“1 have had some 55 years experience, | won't say of the world, but of myself; the result of
which isthat | am almost prepared to deny that there is such athing as an individual human
being: | have found out that my valuable skin covers say about a dozen persons, who in spite of
their long alliance do occasionally astonish each other very much by their strange and
unaccountable vagaries...it isimpossible but that some of the men inside my skin who go to
make up that complexity are but types of many others in the world, and the probably even some
of those arein thisroom at present. So that when | tell you of my so called personal desires for
and hopes of the future the voice is mine, but the desires and hopes are not only mine, but are
those of, | really think, many others, and you as practical men and women, as | hope you are,
cannot afford to disregard them.”

— William Morris, “How Shall We Live Then?’, 1889

“Fierce and yet at the same time overflowing with gentleness...the undecided brusquerie of the
shy, the reserve of the man filled with his own thoughts and self-contained, but with sudden fits
of bonhomie and gusts of enthusiasm which all at once fire, exalt, and transfigure him.”

— Gabriel Mourey, art critic, October 1886.

Session I. Remembering William Morris

We will discuss William Morris and his importance to nineteenth century art, literature, design
and political thought. We will explore how we can use the history Morris'slife to gain insight
into the problems and debates of the historical period in which he lived and the relevance of his
ideas today, particularly hisviews on art and society, his visionary politics and his deep love of
the natural world. We will also discuss the debate over how we remember him.

Readings:

* Morris, William to Andreas Scheu, 5 September 1883, (including “ A Rather Long Winded
Sketch of My Very Uneventful Life,” in Philip Henderson, ed., The Letters of William Morris,
NY: Longman. (Thisletter begins with an interesting discourse on cloth, dying and the
shoddiness of the age before he gets down to write Scheu about this life.) 183-188.

* Levitas, Ruth, “Representations of William Morris,” Reviewsin History, July 1996. 1-3.

» Thompson, E.RP, William Morris, Romantic to Revolutionary, 2nd Ed, Merlin Press, 1977.
700-705; 712-715.

» Salvatore, Nick, “Biography and Social History: An Intimate Relationship,” Cornell University
ILR School, September 2004. 189-191.
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Ruth Levitas, “ Representations of William Morris,” Reviewsin History, July 1996.

Note: Thisisan excerpt of book review that addresses some of the problems biographers of Morris have
when it comes to his political life and his writings, and how their own political and personal views and
experiences can influence their perspectives.

The books reviewed are Fiona MacCarthy, William Morris: A Life for Our Time, and E.P. Thompson,
W Iliam Morris. Romantic to Revolutionary.

| started reading Fiona MacCarthy's biography of Morris on the day of publication. (1994) | wasriveted
by it, found it hard to put down, was sorry when | finished it. MacCarthy clearly shares Morris's strong
sense of place; and she writes about places passionately and evocatively, conveying their importance to
Morris. To produce such a book, packed with information about the details of Morrisslife, isahuge
undertaking; it would be ungenerous indeed not to salute the achievement, and welcome this notable
addition to scholarship on Morris. Indeed, | enjoyed the book so much that | was almost inclined to
forgive the fact that the treatment of Morris's politicsis relatively weak; for a project of such scaleis
bound to be better on some matters than on others. Morris's polymathic skills and interests present arare
challenge to a biographer. Nevertheless, in the present political climate, and taken together with general
representations of Morris, it is significant that the main weakness of this book, which looks set to be the
most widely-read book on Morrisfor along time, is a political weakness.

On a second reading (also enjoyable), for this review, those reservations were accompanied by more
considered questions about the nature of the book. There are different kinds of biography: so the question
is, what kind is this? What aspects of Morris doesiit reveal, and what does it not reveal ? In the
introduction, MacCarthy observes that people tend to take particular views of Morris, and to appropriate
him to their own position. 'The layers of theory have obscured his ‘whol€e' personality’ (viii). Her intention
isto 'unwrap' Morris from this theorising, to present him whole. It is an intention both welcome and
naive. Welcome, because it goes beyond the process of looking at facets of his work, and potentially
enabl es the relations between these to become clear. Naive, because it does not acknowledge that any
narrative of any life, whether biography or autobiography, contains an implicit theory - not necessarily an
overt political position to which the subject/object is assimilated, but atheory of what it isto recount a
life, to write a biography.

The subtitle of the book is apt: A Life for Our Time. The ambiguity is, of course, deliberate: isMorrisslife
relevant to our time, or is this an account for our time? It isintensely personal, focused on the detail of
where Morris was and what he was doing, and especially on his personal relationships and what can be
gleaned or constructed of hisfeelings. Narratives of this kind focus on emotions, responses, motivations.
They involve inference, even at times speculation. Above al, they rest on an assumption that interior
narratives are somehow more authentic than exterior ones, that the personal and private life is a better
measure of the 'real’ person than the public or political life. The strength of such accountsisthat they can
offer areal insight into the driving forcesin an individual's life. The potential weaknesses are many: too
much gossip, which makes for a fascinating read, but in the end adds little to areal understanding; the
temptation to make inferences and extrapolations beyond the evidence; the temptation to indulge in
amateur psychoanalysis, and even to intrude too far upon the privacy of a subject who cannot protest but
undoubtedly would if they could; and, most importantly, a tendency to displace the public persona, to
focus so much on the subconscious life that the conscious one is marginalised.

The Morris MacCarthy offers usis a sensitive Morris: bullied by Rossetti; dependent on amale
camaraderie, despite being cast in the role of buffoon; a man deeply sexually insecure; a'semi-feminist’ in
his expressed ideas on women's emancipation and in his actual behaviour towards his wife; a devoted
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father to Jenny, his epileptic daughter. The detail of thisis fascinating, though variously convincing.
Rossetti comes across as thoroughly obnoxious, athough references to his 'southern melancholy’ (219) ,
'southern European callousness, and being 'southern European in temperament and looks (114) add little.
Morris's sexual insecurity, though plausibly argued, is necessarily an inference. In relation to Jenny,
MacCarthy is carried away by her own image of Morris: on his death, she says, Jenny lost 'not just her
father but her main companion and in a sense her last real link with the outside world'. But Morris's
affection for his daughter is partly known because of the frequent letters he wrote her, the brunt of caring
for Jenny fell on others. This does not detract from the importance of the relationship for both of them,
but it flies beyond - indeed in the face of - the evidence.

Differences of interpretation are inevitable in any biography, and particularly so in those that seek to re/
create awhole persona. But part of this whole was Morris's politics, and here | think there are serious
problems with MacCarthy's book. Morris's palitical activities are given their due place. Thereisno
attempt to suppress, nor to pretend that Morris changed his mind about socialism in later life. Indeed, at
the outset MacCarthy remarks on the need to beware those 'anxious to play down - or even up - his
revolutionary Socialism' . However, in various ways MacCarthy seeks to distance Morris from Marxism,
while incorporating the reader to a supposedly consensual position. She says that ‘we can feel quite
certain that the world collapse of Marxism would have overjoyed him'; and 'perhaps in the light of our
own mellow post-modern eclecticism we can accept Morris more readily as the conservative radical he
really was. She stresses Morris's closeness to intellectual anarchism, arguing not from Morris's political
writing, but from his friendships with prominent anarchists, notably Stepniak and Kropotkin.

What ismissing isareal grasp of the political thought, and the connection Morris saw between this and
his attitudes to skill, craftsmanship and human work; and it ismissing, | think, because MacCarthy has no
fundamental grasp of the critique of capitalism embodied in socialism, including (but also pre-dating)
Marxism. This underlies the repeated return to the question of Morris's supposed inconsistency, the gap
between his theory and his practice, between hisimage of afactory asit might be, and how hisown
workshops actually were, notwithstanding the fact that he was a'good employer'. But the whole
assessment and conclusion of a Marxist analysis of capitalism isthat itsinherent problems cannot be
overcome voluntarily by individuals, only by atransformation of the relations of production. And Morris
himself made the point on numerous occasions: socialism required social transformation, collectively
wrought, not individual philanthropy. Morris's concerns about art, skill and work led himto a
fundamental critique of capitalism - acritique which is as relevant now as then. To say thisis not to
‘claim’ Morris for Marxism, but to claim that he cannot be understood without a fundamental, felt grasp of
an essentially Marxist critique of capitalism.

But MacCarthy's book is not, after all, an intellectual biography, but a personal one. It is notable that she
writes: 'In these years of his conversion Morris changed his personality, withdrawing from his old haunts
and his old friendships. It isto some extent a hidden period'. Since there is ample information about what
Morris was doing and thinking - after all, thereis amass of lecture material and journalism, aswell as
letters, on which MacCarthy draws - this can only arise from an assumption that the political is not
personal enough. The only account of Morris to deal primarily and thoroughly with Morris's socialist
years and with his political thought remains Edward Thompson's Wiliam Morris: Romantic to
Revolutionary, first published in 1955, and revised in 1977.

Although Thompson's book is sometimes referred to as a biography, it isn't. It isn't even an intellectual
biography in a conventional sense of a chronological account of the development of an individual's
thinking. Returning to it, | was struck by how little of Morris's personal or artistic life appearsin this
account. It is a very specific account, with two main aims which govern the selection of material. Firstly,
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to show Morris's movement from an essentially romantic rejection of industrial society to arevolutionary
socialist position; and to show how in this shift, Morris created a novel synthesis, characterised by what
Thompson calls 'moral realism'. Secondly, to provide an account of Morriss political years which is not
focused ssimply on Morris, but on his place in the emergent and evolving socialist movement of the 1880s
and 1890s. Morris's palitical thought is read against the actual issues and conflicts which he was
confronting. It becomes impossible, confronted with what Morris says about his own position, to suggest
that he was more of an anarchist than a Marxist. But Thompson makes two points which are of crucial
significance here. One is that while it is indisputable that Morris read and was influenced by Marx (and
indeed recommended Marx' swork to others), thereis a certain anachronism in simply dubbing Morris's
own analysis of capitalism as Marxist. |deas about the fundamentally exploitative nature of capitalism
were in the early 1880s common to those calling themselves socialists. (Indeed a reading of the Owenite
journal The Pioneer from the 1830s would demonstrate how central this economic analysis was to pre-
Marxist socialism). Secondly, however, Morris was always seeking for points of unity. Thompson's
account emphasises Morris's attempts to avoid sectarian squabbles as far as possible - attempts which did
not always succeed, but which contributed to the general respect in which he was held by the socialist
movement.

As Thompson observes in the postscript written for this second edition, he has been read as attempting to
claim Morris for Marxism, when this was not his intention. (Or if it was hisintention in 1955, it was no
longer so in 1977.) Thompson's postscript is one of the most powerful pieces of writing about the
relationship between utopianism and Marxism in general, and in particular between utopianism and
Marxism in Morris's socialism. Thompson insists that Morrisis both a utopian and a Marxist, without
‘either a hyphen or a sense of contradiction ... between the two terms, and that 'Morris may be assimilated
to Marxism only in the course of are-ordering of Marxism itself' - are-ordering away from economism
towards precisely that moral realism which Morris represents (806-7). And even then, assimilation is not
possible, since utopia and Marxism represent different operative principles, of desire and knowledge,
which need to be held in relation to one another, but can never be reduced to each other. Morris's
particular contribution was to sustain this synthesis; and socialism - and the world - are poorer without it.

This statement has, however, to be read in the light of Thompson's own changing political affiliations,
which emphasize the inadequacy of the label Marxist. For what Thompson is trying to do is to distance
himself from Stalinism, from economism and from Althusserianism, while holding on - like Morris - to an
essentially Marxist analysis of capitalism. It is not theoretically necessary to place the moral strand in
socialist thought outside Marxism.... But it was politically necessary for Thompson. And in the case of
Morris, it emphasises the fact that this element came from the romantic critique, to be integrated with the
economic analysis of revolutionary socialism into avery particular, and particularly compelling political
vision.

Thompson's book remains essential reading for anyone who would understand Morris's palitics. But itisa
partial account, and it omits elements which are of particular interest today. There is almost no discussion
of the ecological element in Morris's thought, and the relationship of thisto his analysis of capitalism.
And thereis, surprisingly, not very much discussion of Morris's ideas about work, skill, craftsmanship and
art. Thereis certainly room for a new study of Morriss socia and political theory. But such a book can
only be satisfactorily written, | think, by someone who has an intuitive as well as cognitive grasp of
Morris's far-reaching critique of capitalism and its conseguences - for human relationships, for work, for
art, for the environment. It may be hard for a committed socialist to summon up the cheek to follow
Thompson; but we too need a“life for our time.”
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