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Abstract This article examines an understudied chapter in the history of British socialist
thought: the consumer-based socialism theorized by the Fabian and Labour Party
advisor Leonard Woolf between 1913 and 1920. Exemplifying what used to be referred
to in negative terms as “interwar idealism,” Woolf is now widely considered one of the
chief architects of imperial and foreign policy for the British Labour Party between 1914
and 1945. Throughout this period, he was also a patient and committed advocate for a
cooperative model of participatory, rank-and-file democracy founded on the organiza-
tion and practices of the Co-operative Movement, whose socialist, transformative aspi-
rations Woolf found most fully realized in the Women’s Co-operative Guild under the
leadership of Margaret Llewelyn Davies. Woolf ’s interest in radical democratic tem-
plates places him in a line of British utopian thought that looks to small-scale models
of popular self-government as test cases for overall social transformation—ranging
from Robert Owen’s communes, through William Morris’s medieval craft guilds, to
the guild socialism advocated by G. D. H. Cole and R. H. Tawney. At the same time,
in identifying the consumer rather than the producer as the means and ends of social
change, Woolf ’s proposals for a socialist commonwealth emerge as an alternative to
most socialist thought, a rarely examined case in a British politics of consumption
which, as Matthew Hilton has shown, has traditionally offered itself as a “middle” or
“third way” solution to a party political system dominated by the interests of capitalists
and workers.

R egardless of its unapologetic idealism and unresolved tensions between
realism and utopianism, the work of Leonard Woolf, the Fabian
“expert” on empire and international relations and subsequent Labour

Party advisor, continues to generate scholarly interest and reassessment. Following
on Peter Wilson’s critical reappraisal of Woolf ’s political theories in his 2003 mono-
graph, The International Theory of Leonard Woolf: A Study in Twentieth-Century Ide-
alism, scholars have reexamined Woolf ’s work for the British Labour Party, his
contribution to plans for the League of Nations, and his proposals for international
government.1 Woolf ’s fiction, which consisted of two novels and a handful of short
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stories, has also received considerable attention for its critique of British colonialism
and anti-Semitism.2 As a result, Woolf is now widely considered one of the chief
architects of Labour’s imperial and foreign policy between 1914 and 1945, a
leading anti-imperialist thinker, and an important early theoretician of the discipline
of International Relations. Woolf is also known as a patient and committed advocate
for a participatory, rank-and-file democracy founded on the organizational principles
of the Co-operative Movement, which he presented in two books, Co-operation and
the Future of Industry (1919) and Co-operation and Socialism (1920) and for which he
continued to advocate throughout the interwar period. Wilson’s book examines all
these aspects through a detailed exposition of Woolf ’s theoretical and practical con-
tributions, while also revealing their lacunas and limitations. Wilson’s overall focus,
however, is on Woolf ’s place in International Relations theory and, as the book’s title
makes clear, in a history of twentieth-century idealism. Aiming to correct the “almost
universal” perception of the interwar period as “the ‘utopian’ or ‘idealist’ phase of IR
thinking,”3 Wilson demonstrates how Woolf ’s significant contributions to interna-
tional theory balance idealism against realism, connecting theoretical propositions
to empirical research, and what he himself perceived as actual material and sociolog-
ical conditions.4

The present article, while drawing on this earlier body of work, offers a new anal-
ysis of the tensions Wilson identifies by locating Woolf ’s ideas of cooperation among
consumers in a specific socialist tradition. Woolf ’s advocacy of the Co-operative
Movement as a template for socialist, participatory democracy belongs in a line of
socialist thought that turns to existing small-scale models of radical, rank-and-file
democracy as alternatives to liberal, representative democracy. These serve as exam-
ples of the organizational form that a truly democratic society might take. Test cases
of this kind were found in the nineteenth-century communitarian socialism of the
Labour Church and the Christian Brotherhood, Robert Owen’s communes,
William Morris’s medieval craft guilds, Beatrice Webb’s ideas of a Co-operative
Commonwealth, and the guild socialism advocated by G. D. H. Cole and
R. H. Tawney during the interwar period. Placing Woolf ’s ideas within this tradition
of spiritual and aesthetic socialism, with which he was in continual dialogue, allows
his conceptions of participatory democracy to appear with greater clarity, revealing
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2 See, among others, Elleke Boehmer, “Intentional Dissonance: Leonard Woolf ’s The Village in the
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3 Wilson, International Theory, vi.
4 Wilson traces this “almost universal” assumption to E. H. Carr’s dismissive treatment of this period of
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complex and sometimes fraught relationships to other thinkers regarding the ever-
recurring question of how socialist democratic ideals might be given lasting, consti-
tutive, and constitutional form.
Woolf ’s cooperative community offered a moral, idealist-inspired, yet supposedly

realistic alternative to the scientific and materialist socialism of the Webbs and the
Fabians, emphasizing individual freedom and self-fulfillment much in the manner
of the nineteenth-century socialists, where self-fulfillment had a strong creative and
aesthetic dimension. At the same time, Woolf ’s balancing act between realism and
idealism takes a distinct form that sets it apart not only from the idealist tradition,
but from the dominant strain in British and international socialism. Woolf ’s cooper-
ative model of democracy involved a shift from producer-based to consumer-based
cooperation where the community of consumers, rather than producers, constituted
the means and ends of social change. Woolf envisaged a grassroots democracy that
involved all citizens, empowering women as the family’s main consumers. In
giving priority to the consumer in this way, Woolf adds a socialist chapter to a
British twentieth-century politics of consumption which, as Matthew Hilton has
shown, has persistently offered itself as a “‘middle’ or ‘third’ way solution to a
party political system dominated by the interests of manufacturers and workers.”5
At the same time, Woolf ’s consumer-based socialism involved a radical reassess-

ment of the nature of work and its place in individual life as well as the relation
between consumption and citizenship. His ideals drew upon, yet stand apart from,
nineteenth-century socialism, imagining a process of human transformation and
individual “conversion,” and a “good life” where the interests of the community
were inseparable from individual agency, self-fulfillment, and a thoroughgoing aes-
theticization of ordinary, everyday life. I want to emphasize that my objective in
this article is not to offer a critical assessment of Woolf ’s politics of consumption
and its reevaluation of work, but to add to our understanding of his ideas and prop-
ositions by discussing them against a backdrop of other small-scale democratic
models. In particular, nineteenth-century ethical socialism, G. D. H. Cole’s interwar
theory of a functional democracy based on workers’ guilds, and, finally, the demo-
cratic and transformative ideals of the Co-operative Movement, which Woolf
found at work in the Women’s Co-operative Guild, all provide context for the
radical vision Woolf promoted.

THEORIES AND TEMPLATES

The question of how to envisage models of participatory democracy that might real-
istically be given institutionalized form is a long-standing issue in radical democratic
debate. In recent years, radical democrats such as Antonio Negri, Jacques Rancière,
and Cornelius Castoriadis have cast serious doubts on the possibility that freedom,
emancipation, and human creativity might truly exist in any institutionalized
version of democracy,6 while Mark Fisher’s more optimistic call in Capitalist

5 Matthew Hilton, Consumerism in Twentieth-Century Britain (Cambridge, 2003), 1.
6 In brief, the question concerns whether, and crucially in what form, democracy may remain open to the

agency and instituting capability of the many, rather than congealing as forms of representation built on
elitism, discipline, and, ultimately, domination. See Cornelius Castoriadis, “On the Content of Socialism,
II,” in The Castoriadis Reader, ed. David Ames Curtis (Oxford, 1997). For further discussion and critique
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Realism for resuscitating “the idea of a general will, reviving and modernizing the
idea of a public space that is not reducible to an aggregation of individuals and
their interests,” speaks to an ongoing concern with the form of rank-and-file democ-
racy in British socialist thought today.7 However, my perspective in this article is
turned towards the past, to the small-scale democratic models proposed by British
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century socialists. Sharing many of the ideals and
organizational principles of the 1871 Paris Commune and the early twentieth-
century European factory councils, these blueprints were generally understood as
self-organized, non-hierarchical, and non-bureaucratic organs, initiated by the
working class without authorization from above, governed by the principles of
open debate and the involvement of every individual. As Zygmunt Bauman observes,
socialism started as “a counterculture to capitalism, a future-oriented imaginative
possibility inextricably connected with utopian thinking.”8

Nineteenth-century utopian socialists envisaged such possibilities as small rural
communities run on principles of cooperation, mutualism, and participatory democ-
racy, with a strong emphasis on ethical and aesthetic, as well as social and economic,
transformation.9 Thus, Robert Owen’s program for a radical transformation of
everyday life was based on the establishment of “Agricultural and Manufacturing Vil-
lages of Unity and Mutual Cooperation,” a mode of life intended to create a “culture
of communalism,” and a system of education that would eventually remake human
character. Similarly, the medieval revival embraced by Victorian progressives such
as William Morris and his disciples represented a “vision of liberty” associated
with the small-scale democracy of rural village life, the medieval craft guilds, and
the pre-bureaucratic “assembly of the folk” (the Germanic Mote) envisaged by
Morris in News from Nowhere.10 In the more popular and religious movements of
the Brotherhood Church and the Labour Church, Owen and Morris’s belief in
human transformation translated into what Stephen Yeo has termed “a moral lan-
guage of evangelical exhortation,” of conversion and change of life, which implied
that individual change and structural change were connected. On an individual
level, conversion to the religion of socialism involved entirely new modes of life,
thought, and feeling. Structurally, individual change and the “evangelical exhorta-
tion” Yeo speaks of would gradually transform society into a community governed
by Christian socialist ideals and ethics, and the grassroots democracy already at
work in the Movement.11

The kinds of socialism preached and practiced in the last decades of the nineteenth
century, in other words, were distinguished by faith in working-class will and

of these views, see Jürgen Habermas, The Philosophical Discourse of Modernity: Twelve Lectures (Cambridge,
1990), 327–35; and Benjamin Ask Popp-Madsen, “Between Constituent Power and Political Form,” Polit-
ical Theory 49, no. 1 (2021): 54–82.

7 Mark Fisher, Capitalist Realism (Winchester, 2009), 77.
8 Cited in Michael Robertson, The Last Utopians: Four Late 19th Century Visionaries and Their Legacy

(Princeton, 2018), 43.
9 Stefan Arvidsson, The Style and Mythology of Socialism: Socialist Idealism, 1871–1914 (London, 2018),

32.
10 Robertson, The Last Utopians, 28, 82–83, 116.
11 Stephen Yeo, “A New Life: The Religion of Socialism in Britain, 1883–1896,”History Workshop no. 4

(Autumn 1977): 5–56, at 14, 48.
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collective self-activity. Thus, a rank-and-file participatory democracy unifying means
and ends prefigured the society desired.12 The implications and consequences of
nineteenth-century ethical socialism (and its subsequent decline) for twentieth-
century labor policies are still being debated. Lise Butler, in her study of the
British Left, sums up the widely discussed claim that the decline in moral and polit-
ical philosophy during the first decades of the twentieth century, left “idealist-inspired
social and public policy. . . vulnerable to the seemingly more objective and intellec-
tually clear-cut frameworks of economics, and ultimately to the assault of neo-liber-
alism from the 1970s onwards.”13 Yeo takes a similar view on the long-term effects of
religious socialism, maintaining that the Movement’s focus on “making (and being)
socialists,” left little space for development of theories of agency or programmatic,
organizational plans for how the change to a new society was to be brought
about. Thus, while Robert Blatchford’s Merrie England (1893) raised the question
of how socialism might be accomplished, the answer provided was simply that of
making socialists. Similarly, William Morris’s “How the Change Came About,” in
News from Nowhere, recounted the stages of a socialist revolution, though without
offering help “in specific organisational or programmatic ways.”14 Ultimately, Yeo
concludes, the presence and character of the religion of socialism during the 1880s
and 1890s were so substantial that this may well have something to do with the
large space subsequently occupied by the Labour Party in British socialism, and
with the consequent small space available for creative thinking on the problem of
agency.15
Yeo may have exaggerated the extent and abiding impact of the religion of social-

ism (as he himself warns), but the narrative of a transition in Fabian (and more gen-
erally socialist) thought from an affective, ethical, and utopian socialism to a secular,
scientific, realist, and reformist one, draws general consent among scholars. Accord-
ing to this narrative, a nineteenth-century belief in social change as a matter of con-
sciousness and feeling, spirit and sentiment, gradually gave way to a form of socialism
that presented itself as rational, positivist, and anti-utopian, basing its theories and
politics on scientific investigation and the rule of experts. The decline of socialist ide-
alism along with the increasing dominance of trade unions, think tanks, and the prac-
tical scenarios of “gas and water” socialism—and the parallel transition from visions
of rank-and-file democracy to representative democracy—have been traced in consid-
erable detail by historians and other scholars.16 As others have also pointed out,
however, these transitions were not made without resistance from people on the
Left, among them Woolf and Cole, for whom parliamentary government could
never be democratic in the original sense of the word.17 Like Woolf ’s Co-operative
Commonwealth, the guild socialism developed by Cole was in many ways a

12 Ibid.; Peter Ackers and Alastair J. Reid, “Other Worlds of Labour: Liberal Pluralism in Twentieth-
Century British Labour History,” in Alternatives to State Socialism in Britain: Other Worlds of Labour in
the Twentieth Century, ed. Peter Ackers and Alastair J. Reid (London, 2016), 1–27, at 14.

13 Lise Butler, Michael Young, Social Science and the British Left 1945–1970 (Oxford, 2020), 5.
14 Yeo, “New Life,” 14, 48.
15 Yeo, “New Life,”, 7.
16 For example, Peter Beilharz, Labour’s Utopias: Bolshevism, Fabianism, Social Democracy (London,

1992); Robertson, The Last Utopians; Arvidsson, The Style and Mythology of Socialism; Jessica Berman,
Modernist Fiction, Cosmopolitanism, and the Politics of Community (Cambridge, 2001).

17 Beilharz, Labour’s Utopias, 13.
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continuation of nineteenth-century idealism. As Tim Rogan observes, “[o]ne of the
distinguishing features of [the guild] idea was its interest in the spiritual as much as
material welfare of workers,” specifically in cultivating what was understood as a uni-
versal “impulse toward self-realization.”18 In this and other respects, Cole, along with
Woolf, can be placed in a line of moral critique of capitalism that originates in Vic-
torian anti-utilitarian sentiment.19 At the same time, both men attempted to move
beyond the ethical socialists’ focus on conversion, on being socialists, towards the
theorization of agency Yeo calls for, by outlining organizational structures suitable
for modern, industrialized society, along with the steps that might be taken
towards their realization. Comparing the key aspects of these distinct attempts,
however, reveals fundamental differences in their conception of agents and agency,
workers or consumers, and of the nature of the human impulse towards community.
Their approaches juxtaposed a desire for self-realization with an instinct for
cooperation.

Through four books published between 1917 and 1920,20 Cole elaborated a
theory of “functional democracy,” a form of direct democracy where representation
was based on the functional groups—political, vocational, religious, and so forth—of
which the individual is a member.21 Among the theoretical foundations for Cole’s
proposals is a new conception of liberty by which individual freedom is consistent
with “‘the maximum opportunity for . . . self-expression.’” All humans, according
to Cole, “‘want to have an opportunity of expressing’” all aspects of their own
“‘desire-set,’” their “‘conceptions of the good life.’”22 Voluntary associations, in
Cole’s view, offered the only mode of organization capable of assisting liberty in
this sense, while protecting individuals against the incursions of an external authority
such as the state. In Cole’s guild democracy, each citizen would be free to join as many
of these fully democratic associations as they wished, negotiating any conflicts of
loyalty in accordance with their own interests. The state, in this model, serves a
purely regulatory function, while a federal body, a combination of associations, is
tasked with coordinating and mediating between associations, ensuring that final
decisions are reached by consensus.23

Cole was not unaware of the tensions at the center of his theory, between the
emphasis on liberal individualism, on the one hand, and communalism, on the
other. On several occasions he returned to the question of “the motivations and
impulses” that “moved men and women to seek to supplement . . . their actions as
private individuals by associating in groups,” that is, to identify individual goods
with communal goods.24 While cooperative theorists like Woolf considered
cooperation a human attribute, Cole once more looked to the human “impulse

18 TimRogan,TheMoral Economists: R. H. Tawney, Karl Polanyi, E. P. Thompson, and the Critique of Cap-
italism (Princeton, 2017), 30, 33.

19 Rogan, The Moral Economists, 2–3.
20 Self-Government in Industry (1917), Social Theory, Chaos and Order in Industry (1919), and Guild

Socialism Re-stated (1920).
21 David Runciman, Pluralism and the Personality of the State (Cambridge, 1997), 162–76.
22 Cole cited in Marc Stears, Progressives, Pluralists, and the Problems of the State: Ideologies of Reform in the

United States and Britain, 1909–1926 (Oxford, 2002), 103.
23 Runciman, Pluralism, 165–70; David Godway, “G. D. H. Cole: A Socialist and Pluralist,” in Alter-

natives to State Socialism, ed. Ackers and Reid, 245–70, at 248.
24 Rogan, The Moral Economists, 33.
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toward self-realization,” maintaining that social life was in fact a necessary condition
for individuals to express the “‘infinitely subtle and various personality’ that ‘lives in
each one of them.’”25 As Rogan notes, however, “Cole had no cogent explanation for
why individuals should want to express [this immanent] ‘personality’ . . . save those
passed down from William Morris and John Ruskin, aesthetic appeals to the idea of
moral unity. He could only observe that in order to express themselves, individuals
needed society.”26
While Cole’s template for the functional groups was the guild or trade union, his

ideas of participatory democracy, unlike Woolf ’s vision of the Co-operative Com-
monwealth, did not evolve from empirical studies of actual rank-and-file democratic
practice as seen in the grassroots activities of trade unionists, cooperators, religious
Nonconformists, and women community activists.27 Woolf and Cole were in agree-
ment about the principle of decentralized, rank-and-file forms of government, but
parted ways on three fundamental issues. The first was on the question of who
were to be the agents of social change—the community of consumers or the produc-
ers; the next, on the nature of the relationship between the individual and the com-
munity, and the motive force that would make individuals submit to a collective will;
and, finally, in their conceptions of work and its effect on the quality of individual and
communal life. Woolf ’s plans for a future Co-operative Commonwealth continued
the fundamental ideas and values of the nineteenth-century utopian socialists in
several respects: the link between individual and structural transformation; the
emphasis on communal interests and working-class self-organization; and, in the
spirit (if not the practice) of WilliamMorris and his followers, the aim of a thorough-
going aestheticization of everyday life. What Woolf adds to these utopian hopes is
what he perceived as a more realist focus on form. Unlike Cole, Woolf looked to
the existing grassroots democracy of the Co-operative Movement as a middle way
between realism and idealism that is, at least in principle, based on existing organi-
zational structures and an understanding of material and political realities. Unlike
his nineteenth-century forebears, he provided programmatic plans for how the
best practices of the cooperative model could be extended to every part of industry
and eventually to all spheres of society, thus substituting a radical, participatory
democracy for the existing liberal, representative one.
Woolf ’s objective of aligning idealism and practical politics required detailed

empirical groundwork. His method was to identify a democratic model and show
that it worked. Next, he described the necessary steps towards its full-scale employ-
ment and how society would be organized once its principles were implemented.
Woolf ’s inspiration for this empirical approach came from the Fabian Society and
consisted in amassing vast amounts of information from which specific courses of
action might be proposed.28 When in 1915 Woolf was commissioned by the
Fabian Society to write a study on “such international agreements as may prevent
the war,” the brief given by Sidney Webb was to “arrive at a strictly practical

25 Cole cited in Rogan, The Moral Economists, 39.
26 Rogan, The Moral Economists, 49.
27 Ackers and Reid, “Other Worlds of Labour,” 11.
28 Wilson, International Theory, 30. Wilson points to the importance attached to “facts” and meticulous

empirical investigation in Woolf ’s work, stemming from a strong attachment to sociological as opposed to
philosophical modes of inquiry.

PARTICIPATORY DEMOCRACY AND THE BRITISH UTOPIAN TRADITION ▪ 7

https://doi.org/10.1017/jbr.2023.140 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/jbr.2023.140


suggestion, or rather alternative suggestions, explained and supported by accounts of
what has been tried with useful results; and of past experiments and analyses suggestive
of any new expedients we can devise.”29 In accordance with Webb’s instructions,
Woolf ’s study, later published as International Government (1917), drew on original
research into a vast and multifarious range of international and cosmopolitan bodies
and groups, which he saw as representing a “new type and experiment in human
co-operation.”30 Woolf brought this commitment to empirical investigation and
practical proposals to his work on the cooperative model of socialist democracy,
an approach that set him apart from the more theoretical and philosophical
writings of Cole and Tawney.

It should be noted that Woolf was not alone in his commitment to the consumer-
ist, cooperative model of social transformation during this time. Hilton, in his study
on twentieth-century British consumerism, identifies a shift in cooperative thought,
from producer- to consumer-based cooperation, beginning in the 1870s. For many
socialists, consumer-based cooperation remained a promising alternative to capital-
ism into the early decades of the twentieth century. Indeed, as Woolf was to point
out many years later: “One of the first persons to see the significance of the Consum-
ers’ Co-operative Movement was [Beatrice] Webb; her book published in 1891…,
The Co-operative Movement in Great Britain, was a revelation both to co-operators
and to people who had ignored and despised the movement.”31

Beatrice Webb’s proposals, subsequently adopted and developed by Woolf, con-
cerned the extension of the cooperative model into all aspects of industry in such a
way that the community of consumers would in effect be the only employers,
while measures would be put in place to secure the rights of workers. Consumer-
based cooperation in the field of industry would be one element in a comprehensive
socialist project that also involved the Labour Party and the trade unions. At the same
time, however, Webb was critical of the “apathy and indifference” present in the
Movement leadership as well as among the rank-and-file, casting doubt on the Move-
ment’s ability to effect social change while acting on its own. In a subsequent book,
The Consumers’ Co-operative Movement (1921), co-written with Sidney Webb, she
went further in asserting the limits of cooperation, maintaining that municipalization
and state socialism would provide more efficient forms of organization for many
public services.32

Undeterred by such pessimism, modernized visions of cooperation and consumer-
based socialism continued to influence British socialist thought through the first
decades of the new century. For many, the Co-operative Movement stood out as a
unique working-class organization run on principles of mutuality and justice—“‘a
new economic system in embryo’, which would in time supersede the old competi-
tive system.”33 The adverse effects of scarcity and profiteering during the First World
War, especially for working-class consumers, brought increased attention to the

29 Sidney Webb cited in Wilson, International Theory, 2, 3.
30 Leonard Woolf cited in Wilson, International Theory, 42.
31 Leonard Woolf, Beginning Again: An Autobiography of the Years 1911 to 1918 (New York, 1963),

105n.
32 Hilton, Consumerism, 39, 40, 41.
33 Gillian Scott, Feminism and the Politics of WorkingWomen: TheWomen’s Co-operative Guild, 1880s to the

Second World War (London, 1998), 15.
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politics of consumption in public debate, and in 1917 the Co-operative Party was set
up to represent the movement in Parliament.34 The continued presence of consum-
erist thought during the 1920s and 1930s is evidenced by the publication of a series
of essays collected in a two-volume edition entitled Self and Society: Social and Eco-
nomic Problems from the Hitherto Neglected Point of View of the Consumer (1930).
Among the contributors were Leonard Woolf and Harold Laski, who, along with
other “prominent figures of the Left . . . wrote of consumption as a new force in
society acting for ‘the people’ and social justice.”35 “Far from being ‘a pious
hope,’” then, the Co-operative Commonwealth remained “a real ambition for
many active members.”36 “How little it is realised by economists and others,” Mar-
garet Llewelyn Davies wrote in 1931, “that Co-operation is the beginning of a great
revolution. The Movement shows in practice that there is nothing visionary or
impossible in the aspirations of those who desire to see the community in control,
instead of the capitalists.”37
It is against this historical backdrop that Woolf ’s two books on cooperation,

Co-operation and the Future of Industry (1919) and Co-operation and Socialism
(1920), are best placed. Woolf himself proposed the first for publication as early as
1913, while the second was commissioned by the Independent Labour Party
(ILP), of which Woolf was an active member.38 With these two books Woolf goes
further than any other contemporary writer on democracy in elaborating a demo-
cratic system of industry and of socialist government based on a set of cooperative
principles and ideals. Significantly, Woolf found those ideals most fully realized in
the Women’s Co-operative Guild (WCG) under Margaret Llewelyn Davies’s leader-
ship in the years between 1889 and 1921. During this period the Guild placed strong
emphasis on educating its women members in a range of social, economic, and orga-
nizational matters, aiming to strengthen women’s participation in the Movement’s
decision-making processes. The overarching objective, however, was to have
members understand and appreciate the Movement’s communitarian and democratic
ideals which, as both Llewelyn Davies and Woolf believed, contained the beginnings
of a full-scale industrial and social transformation. “The vitality and inspiration of the
Guild,” writes Woolf in his Autobiography, “were mainly due to Margaret [Llewelyn
Davies],” specifically her understanding of “the potentialities of the Movement and
the Guild,” not only as economic, political, and educational instruments for the
working class, but equally as “an immensely valuable method or principle of eco-
nomic and social organization.”39

34 The Co-operative Party entered into a formal electoral agreement with the Labour Party in 1927. For
more details on the party’s objectives, see Rachael Vorberg-Rugh and Angela Whitecross, “The
Co-operative Party: An Alternative Vision of Social Ownership,” in Alternatives to State Socialism, ed.
Ackers and Reid, 57–92, at 58.

35 Hilton, Consumerism, 54–55, at 79.
36 Scott, Feminism and the Politics of Working Women, 15.
37 Cited in Berman, Modernist Fiction, 130.
38 Leila Luedeking and Michael Edmonds, Leonard Woolf: A Bibliography (Winchester, 1992), 19–20.

Woolf considered the ILP the radical wing of the Labour movement, a view which may be linked to
the party’s consumer-oriented policy. For further details on ILP’s consumer politics versus the stance of
the Labour Party, see Hilton, Consumerism, 91–92.

39 Woolf, Beginning Again, 101–08, at 102, 105.
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A recent study of the Guild supports Woolf ’s assessment of the WCG as a van-
guard radical movement. LikeWoolf, Gillian Scott identifies the Co-operative Move-
ment’s closest approximation to the democratic and transformative ideals of the
Women’s Co-operative Guild in the years when Davies was the Guild’s General Sec-
retary. Scott explains that the organization and practice of the Guild in this period
“were designed to empower the tens of thousands of housewives who became
members,” with its educational and political initiatives “constantly preparing and
building for social transformation” through “the vision of a future ideal democ-
racy.”40 As both Scott and Woolf assert, Davies’s political and organizational compe-
tence was key to the Guild’s several radical initiatives in this period, most significantly
the pioneering national campaigns for statutory maternity benefits and divorce law
reform. In line with the Guild’s aim of empowering women, members were encour-
aged to contribute written personal accounts in support of the campaign, detailing
everyday experience of sexual, physical, and psychological abuse. Members’ letters
were presented as evidence to the 1910 Royal Commission on Divorce, and subse-
quently made available to the wider public as Maternity Letters from Working Women
Collected by The Women’s Co-operative Guild (1915), in a collection edited and intro-
duced by Davies.41 According to Scott, the Women’s Co-operative Guild under
Davies’s leadership functioned as a self-governing organization with “a working-
class feminist agenda, pursued single-mindedly and, where necessary, in defiance of
Co-operative officials.”During the 1920s, however, changes in the Guild’s leadership
along with wider “structural change in the working-class movement,” brought the
Guild into alignment with, and as Scott argues, subordination to, the Co-operative
Party and subsequently Labour Party policies. With this move, Scott maintains,
the WCG “abandoned its working-class feminist aspirations as well as the democratic
practices and transformative ideals that had sustained its vitality as a broad-based
movement.”42

Woolf ’s first experience of this broad-based democracy occurred with the Guild’s
Annual Congress in Newcastle in 1913, which Woolf and his wife Virginia attended,
finding themselves “enormously impressed by this unofficial parliament of 650
working class women” whose “energy and vitality were exhilarating.”43 Impressed
by the Guild’s work, Woolf embarked on a thorough study of the Movement,
which entailed a two-week tour of northern England and Scotland in March 1913,
during which he visited cooperative societies, stores, and factories in eight cities,
all the while staying with cooperators in their homes. The study, he asserted, com-
pleted his “conversion to socialism” and further resulted in a series of pamphlets
on cooperative economic organization written specifically for the WCG. Woolf

40 Scott, Feminism and the Politics of Working Women, 4. Beatrice Webb recognized the valuable work
being done by the WCG in politicizing consumption thereby preparing women for citizenship. See
Hilton, Consumerism, 41–42.

41 Scott, Feminism and the Politics of Working Women, 84–86, 118. Scott notes that the publication of the
Guild letters was encouraged by Virginia and Leonard Woolf. In 1931, the Woolfs’ Hogarth Press pub-
lished a second collection of accounts by women, edited by Davies with an introduction by Virginia
Woolf, entitled Life as We Have Known It. By Co-operative Working Women. An Insight into 20th-century
Working Women’s Lives. As the title indicates, this is another example of direct rank-and-file involvement
in the Guild.

42 Scott, Feminism and the Politics of Working Women, 6.
43 Woolf, Beginning Again, 101–08, at 106, 102.
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was particularly impressed with the Guild’s educational program, to which he
became a regular contributor. The WCG used to arrange weekend classes and
short courses in major cities across the country, and for many years Woolf continued
to teach classes on a range of practical and theoretical subjects, such as taxation, inter-
national affairs, or the politics of empire. The women he met at his first Annual Con-
gress struck him with their “passionate desire for education . . . it was clear that the
Guild meant everything to them as an instrument of self education.”44
For Woolf, an exemplary instance of rank-and-file democracy and working-class

feminist empowerment in practice occurred at the Guild’s 1913 general meeting,
when members voted unanimously in favor of a scale of minimum wages for
women workers, against the advice of Movement officials. By their example, he
writes in Co-operation and the Future of Industry, the WCG, “the one body that has
methodically undertaken the work of self-education,” has shown what cooperative
education can achieve: “an educated democracy capable of controlling industry for
the benefit of the community and of taking its part in all departments of civic
life.” In consequence, for Woolf, the Guild “stands out today as the Left wing
among co-operators.”45
While praising the Guild’s educational and political efforts, Woolf shared Llewelyn

Davies’s concern that the revolutionary nature of cooperation had not been generally
grasped even by its members, and that there was a real risk that its transformative
aspirations, democratic practices, and non-partisan, community-oriented organiza-
tion would be lost in party politics.46 Woolf observed “a peculiar contradiction” in
the Movement: on the one hand, a passionate and imaginative belief in a social
ideal; on the other, a “narrow parochialism” and “a social and economic timidity”
among members who thought of cooperation primarily as a way of buying and
selling consumer goods at a low price.47 When Woolf wrote his two books on the
cooperative system, his objective was precisely to explain and promote the radical
democratic potential inherent in the system and to urge fellow socialists and
decision-makers to take this potential seriously and use it to reform industry and
society into what he believed would be a fully democratic system.
At the time when Woolf was making his propositions, the Co-operative Society

had a membership of over four million and was on the way to becoming the
country’s largest commercial concern. The organization gave consumers control of
what was to be produced, in what quantities, to what standards, and at what price.
Cooperators also had control of investment decisions through the annual meetings
of their respective societies, they decided who they wanted as managers, and
elected their delegates to the Co-operative Wholesale Society.48 As employers,
cooperators strove for fair and ethical conditions of production. The Movement
was also quite radical in its international orientation, “remain[ing] one of the few
political forces in Great Britain to push consistently for international co-operation
and peace throughout both the First World War and the inter-war period.”49 For

44 Woolf, Beginning Again, 101–08, at 105, 106.
45 Leonard Woolf, Co-operation and the Future of Industry (London, 1919), 99, 62, 120.
46 Scott, Feminism and the Politics of Working Women, 54–55.
47 Woolf, Beginning Again, 104, 110.
48 Wilson, International Theory, 158–59.
49 Berman, Modernist Fiction, 128.
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Woolf at this point, then, the embryonic ideal contained in the Co-operative Move-
ment provided the model as well as the means of transition towards an international,
and ultimately transnational, socialist commonwealth.

COOPERATIVE SOCIALISM

To determine the nature of Woolf ’s particular brand of cooperative socialism, the
lengths he went to in detailing its organizational form, and his hopes for a future
ideal society, it is instructive to consider more closely the arguments and ideas elabo-
rated in his two books. FromWoolf ’s perspective, the primary advantage of the coop-
erative consumer’s democracy was its inclusiveness and non-partisan organization.
He understood it as a system evolved by theworking class, but not as a classmovement
in the way of trade unionism or syndicalism. For Woolf, the producer control aimed
for by socialist thinkers and organizations unknowingly perpetuated a capitalist
psychology of competition, whereby each producer collective sought to maximize
its own interests against other producers and against the consumer. As Woolf
explained it: “Industrial workers can never be more than a large majority,” a majority,
moreover, where men outnumber women and where children and the old are
excluded. On the other hand, “everyone, man, woman, and child, is in the nature
of things a consumer. In a sense, therefore, . . . consumers represent the whole
community in a way in which the capitalist or the workers could never represent it.”50

The second advantage of cooperation, for Woolf, was that it ran production not on
the principle of individual profit, but to promote the interests and quality of life of
the community, thus eliminating the waste of excessive production and consumption.
In this way, cooperation contained the beginning of a system for negotiating between
the interests of consumers and producers, and of establishing direct links between
production and consumption—thus, by implication, between democratic action
and its outcomes. When the consumer decided what was produced and under
what conditions of labor, Woolf maintained, decisions were informed by principles
of ethical production and consumption and the good of the community. Distinct
from other proponents of cooperation, Woolf took these principles further
through a detailed scheme for sharing labor in such a way that each adult citizen
had a clear understanding of the human and material costs involved in commodity
production. What Woolf finds in the cooperative consumers’ organization, then, is
the embryo of a democratic system for the management of industry where the con-
sumer is not only actively involved in decision-making but is rendered accountable
and responsible to an unprecedented degree and in a direct manner. As he writes
in Socialism and Co-operation, the Movement “throw[s] the local unit open to
every member of the society.”51 At the general meetings “the democratic spirit”man-
ifests itself in the engagement of the rank-and-file, the “steady pressure of public
opinion,” and the presence of working-class experts in industry. The expertise and
democratic involvement of women as consumers is of particular importance.52 All
of this serves to foster what Woolf describes as “the democratic mind”:

50 Woolf, Industry, 36.
51 Leonard Woolf, Socialism and Co-operation (London, 1921), 67–68.
52 Woolf, Industry, 51–52.
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[A] belief in and a desire for co-operation in common interests, a desire neither to rule or
be ruled, but to act together, as men often do in various forms of sport, on an equality
for a common end; a desire to express one’s own individuality freely combined with a
very large tolerance of the free expression of their individuality by other people; and
finally a conception of society as composed not of competing individuals and classes,
but of citizens making individually or collectively their distinctive contributions
towards the common life.53

The democratic spirit manifest in the Co-operative Movement also implied, accord-
ing to Woolf, that cooperation was by far the best way of creating a peaceful interna-
tional economic system through the expansion of international cooperative trade.
“The consumer is your only real internationalist and true citizen of the world,” he
writes in the pamphlet The Way of Peace (1928).54 To consumers, international
trade is “a vast and intricate co-operative enterprise, the sole object of which is to
supply the world’s needs,” hence their psychology—unlike that of producers, espe-
cially in a capitalist system of competition—is “pacific” rather than competitive, “cos-
mopolitan” rather than narrowly nationalistic.55 Woolf ’s views on the transnational
and pacifist nature of cooperation are echoed in cooperative policy statements that
affirm the Movement’s continued commitment to international solidarity and
world peace, as evidenced by its “hearty” support for the League of Nations.56
Like other proponents of council democracy, then, Woolf looked to an existing

model of working-class self-organization with the same fundamental principles:
rank-and-file participatory democracy run on principles of debate and the involvement
of every individual; a network of councils and general assemblies with the potential for
transnational expansion; and a non-partisan organization grounded in the everyday
needs and practical concerns of the community, ensuring that all political action is
linked to outcomes for which every participant is responsible and whose consequences
will be felt in the everyday life of the individual. Where Woolf ’s ideas differ from those
of other proponents of participatory democracy, is, first, in his insistence on the con-
sumer as the means and ends of social transformation; secondly, the extent of empirical
work supporting his propositions; and, finally, as we shall see, the way in which he
rethinks the nature of work and everyday life.
It is significant that Woolf ’s commitment to a transnational democracy of consum-

ers involved him in debate and disagreement with others on the political Left such as
Sidney Webb and G. D. H. Cole. This was also one of the reasons behind his disillu-
sionment with the Webbs and the Fabian Society in the late 1920s and early 1930s.
In Downhill All the Way, his autobiography of the years 1919–1939, Woolf explains
that his break with the Fabian Society was due to their failure to support his anti-
imperialist policies.57 In line with his anti-imperialist commitment, Woolf also

53 Woolf, Socialism, 30.
54 LeonardWoolf,TheWay of Peace (London, 1928), 14, cited inWilson, International Theory, 164. This

pamphlet recapitulates many of the points made in Woolf ’s previous books. Its key argument is that the
capitalist mentality leads to war, while consumer cooperation makes for international peace. According
to Luedeking and Edmonds, Leonard Woolf: A Bibliography, 39, this was Woolf ’s last separate publication
devoted to the Co-operative Movement.

55 Cited in Wilson, International Theory, 164.
56 For examples of such statements, see Berman, Modernist Fiction, 128.
57 LeonardWoolf,Downhill All the Way: An Autobiography of the Years 1919–1939 (New York, 1969), 221.
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rejected as narrowly nationalistic what was then “the dominant model of socialism on
the British Left,” and, as Wilson points out, “Woolf was a lonely voice in opposing
the growing power of the state” in the 1920s. Whether in its capitalist or socialist
form, Woolf feared the negative effects on democracy of centralization, bureaucra-
tization, and a state apparatus that might be manipulated to serve the interests of
the few rather than the many.58 The Fabians’ general distrust of the formlessness
of mass democracy, exemplified by the “‘anarchic irresponsibility’ of the
shopper”—became another point on which Woolf and the Fabians disagreed.59
Where Beatrice and Sidney Webb held that the national railway services could not
be controlled by “the votes of the incoherent mob of passengers,” nor “municipal ser-
vices by any other membership than that of all the municipal electors,”Woolf saw this
as “a curious misconception,” not only “of the whole problem of socialist, demo-
cratic, and co-operative control of industry,” but equally of the ontology of cooper-
ation itself. He explains, “The general problem is how to organize the community.
The co-operative system would do this, not as a mob of people issuing from a
railway station, but as a number of individual consumers residing in different local-
ities.”60 Where Cole looked to the individual’s impulse toward self-realization as a
unifying and stabilizing force, for Woolf the “problem of organ[izing] the commu-
nity” could be overcome by cultivating what was essentially an anthropological attri-
bute, found in its most developed form among the urban working class, whichWoolf
clearly romanticized. Structural, demographic, and economic differences accounted
for the uneven distribution of this attribute among classes and geographical loca-
tions. Thus, for Woolf, a predisposition toward individualism dominates among
the middle class and rural laborers, in the first case caused by a general fetishization
of private affairs, in the second due to the nature and conditions of work. By contrast,
the urban working class, brought together by the single purpose of industrial produc-
tion, are naturally “weld[ed] together . . . with a sense of comradeship” that is among
the first principles of cooperation:

Co-operation denotes a very definite purpose, a highly developed sense of the depen-
dence of one human being on another, a liking for crowds and “corporate bodies,” a
neighbourly feeling for one’s next-door neighbour. All these things, and therefore co-
operation flourish most where the factories and their smoke are thickest, where wages
are under £3 a week.61

Woolf ’s approach aimed to be practical and empirical rather than theoretical and
utopian in the sense of a “grand plan.” Accordingly, Wilson argues, Woolf ’s “princi-
pal recommendation was not the creation of new institutions but wider and more
effective use of the methods and machinery already in existence.”62 Despite this pre-
dilection for facts and thorough research, Woolf ’s plans for a future organization of
government were only loosely formulated.

Resembling Cole’s functional democracy, Woolf ’s model of government relegated
Parliament and the municipalities to a coordinative or legislative function,

58 Wilson, International Theory, 146.
59 Hilton, Consumerism, 91–92.
60 Woolf, Socialism, 103.
61 Woolf, Industry, 98–99.
62 Wilson, International Theory, 174.
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representing the population in their general capacity as citizens. The job of managing
industry, whether “administering a railway service” or “supplying bread,” could then
be delegated to local or national organizations of consumers, while joint boards or
conciliatory boards of workers and consumers (like the boards already in existence
within the Movement) regulated conditions of work. Individuals, organized as con-
sumers in local branches, would elect representatives to local management commit-
tees for services and goods. Woolf thought the local consumers’ associations might be
federated regionally and nationally, again following the system currently in operation
within the Movement.63 Such a system, Woolf maintained, would be more practica-
ble than that of the functional associations envisaged by Cole in Guild Socialism
Restated. Woolf dismissed Cole’s scheme as:

[A]n amazing pullulation of Guilds, co-operative organizations, Collective Utilities
Councils, Cultural Councils, Health Councils, Communes, in which the “good life”
of the society and the individual is made to depend upon an infinite series of elections
and upon the astonishing assumption that water-tight groups of producers, possessing
an absolute monopoly in the various departments of industry, will suddenly shed the
psychology of capitalist production and accept that of social service.64

The plans Woolf outlined in Socialism and Co-operation also pertained to the steps to
be taken towards the realization of a full-scale cooperative democracy. Ironically,
however, he failed to offer a convincing alternative to Cole’s “astonishing assump-
tion.” Where Cole counted on individuals’ immanent desire for self-realization as
the driver of social change, Woolf simply assumed that the advantages and sheer
rationality of the cooperative system would become apparent to all through coordi-
nated efforts in education and rational persuasion. Rather than a “sudden and cata-
clysmic shift,” Woolf envisaged a period of transition extending over one or two
generations during which time cooperative principles would come to be gradually
understood and accepted by the general populace, and the “crude elements of the
capitalist psychology. . . eliminated.”65
Leading up to this period of transition, widespread propaganda of cooperative

principles and ideals would be required, for which cooperators must seek to
“regain [the] missionary spirit of Robert Owen and preach his community crusade
in a new and more practical form.”66 Enlisting the support of the middle class,
which had so far not been represented in the Movement, was a priority. To
Woolf ’s mind, such a venture was perfectly realistic. Set against the irrationality of
the current system, evidenced in the inability to deal effectively with food shortages,
fair distribution, and profiteering during the War, the sheer rationality of the coop-
erative idea spoke for itself. Beyond education and propaganda, Woolf strongly sup-
ported the new policy adopted by the Movement in 1917, involving closer
collaboration with the trade unions and a bid for Parliamentary representation
through the newly established Co-operative Party which pledged to work in “close
and friendly relations” with the Labour Party, though, crucially “not in such a way

63 Woolf, Socialism, 104–05.
64 Woolf, Socialism, 106.
65 Woolf, Socialism, 112.
66 Woolf, Industry, 101.
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that it becomes a class-based party.”67 Such friendly relations, Woolf observed,
were already in place. As a significant employer of labor, the Co-operative Move-
ment was leading the way in the matter of fair wages and short hours. Trade union
conditions were widely accepted, and many societies stipulated that all employees
must be members of their respective trade unions.68 On several occasions, the
Movement had also assisted unions during strikes by keeping prices low,
sending food supplies, and offering loans at a minimum rate of interest. The
mutual interests between producers and consumers, in other words, were not
only generally accepted among the working class, but acted upon. For Woolf,
then, the conditions for the first steps towards a Co-operative Commonwealth
appeared to be in place.

WORK, LEISURE, AND THE COMMONWEALTH

As already indicated, Woolf ’s ideal of a Co-operative Commonwealth involved a
radical rethinking of work and its place in both individual and communal life,
which is mostly distinct from the socialist tradition. Since its inception, socialist
thought had been marked by shifting ideas and assessment of the place of labor in
everyday life as well as the connection between labor, citizenship, and transformative
agency. According to Peter Beilharz, “the issue of status or legitimacy of citizenship
with reference to productivity” that “pervades all socialist traditions” can be traced
back to Saint-Simon: “Saint-Simon’s hoped-for world is not only one where those
who do not work shall not eat; it is also a place where they shall not rule.”69 The
duty to be productive is thus at the center of individual and social life, and for
early Marx, “labour is the defining attribute of the human being.” Beilharz points
out that in consequence of this “ontology of labour,” utopian images of unalienated
labor, whether in the form of a craft laboring society or in the prospect of a techno-
logical and automated economy, are pervasive in Marx’s writings.70 Fantasies of
unalienated, ennobling labor also informed William Morris’s socialist program for
the revival of craftsmanship: a return to the freer and happier work of the medieval
village that would bring an end to capitalist exploitation and transform society into a
total work of art.71 For the Marx of Das Kapital, however, although production
remains the foundation of citizenship, true freedom is located beyond labor:
freedom in the economic field is achieved through the control exercised by “social-
ized man,” the “associated producers,” over the means and conditions of production;
“[b]eyond that there begins the development of human energy which is an end in
itself, the true realm of freedom.”72

A similar view was taken by Cole who, as Runciman observes, “readily accepted
the Marxist view of the true value of labour, a value which capitalism, committed
to treating labour as a commodity, was unable to recognize.”73 For Cole the solution

67 Woolf, Industry, 130–31; Woolf, Socialism, 122.
68 Woolf, Industry, 65–66, 69.
69 Beilharz, Labour’s Utopias, 3.
70 Beilharz, Labours’ Utopias, 7–9.
71 Arvidsson, Socialist Idealism, 74.
72 Cited in Beilharz, Labours’ Utopias, 10.
73 Runciman, Pluralism, 165.
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to this problem lay in the workers’ control offered by the guild, where associations of
workers were in charge of the means and conditions of production. While, as Cole’s
associate Harold Laski argued, such control was not likely to remove the unpleasant-
ness of everyday work or “stop the average worker from being a ‘tender of
machines,’. . . it would ‘make the worker’ feel as if he ‘count[ed] in the world.’”None-
theless, managing industrial production more efficiently ought to be a priority, as this
would release more free time and enrich individuals’ lives accordingly, while also
securing the increased levels of output on which the workers’ standard of living
depended.74 By contrast, as we shall see, Woolf accepted neither Laski’s idea that
industrial work could ever “‘make the worker’ feel as if he ‘count[ed] in the
world,’” nor Cole’s advocacy of increased levels of industrial output.75
In the tradition of Marxist thought, Woolf locates true freedom beyond industrial

labor, while acknowledging the latter’s necessity in a modern industrialized, techno-
logical economy. Where he differed from his fellow socialists, as already indicated, is
in the widely held socialist belief in the transformation of labor as the driving force
and the community of producers as the agents of social and political change. For
Woolf, fundamental and radical change could only come through the community
of consumers and the democratic practices of the Cooperative Movement. To
insist on production as the foundation of citizenship was to remain trapped in the
capitalist system of value, its psychology of competition, and its wastefulness.
“The Socialist who has rejected State socialism might take one of two alternative
lines,” writes Woolf in Socialism and Co-operation: “make either production or con-
sumption the basis of his socialistic organization of the community.” Woolf
continued:

The whole tendency of modern socialism is to adopt the first alternative. The Marxist,
the syndicalist, the Guild Socialist, the Bolshevik, all, either consciously or uncon-
sciously, regard the socialist commonwealth as a community of producers and look
forward to a new world in which the control of the economic life of the community
would be vested in the organized producers as representing the whole community.76

While Woolf recognized the historical causes of this policy, as well as the view that the
present function of trade unions and other forms of producers’ organization is
“rightly to fight for its own hand against the capitalist and his system,” sympathy
with the cause of the workers “ought not to lead us to accept production as the
basis and the producers’ organization as the unit in socialistic society.”77 For
Woolf, thinking of the producer as the agent of political change is to perpetuate
the psychology and philosophy of production which define Christianized capitalist
society. This is a psychology that considers work the most important thing in
people’s lives, while judging production quantitatively or by the standard of individ-
ual profit and assigning value to individuals based on their place in a system of eco-
nomic transaction, thereby instituting a principle of competition, of class against
class, individual against individual. Consequently, Woolf argues, aiming for a

74 Harold Laski cited in Stears, Progressives, 174.
75 Stears, Progressives, 174.
76 Woolf, Socialism, 32, 37–38.
77 Woolf, Socialism, 32.
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transformation of labor, as the socialist does, without rethinking the place of work in
individual life and the value of the thing produced to the community’s quality of life,
implies the continuation of an ontology of labor that unconsciously regards produc-
tion as an end in itself. He explains: “The most striking characteristic of our society is
the enormous importance assigned to production, and particularly industrial produc-
tion, and the immense part which they play in the lives of individuals.” For Woolf,
the consequence then was that producing and selling industrial commodities occu-
pied the greater part of people’s waking existence:

This is what constitutes the “work” of millions of men and women, and we not only
believe that a man’s work is the most important thing in his life, but we so organize
society that in fact it is so. It is upon this system and psychology of “work” or produc-
tion that the hierarchy of classes in the capitalist community is built. A man’s class is
determined by the work which he performs or does not perform, by his production
or non-production.78

Drawing on William Morris’s conception of meaningful labor as the production of
objects of utility and beauty, Woolf ’s moral and aesthetic critique of the capitalist’s
fetishization of production makes a rigid distinction between industrial and non-
industrial production. Under capitalism, as Morris and Woolf agree, the worker’s
experience of alienation, the inevitable companion of fully automated labor, arises
from a mode of production that is quantitative, serialized, and standardized, in
which the producer has no control over the process or the final product, just as the
consumer has no control over the availability or quality of goods. In Morris’s
utopia, meaningful labor is consistent with the freedom, individual control, and cre-
ative expression of the fully democratic medieval craft guilds, “[in which the] crafts-
man worked for no master, made his wares from beginning to end himself, and sold
them himself to the man who was going to use them.”79

Echoing Morris, Woolf imagined a future where “[w]e should no longer attempt
to produce industrially things which are beautiful, only things which are useful, nec-
essaries of life,” with the implication that, in the domain of work, the value of pro-
duction will come to depend upon “the social or aesthetic value of the product or
upon the mental attitude of the producer towards his work.” For society’s organiza-
tion of production, this would entail a conception of production consistent with
communal consumption and the common life; for the consumer, it would imply
“a minimal consumption compatible with the comfort and real activities of the com-
munity.” 80 In the tradition of Morris, then, Woolf brings an ethical and aesthetic per-
spective to bear on the relation between the laborer and his work, as well as that
between the product and the consumer. This perspective aims to replace the capitalist
commodity culture with a philosophy and organization of work that measures pro-
duction and the objects produced qualitatively rather than quantitatively, minimizing
industrial mass production and eliminating waste while asserting the inherent value
of beauty and creativity in human life. Where Morris promoted the idea of

78 Woolf, Socialism, 33–34, 38–39.
79 William Morris, “Architecture and History,”Marxists.org., https://www.marxists.org/archive/morris/

works/1884/spab10.htm.
80 Woolf, Socialism, 61.
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craftsmanship as a driving force for social and political change, however, Woolf was
under no illusion regarding the persistence of the large-scale production of the
factory system as a necessary evil in which every consumer, male and female,
should be required to share. For this purpose, he outlined a system of conscription
for industrial production, which he estimated would take up four months of each
person’s time per year. For the rest of the time, every individual would be “at
liberty to pursue the work or hobby of [their] choice.”81
Woolf ’s conscription model encapsulates some of the ideas he espoused regarding

participatory democracy. Woolf stipulated a system of conscription that would apply
to every consumer above the age of 23, all of whom would be called up for annual
medical examinations to assess their physical ability and thereby their fitness for dif-
ferent categories of work. The system would also involve calculations of the amount
of labor required by each municipality, as well as each division of industry, to meet the
needs of the community. Woolf does not give any indication of what would happen
to those who resisted conscription.82 Once more, he relied on individual conscience
and collective reason, expecting that citizens would come to accept cooperation and
industrial conscription as the most rational and fair mode of social organization, and
one that would provide equal time and opportunities for individual self-realization in
the form of intellectual, aesthetic, or other pursuits.
In line with Marxist tradition, Woolf envisaged a release of human energy with the

changed conditions and psychology of labor. His perspective on individual freedom,
creativity, and happiness, however, was more indebted to the quality of everyday life
envisaged by Morris. It is well known that Morris’s utopian essays of the 1880s
linked the transformation of labor to the creation of art: “Art is the expression of
man’s pleasure in labor.” Using machines to carry out degrading and “distasteful”
work would allow workers to pursue meaningful labor, producing objects of
beauty and utility. Another part of his program consisted in the implementation of
a truly liberal, emancipatory education that would prepare all citizens equally for
pleasure and productivity, and above all for “the arts of life,” among which he
counted “swimming, riding, boating, carpentry, cooking, baking, and sewing.” In
Morris’s utopia, then, as Robertson points out, “the distinction between labor and
recreation has disappeared.” Accordingly, in News from Nowhere the inhabitants
“labor at work they love, pursuing multiple occupations” at once.83
Woolf remained unimpressed by Morris’s medievalist fantasies and his aesthetic

programs for what he called the lesser arts, while sharing his vison of an authentic,
dis-alienated everyday life closely linked to a thoroughly democratic organization
of labor and to individual creativity and artistic experience capable of resisting and
transforming the serialization and uglification of capitalist mass production. For
Woolf, once the communal, ethical, and aesthetic principles of cooperation were
grasped:

[W]e should rapidly see that it is infinitely more important for a society or individual
that a man or woman should enjoy or produce a play or a book or a picture, or
should play football or dance, or should talk or go on the river or picnic or cultivate a

81 Woolf, Socialism, 56; Woolf, Industry, 126–27.
82 Woolf, Industry, 126–27.
83 Robertson, The Last Utopians, 110–14; 127.
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garden or teach children and adults or make love to one another than that they should
make the fraction of some article which is neither beautiful or useful.84

In Woolf ’s commonwealth of the future, distinctions between work and leisure
remain, but the socialist domain of leisure would be radically opposed to the capitalist
mass leisure industry with its top-down control and passive modes of consumption:

Art, literature, music, science, learning, the drama, recreations, would . . . be completely
divorced from industrialism and commercialism, and, since for the first time in the
world’s history the whole community would have the leisure necessary for their development
and enjoyment, one might look for an outburst of scientific and artistic activity, and a con-
centration of effort upon activities which make for a humane and pleasurable existence.85

Distinct from Morris’s vision, Woolf ’s alternative to the capitalist organization of
labor and leisure depends on a distinction not only between qualitative and quanti-
tative labor, but also between qualitative and quantitative time. Where qualitative
labor is freely undertaken and given, quantitative labor—fully automated, standard-
ized, alienating, and dehumanizing—is undertaken out of social and economic neces-
sity, hence must be shared among all eligible citizens. From this distinction another
dichotomy arises, between free and unfree temporalities. In Woolf ’s utopian tempo-
rality every citizen has time, given that all accept their share of quantitative labor.
Such reimagination of temporality would have consequences not only for individual
and social life, but for political life conceived as an idealist, imaginative, and fully par-
ticipatory practice. No longer understood as a period of respite from a capitalist
system of production, Woolf ’s domain of leisure would release a creative force, a
mode of social, political, and aesthetic praxis that would feed into the socialist com-
monwealth as an ongoing, creative, and idealist project.

EVERYDAY UTOPIAS

Utopian aspirations are invariably products of critique. Woolf ’s vision of a Co-
operative Commonwealth places him within a British socialist tradition of moral cri-
tique of capitalism, mass production, and excessive consumption. Distinct from the
producer-based alternatives dominant in socialist thought, Woolf ’s consumer-
oriented politics was founded on the grassroots democracy and transformative aspi-
rations of the Co-operative Movement. For Woolf, the politics of consumption
offered a viable and wholly democratic alternative to capitalism, on the one hand,
and the partisan policies of the trade unions and the labor movement, on the
other. In this respect, Woolf aligned himself with the ILP’s consumer-oriented

84 Woolf, Socialism, 61.
85 Woolf, Socialism, 95–96. Woolf ’s equation of the “good life” with intellectual and artistic activity

bears a close resemblance to the ideals and practices of the Bloomsbury movement, in which Virginia
Woolf and her sister Vanessa Bell were key figures. Leonard Woolf ’s relationship with “Bloomsbury”
was more ambivalent and his influence far less evident. Nonetheless, there can be little doubt that he
shared their valuation of aesthetic, intellectual, and other creative pursuits as expressions of individual
freedom. For a more comprehensive account of these issues, see, among others, Victoria Glendinning,
Leonard Woolf: A Life (London, 2006); Hermione Lee, Virginia Woolf (London, 1997); Christopher
Reed, Bloomsbury Rooms: Modernism, Subculture, and Domesticity (New Haven, CT, 2004).
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policies, which gave precedence to the “Right to Live” over Labour’s “Right to
Work.” For Woolf, the Co-operative Movement at its best demonstrated socialist
consumer politics in practice through a democratic organizational form that grew
out of the everyday needs and practical concerns of the working class and served
to empower women and the poor. From a historical perspective, Woolf ’s consumer-
ist policies cannot claim to be unique. As Hilton notes of twentieth-century Britain,
“For women . . . consumption has often been the means by which they have entered
political debate. For the poor, consumption has provided an alternative focus to the
wage to understand the day-to-day difficulties of getting and spending.”86
While Woolf ’s proposals undoubtedly bear similarities to this tradition, it should

be clear that his particular brand of socialist consumerism with its synthesis of nine-
teenth-century ethical socialism; Morris’s reimagination of labor and aestheticization
of everyday life translated into a modern industrial context; and the transformative,
transnational, and pacifist aspirations of the Women’s Co-operative Guild was only
marginally representative of the “middle-path pragmatism” Hilton describes.87
Woolf ’s approach is of a different order, a series of (to his mind) practical proposi-
tions for “how to get there.” Unlike the nineteenth-century belief in social change
simply by means of individual transformation, Woolf identifies the agents, spaces,
and conditions of transformation through programmatic, organizational plans
founded on extensive research, huge amounts of data compiled and analyzed,
along with real-life participation, observation, and conversation with agents and
informants. From one perspective, this predilection for detailed description and plan-
ning might place his propositions close to the finality of the utopian blueprint. On
the other hand, the emphasis on individual creativity and a dialogic public space
involving all citizens suggests an ongoing process, rather than Marx’s hopeful assess-
ment of the Paris Commune as the “form finally discovered.”88 Significantly, for
Woolf, the means and ends of all intellectual, creative, and practical work were
always the organization and quality of everyday life. His concept of creativity, more-
over, was always founded on responsibility: an awareness of how individual and
social decisions have direct consequences for each individual life and, ultimately, a
political practice for which each consumer is answerable.
Like other utopias, Woolf ’s Co-operative Commonwealth never materialized. Its

claims to practicality notwithstanding, “getting there” always assumed a change in
social psychology that in the end comes close to that “radical anthropological
project,” identified by Agnes Heller and Ferenc Fehér, which persistently haunts
the revolutionary tradition, naively designed to liberate “a homogenous and rational,
but above all free and self-creative humanity.”89 A less pessimistic perspective would
anticipate in Woolf ’s theory late twentieth-century and early twenty-first century
thought. His belief in small-scale models is reflected in communal experiments
such as the “real utopias” project initiated by the sociologist Eric Olin in the mid-
1990s. This project promised “to envisage specific changes in politics and economic

86 Hilton, Consumerism, 1–2.
87 Hilton, Consumerism, 2.
88 More precisely, Marx expressed his hopes in the form of a question: “the political form, finally discov-

ered, for the economic liberation of labour?” Cited in Hannah Arendt, On Revolution (London, 1965),
257.

89 Cited in Michael E. Gardiner, Weak Messianism: Essays in Everyday Utopianism (Oxford, 2013), 175.
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and social theory that are pragmatic, in that they could be accomplished in the here-
and-now through the use of existing resources, knowledges, and organizations, yet at
the same time “utopian,” because they break with the reigning logic of neo-liberalism
and seek to promote . . . genuinely democratic participation.”90 Furthermore, one
might recognize in Woolf ’s politics of consumption the concerns and policies of
today’s eco-movements or other “consumer radicals,” who, as Hilton notes, “are
returning to the ethical and political considerations [of] the politics of necessitous
consumption.”91 And finally, Woolf ’s radical imaginary informs ongoing attempts,
like that of Mark Fisher, to imagine alternatives beyond the self-evident truths of cap-
italist realism.92Whether we believe in them or not, Woolf ’s utopian aspirations for a
democracy of the future are still with us.

90 Gardiner, Weak Messianism, 173.
91 Hilton, Consumerism, 21.
92 Fisher, Capitalist Realism, 2.
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