




















touch the division of labour and the workers control over his
work was simply an amelioration of conditions (a welcome
amelioration) but one that under capitalism could be made to
serve the commercial system.

The totalness of his socialism, as illustrated in his attitude
to Parliament and reformism, and which has by some been
seen as an uncompromising ‘purism’ (a dogmatism verging on
the impractical) must be understood, as he understood it, with-
in the context of the analysis of capitalism and the precondit-
ions for a socialist society, and not simply as a dispute over tac-
tics among socialists in the late 1880s and 1890s. For beneath
the dispute over the tactics for gaining power lay fundamental
differences of understanding as to what socialism could be, and
what the forces tending towards the construction of socialism
were.

Socialism was not, for Morris, a matter of a more palatable
sharing out of the national cake; it was a matter, rather, of who
controlled the making of that cake and, even more importantly,
who controlled what sort of cake that was to be. Thus the work-
ers’ control of production was not to be simply that workers
shared the profits, but that they would also control what and
how and to what end they were to produce. And here again
Morris’s experience as an artist-craftsman, and his insistence
that art could be and should be an integral element in the prod-
uction of all goods — material and mental — is central. Art was
a way of working and using, and the pre-conditions for a heal-
thy art and the pre-conditions for socialist construction were,
for Morris, one and the same.

A healthy art is not something plucked from somebody else’s
conception of a ‘national heritage’ and displayed for people to
stare at and consume; it is something, in Morris’ terms, to be
made by people for use by the people. For just as public parks
and libaries do not exist outside specific social relations, so art
was not and is not a thing in the abstract. Rather it is, in its
production and use and meaning, a product of a specific hist-
orically defined set of social relations. For the reasons Morris
could express his concern about public services and facilities —
which today would also include the Arts Council and the Crafts
Advisory Committee.
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Socialism was not for Morris a matter of ameliorating cond-
itions, of welfare benefits, or of state provision and definition
of culture. All these were compatible with a capitalist commer-
cial system, and did not touch that division of labour, and the
production of goods for the creation of surplus-value rather than
use, which he saw as being the root cause of people’s inability to
create their own lives and their own art.

Note
Sources for the material quoted are as follows

P. Henderson (ed), The Letters of William Morris (London 1950).
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(Detroit 1969)

A. Briggs (ed), Selected Writings and Designs (Penguin
1962 & 73).
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