












by pursuing his own personal aspirations, is actually negating the religion from
which they spring. If his rebellion were to be successful it would also imply that it
was possible to exercise free-will as a means of overcoming existing social factors
in determining the direction of human history. For this reason the narrator, in
order to allow Ball to come to terms with his own role in the historical process,
must reveal to him his alienation, then the gap that exists between his own desires
and the social forces underlying his rebellion, and, finally, show that these forces
are the result of the existence of laws determining the progress of human history.

John Ball's education in the truths of historical determinism is acted out
symbolically against the gradual dawning of a new day. It begins with the
narrator revealing how Ball is alienated from both the spiritual and temporal
realities of his own age. He points out that the ideal of 'the Fellowship of the
Church'29 is already anachronistic in a world where the feudal hierarchy on which
it relied had begun to disintegrate through corruption and abuse. The ethics of
individuality are now more important to the priesthood than those of community:
'as thou thyself saidst ... with a few words spoken and a little huddling*up of the
truth, with a few pennies paid, and a few masses sung, thou mightest have had a
good place on this earth and in ... heaven'.3o These ethics had also begun to
pervade the consciousness of the ordinary people. As has been noted, the men who
create the rebellion that Ball leads are not seeking equality or community but
personal freedom and liberty. They are asserting their right to self-determination.

John Ball also has to accept that the direction his rebellion takes is diametrically
opposed to that which he had hoped. Far from aiding the growth of fellowship,
the release from serfdom led instead to the break-up of feudalism. This was a
development that Morris and Bax had again referred to in 'Socialism from the
Root Up'. They argued that the freeing of labour was the first precondition
for capitalist production. Once it had been achieved medieval society was
characterised by the rise of individualism. This manifested itself most obviously in
the establishment of the wage relationship and the decline in influence of the
Church in temporal affairs. It is an illustration of the close link between 'Socialism
from the Root Up' and A Dream of John Ball that the narrator's explanation for
these changes - made amidst the gloom of the summer's night - is a verbatim
re-writing of this analysis.

The final stage of John Ball's education occurs just before the dawning of the
new day. Having confronted the reality of his own alienation and the impending
destruction of his own milieu, he now has to face the fact that the course of
history cannot be influenced by man's individual will - however noble his
aspirations - but is pre-determined by events forged in the past and encountered
in the present. It is worth pointing out that for the readers of Commonweal,
familiar with 'Socialism from the Root Up', this would already have been
apparent. They would have realised that John Ball's aspirations for fellowship had
been frustrated precisely because he was our of touch with the historical origins of
the rebellion he led. In the case of Ball himself, however, it is left to the narratOt to
illustrate how the destruction of feudalism was the crucial factor that enabled the
rise of capitalistic exploitation.

In the chapters of 'Socialism from the Root Up' published prior to the
appearance of A Dream of John Ball, Morris and Bax had never carried their
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critique of capitalism further than an account of the events surrounding the Paris
Commune of 1871. As it was their declared intention to resume the theoretical
work early in 1887, Morris appears to have been reluctant to anticipate any of the
conclusions they might come to concerning the ultimate demise of capitalism and
the subsequent reorganisation of society. This decision undermined the terms
under which he was able to give John Ball any hope for rhe furure. Afrer
the closely argued re-education Ball receives from the narrator, the latter's bland
assertion - unsubstantiated by either historical fact or contemporary events
- that despite everything the 'Fellowship of Man shall endure'" simply lacks
credibility.

As a work of propaganda A Dream of John Ball remains ambiguous precisely
because of the complexity of the issues it confronts. Its greatest achievement is in
giving dramatic expression to the laws of history. By confirming the progression
from feudalism to capitalism it establishes determinism as a living principle
underlying all human history. Both John Ball and the narrator are thereby given a
more acute perception of the forces influencing the changes towards which they
are working. Unfortunately, all this is achieved at the expense of acknowledging
the limitations confronting the revolutionary consciousness. An individual
vision cannot be transformed into effective social action unless it is shared by
others. Until this occurs the visionary has 110 alternative but to remain alienared
in the world he wished to transform. Hence in the end John Ball must return to
a rebellion that is to have consequences diametrically opposed to those he
intended, while the narrator is left to face the prospect of nineteenth century
capitalism.
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