John Atkinson Hobson
AN EARLY CRITIQUE OF IMPERIALISM

One of the early English critics of imperialism was the social reformer and
economist John Atkinson Hobson (1858-1940). Hobson's primary interest was
social reform, and he turned to economics to try to solve the problem of
poverty. Like Rhodes, he was influenced by Ruskin’s ideas, but his interpreta-
tion of them led him to a diametrically opposed view of colonialism. As an
economist, he argued thart’the unequal distribution of income made capitalism
unproductive and unstable. It could not maineain irself except through invest.
ing in less-developed countries on an increasing scale, thus fostering colonial
expansion. Lenin, leader of the Russian Revolution, later adopted this thesis.
Hobson's stress upon the economic causes of imperialism has been disputed by
some historians who see the desire for national power and glory as a far more
important cause. Hobson attacked imperialism in the following passages from
his book Imperialisn: (1902).

... The decades of Imperialism have been pro-
lific in wars; most of these wars have been di-
rectly motivated by aggression of white races
upon “lower races,” and have issued in the
forcible seizure of terricory. Every one of the
steps of expansion in Africa, Asia, and the Pa-
cific has been accompanied by bloodshed; each
imperialist Power keeps an increasing army !
avaitable for foreign service; rectification of
frontiers, punitive expeditions, and other eu- :
phemisms for war are in incessant progress. 1
The pax Britannica, always an impudent false- |
hood, has become of tecent years a gro-
tesque monster of hypocrisy; along our Indian
frontiers, in West Africa, in the Soudan, in
Uganda, in Rhodesia fighting has been well-
nigh incessant. Although the great imperialist
Powers have kept their hands off one another,
save where the rising empire of the United
States has found its opportunity in the falling
empire of Spain, the self-rescraint has been
costly and precarious. Peace as a nartional pol-
icy is antagonised not merely by war, but by
militarism, an even graver injury. Apart from
the enmity of France and Germany, the main
cause of the vast armaments which are draining |
the resources of most European countries is |
their conflicting .interests in territorial and
commercial expansion. Where thirry years ago
there existed one sensitive spot in our relations
with France, or Germany, or Russia, there area
dozen now; diplomatic strains are of aimost
monthly occurrence between Powers with
African or Chinese interests, and the chiefly
business nature of the natiopal antagonisms
renders them more dangetous, inasmuch as the
policy of Governments passes more under the
influence of distinctively financial juntos
[cliques]. . ..

Our economic analysis has disclosed the tact
that" it is only the interests of competing

cliques of business men—investors, contrac- -

tors, export manufacturers, and certain profes-
sional classes—rthac are antagonistic; thar these
cliques, usurping the authority and voice of
the people, use the public resources to push
their private businesses, and spend the blood
and money of the people in this vast'and disas-

trous military game, feigning national antago-

nisms which have no basis in reality. It is not
to the interest of the British people, either as
producers of wealth or as tax-payers, to risk a
war with Russia and France in order to join
Japan in preventing Russia from seizing
[{Klorea; bue it may serve the interests of a
group of commercial politicians to promote
this dangerous policy. The South African war
[the Boer War, 1899-19021, openly fomented
by gold speculators for their private purposes,
will rank in history as a leading case of this
usurpation of nationalism. . . .

... So long as this competitive expansion
for territory and foreign markets is permitted
to misrepresent itself as “national policy” the
antagonism of interests seems real, and the
peoples must sweat and bleed and roil to
keep up an ever more expensive machinery of
war, . . .

... The industrial and financial forces of
Impetialism, operating through the party, the
press, the church, the school, mould public
opinion and public policy by the false ideali-
sation of those primitive lusts of struggle,
domination, and acquisitiveness which have
survived throughout the eras of peaceful indus-
trial order and whose stimulation is needed
once again for the work of imperial aggression,
expansion, and the forceful exploitation of
lower races. For these business politicians bi-
ology and sociology weave thin convenient
theories of a race struggle for che subjugation
of the inferior peoples, in order that we, the
Anglo-Saxon, may take their lands and live
upon their labours; while economics buttresses
the argument by representing our work in con-
quering and ruling them as our share in the di-
vision of labour among nations, and history
devises reasons why the lessons of past empire
do not apply to ours, while social ethics paints
the motive of “Imperialism” as the desire to
bear the “burden” of educating and elevating
races of “children.” Thus are the “cultured” or
semi-cultured classes indoctrinated wich the
intellectual and moral grandeur of Imperial-
ism. For the masses there is a cruder appeal to
hero-worship and sensational glory, adventure
and the sporting spirit: current history falsified
in coarse flaring colours, for the direct stimule-
tion of the combative instincts. Bue while vari-




ous methods are employed, some delicate and
indirect, others coarse and flamboyant, the op-
eration everywhere resolves itself into an inci-

cation and direction of cthe brute lusts of .
human domination which are everywhere la- -

tent in civilised humanity, for the pusrsuance of
a policy fraught with material gain to a minor-

ity of co-operative vested interests which usurp |

the title of the commonwealth. . ..

.. . The presence of a scattering of white of-
ficials, missionaries, traders, mining or planta-
tion overseers, a dominant male caste with
little knowledge of or sympathy for the insti-
tutions of the people, is ill-calculated to give
to these lower races even such gains as Western
civilisation might be capable of giving.

The condition of the white rulers of these
lower races is distinctively parasitic; they live
upon these natives, their chief work being that
of organising native labour for their support,
The normal state of such a country is one in
which the most ferrile lands and the mineral
resources are owned by white aliens and
worked by natives under their direction, pri-
marily for their gain: they do not identify
themselves with the interests of the nation or
its people, but remain an alien body of so-
journers, a “parasite” upon the carcass of its
“host,” destined to excract wealth from the
country and retire to consume it at home, All
the hard manual or other severe routine work is
done by natives. . . .

Nowhere under such conditions is the the-
ory of white government as a trust for civilisa-
tion made valid, nowhere is thete any pro-
vision to secure the predominance of the
interests, either of the world at large or of the
governed people, over those of the encroach-
ing nation, or more commaonly a section of
that nation. The relations subsisting berween
the superior and the inferior nations, com-
monly established by pure force, and resting
on that basis, are such as preclude the genuine
sympathy essential to the operation of the
best civilising influences, and usually resolve
themselves into the maintenance of external
gopd order so as to forward the profitable
development of certain natural resources of the
land, under “forced” native labour, primarily
for the benefit of white traders and investors,
and secondarily for the benefit of the world of
whire Western consumers.

This failure to justify by results the forcible
rule over alien peoples is attributable to no
special defect of the British or other modern
European nations. It is inherent in the nature
of such domination. . . .
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Marxist theory of Imperialism

Karl Marx never published a theory of imperialism, although he referred to colonialism in Das Kapital as an aspect of the
prehistory of the capitalist mode of production. In various articles he also analysed British colonial rule in Ireland and
India.

Marxists use the term imperialism as Lenin defined it: "the highest stage of capitalism", specifically the era in which
monopoly finance capital becomes dominant, forcing nations and corporations to compete amongst themselves
increasingly for control over resources and markets all over the world. Such control may take the form of geopolitical
machinations, military adventures, or financial maneuvers. This usage of the term "imperialism" is in some ways
inaccurate, since imperialism is historically implicated in the very origins of capitalism - although historians differ in their
assessment of its economic importance.

The essential feature of the Marxist theories of imperialism, or related theories such as dependency theory, is their focus
on the economic relation between countries, rather than the formal political relationship. Imperialism thus consists not
necessarily in the direct control of one country by another, but in the economic exploitation of one region by another, or of
a group by another. This Marxist usage contrasts with many people's understanding of the connotation of the word
‘imperialism', which they think of as relating to the era when countries directly controlled vast empires, rather than the
economic domination that some parts of the world have over others today - this popular view is a conflation of
imperialism with colonialism, the establishment of overseas colonies.

As noted above, the Marxist theory of imperialism is not founded on the works of Karl Marx, but on those of Vladimir
Lenin. Nevertheless, the theory is accepted today by the majority of Marxists, even those who are not Leninists. It states
that imperialism allows the capitalists from developed (rich) countries to extract a superprofit from the working class of
undeveloped (poor) countries. The majority of this superprofit is kept by the capitalists themselves, but some of it is
shared with the working class of the developed countries (in the form of higher standards of living, cheaper consumer
goods, etc.), in order to placate that working class and avoid revolution at home.

The Soviet Union, which claimed to follow Leninism, proclaimed itself the foremost enemy of imperialism and supported
many independence movements throughout the Third World. However, at the same time, it asserted its dominance over
the countries of Eastern Europe. This has led many to accuse the Soviet Union of hypocrisy, and it is often used as an
argument for the idea that the Soviet Union did net, in fact, follow Leninist principles.

New developments in the Marxist study of imperialism stem from the ground-breaking study The Age of Imperialism,
written by Harry Magdoff in 1969. Globalization is generally viewed as the latest incarnation of imperialism among
Marxists.

V.1. Lenin

Imperialism, the Highest Stage of Capitalism

VIL. IMPERIALISM AS A SPECIAL STAGE OF CAPITALISM

We must now try to sum up, to draw together the threads of what has been said above on the |
subject of imperialism. Imperialism emerged as the development and direct continuation of the
fundamental characteristics of capitalism in general. But capitalism only became capitalist
imperialism at a definite and very high stage of its development, when certain of its
fundamental characteristics began to change into their opposites, when the features of the

epoch of transition from capitalism to a higher social and economic system had taken shape
and revealed themselves in all spheres. Economically, the main thing in this process is the



displacement of capitalist free competition by capitalist monopoly. Free competition is the
basic feature of capitalism, and of commodity production generally; monopoly is the exact
opposite of free competition, but' we have seen the latter being transformed into monopoly
~before our eyes, creating large-scale industry and forcing out small industry, replacing large-
scale by still larger-scale industry, and carrying concentration of production and capital to the
point where out of it has grown and is growing monopoly: cartels, syndicates. and trusts, and
merging with them, the capital of a dozen or so banks, which manipulate thousands of
millions. At the same time the monopolies, which have grown out of free competition, do not
eliminate the latter, but exist above it and alongside it, and thereby give rise to a number of
very acute, intense antagonisms, frictions and conflicts. Monopoly is the transition from
capitalism to a higher system.

If it were necessary to give the briefest possible definition of imperialism we should have to
~ say that imperialism is the monopoly stage of capitalism. Such a definition would include what
is most important, for, on the one hand, finance capital is the bank capital of a few very big
monopolist banks, merged with the capital of the monopolist associations of industrialists; and,
on the other hand, the division of the world is the transition from a colonial policy which has
extended without hindrance to territories unseized by any capitalist power, to a colonial policy
of monopolist possession of the territory of the world, which has been completely divided up.
But very brief definitions, although convenient, for they sum up the main points, are
nevertheless inadequate, since we have to deduce from them some especially important
features of the phenomenon that has to be defined. And so, without forgetting the conditional
and relative value of all definitions in general, which can never embrace all the coneatenations
of a phenomenon in its full development, we must give a definition of imperialism that will

include the following five of its basic features: o
(1) the concentration of production and capital has developed to such a high stage that it has

created monopolies which play a decisive role in economic life; (2) the merging of bank
capital with industrial capital, and the creation, on the basis of this “finance capital”, of a
financial oligarchy; (3) the export of capital as distinguished from the export of commodities
acquires exceptional importance; (4) the formation of international monopolist capitalist
associations which share the world among themselves, and (5) the territorial division of the
whole world among the biggest capitalist powers is completed. Imperialism is capitalism at
that stage of development at which the dominance of monopolies and finance capital is
established; in  which the export of capital has acquired pronounced importance; in which the
division of the world among the international trusts has begun, in which the division of all
territories of the globe among the biggest capitalist powers has been completed.



Edmund Morel
THE BLACK MAN’S BURDEN

E.D. Morel (1873-1924) was an English author and journalist with a keen sense
of moral responsibility, who was especially concerned with the colonial ex-
ploitation of Africa. The most extreme abuses of the nineteenth century took
place in the Congo Free State established in 1885 under the personal rule of

King Leopold II of Belgium. By 1904 the king’s ruthless methods of enriching -

himself while destroying the native population had become a scandal widely
publicized in England and the United States. Morel took a leading part in
denouncing the selfish exploiters of the Congo System. As a result, in 1908
Leopold II was forced to tura over his colonial domain to the Belgian govern-
ment, which initiated more humane policies.

After World War I, Morel, moved by “the desolation and misetry into which
Europe was plunged,” foresaw a new era heralding the birth of "an interna-

tional conscience in regard to Africa.” In 1920 he published his book, The Black

Man's Burden: The White Man in Africa from the Fifteenth Century to World
War 1. While recognizing the accomplishments of Europeans in Africa, “many
of them worthy of admiration,” he was foremost concerned with the immense
suffering Europe had inflicted upon the peoples of that continent, pleading that
“Africa is really helpless against the material goods of the white man, as em-
bodied in the trinity of imperialism, capitalistic-exploitation, and militarism.”

He wanted to make the public aware of the evils that were still perpetrated in

many African regions. As a left-wing intellectual and a member of Parliament

for the Labour Party, he thus helped to set off an anti-colonial tide of compas- -

sion for the African people. The following passages are selected from Morel’s

description of the Congo System,

The Congo Free State—known since August,
1908, as the Belgian Congo—is roughly one
million square miles in excent. When Stanley
discovered the course of the Congo and ob-
served its densely-populated river banks, he
formed the, doubtless very much exaggerated,
estimate that the total population amounted co
forty millions. In the years that followed, when
the country had been explored in every di-
rection by travellers of divers narionalities,
estimates varied between twenty and thirty
millions, No estimate fell below twenty mil-
lions. In 1911 an official census was taken. It
was not published in Belgium, but was re- .
ported in one of the British Consular dis-
' patches. It revealed that only eight and a balf mil- |
lion people were left. The Congo system lasted for |
the best part of twenty years. The loss of life
can never be known with even approximate ex-
actitude. But data, extending over successive
periods, are procurable in respect of 2 number
of regions, and a careful study of these suggests
that a figure of ten million victims would be a
very conservative estimate.

. It is very difficult for anyone who has
not experienced in his person the sensations of
the tropical African forest to realise the tre-
mendous handicaps which man has to contend

against whose lot is cast beneath its sombre
shades; the extent to which nature, there seen
in her most titanic and ruthless moods, presses
upon man; the intellectual disabilities against
which man must needs conseantly struggle not
to sink to the level of che brute; the incessant
combat to preserve life and secure nourishment.
Communities living in this environment who
prove themselves capable of systematic agri-
culture and of industry; who are found to be
possessed of keen commercial instinces; who
are quick at learning, deft at working iron and
coppet, able to weave cloths of real artistic de-
sign; these are communities full of promise in
which the divine spark burns brightly. To de-
stroy these activities; to reduce all the varied,
and picturesque, and stimulating episodes in
savage life to a dull routine of endless toil for
uncomprehended ends; to dislocate social ties
and diseapt social institutions; to stifle nascent
desires and crush mental development; to graft
upon primitive passions the annihilating evils
of sciencific slavery, and the bestial imaginings
of civilised man, unrestrained by convention or
law; in fine, ro kill the soul in a people—this is
a crime which transcends physical murder. And
this crime it was, which, for twenty dreadful
years, white men perpetrated upon the Congo
natives. . ..

From 1891 until 1912, the paramount ob-
ject of European rule in the Congo was the pil-
laging of its nacural wealth to enrich private
interests in Belgium. To achieve this end a spe-
cific, well-defined System was thought out in
Brussels and applied on the Congo. . . .

The Policy was quite simple. Native rights
in land were deemed to be confined to the ac-
tual sites of the town or village, and the areas
under food cultivation around them. Beyond
those areas no such nghts would be admitted. |
The land was “vacant,” ie, withour owners, |
Consequently the “State” was owner. The |

“State” was Leopold II., not in his capacity ofi

_constitutional Monarch of Belgium, but as i

Sovereign of the “"Congo Free State.” Native
rights in nine-tenths of the Congo territory be-
ing thus declared non-existent, it followed that
the native population had no proprietary right
in the plants and trees growing upon that ter-
ricory, and which yielded rubber, resins, oils,
dyes, etc.: no right, in shore, o anything ani-
mal, vegetable, or mineral which the land con-
tained. In making use of the produce of the
land, either for internal or external trade or in-
ternal industry and social requirements, the
native population would thus obviously be
making use of that which did not belong to it,
but which belonged to the “State,” /e, Leo-
pold IL It followed logically that any third
person—European or other—acquiring, or at-




tempting to acquire, such produce from the
native population by purchase, in exchange for
corresponding goods or services, would be |
guilty of robbery, or attempted robbety, of !
“State property.” A “State” required revenue,
Revenue implied taxation. The only articles in
the Congo territory capable of producing rev- |
enue were the ivory, the rubber, the resinous |
gums and oils; which had become che property

of the “Stare,” The only medium through

which these articles could be gathered, pre-

pared and exported to Europe—where they

would be sold and converted into revenue—

was native labour. Native labour would be

called upon to furnish those articles in the

name of “taxation.”

-+« Regulations were issued forbidding che
natives to sell rubber or ivory to European
merchants, and ‘threatening the lacter with
prosecution if they bought these articles from
the natives. In the second place, every official
in the country had to be made a partner in the
business of gerting rubber and ivory out of the
natives in the guise of “taxarion.” Circulars,
which remained secret for many years, were
sent out, to the effect that che paramount duty
of Officials was to make their districts yield
the greatest possible quantity of these articles; -
promotion would be reckoned on that basis, As
a further stimulus to “energetic action” a sys-
tem of sliding-scale bonuses was elaborated,
whereby the less the native was “paid” for his
labonr in producing these articles of “taxation,” !
te, the lower the outlay in obtaining them, |
the higher was the Official’s commission. . ..
“Concessionaire” Companies were created to
which the King farmed our a large proportion
of the toral territory, retaining half the shares
in each venture. These privileges were granted
to business men, bankers, and others with
whom the King thoughe it necessary to com-
pound. They floated their companies on the
stock exchange. The shares rose rapidly. . . .

These various measures at the European end
were comparatively easy. The problem of deal-
ing with the natives themselves was more com-
plex. A native army was the pre-requisite. The
five years . . . {from 1886 to 1891} were em-
ployed in raising the nucleus of a force of
5,000. It was successively increased to nearly
20,000 apart from che many thousands of
“irregulars” employed by the Concessionaire
Companies. This force was amply sufficient for
the purpose, for a single native soldier armed
with a rifle and with a plentiful supply of ball
cartridge can terrorise a whole village. The

same system of promotion and reward would
apply ro the native soldier as to the Official—
the more rubber from the village, the greater
the prospect of having a completely free hand
to loot and rape. A systematic warfare upon the
women and children would prove an excellent
means of pressute. They would be converted
into “hostages” for the good behaviour, in rub-
ber collecting, of the men. “Hostage houses”
would become an institution in the Congo.
But in certain parts of the Congo the rubbet-
vine did not grow. This peculiarity of nature
was, it one way, all to the good. For the army
of Officials and native soldiers, with their wives,
and concubines, and camp-followers generally,
required feeding. The non-rubber producing
districes should feed them. Fishing tribes
would be “taxed” in fish; agricultural tribes in
foodstuffs. In chis case, too, thé women and
children would answer for the men. Frequent
military expeditions would probably be an un-
fortunate necessity. Such expeditions would
demand in every case hundreds of carriers for
the transporr of loads, ammunition, and gen-
eral impedimenta. Here, again, was an excel-
lent school in which this idle people could
learn the dignity of labour. The whole territory
would thus become a busy hive of human ac-
tivities, continuously and usefully engaged for
the benefit of the “owners” of the soil thou-
sands of miles away, and their crowned Head, .
whose intention, proclaimed on repeated occa-
sions to an admiring world, was the “moral and
material regeneration” of the natives of the
Congo.

Such was the Leopoldian "System,” briefly
epitomised. It was conceived by a master
brain.




Modern History Sourcebook:
American Anti-Imperialist League, 1899

The American Antilmperialist League was founded in 1899, after the United States occupied Cuba
and Puerto Rico and the Philippine Islands. Cuba became nominally independent, although the

United States retained until 1934 the legal right to intervene in Cuban domestic and foreign affairs.

Both Puerto Rico and the Philippines became American colonies. The Filipinos revolted against
American rule in February, 1899, and were suppressed in 1902 after a bloody, ruthless guerrilla
war. Most Americans supported overseas expansion, but many of the nation's most illustrious
citizens - including Andrew Carnegie and William James, were appalled by American
imperialism. In 1899 they founded the American Antilmperialist League in order to campaign,
unsuccessfully as it turned out, against the annexation of the Philippines.

Platform of the American Antilmperialist League

We hold that the policy known as imperialism is hostile to liberty and tends toward militarism, an
evil from which it has been our glory to be free. We regret that it has become necessary in the land
of Washington and Lincoln #o reaffirm that all men, of whatever race or color, are entitled to life,
liberty and the pursuit of happiness. We maintain that governments derive their just powers from
the consent of the governed. We insist that the subjugation of any people is "criminal aggression”
and open disloyalty to the distinctive principles of our Government.

We earnestly condemn the policy of the present National Administration in the Philippines. It seeks
to extinguish the spirit of. 1776 in those islands. We deplore the sacrifice of our soldiers and sailors,
‘whose bravery deserves admiration even in an unjust war. We denounce the slaughter of the
Filipinos as a needless horror. We protest against the extension of American sovereignty by
Spanish methods.

We demand the immediate cessation of the war against liberty, begun by Spain and continued by
us. We urge that Congress be promptly convened to announce to the Filipinos our purpose to
concede to them the independence for which they have so long fought and which of right is theirs.

The United States have always protested against the doctrine of international law which permits the
subjugation of the weak by the strong. A self-goveming state cannot accept sovereignty over an
unwilling people. The United States cannot act upon the ancient heresy that might makes right.

Imperialists assume that with the destruction of self-government in the Philippines by American
hands, all opposition here will cease. This is a grievous error. Much as we abhor the war of
"ctiminal aggression” in the Philippines, greatly as we regret that the blood of the Filipinos is on

- American hands, we more deeply resent the betrayal of American institutions at home. The real
firing line is not in the suburbs of Manila. The foe is of our own household. The atternpt of 1861
was to divide the country. That of 1899 is to destroy its fundamental principles and noblest ideals.

Whether the ruthless slaughter of the Filipinos shall end next month or next year is but an incident
in a contest that must go on until the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution of the

United States are rescued from the hands of their betrayers. Those who dispute about standards of
value while the foundation of the Republic is undermined will be listened to as little as those who




would wrangle about the small economies of the household while the house is on fire. The training
of a great people for a century, the aspiration for liberty of a vast immigration are forces that will
hurl aside those who in the delirium of conquest seek to destroy the character of our institutions.

We deny that the obligation of all citizens to support their Government in times of grave National
peril applies to the present situation. If an Administration may with impunity ignore the issues upon
which it was chosen, deliberately create a condition of war anywhere on the face of the globe,
debauch the civil service for spoils to promote the adventure, organize a truthsuppressing
censorship and demand of all citizens a suspension of judgment and their unanimous support while
it chooses to continue the fighting, representative government itself is imperiled.

We propose to contribute to the defeat of any person or party that stands for the forcible
subjugation of any people . We shall oppose for reelection all who in the White House or in
Congress betray American liberty in pursuit of un-American ends. We still hope that both of our
great political parties will support and defend the Declaration of Independence in the closing
campaign of the century. '

We hold, with Abraham Lincoln, that "no man is good enough to govern another man without that
other's consent. When the white man governs himself, that is self-government, but when he governs
himself and also governs another man, that is more than self-government-that is despotism." "Our
reliance is in the love of liberty which God has planted in us. Our defense is in the spirit which
prizes liberty as the heritage of all men in all lands. Those who deny freedom to others deserve it
not for themselves, and under a just God cannot long retain it."

We cordially'invite the cooperation of all men and women who remain loyal to the Declaration of
Independence and the Constitution of the United States.

"Platform of the American Antilmperialist League," in Speeches, Correspondence, ard Political ;
Papers of Carl Schurz, vol. 6, ed. Frederick Bancroft (New York: G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1913), p. 77,
note 1.




