












Even in 1893, when to some extent Morris had modified his
antagonism to parliamentary actipn, he remained highly scept­
ical about reform that was not simply an extension· of general
agitation and change outside parliament. Thus he discussed the
growth of

public acquirement of parks and other open spaces, planting of trees,
establishment of ftee Iibtaries and the like. ['Communism', 1893.
'Briggs p.I541

and, while admitting these to be a 'great gain', saw them as
merely the 'machinery' of socialism. Most important was 'how
such reforms were done; in what spirit; or rather what else was
being done, while these were going on, which would make peo­
ple long for equality of condition; which would give them faith
in the possibility and workableness of Socialism'. [Ibid.]

He was worried about the manner in which the reforms were
carried out for he considered that

the Society of Inequality might . .. accept the quasi-Socialist machin­
ery above mentioned, and work it for the purpose of upholding that
society in a somewhat shorn condition, maybe, but a safe one. [Ibid.]

This suspicion towards what reformers hailed as gains for the
working classes extended to other areas; the capitalist system
Morris saw as being able to absorb and transform any achieve­
ment into something suitable to its own ends. Thus he talks of
education and of craftsmanship as follows:

Just as the capitalists would at once capture education in craftsman­
ship, seek out what little advantage there is in it, and then throw it
away, so they do with all other education. A superstition still remains
from the times when 'education' was a rarity that it is a means for ear­
ning a superior livelihood; but as soon as it has ceased to be a rarity,
competition takes care that education shall not raise wages; that gen­
eral education shall be worth nothing, and that special education shall
be worth just no more than a tolerable return on the money and time
spent in acquiring it. [Commonweal, 1888. Briggs p. 146]

All these su-spicions of reformism and the aims of some of
his fellow socialists were not merely a matter of difference in
aims and priorities. For Morris the reality of socialism was that
people should hold the power; a crucial area for the exercise of
that power was over the use of their own labour-power and
time. Any reform in housing, health or education that did not
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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 iJy 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 mea'ning, 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 stat~ 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.
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