
  “I have had some 55 years experience, I won't say of the world, but of myself; the result of 
which is that I am almost prepared to deny that there is such a thing as an individual human 
being: I 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 is impossible 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 are in this room at present. So that when I 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, I really think, many others, and you as practical men and women, as I 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’s life to gain insight 
into the problems and debates of the historical period in which he lived and the relevance of his 
ideas today, particularly his views 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. (This letter 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,”  Reviews in History, July 1996. 1-3.
• Thompson, E.P., 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,”  Reviews in History, July 1996. 
Note: This is an 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, 
William Morris: Romantic to Revolutionary. 

I started reading Fiona MacCarthy's biography of Morris on the day of publication. (1994) I was riveted 
by it, found it hard to put down, was sorry when I 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 Morris's life, is a huge 
undertaking; it would be ungenerous indeed not to salute the achievement, and welcome this notable 
addition to scholarship on Morris. Indeed, I enjoyed the book so much that I was almost inclined to 
forgive the fact that the treatment of Morris's politics is relatively weak; for a project of such scale is 
bound to be better on some matters than on others.  Morris's polymathic skills and interests present a rare 
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 Morris for a long 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 does it 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 'whole' personality' (viii). Her intention 
is to '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 
enables 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 a theory of what it is to 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: is Morris's life 
relevant to our time, or is this an account for our time? It is intensely 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 his feelings. Narratives of this kind focus on emotions , responses, motivations. 
They involve inference, even at times speculation. Above all, 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 accounts is that they can 
offer a real insight into the driving forces in 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 a real 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 us is a sensitive Morris: bullied by Rossetti; dependent on a male 
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 this is fascinating, though variously convincing. 
Rossetti comes across as thoroughly obnoxious, although 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 a whole persona. But part of this whole was Morris's politics, and here I think there are serious 
problems with MacCarthy's book. Morris's political activities are given their due place. There is no 
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 is missing is a real grasp of the political thought, and the connection Morris saw between this and 
his attitudes to skill, craftsmanship and human work; and it is missing, I 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 his image of a factory as it might be, and how his own 
workshops actually were, notwithstanding the fact that he was a 'good employer'. But the whole 
assessment and conclusion of a Marxist analysis of capitalism is that its inherent problems cannot be 
overcome voluntarily by individuals, only by a transformation 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 him to a 
fundamental critique of capitalism - a critique which is as relevant now as then. To say this is 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 is to some extent a hidden period'. Since there is ample information about what 
Morris was doing and thinking - after all, there is a mass of lecture material and journalism, as well 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 William 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, I was struck by how little of Morris's personal or artistic life appears in 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 a revolutionary 
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 Morris's political years which is not 
focused simply on Morris, but on his place in the emergent and evolving socialist movement of the 1880s 
and 1890s. Morris's political 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' s work to others), there is a certain anachronism in simply dubbing Morris's 
own analysis of capitalism as Marxist. Ideas 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 his intention 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 Morris is 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 a re-ordering of Marxism itself' - a re-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 a very particular, and particularly compelling political 
vision.

Thompson's book remains essential reading for anyone who would understand Morris's politics. But it is a 
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 this to his analysis of capitalism. 
And there is, surprisingly, not very much discussion of Morris's ideas about work, skill, craftsmanship and 
art. There is certainly room for a new study of Morris's social and political theory. But such a book can 
only be satisfactorily written, I think, by someone who has an intuitive as well as cognitive grasp of 
Morris's far-reaching critique of capitalism and its consequences - 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.” 



l,__Salvatsre ' Bisgradry and $ocial Hi*ar,v: an lntimaie Relaiir:nship

will urake an ef{ort to contribute to this wonderful effort to exarnine tfie individual
in labor and social history. Hswev*r, as the essays in lhis issue are, by virtue of space
limitatians, inccmplrte biographiral portroits, and as I have no knowledge of the
trxrader ressarch prujects they ar* drart"n tronu I will not offsr a detailed analy*is
oI tlem, Rather, I will try tn address some of the trmader themes rais*d by these

Jggys concerning the relationship be&ue*n biography and social history.

I t" the intoduction to Ergexr H Dels, I refurred to the book as a 'social hiography,'

I one that intended tc explore both the individunt and the brsder sode] context,
I did not think that I had just invented a new gerut; rathei I wa* inkigued by a
question applicable to tlre lives ol *ll human beingx. Hnw. in what ways, with what
strtccsss. does an indir,tdual interact w'ith, create a life $rorn, and possibly alter a

culture and a rodety not af their own rnaking; one which they largely inherit? The
approach here $,as n6t t{} reinvent the r+rnantlc view cf the 'great rnan' rising above
rociety's limitations, which had becn rightly criticised; nor was it to frarne my work
wiihin a specific prychologic*l analysis. I ruither felt kno'rrledpable err*ugh n+r
comfortable with the ides of subiecting this pre*Freudian Debs to uudl a systematie
reading. But in exploring the interarlianbetwsen &e public and the privnte in this
mart's lift, I saught to understnfld the pattems of choices made in sadr sphere $rum

the passibiliti*s hr then ecrvisirned. In this regard" I wrote Deb,* very much in a
humanistic tradition and hcped the rrader, fiIhile betier {rrrderstarrding historical
forces. may also s*r in laytred depiction* of th* subiect ulmefiing of themselver as

well,
Am I not theru as thr literary crifics might suggest simply'makirrg up' rny

subjmt, deluding mysel"f that I can achrally encounter another persan in &is msnner?
I thought thery and do now, that the imposribility crf abrolute objerliviry is not
lherefore an invitatian to sophistical relativism- RathW the kaditional irnperatives
o{ the historian's craft themselves provide guidelinee to exploring this piay between
the individuai and ths social world he or she inhabit*.

Tlrrbasis for this approach tobiographyisror*rd in ideasand events laryrtlran
theindividual subie*.In &hs, for*xample, the laqgerissue concefiredhownon-elite
Americans experienc*d the transition tr: indusbial capitalisrn at the beginning af
the trlrentieth cenhrry. Hncrruntering Amos Webbeg in We AII Got History, opened up
the tantalising prorpect of *ploring something of the privatc and publir lifu of an
unkns$m Arn*ric*n. Ivfy bi+graphy of Franklin, Singing in rr Strange Ixad. in turru hao
at ib core a desire fo knpw more about the inter$ertion of r*eial identiry reHgious
bel€f, and so{ialandpoliticat*ctivism inhlackArnerica over thelastcentury, Beneath
tfuse issue* lay twa other concems: an abiding inierest to exarnine ths tension
betwe,rn the prumise o{ Affierir{ft dernocracy and its actuai erp€rienc in doily tifu.
and a persistent e#ort to inveetigate drarrging urrderrtandings of nanhood ovEr time
and in di"fferent social caatexte. That is a hroad a.genda, and each book fails in its
or+n way tn fully meet the goal" Yet that Iaikrle is not a resulf of the choeen forrn - a

Eaditisntl social histnry, like all hurnan a*ivitlr, wnuld alsu ha're its imperfectiors.
Further, I would never rlaim that nry $uhe{t was in any fa*hinrr reprr*ntative of
his times. That sentiment recalls the well*known 'greut man' historiugraphy and
obliterates the cenkal dynamic I ffnd interesting that bet:ue*n the prbltc life and
the knnurn private reality. Th* men I have writtrn aboutwere, hcwevs6 involv*d in
and eagnged urith the wndd about them. By frcusing slrarply rn the chaices made



,--l Labour History r Number E7 r Nnvember 1004

frorn the possibilities seen ia a tirne not our owrL r.rc can leam much ab*ut their
camrnihrents aftd those of others, allies and oFpsnsnts alike, ln that interptay a
broader social histnry rntwines with a more private pattrrn. the result, if done well,
*heds light far bryond any individual even if it daes not always rearh into every
corner of social life" The value, therl of understanding a particular life in ib broad
social csntext is preclsely this: it examines the process alhistarical change through
an individual wha, like otherhuman*, grapples simultaneously with mmplex foms
bath public and private.

The ffia$folding the bi*graph*r ereds $ur thir proiect is it$elf quite eornplex.Its
fsufidation is what Hannah Arendt oncs catlEd t}e'brut*lly elernentary data' af
historical rsseardl itself"6 Ta erroke a li{e in full mati*n r,irith &e warld requiree a
brosd and sxtefl$ive research stratesy, cns that recognises that the partinrlur is in
fact the pri*m that reveals sncial as well as persrnxl rneaning- Thus. in tlre pruceus
of researr}, nathing - not the f*intest iRference * is unimportant. An ex*mple from
De&,c will illustrate my point.

Among other qualities, Eugrn* Debs a,a* known {or his hoctility tG most fortr$
of organised religitrn. Yet there was n peculiar bibliml fone to ffiany of his speech*s
that suggested a tamiliarity with tle cenkal strands of theludeo$uistian tradition.
At first I found this confusing. 1,{as not socialisrn the antithesis of rdigious fai& I
innocently a*ed? I dr*n recalled that Debs grew to adulthood in a particulsr crltur€
that had been perirdically roiled by religious rcvivals. This kd rre to explorc that
enyirronment {ar more rar*fully than I might have otherwisr {th*re is vefy little
primary materialon Debs'earlyyeaxi. Ibegan tsunff,vera Fowerfrrlpoliticalculture
in his commurriS and in nther part* of the American Mdwest rhat avidly melded
the millennial prumises of American dernncracy and evangelical Pmtestantism into
what later s(holars would call A:nerira's civil religion,? Thi* xrt only helped me
und*r*tand &e biblical refrains even in hls overtly socialist speedres, it also }e,l me
to ons of the cenhal theme* of that traol* Wllen Debs publidy annsunced hirnsslf a
socialiat in 1s97. *t age {?, he bcrc within him a definition of that term *rat reflectd
the culture of his rhildhood, His socialisrn, and its {onsequent appeal to many
Americans. owed fa.r less to Marx, Engels. or Lenin than to his understandings o{
Thornas )effiersan, Abraham Lincoln, and the promise of Americarr d*mocrary Had
I not stopped h explcre lh*se particular rhetorical rxpressicns in hin ora&rry, rnuch
would have been Imt.

The te*t then, for biagraphy is not whether the subiect is reprmentative, whatever
that rnay mean, but rather urhat is it that we might learn fmm a study *f a specific
life. The ed^itars of this iseue of lslaar History caught this rarell when they cited
Bernard Baiiyn:'The drama nf pe*pltstrugglingwith conditinns that cungne them
*uough rycle* of limited life spans is the heartof all living history'. The poignanry
of thistundamental humandilernma iswhat drgw rne towardtrtographywell-before
I wa* cqilsci$us of its Fower But hcvq, in a practicar **nse, doe* one im^agine such
a research prejeri?

It is n+t efiougtl I wauld in$ist, ts hang the burden nf a traditirlaal srdal or
institutionsl history upon the iner{ Sorrn of tlrs chs*efi one, occasionally evoking &at
body to highlight an interpretative p*int. No, sne must rather grant the individual
his particulaxify iil a]t its dirnerr*ions *or as many as orra can po,esibly disfilvs; and
th* hiographer must be willing tc expl*re thexe byway* whereyer they may lead.
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Assume, for a mom$lL thatqne-s focus is a datively unknown lvorking man, a local
union activist- Ttre mcords of that union, its local, and other u:risns ra'ith whom there
weffi jtintinvolvementsare of obvious irrpnrHn(Bi*s w#uld bruftion publicafions"
eonternprrary n€w$paper$, and arrhival mllections of paliUcians, industrialists,
and union leaders as ftleyant. But to stop there is to kuncate the br,*rader task oI
explaring the tensicn between the personal and the public, the individual and the
scdal" To the extent ponsible it is essentifll to feillsw c,ne's subiect out rf the union
hall *nd its politital nrlture and int+ the o&er dimensinns of his ar her [ife. Not to ds
ihis would be to deny to fhat pmson and t* historir*l th+ught the very eornplexity
we as individuals exp*riene daily.

Where might this approach hke u*? It tak** us into the plant, thr rrorld of worh
where distinctions based on skill, race, ethnicity, gendrr. and *rther factor,q n{ten
give a detper mcaning t+ pronounced claims of group solidarity. Critical too is the
home, e*pecially the natal home and its influences.Iohn McGreevy's objection to
the 'underlying argument' in di$ussi$ns ol class in contemp*raryhistorical writing
is well taken. lS* hi*torians, he wrote, toa often assumed without *rridenre'that
cqnsciousne$s forrned as a laborer is xrore irnp*rtant that t*nscinusnexs d*v+Jrped
in the home'.8 The public $pa(a surr*unding thiu irnagined worker's adult home
alsc carries crmplex meaning*- In citie$ surh as Dekcil Cleveland, Chicago and
elser+herq, white w*rking men and w*men frequently claimed dernocracy's promise
in the union hall ev*n as they sifiultaneously fought poJiticaliy and pkysically, the
grolving pr*stilcs of black Americans in or near their neighbnrhoods. $ftrn, the
public and private meaning of the hnmefnds its deepest rxpressionin comrnunily
1ifu, pa*icularly in the drurch, What faith one emhraced or ryjected, what chu:rh ene
attended, hnw the professir,n of fnith encouraged (nr not) engagernent with social
and political [i$e * all this is ffitical to developing a portrait oI a giv*n individual-
For what is assured as we know fron our r:wn lives. is that the world's rnega-for*s
." wa$ sconomic transformaticn, political upheaval, and pesfilence among thrm
^will inevitably touch the biagraphical sutrject. Ar*search agenda bcth broad and
deep allows the biugrapher tr: explore the parricular response of one individual who
occupies a specific sacial and cultural space without losing perspe*ive on thase
transf*rmations. Indeed" ii is prerisely the play between the two thai is the *rux *f
the matter.

Biagraphy, of rourse, is not the only form of histurical wrifing, but it does
provide a valuable perqrective. As the artides in this issue sugse$t, ruceilt intere*
in hiographicat writing among labor and sorial historians in many sacrntries hffs
inrreased. This is welccme, and Ihope my commen& suggest the serious scupe the
biographical approadr dernands. Bingraphy fs a forrn of hist*riral writing. B+yond
*re qualifies n*ted abovg it uhares certain characteristic$ with other farms of the
disciplin*- In brief, to grasp the compl*xit-v of the past the hirtcrian ne*ds an
intellec*ual and dis*iplinary- rigor coupled with a supple and sensitive analysix that
a*nowledger thB 'ndrsrne*r uf that p*st and an errrpathy for onr's historical subiects -
tkat underrninec neither. Tc attempt less is but ta add t* posteri{/s tondescensiur \
toward histary's less famous and leastpowerfui rnEn and wsfiien, )
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