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THE LIFE-WORK OF J. A. HOBSON 

I T is fitting t.hat this talk on John A. Hobson~s life-work 
· should be g1ven under the Hobhouse Memonal Founda
tion. The two men were close and lifelong friends. Each of 
them, though they differed widely in temperament and out
look, was typical of the generation which made the difficult 
journey from Liberalism to Socialism. I could wish that a 
much younger man had made this estimate of Hobson's 
significance. I owed too much to his teaching for complete 
detachment. For me he was the most original and persuasive 
thinker of his day on economic questions and, more impor
tant still, he was a great moralist who possessed a rare gift of 
sympathy and a creative insight into the meaning of human 
society. I have, however, this qualification-that I had the 
good fortune to know him well. For many years we were 
neighbours, and at the same time colleagues on the staff of 
the N at£on. I can recall many a walk with him on Hampstead 
Heath and the Chiltern Hills. Like all his many friends I felt 
for him a warm affection. In a sense he was the typical 
intellectual. His mind was never at rest; it was incapable of 
laziness; there were no limits to its disciplined curiosity; it 
was always on the alert, critical, sceptical, and wary of ac
cepting anything without examination and proof. But this 
formidable intellect was a warm-hearted human being, who 
craved friendship and gave it without stint. Friendship was 
his recreation: he had no other distraction. He talked well 
but he also listened well, and he had the rare art of discussing, 
fairly and fruitfully, sometimes playfully, yet always with 
method, as if it mattered to reach the soundest conclusion 
of which our joint wits were capable. Many of Hobson's 
friends were writers and intellectuals, but there were busi
ness men among them and workers whom he got to know 
at his classes. From them, by his skill in questioning, he 
gathered a surprisingly full knowledge of the details of life 
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in the business world and industry, of which he had no direct 
expenence. 

I first came to know Hobson well at the weekly lunches of 
the Nation's staff under Massingham's editorship. It was a 
brilliant gathering which included L. T. Hobhouse, J. L. 
Hammond, H. W. N evinson, C. F. G. Masterman, and a 
steady stream of distinguished guests. Rather older than 
most of us round the table, Hobson looked the student he 
was, sparely and slightly built, rather tall, and in his later 
years very frail. He must have been tougher than he looked, 
for in spite of frequent bouts of insomnia and neuritis, he 
lived to the good old age of eighty-one and retained his powers 
of work almost to the end. I remember my surprise when he 
told me that he was an Oxford Blue for the high jump. When 
he spoke in our talks round the Nation's table, it was usually 
to give a new turn to the discussion, often a rather startling 
and original turn. He generally spoke as he wrote, soberly 
weighing his words, but he would express himself at times 
with a blunt violence that was not wholly humorous. Under 
the balanced, objective manner of his books, a scientific 
attitude in which he had trained himself, there burned strong 
and deep feelings. What I recall most vividly of his part in 
our talks was the brilliance of his wit. We always knew when 
something good was coming. He raised his right eyebrow, 
and paused to indulge in a peculiar stammer, which one 
rarely noticed at other times, while he was giving his epigram 
the neatest possible verbal shape. He had a formidable gift 
for irony and satire, which he used with deadly effect when
ever he detected insincerity, especially in war-time, when the 
Christian Churches went into khaki. A series of eight sketches 
satirizing militarism, written for the Nation during the First 
World War and republished under the title I920, Dips into 
the Near Future, over the pen-name Lucian, were bitter and 
macabre inventions. A later effort in the same vein, The 
Recording Angel (1932) was gentler and less bitter. But 
Hobson repressed his wit with puritanical sternness when he 
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wrote his serious books, and he was too courteous to use it in 
his controversies. His writing varied a good deal in manner. 
His earlier treatises were too terse and restrained and in them 
his vocabulary was over-loaded with technical and abstract 
terms. When he came to ·write the two big books into which 
he put most of himself, Work and Wealth, a Human Valuation 
(1914) and its sequel of fifteen years later, Wealth and Life, 
his manner changed and he wrote with vigour and the power 
to move his readers with many a vivid and memorable phrase. 

The events in this scholarly life concern us only in so far 
as they influenced the development of his thinking. He was 
born, as he put it himself, in the middle stratum of the middle 
class, at Derby in 1858. His father was a Liberal and a Low 
Churchman and the family income came from the Derbyshire 
Advertiser, a Liberal newspaper. Hobson read widely at 
school and in his Confessions of an Economic Heretic, perhaps 
the most reticent autobiography ever written, he mentions 
Herbert Spencer's The Study of Sociology as a prime influence 
in shaping his mind. It happens that I also read it at school, 
so that I can readily imagine the effect it had on him. Spencer 
was pioneering when he set out to show how scientific methods 
can be applied to the study of social life. Even more impor
tant for a young reader were the chapters in which he 
discussed the various idols of the tribe and the market place 
which militate against disinterested and scientific thinking, 
above all the biases of class interest and patriotism. Hobson 
began the study of political economy before he went to the 
University, but there he was absorbed in the classics and did 
not take it up again until some years later. In the Oxford of 
this day, as his contemporary Nevinson described it, the chief 
influences were Ruskin, Jowett, and T. H. Green. Ruskin as 
yet meant nothing to Hobson, who was never interested in 
the visual arts. Wide as his interests were, they centred chiefly 
in the social sciences, including anthropology, psychology, 
and eugenics, though he found time to keep abreast also with 
the natural sciences, especially physics. The contemporary 
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Socialism of this period, with Morris, Hyndman, Edward 
Carpenter, and the Christian school as its spokesmen, made 
no appeal to him: he found them 'either too inflammatory 
or too sentimental'. I doubt whether T. H. Green or any of 
theN eo-Kantians influenced him greatly: the cast of his mind 
was traditionally English. Marx repelled him, and though he 
made an early study of Capital, he never discussed it at any 
length. He criticized Marx chiefly for his one-sidedness in 
concentrating his attack on capitalism upon a single aspect, 
the exploitation of the wage-earners, and he dismissed the 
dialectical method as a frivolous pedantry. But Marx was 
more than a fallible economic theorist: he was an event in 
history and I doubt whether Hobson ever faced his full sig
nificance, or recognized the importance of Marx and Engels 
as interpreters of history. He never discussed this side of their 
work, save in one pregnant passage, 1 in which he argued that 
the economic approach to history is valid only if the word 
economic is stretched to mean biological also. This lack of 
interest is the more significant, because Hobson's own 
approach to contemporary history, when he came to discuss 
war and imperialism, was always predominantly economic. 
The fact is, of course, that Hobson, a rationalist and a 
humanist to the core, was repelled not merely by the lack of 
scientific objectivity in the proletarian economics of the 
Marxists, but even more by their reliance on force. When 
he himself adopted a socialist programme which called for 
a fundamental change in the structure of our society, he 
rejected the class war as a right or possible way of reaching it. 
He had no belief that an organized party of the workers could 
ever achieve it unaided, and relied on rational persuasion to 
win over a part of the middle class. He disliked 'the envy, 
hatred and all uncharitableness' which he found too often in 
the Labour Patty, and he was critical of what he called 'the 
soft psychology' of its left wing-in particular its too confident 
reliance on the motive of service in a socialist economy as a 

1 Wealth and Life, p. 78. 
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sufficient incentive for work. What could service mean to 
a worker who spent his days in making the sixteenth part of a 
pin for some unknown consumer in India or China? It was 
natural, therefore, that the Russian Revolution, which meant 
so much to his younger contemporaries, first as a stimulus 
and then as a disappointment, meant much less to him. 

But I am anticipating. The positive influence which turned 
Hobson in the direction that led eventually to Socialism was 
Ruskin's. This was after he left Oxford, while he was teaching 
classics in two public schools in succession. Ruskin's assault 
on the classical economists for their identification of value 
with marketable goods and services won Hobson's assent, 
and Ruskin's doctrine that 'there is no wealth but life' set him 
on a train of thought which he followed for the rest of his life. 
Though he admitted that Ruskin was a 'plunger' and had no 
use for his solution of a trusteeship to be exercised by a new 
chivalry of landlords and captains of industry, Hobson main
tained that he had performed a truly scientific service by his 
incursion into economics, and to it he devoted a big book. 
Another influence that counted for much in Hobson's develop
ment was that of the brilliant, if erratic, American sociologist, 
Thorstein Veblen, the author of The Theory of the Leisure 
Class, but this came much later. On Veblen, also, Hobson 
wrote a book. 

More than any personal influence, a visit to South Africa 
on the eve of the Boer War was decisive in forming his out
look. He went there, at Hobhouse's suggestion, as correspon
dent of the Manchester Guardian, and out of his study of the 
Uitlanders' agitation, the diplomacy that led up to the war, 
and the native question, he made a powerful topical book. 
More crudely here than anywhere else in the world at this 
time, Big Business under the leadership of Cecil Rhodes was 
dominating politics; it used its vast resources to make public 
opinion, first in South Africa and then in England, and for 
its own economic ends it deliberately drove on to a war of 
conquest. This spectacle, studied on the spot, bit deeply into 
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Hobson's mind and fixed his views on the economic causation 
of modern wars, though he was far from supposing that a 
conscious conspiracy of this kind among capitalists is a 
frequent occurrence. Commonly the train of causation is 
impersonal. In this experience lay the germ of Hobson's 
Imperialism, one of the most influential of his books. 

On his return to London, Hobson, who was always a good 
and active citizen, conspicuous for his civic courage, took his 
share in the opposition to the Boer War. Fifteen years later, 
on the eve of the First World War, with C. P. Scott, Graham 
Wallas, and others, he worked for British neutrality, and when 
that effort failed, he was, with his close friend E. D. Morel, 
one of the founders of the Union of Democratic Control, 
which worked for a negotiated peace. Of this organization 
he later became Chairman, an office he held till his death in 
April 1940. It was not until the later years of the Great War 
that Hobson resigned from the Liberal Party. Eventually he 
joined the Labour Party, but, as he wrote in his Confessions 
(p. 126) he 'never felt quite at home in it'. Though Hobson 
detested militarism, he never was in the strict sense of the 
word a pacifist, and in his last years he wrote powerfully 
against the appeasement of Nazi Germany. 

Another experience that did much to form Hobson's views 
of the capitalist system he gained from his many visits to the 
United States. He saw that great country while the dinosaurs 
of Big Business were still in action during the predatory phase 
in the history of oil, steel, and railways. The market, whether 
for labour or for other commodities, was more obviously 
governed by force than it ever is in modern England, and the 
class war was waged between armed Pinkerton's detectives 
in the pay of the employers and gangsters hired by the Labour 
Unions. Life in England, as we suppose, obeys stricter rules 
of decency. Or is it that, thanks to a more stringent law of 
libel, its subtler ugliness is not so easily exposed? 

It may still be too early, seven years after his death, to 
attempt an estimate of Hobson's influence on the thought of 
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his day. At a first glance it would seem that the effect of his 
many and closely reasoned books on the thinking of professed 
economists was slight. His heresies at the end of his long life 
were still viewed in the academic world as heresies and too 
often they were ignored and not refuted. The laissez-faire 
economics of the classical founders of the science may be 
dead, but in the new form of 'marginalism' they still thrive in 
British and American Universities. It is, however, easy to 
trace in the work of such writers as Cannan, Pigou, and 
Keynes a movement of thought which in part, at least, ran 
parallel to Hobson's, though it stopped far short of his bolder 
conclusions. His friends were often sore because he was never 
honoured with academic recognition in any form. At the very 
end of his life Manchester University offered him an honorary 
degree, but he never received it, for he was then too frail to 
attend the graduation ceremony. More important than this 
was the generous but belated recognition which Keynes 
bestowed on Hobson's work, when in his book on The General 
Theory of Unemployment be accepted, with some unimpor
tant reservations, Hobson's chief heresy, his theory of over
saving and under-consumption, as a clue to the interpretation 
of the trade cycle (pp. 364-70). Of his early book on this 
subject, The Physiology of Industry (1889), Keynes said that 
it marked 'an epoch in economic thought'. 

Why was he neglected in this way? No one who knew his 
books could fail to recognize in them the work of a powerful 
and original mind, and if he broke away from orthodoxy, at 
any rate he did so with an intimate knowledge and under
standing of the science of the schools. Hobson himself traced 
this neglect to the prejudice which this early book of his, the 
Physiology, aroused, when as a young and unknown writer he 
ventured, in collaboration with his friend A. F. Mummery, 

) a business man and a famous mountaineer, to give a first 
statement to his heresy of over-saving. Certainly the imme
diate effect was unlucky. The book was viewed with such 
disapproval by the authorities of London University, who 
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had just appointed Hobson an extension lecturer on Litera
ture and Economics, that they withdrew their permission for 
his lectures on Economics. But as the years went on and 
Hobson grew in stature and reputation, was it merely the 
conservative fear of his dangerous thoughts that stood in his 
way? In the meantime, younger men who held views even 
more radical than Hobson's-Tawney, Laski, and Cole-did 
receive academic appointments. What economists may have 
resented more than his heresies, were Hobson's criticisms of 
the pretensions of their science. One must have grown up in 
the nineteenth century to understand the exasperation of 
progressives who had to meet the perpetual appeals of the 
defenders of property and things as they are to the authority 
of economic science, as a sufficient answer to every plea for 
any interference by the State with the unchecked working of 
economic motives and forces. To-day the belief that econo
mic science has discovered a set of natural laws which we 
disobey at our peril has faded and in Western Europe, at least, 
is no longer a serious obstruction. But in Hobson's earlier 
life it still had force, and he had to spend much of his energy 
in discussing the place and limitations of economic science. 
He never disputed the right of economists to build a priori 
an abstract science on the set of assumptions that centred 
round the idea of the economic man, who always obeys ac
quisitive motives and operates in a free market, in which 
labour and capital are indefinitely mobile and subject to 
unchecked competition. But he did question how far it is 
serviceable to pursue this abstract reasoning in the contem
porary world. Vanished for ever is that imaginary realm 
of 'as if', which looked so much more plausible a hundred 
years ago than it does to-day. Again, he believed that the 
ambition of economists to make their science exact had led 
them by a sort of intellectual snobbery to rely increasingly on 
mathematical methods. This meant that nothing was relevant 
to it, save what could be tested by the measuring-rod of money. 
It was concerned, therefore, only with wealth and not with 
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welfare. Mathematics can be concerned only with quantity 
and not with quality. Hobson's polemics against what he 
conceived to be the misuse of mathematics were typical of his 
mental outlook. He tilted in the same style as a rationalist 
against the mathematical aberrations of contemporary physics1 

and its abuse of the idea of chance or hazard. In sum he was 
protesting against the isolation of economics from the other 
social sciences. The relation among them should be, as he 
put it, 'federal'. Together they offer us not a science but an 
art of life. The 'ought' of ethics is also an 'is'. In a changing 
world the ideals that move us are also facts among the visible 
and measurable realities . He used to deny that he sought to 
make ethics supreme among the social sciences, but I confess 
that to my thinking this was just what he was doing. 

There was, however, something worse than all this that 
upset Hobson's relations with the academic economists. He 
was apt to assail the classical science as a defensive outwork 
of the capitalist system. He would try at times to say this 
with tact, making it clear that he was far from questioning the 
integrity of individual economists, but I doubt whether these 
explanations healed the wound. Put the thing impersonally 
and it seems both obvious and inoffensive. What else could 
a science of wealth be, that took its definite shape in the early 
phases of the Industrial Revolution? The mental tools at its 
disposal, the accepted notions of psychology and ethics, were 
individualistic, not to say atomistic. The business of Adam 
Smith and his successors was to work out a theory of the 
production and distribution of wealth, and on what could 
they base themselves save the practice of the world around 
them, so dazzling in its success, as it seemed to men who 
reflected the current judgements of their class. Action comes 
first and theory afterwards. As our world changes, so will our 
theoretic reconstructions of it change, alike in philosophy and 
in the social sciences. 

1 See The Recording A ngel, pp. 90-1 , and R ationalism and Humanism, 
pp. 36-7. 
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But Hobson was not content to criticize the classical science. 
In book after book he tried to supply what it had failed to give 
-the economics of welfare. He insisted on studying the 
human or subjective costs of production-the fatigue, the 
strain, the boredom, the mental and moral degeneration that 
may be involved in the routine operations of machine 
industry. He was not inclined to take a romantic view of the 
condition of the workers before the Industrial Revolution. 
On the whole he believed that machinery is, or can become, 
the liberator. But he insisted that' a man who is not interested 
in his work and does not recognize in it either beauty or 
utility, is degraded by that work, whether he knows it or not'. 1 

His study of the effects of speed in machine-minding occupa
tions led him to doubt whether the higher wages and shorter 
hours now customary in these trades represent any real gain 
in welfare to the worker. The day's nervous strain may be so 
excessive that he cannot profit by his leisure. What he needs 
is not merely spare time but spare energy. Increasingly 
Hobson stressed the value of leisure, whether for play or 
friendship or mental growth, and pleaded for a limit to our 
ambition to multiply the production of material goods for 
ever. 'This seems impracticable', he wrote, 'so long as 
profiteering rules the economic system.' Only with the social 
control of production can we hope to win, as consumers, the 
leisure and liberty in which alone an art of life may flourish. 

I have said more than enough about Hobson's place in the 
academic world. It is more important to grasp his significance 
as a force that moulded public opinion. His books were not 
for the multitude, yet they reached large numbers of attentive 
readers, both here and in America. Hobson was also a prolific 
journalist. The chief source of his influence was undoubtedly 
the Nation, under Massingham's brilliant editorship, between 
1907and 1923, theleadingprogressiveweekly. For it Hobson 
wrote steadily week after week leaders, signed articles, and 
reviews in which he popularized his own distinctive views. 

1 Work and Wealth, p. 88. Wealth and Life, p. 339· 
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It may not be possible to propagate an economic system in 
this way, but an attitude of mind, a way of interpreting current 
events and tendencies, a practical programme, can be argued 
out and rendered familiar. Moreover, what the Nation said 
on Saturday was often the text for a leading article in some 
of the provincial dailies on Monday. A little later, while I 
was editing The New Leader, Hobson was a frequent con
tributor. Though he was never a member of the I.L.P . he 
served on its Policy Committee which in 192 5 drafted the 
challenging programme grouped round the central idea of a 
living wage. The I.L.P. was then at the height of its power 
within the Labour Party. I think I may risk the statement 
that round about this time Hobson was the most respected 
intellectual influence in the Labour Movement. Certainly 
on its platforms the focal ideas of his teaching were almost 
commonplaces, though doubtless in an over-simplified and 
over-emotional form. 

In America, also, his books were not the only source of his 
influence. By his courses of lectures to post-graduate students 
in the Brookings Institute he reached many able minds. He 
was a contributor to the New York Nation, and even more 
obviously his ideas were a shaping force in the editorials of 
the New Republic. Among the young men who formed 
President Roosevelt's 'Brains Trust' and thought out the 
economics of the New Deal, I could name at least one who 
owed and confessed a debt to Hobson's teaching. 

What, then, were Hobson's guiding ideas? 
It is not easy to pass them in review, for in his many books 

- he wrote no fewer than thirty-seven-he covered a vast 
range of topics. Apart from economics he had something 
bold and distinctive to say about international government 
and again about eugenics and the theory of population. He 
drew up in book after book a technical indictment of the 
capitalist system, in which he demonstrated not merely that 
it does in fact work very ill, but that it necessarily must do so. 
It cannot, he argued, without fundamental change in its 
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structure, give us steady and full employment and it must 
drive towards imperialism, with the ever-present risk of war. 
But always his last word ofcondemnation was that this indus
trial system, as we know it, cannot serve as the economic 
basis of a good society. It hardens men's moral arteries. 
From first to last, whether it practises competition or mono
poly, it affronts our ideals of justice and fraternity. 

Hobson never claimed that his distinctive ideas formed a 
system. None the less their logical connexion was close.1 His 
starting-point was an examination of the trade cycle. He had 
much that was interesting and valuable to say about the 
peculiarities of the two world-wide depressions of the inter
war period, but his tendency always was to dismiss these 
peculiarities as unessential. The fundamental fact is always 
the same. It is normal that the rate of industrial production 
in the world outruns the rate of consumption of commodities. 
The effective demand of the mass of consumers cannot keep 
pace with potential or even with actual production. And so 
we are faced periodically with the gluts and stoppages, the 
slowing down of production, and the mass unemployment, 
both of capital and labour, which constitute a depression. 
The clue to the causation of this familiar phenomenon may 
be found in the fact that the depression always starts in the 
industries which make capital goods. There the over-produc
tion is the most flagrant and there it is first realized by business 
men and their financiers that for some time to come there will 
be no demand for the machinery and equipment they can 
turn out. Why does this happen? Because, Hobson answered, 
during the period of prosperity and rising prices, too much 
of the national income has gone into the expansion of the 
productive apparatus, the capital equipment of industry, and 
to<;> little into the expansion of consumption. In plain words, 
there are already too many machines, because the buying 

1 The most systematic statements of his whole position are to be found in 
The Industrial System. An enquiry into Earned and Unearned Income and in 
The Evolution of Modern Capitalism. 
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power in the hands of the consumers cannot purchase the goods 
they are capable of turning out. It is evident then that this 
disproportion between production and consumption, the 
over-production and the under-consumption, has come about 
because too much of the national income has gone into saving 
and too little into spending. The excessive savings now con
front us in their tangible form as idle machinery and plant. 
But the bulk of the saving is done by the employing and 
owning class and most of it is automatic. The surplus which 
goes to this class in profits, rent, and interest is so large that, 
even after allowing for luxurious expenditure, the tendency 
to chronic over-saving needs no further explanation. The 
root of the evil is, in short, the wrong division of the product 
of industry. Too much went to the owning and employing 
class-the class which easily and amply saves-too little to 
the wage-earners, who must spend the bulk of their incomes 
promptly. The active cause of the depression is, then, this 
excessive surplus in the hands of the few, with its necessary 
consequence, under-consumption by the many. 

Excuse, if you can, this rough and summary reminder of 
the bare outlines of Hobson's theory. If time allowed one 
might show that it rested on a full and careful study of the 
known facts. Thus in a period of prosperity and rising prices 
there is always a time-lag by which wages suffer and profits 
gain. The American statistics analysed by the Brookings 
Institute reveal how in the prosperous years before the crash 
in 1929 total wage payments remained static, while total 
profits rose fantastically. It was inevitable that saving 
should outpace spending. It is possible to trace the natural 
history of this unmanageable surplus-at what point indus
trial investment ceased; how the surplus was squandered in 
risky foreign loans and then in speculation; how finally, as 
the depression set in, it was piled up in idle deposits in the 
banks. I need not repeat Hobson's careful answer to the 
objection that the rate of interest serves as a trustworthy 
regulator of the volume of saving. Let me add, however, the 
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reminder that Hobson's case against over-saving rested on 
the proportion of saving to spending. Given a right propor
tion, the gross amount that might be saved from a higher 
national income might well be higher than it is to-day, if the 
waste of these periodical crises were eliminated. 

We have spoken of the wrong distribution of the product 
of industry. Wrong in what sense-technically, or morally? 
First of all technically, because it leads to the waste and 
insecurity of these periodical depressions. Technically wrong 
again because it confronts industry with the fact of a limited 
market for its products. Dreading this recurrent failure of 
his market, the capitalist restricts the output of his plant, and 
engineers the various forms of combination which enable him 
to do so, while the worker, on his side, adopts the demoralizing 
tactics of ca' canny. The consequences are too grave to be 
dismissed as the incidental waste and friction unavoidable 
in an imperfect world. Even on the narrower view of the 
meaning of wealth, an unplanned economy which functions 
in this way can promise us neither maximum productivity 
nor full employment. 

But Hobson carried his analysis of the method by which 
the national income is distributed very much farther than 
this. He undertook a survey of the actual processes of the 
market by which prices are fixed, and the result was to un
cover in nearly every act of bargaining the effect of 'pulls' or 
'squeezes' due to a natural or contrived scarcity. It is very 
rarely that buyer and seller meet on equal terms. The sale 
of his labour power by the worker is always in one degree or 
another a forced sale. 'The ultimate weakness of the wage
earner, bargaining either singly or in groups, is that in the 
last resort his food supply would disappear before that of his 
employer.' Again, on the long round which commodities 
must travel from the primary producer to the consumer there 
is always some bottle-neck, or, as it were, some narrow pass, 
where an entrenched interest can levy its tribute-the grain 
elevator, for example, in the case of the American farmer or 
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the pipe line for oil. Scarcity plays the same part in deter
mining wages, so that the sheltered trades fare relatively well 
and the unsheltered ill. A compositor, for instance, might earn 
a wage three times that of a skilled farm worker, who faced 
all weathers and must possess a versatility hardly matched in 
any other trade. One need not pause to dwell on the more 
obvious cases-the tribute exacted by the functionless land
owner and the gains of monopoly from price agreements, 
cartels, and trusts, nor on the ugly phenomena of speculation. 
The legend is dismissed that competition, where it still sur
vives, offers any adequate protection to the interests of the 
consumer, who has to bear the costs of an overgrown selling 
apparatus. There emerges from the survey Hobson's charac
teristic conception of the unearned surplus, which results 
from the use of economic force by any one of the factors of 
production-land, capital, and labour. This surplus is defined 
as something more than the necessary useful payments called 
costs: more, that is to say, than is required to evoke the services 
of one or other of these factors. The conclusion follows that the 
distribution of the national income under capitalism bears no 
relation whatever either to merit, effort, or skill on the one 
hand, or to needs on the other. 

Hobson has advanced in this review of the market into the 
field of social morals. The conception of an unearned surplus 
and an unearned income is fundamentally ethical. He has 
thrown over the individualistic notion of any absolute right 
to property. Again and again he stresses the thesis that the 
production of wealth is a social and co-operative process. No 
individual can isolate his own share in the common effort and 
point to the product as his own. Even the tools and techniques 
he uses are a common heritage that has been accumulating 
for us since Neolithic times. It is equally clear that the deter
mination of value is an elaborate social process. It is not easy 
to define exactly Hobson's view of property. He accepts it 
within wide limits as a necessary organ for the extension and 
realization of human personality. He reminds us elsewhere 
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that it is the chief means of enslaving others. But he never, 
I think, regarded property in the means of production as 
necessarily anti-social, as Socialists commonly do. When he 
left ample room in his programme for many industries run 
by private enterprise, this was not a reluctant compromise or 
a concession made to the hardness of men's hearts. On the 
contrary, he meant to keep open a free field for creative adven
ture. What was imperative for him was that here as elsewhere 
the community acting through the State should exercise 
sovereign control, not merely to ensure a worthy human life 
within the workshop, but above all to prevent the piling up 
of that unearned surplus to which he came to ascribe all the 
evils of the industrial system. 'The primary object of all 
social-economic reforms', he insisted, 'should be to dissipate 
this surplus.' 

If the first consequence of the wrong distribution of the 
product of industry is over-saving, with all its mischiefs, the 
second is luxurious expenditure. Many moralists have dealt 
with this theme. Godwin did it well. Thorstein Veblen did 
it better. But I doubt whether anyone has come near Hobson 
in his devastating analysis of the demoralization as well as the 
waste which this aspect of the gross inequality of incomes 
entails in our society. 

What, then, is the right principle that should govern the 
distribution of the product of industry? Hobson never 
hesitated. He adopts in its classical phrasing the principle 
first stated by the Saint-Simonians, which has been generally 
accepted by all socialist schools of thought, though Stalin 
may be an exception. 'From each according to his capacities: 
to each according to his needs.' He never attempted any 
formal demonstration of this principle, though on looking 
backwards one realizes that it was latent in all his criticisms 
of the actual working of the capitalist system. It is, as he 
truly says, the rule of life within a family and this applies not 
merely to the limited sense of the word family, as we know it 
in theW est: it is equally true of the big patriarchal family, the 
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undivided family, as it is called in Hindu society. How deeply 
this ideal of human society as a great family is rooted in 
instinct and tradition, even in the West, any study of the 
recurring communist heresies of the Middle Ages and the 
Reformation would show. The demand for equality was 
always based on the claim that we are all God's children. As 
modern psychology is for ever reminding us, our basic con
ceptions of morality are derived from our earliest experiences 
of family life. But Hobson, differing here from Shaw, insists 
-and manifestly he is right-that the principle does not 
point to any pedantic or mathematical equality. Our needs 
are not equal, though, over a wide range, they are more or 
less the same. The organic law of distribution according to 
needs will begin by recognizing our common humanity, so 
as to ensure an adequate provision of food, shelter, health, 
education, and other prime necessities. 'This minimum stan
dard will be substantially the same for all adult persons and 
for all families of equal size and age. Upon this standard 
of human uniformity will be erected certain differences of 
distribution, adjusted to the specific needs of any class or 
group whose work or physical conditions marks it out as 
different from others.' But Hobson insists that the present 
inequalities of income would find no support under this 
organic law. 'There seems', he says, 'no reason to maintain 
that a lawyer's or a doctor's family would require, or could 
advantageously spend a larger income than a bricklayer's in 
a society where equality of educational and other oppor
tunities obtained.' 1 

Hobson faces frankly enough the difficulty of realizing this 
principle. Will men of more than average ability or strength 
give according to their capacities, without some material in
centive? Hobson was not sanguine at present about the 
answer, and he was prepared for many compromises and 
concessions, even for the payment of a rent of ability for 
unusual managerial talent or for high artistic gifts. He 

1 Work and Wealth , pp. 168-9. 
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realized that public opinion, even among manual workers, 
will be slow to accept the principle. But he was far from 
consenting to postpone its realization to the indefinite future 
or to regard it as a beautiful but remote ideal. On the con
trary, he argued that in fact the modern Welfare State has in 
great part adopted the needs principle in its social provisions 
for education, health, old age, and he might now add family 
allowances and in some degree subsidized housing and 
minimum wages. In these and similar ways of achieving 
a minimum standard for common humanity, he saw a policy 
even more revolutionary than the nationalization of a few 
industries. 

His programme for the elimination of the unearned surplus 
stressed several parallel lines of action. First came the better 
distribution of the product within each industry-more of it 
to wages and less to profits and interest. Secondly he stressed 
the graduated taxation of incomes and inheritance, and the 
expenditure of this revenue as a collective fund for the satis
faction of the standard needs of common humanity. This 
was, of course, no new idea. Erasmus, the first of the 
humanists, proposed it in outline. But Hobson, breaking 
away from the individualistic tradition of Liberalism, gave it 
a sweep and a clear purpose that were new to English political 
thought. Finally, with the double motive of liquidating the 
unearned surplus and ensuring the social planning of industry, 
he sketched a surprisingly bold programme of nationalization. 
His long list of industries and services suited for nationaliza
tion, including steel as well as coal, transport, electricity, and 
banking, was based on tests which he did not always state in 
the same way. Sometimes he spoke of industries verging on 
monopoly. At other times he spoke of key industries, meaning 
presumably those vital for planning and, I suppose, for the 
control of the price structure. More often, he designated the 
industries suited for nationalization as those which have 
reached the stage of standardization and routine. Those 
which he proposed to leave, under some form of control, to 
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private enterprise, were those which called for inventive and 
creative management, for innovation, for adventure, and the 
taking of risks; to these he added those which cater for per
sonal tastes. There was in his mind, obviously, a connexion 
between these standardized industries and those which supply 
the standard needs of common humanity. He excepted 
agriculture, however, which in the variegated landscape of 
our island and Western Europe cannot well be standardized. 
How far this classification will stand detailed criticism I am 
not sure. A progressive industry like Imperial Chemicals, 
which calls for research, innovation, and invention, may verge 
on monopoly. Again is it not in these progressive industries, 
in the making of electrical equipment for example, that sur
plus wealth is most rapidly piled up ? But it was not in the 
framing of detailed programmes that Hobson's power chiefly 
lay. He was before all else the creative critic, out of whose 
analysis of the social and economic system round about' him 
there emerged for our guidance a luminous moral principle. 

We have still to consider a province of Hobson's life-work 
that ranked in importance only a little way behind his 
discovery of the consequences of over-saving and under
consumption; I mean his study of Imperialism. His big book 
which bears that title was written during the later phases of 
the Boer War and published in 1902. To understand Hob
son's courage and his moral stature, one must recall the 
climate of that day. The trend towards Imperialism had been 
moving at an accelerating pace through a period of 'twenty 
years, and now it was at its height, victorious and intolerant. 
What Hobson did was not what the typical Liberal publicist 
does at such times-to criticize, to plead for moderation, 
to seek a middle course. He delivered a frontal attack on 
Imperialism in all its aspects, its ideology, its economics, and 
its morals. No less startling was his foresight and the long 
range of his constructive vision. Already in 1902 he saw 
the full consequences of the competition among the great 
industrial powers for places in the sun, which few of his 
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contemporaries realized, until the naval rivalry with Germany 
began. More surprising still, he was arguing for the creation 
of a World Authority endowed with powers which we have 
not yet succeeded after two world wars in winning in any effec
tive form for the United Nations. This book had a decisive 
influence on the outlook of Socialists in our own country. 
Lenin drew on it extensively for his own book with the same 
title, and it inspired several English writers who added some
thing to Hobson's marshalling of the facts and carried his 
analysis here and there a little farther-Leonard Wolff, 
Leonard Barnes, and myself. 

Hobson's study of Imperialism opened with a cool econo
mic analysis of the facts, and then went on to an examination 
of its ideology and its consequences for mankind. After a 
survey of the immense additions to the British Empire made 
in the last thirty years of the nineteenth century, he examined 
the economic meaning of this process of expansion. The 
search for markets did not account for it. He argued from the 
figures then available that 'the external trade of Great Britain 
bears a small and diminishing proportion to its internal 
industry and trade; that the trade with British possessions 
bears a diminishing proportion to that with foreign countries 
and that the trade with the new tropical possessions is the 
smallest and the least progressive part of it'. Still less could 
it be claimed that these recent acquisitions serve as an outlet 
for population. The real clue to this movement of expansion 
he found in the growth of our overseas investments, which 
nearly doubled in the period of energetic imperialism between 
r884 and rgoo. The manufacturer and the trader in con
sumers' goods may be content to trade unsupported with 
foreign countries, but when capital seeks an external field for 
investment and has to operate in backward or primitive or 
ill-governed countries, it calls for the protection of its own 
flag. Hence the partition of Africa and the pressure to secure 
protectorates or spheres of influence elsewhere. The problem 
then is to explain this outward thrust of capital seeking a 
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profitable field of investment abroad. Is it a healthy symptom 
of industrial progress, or is it a consequence of the failure of 
consumption in the home market to keep pace with the 
expansion of production, actual or potential? 

Here in a few tightly packed sentences is Hobson's answer. 
It is not industrial progress that demands the opening-up of new 

markets and areas of investment, but mal-distribution of consuming 
power which prevents the absorption of commodities and capital within 
the country. The over-saving which is the economic root of Imperial
ism is found by analysis to consist of rents, monopoly profits and other 
unearned or excessive elements of income, which, not being earned by 
labour of head or hand, have no legitimate raison d'etre. Having no 
natural relation to effort of production, they imp~l their recipients 
to no corresponding satisfaction of consumption: they form a surplus 
wealth, which having no proper place in the normal economy of 
production and consumption, tends to accumulate as excessive savings. 
Let any turn in the tide of politico-economic forces divert from these 
owners their excess of income and make it flow, either to the worker 
in higher wages, or to the community in taxes, so that it will be spent 
instead of being saved, serving in either of these ways to swell the tide 
of consumption-there will be no need to fight for foreign markets or 
foreign areas of investment. 1 

In this way Hobson linked up the phenomenon of modern 
Imperialism with the basic problem of our society, as he 
viewed it, the distribution of the common product of industry. 
He saw it, in plain words, as a necessary consequence of 
Capitalism, and he drew his conclusion without flinching: 'It 
is idle to attack Imperialism or Militarism as political ex
pedients or policies, unless the axe is laid at the economic root 
of the tree, and the classes for whose interest Imperialism 
works are shorn of the surplus revenues which seek this out
let.'2 He demonstrated in outline what was to become much 
clearer in the course of the next twelve years, that the struggle 
for exclusive spheres of capital investment led inevitably to 
the struggle for power through rival armaments, which must 
infallibly end, as it did, in war. Put in another way, his 
argument that no vital interest of the whole community was 

1 Imperialism, p. 91. 2 Op. cit., p. 99· 
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served by this policy of expansion, was buttressed by a con
vincing demonstration that it did serve the sectional interests 
of powerful groups of capitalists and financiers entrenched 
within the governing class. 

The ablest and most attractive chapters of the book were 
those in which he gave his answer to the various ideological 
defences which can be advanced for Imperialism from the 
standpoints of the biological struggle for existence or else of 
Christian philanthropy. He was at his best in his psycho
logical dissection of mixed motives and in his counter-attacks 
on the professional harmonizers of God and Mammon who 
pleaded a civilizing mission. With his South African experi
ence fresh in his mind, he gave from the record of the Rand 
Mines in their dealings with native labour a scathing com
mentary on the aim of Cecil Rhodes 'to combine the com
mercial with the imaginative' . Turning to India and China, 
he predicted that history will see in the effort 'to rule Asia by 
force for purposes of gain ... the crowning wrong and folly 
of Imperialism'. Finally, with the parallel of Rome before 
him, he drew a picture of the future towards which he thought 
the advanced industrial nations might be moving-a Western 
parasitism, drawing its vast tribute from the toil of Asia and 
Africa under the control of a new financial aristocracy. 

Forty-five years after this frontal attack on Imperialism 
one asks what on the plane of practical politics were Hobson's 
own proposals for dealing with the export of capital on the 
one hand and with backward peoples on the other. In laying 
down one negative rule of international politics he spoke with 
decision. · He repudiated altogether the Palmerstonian doc
trine that a British subject venturing his person or property 
for profit in the territory of a foreign State can call upon his 
government to protect or avenge him. 1 But Hobson was not in 
principle hostile to the export of capital. He pointed out that if 
we were to abandon our tropical possessions the certain result 
would be that they would become the prey of armed groups 

1 Imperialism, pp. 376, 379, 381. 
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of adventurers. He realized that tropical produce has become 
indispensable to the peoples of the West. He explicitly denied 
that any backward people has the right to refuse to other 
peoples the use of natural resources located in its territories 
which it is itself unable to develop. Some interference, then, 
on the part of civilized white nations with backward races 
would seem to be legitimate. Under what conditions? The 
more or less enlightened selfishness of an Imperial Power 
cannot legitimize it. We must be guided by 'some conception 
of the welfare of humanity regarded as an organic unity'. And 
so in one pregnant paragraph 1 Hobson laid down three con
ditions which might justify this interference. Firstly, it must 
be directed primarily to secure the safety and progress of the 
civilization of the world, and not the special interest of the 
interfering nation. Secondly, it must be attended by an 
improvement and elevation of the character of the people who 
are brought under this control. Lastly, the determination of 
these two conditions must not be left to the arbitrary will or 
judgement of the interfering nation. It must proceed from 
some organized representation of civilized humanity. 

To these three conditions most of us would assent to-day. 
But Hobson prescribed them in I902. Here in sharp outline 
was the first sketch of the Mandate idea. Others, when the 
time was ripe, may have done more to give the League of 
Nations its actual shape-as it turned out a very faulty shape. 
But Hobson was the pioneer who thought out the idea of 
international government much earlier than any of his con
temporaries, and in some of the essentials with surer fore
sight. What he was really saying in this book was that we 
must move on from Imperialism to world government. When 
in I 9 I 5 he published his little book with the challenging title, 
Towards International Government, he gave his warning 
against several of the defects that afterwards wrecked the 
League-the unanimity rule, the dominance of the Great 
Powers, and the neglect of economics. His thought took even 

x Op. cit., PP· 145-6. 



26 THE LIFE-WORK OF J. A. HOBSON 

clearer shape as the years went on, and in 1929, in his big book 
on Wealth and Life, he pleaded for the creation of an inter
national government 'competent to control the development 
of world resources in the interests of humanity'. It must have 
the authority to direct movements of population, to distribute 
where they are needed the technical skill and organizing 
capacity available from all world-sources, and to control 'a 
central distrihqtion of capital, a common saving fund'. Once 
more he proposed, as he had done in 1915, the creation of a 
'federal international bank' entitled to assist financially weak 
countries in the development not merely of their external 
trade but of their internal industries also. 1 

There remains for me after re-reading Hobson's books a 
puzzle of which he must himself have been aware, though he 
never explicitly discussed it. He had said in the bluntest 
words that we shall never get rid of Imperialism and Militar
ism 'until the axe is laid at the economic root of the tree', and 
yet he went on hopefully laying the foundations of Inter
national Government, while over a great part of the world 
this operation had at best only just begun. He would have 
answered, I suppose, that for this very reason our progress 
towards a peaceful and co-operative organization of the 
world's economic life will necessarily be slow, and precarious, 
and may be exposed to interruption by yet another crude 
struggle for power. But that is no good reason for refusing 
to work simultaneously, abroad and at home, for the realiza
tion of our social ideal. 

It may be that Hobson and we who were of his school 
stressed too heavily the economic causation of war. Our 
analysis may on the whole have been valid throughout the 
nineteenth century, the age of economic man, and for a 
generation beyond it. But when we had to face the pheno
menon of Nazism, I found my own confidence in it failing. 
Certainly one cannot explain Hitler's rise to power without 
realizing that it was the Great Slump and the failure of the 

1 Wealth and Life, pp. 357, 399, 428. 
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Weimar Democracy to cope with it, that gave him his chance. 
But when that is said, were not the roots of this barbaric 
movement psychological rather than economic-an inferiority 
complex which let loose a sadism and a megalomania without 
a parallel in history? It may be that the Nazis counted on the 
economic gains they would derive from the enslavement of 
Europe, but the driving force of their movement, at home as 
abroad, in peace as in war, was the emotional satisfaction of 
their lust for power-power valued for its own sake and not 
for its economic fruits. I do not mean to be offensive, if I 
speak in this connexion of the American Century also. But 
it, too, will present a curious problem of interpretation. The 
loans which the United States places abroad for political 
reasons will not be investments in the economic sense: so long 
as high tariffs maintain a great surplus of exports over imports, 
America cannot receive the interest on them. It can only be 
re-invested abroad. These loans, then, will serve only to buy 
power. The problem that faces us in the reconstruction of 
our international life is, then, as certainly psychological and 
moral as it is economic. 

I cannot close this account of Hobson's life-work without 
mentioning his rationalism, which was as characteristic of 
him as his humanism. He broke during his undergraduate 
days with the religion in which he was brought up and, with 
his usual civic courage, he did not hesitate to join the Ethical 
Society, one of the rather unpopular little groups which carry 
on in the open the struggle against authority and the churches. 
Through a great part of his life he was a frequent lecturer at its 
Sunday meetings. Rather more plainly than most rationalists 
he rejected the Christian statement of morality, summed up 
in the Sermon on the Mount, because it is an ethic of personal 
salvation, rather than a code based on the conception of a 
society that has its purpose and being on this earth. 1 One 
might have supposed from a study of Hobson's books that all 
his waking thoughts were fixed solely on mankind, and the 

1 God a~ Mammon, chap. iv. 
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working out of a way of life which will ensure its highest and 
most harmonious development. But he felt also the need for 
a religion which takes account of man's relation to nature and 
the cosmos. 1 Comte failed, Hobson thought, partly because 
he parodied the ritual of the Catholic Church, but chiefly 
because he had no sense for the unity of the universe. Hobson 
was never inclined to mysticism. Always he aimed at pre
cision, definition, and realism. And yet in all his thinking, 
whether about daily life or about the processes of history, one 
feels all the time his sense for the universal, the concrete 
universal, the wholeness of things. Above all, human society 
was for him always something much more than the sum of 
the individuals who compose it. The good of the greatest 
number was not a satisfactory statement of the goal of a social 
morality. Society conceived as an organic whole is something 
other and greater than the mass or majority of its component 
units. Again and again, realizing all the difficulties of this 
way of thinking, he spoke of the general will and maintained 
that a society does possess what we may fairly call a collective 
personality. This matters in considering the question of in
centives in production. When the 'day's work is not unduly 
long or onerous, when it is fairly paid, and when each sees 
that all the others are called upon to do their proper share, the 
general sense of fairness in the arrangement will come to 
exercise a compelling influence on each man to keep his out
put up to a decent level' .2 In other words, there is such a 
thing as esprit de corps. The social will can become an econo
mic force. But Hobson went farther than this :3 

It is therefore of supreme and critical importance to obtain the 
widest possible acceptance of the conception of Society as a living being 
to which each of us 'belongs', a being capable of thinking and feeling 
through us for itself, and of desiring, pursuing and attaining ends 
which are its ends and which we are capable of helping to realise. So 
long as Society is spoken of and thought of as an abstraction, no social 
conduct can be sound or safe. For an abstraction is incapable of calling 

1 Op. cit., p. 57· 2 Work and Wealth, p. 303. 
3 Op. cit., p. 309. 
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forth our reverence, regard or love. And until we attribute to Society 
such a form and degree of personality as can evoke in us those interests 
and emotions which personality alone can win, the social will will not 
be able to perform great works. 

Is it perhaps that we still await the artist or poet who will 
bring this conception of society to life for our eyes or ears ? 

From this conviction Hobson derived a faith in man's 
destiny, a qualified optimism, which did not wholly desert 
him, even when the Second World War overtook him in the 
last year of his life. 'Man', he wrote, 'is not a very reasonable 
animal', but still he believed that there is 'a single collective 
design' in history. Burke called it 'a divine tactic'. He liked 
to quote Pascal's saying: 'The whole succession of men during 
many ages should be considered as one man, ever living and 
constantly learning.' What happens when the instinctive 
wisdom of our species advances to rational self-conscious
ness? Hobson answered with a question: 'May not the whole 
process of the rationalisation of man be regarded as a bringing 
of the individual man into vital communion of thought and 
feeling with the thoughts and feelings of the race of humanity, 
perhaps of the larger organic being of the kosmos ?' 1 And so 
he could think of society as itself the great artist who 'shapes 
our ends' and fashions history. 

1 Op. cit., p. 356. 
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