most controversial. For anyone attempting to prove that
Morris was a Marxist this is the crucial text. This is because it is the only attempt
by Morris to grapple with the economic basis of Marx's work. However, neither
Morris or Bax considered it to be a comprehensive or definitive analysis. In their
first article on scientific socialism they even added a note to the text in which they
reminded readers that they did 'nor profess to offer more than some hints to the
student of Marx'.24 Nevertheless, as Marxism is essentially an economic theory it
has been necessary to prove that Morris made an important contribution to the
chapters which refer to Marx's economic ideas.
Thompson attempts to establish that Morris was an equal parrner in the
composition of these imporrant chapters in Socialism from the Root Up. Unfortunately, in his eagerness to refute Bruce Glasier's suggestion that Morris had Iinle
to do with the drafting of the articles, Thompson manipulates the evidence. He
begins by referring to twO of the comments Morris made in his Socialist Diary
about the method of composition of the articles. In the first of these, an entry
dated 16 February 1887, Morris describes his parr in the composition of the
article 'Scientific Socialism - Karl Marx' which appeared in Commonweal on 26
February of that year:
Tuesday to Bax at Croydon where we did our first article on Marx: or rather he
did it: I don't think I should ever make an economist even of the mOSt
elementary kind: but I am glad of the opportunity this gives me of hammering
some Marx into myself. 25
The second comment quoted by Thompson appeared in an entry for 23 February
1887 and reads: 'Yesterday all day long with Bax trying to get our second article
on Marx together: a very difficult job: I hope it may be worth the trouble'.2 6
Thompson admits that Bax 'was clearly taking priority in drafting the articles on
Marx's economic theory'27 but maintains that Morris's remarks indicate that he
was by no means a sleeping partner in the project.
This is a remarkable interpretation. Not only does Morris state quite clearly
that Bax wrote the first article, but admits he would never make an economist and
was experiencing difficulties over the whole project. Although he latter admitted
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that things had become 'easier',28 taken together these comments would seem to
support Glasier's assessment rather than Thompson's. Indeed, it is difficult to
believe that Morris would have gained much pleasure in grappling with concepts
such as 'commodity', 'exchange' or 'surplus value'. His comments also seem to
cast further doubt on Thompson's implied suggestion that Morris was responsible
for the references to Marx in the Summary of the Principles of Socialism.
Thornpson, despite having already conceded that Bax probably composed the
articles on Marx, then goes on to suggest that even so Morris had an important
role in writing them: '... anyone familiar with the style of both men can detect at
a glance that . . . it is Morris's direct manner and tricks of thought which
predominates rather than Bax's intelligent and pompous prose'.2 9 Thompson is
highly selective in the evidence he produces to support this claim. He quotes
'a characteristic passage'30 from the article on 'Money' which refers to 'the
proceedings of the Craftsmen at the time of Homer',Jl draws attention to a
humorous reference to Mr Boffin (which actually appears in a note), and refers to
an interpolation - 'says Marx with a grin'32 - which is supposed to indicate
'Morris's warm response co the play of passion and humour with which parrs of
Capital are written')3
While no one would dispute that these examples are characteristically
Morrisian, it is misleading co suggest that they arc representative of the general
tone of the economic sections of Socialism from the Root Up. Florence Boos was
far nearer catching their flavour whcn she described the style of the first article as
'dry and reductive')4 The following passage, taken from the paragraph that
appears directly after that in which the quote 'says Marx with a grin') and in
which the note on Mr Boffin is appended, is far more characteristic of the style of
these chapters. In it the authors set out to explain the 'use-value' the capitalist
extracts from the worker:
He buys the use of the labour-power of the workman for a day, while a certain
duration of labour in the day is enough to reproduce the workman's expended
labour power - that is, to keep him alive. But the human machine is in all cases
capable of labouring for more hours in the day than is necessary for this result,
and the contract between the capitalist and the labourer as understood in
the system under which those two classes exist implies that the exercise of the
day's labour-power shall exceed this duration necessary for reproduction, and it
is a matter of course that the buyer of the commodity labour-power should
do as all buyers of commodities do - consume it altogether for his own
advantage. 35
I find it inconceivable that anyone could detect the influence of Morris in this
passage. It is clearly an example of Bax's 'pompolls prose'. The occasional
interpolations, such as those mentioned by Thompson, are the only things that
relieve an otherwise impersonal, pedantic and generally uninspiring account of
Marxist economics.
Even if we do accept Thompson's argument that Morris contrjbuted to these
chapters it does not prove that he was conversant with the intricacies of Marx's
theory. In Socialism from the Root Up Morris and Bax confined their remarks to
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Volume I of Capital. As both Volume II and Volume 1IJ contain extenSive
additional analysis the most we can say is that Morris had a partial knowledge
of the theory. Furthermore, despite Thompson's claim that 'Morris and Bax
succeeded in presenting Marx's essential theory clearly',36 there is evidence that
rhey miscalculated the extent of the project. After devoting two chapters to Part I
of Capital they seem to have decided that the analysis would become interminable
unless it was speeded up. Once started this process of acceleration became absurd.
It ended with their final chapter dismissing Parts 6 to 8 in two paragraphs. Onc
suspeCtS that by this time Morris's enthusiasm had begun to wane. The next
instalment of Sodalism {rom the Root Up did not appear for another seven
months. When it resumed it concentrated on the contemporary state of socialism
and speculation about the future organisation of society. Significantly, these
chapters were introduced as 'the most exciting part of our subject' and of interest
to <all who call themselves Socialists ... unless they chose to relegate themselves
to the position of theorists pure and simple'.3 7
One would have thought that if Morris had mastered the economic basis of
Capital this would have been acknowledged by Engels. Following Marx's death in
1883 Engels had been responsible for compiling the two posthumous volumes of
Capital and had links with the Socialist League through his friendship with the
Avelings. We know he met and conversed with Morris. He may also have been
familiar with some of Morris's political writings. His view of Morris, however,
was one of amused scepticism. In a letter written to Paul Lafargue on 20 March
1886 - when the chapters on Marx were appearing in Commonweal - he
described Morris and Bax as 'our two political innocems'.38 Later, following the
Third Annual Conference of the Socialist League in 1887, he went further
and dismissed Morris as 'hopelessly muddle-headed, and as a poet . . . above
science')9 This comment was made when Morris was distancing himself from the
'Marxist' section in the League and expressing doubts about the role of Bax. As
Morris wrote to Mahon: 'Bax ... is being steeped in the Marxite pickle over at
Zurich [andl ... will want some sitting on when he returns':1O
I believe that we are doing Morris an injustice by viewing his work solely from
a theoretical viewpoint. It is worth recalling that after the League's Third Annual
Conference he wrote his important lecture 'The Society of the Furure'. In this he
made the important distinction between 'analytical' and 'constructive' socialists in
order to suggest that his work should be viewed from an entirely different
perspective. This lecture is most important for the fact that in it Morris challenged
the theorists in the movement. He maintained that by engaging in abstract
theoretical discussions the analytical socialists were doing little to aid the revolutionary process. His argument on this point was derived from his own practical
experience lecturing on street corners around the country. He realised that it was
hopeless to attempt to convert ordinary working people to socialism by presenting
them with elaborate economic arguments based on supposed scientific deduction.
Instead, he maintained that it was essential for the propagandists to act as
intermediaries by applying general socialist principles to contemporary events and
by visualising a society free from capitalist exploitation. In short, to encourage
people to become socialists by giving them the hope of a better world: ' ... these
hopes, or if you will, these dreams for the future, make many a man a Socialist
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whom sober reason deduced from science and political economy and the selection
of the fittest would nor move at all'.41
This view was derived from Morris's personal experience. Unlike Marx and
Engels, who sat in their ivory towers and developed their complex theories,
Morris spoke to the ordinary working men and women on lTIuddy curb-stones in
the East End of London. Throughout his writings it is clear that he considered his
conversion to socialism to have pre-dated his joining of the Democratic Federation
and to have been achieved without recourse to the theorists in the movement.
Near the end of his life he restated this conviction in 'How 1 Became a Socialist'
which appeared in Justice in 1894:
ow this view of Socialism which I hold today, and I hope to die holding, is
what I began with; I had no transitional period, unless you may call such a brief
period of political radicalism during which I saw my ideal clear enough, but
had no hope of any realisation of it. That came to an end some months before I
joined the (then) Democratic Federation, and the meaning of my joining that
body was that I had conceived a hope of the realisation of my ideal ... [W]hen
I took that step I was blankly ignorant of economics; I had never so much as
opened Adam Smith, or heard of Ricardo, or of Karl Marx. 42
Morris consjdered that the theoretical basis of socialism was something to be
tackled after one had been converted. It was the scientific proof that confirmed
one's intuitive belief that society needed to be changed and reborn. He never
believed that a knowledge of scientific socialism was necessary to become a
socialist. For this reason crucial economic concepts like value, exchange, capital,
surplus value and accumulation rarely occupied a crucial position in his political
philosophy. Indeed, his view of the socialist as visionary challenged conventional
orthodoxy by resurrecting and reformulating the utopian socialise tradition.
Ultimately, atguments about Morris's debt to the theorists in the movement such as the extravagant and largely unsubstantiated claims made by Paul Meier
- tend to devalue his practical achievements. Unlike Marx and Engels, and even to
a cerrain extent Kroporkin, he was in every sense of the word an activist. His
lecture campaign of 1883 to ] 890 remains one of the most impressive ever
undertaken by a Victorian socialist. It deservedly brought him into national
prominence as one of the most dedicated socialist speakers. His assessment of
contemporary events in the columns of Justice and Commonweal reveal him to
have been a perceptive political commentator. The insighrs he gained from this
analysis were in many ways as important ro the development of his mature
political vision as his readings in theoretical socialism. In addition he almost
single-handedly created a body of revolutionary socialist literature. This not only
dramatised the reality of the revolutionary struggle but challenged bourgeois
conceptions of the nature of nineteenth-century art. His work stands as a
monument to his implacable belief that there must be a better future for mankind.
Until that future is achieved his lectures, articles and creative works will continue
to be as relevant as when they were first written.
The sadness is that no revolution as Morris envisaged it has ever taken place.
The utopia that Morris imagined in News from Nowhere seems now to be fanciful
21

and unrealistic. Yet what is the future? l went to Russia when I was a child during
the Cold War. It frightened me by its poverty and regimentation. 1 had a Polish
girlfriend at the time of Solidarity. The Polish people are the most generous I have
ever met. But to see four people crammed into a dilapidated van sclJing ice-creams
in order co keep up the pretence of full employment was ludicrous. I went to
Dresden just after the Berlin \Vall was brought down. The EaSt Germans had kept
the bomb-damaged buildings that had been destroyed in the criminal allied
bombings that had been undertaken unnecessarily in the Second World \Var. It
was a symbolic gesmre. However, running through the centre of the city was a
river that can only be described as an open sewer. All the attempts during the last
century at communism failed because they were in fact state dictatorships.
When I got back from Russia I returned (Q my prep school with its beautiful
playing fields. My parents lived - and still live - in a large house with lovely
gardens that slope down to the River Yare in Norfolk. I write this in a beautiful
seventeenth century cottage on the side of the Mendip Hills in Somerset where my
window overlooks the top of the trees. Next Saturday we are going co have a
Community Parry at the cottage. The bunting has been made by one of our
neighbours and cverybody in the hamlet will be making delicious food and
bringing drinks. lr is like something out of a novel by H. E. Bates or Lauric Lee.
Last year the whole community marched down the lane with me at the head to
discuss with a developer what he was going to give us as a result of getting
planning pcrmission on an old mill site in the hamlet. \Ve are to be gifted with
ancient mill-ponds, £2,500 and a car-park. So, you may ask, what is wrong with
capitalism?
I always think that Morris's many biographers have missed the real man. I was
born in Essex. I am 'short, stout and suffer from gout', and have had a similarly
privileged life. Bur we are the frorh on the top of a cartoon of sour cream, the bees
buzzing round the flowers of a rotting plant, and the birds perched on the highest
branch of a tree that is about to collapse. A society cannot exist with the
inequalities that we have. For every strawberry I can pick by just stepping outside
there is a syringe discarded in a desolate rower-block. For every new-potato I dig
up there is an abortion happening in some dubious docror's establishment in the
East End. The world has to be changed so that everybody, regardless of their
creed, colour, race, sex, or sexual orientation can have equal opportunities, rights
and happiness. Morris once said he 'was sitting on the world'. \Vc are all sitting
on the world. We have to save that world by making it free from pollution, racial
hatred, sexual harassment, poverty, conflict and discrimination. These were aims
that Morris fought for and cherished.
However, at the beginning of a ncw millennium wc have to decide how to
achieve these aims. Morris's career as a propagandist revealed the fundamental
flaw underlying the whole of Marxist philosophy_ However much you preach
the class-war and the inevitability of the revolution you have to convincc
the people. The idea that ordinary people, who live comforta ble lives under
capitalism, are going to rise up in revolt against the system is simply impossible to
contemplate. I, like Morris, once thought it was possible. But capitalism is an
insiduous system which relies for its existence on giving the majority of people
sufficient accommodation, food, health care and education so as to avoid their
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discontent. As long as the majority of a society are happy there will never be
change whatever inj ustices exist.
At the end of News from Nowhere, Morris meets a labourer who touches his
forelock in deference to him. This is symbolic of his return to the nineteenth
century. I always wonder what Morris would have thought when my girlfriend
and I had a picnic in a field in a Norfolk village at the end of the twentieth
century and an elderly labourer did precisely the same thing to us. Something has
gone wrong. But neither Morris or I have found the solution.
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