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Prior to the 1916 Easter Rising, Bulmer Hobson (1883–1969) was one of the leading 

propagandists and organisers within the advanced nationalist movement in Ireland.2 

As a Sinn Féin propagandist, he was second only to Arthur Griffith. He also co-

founded the nationalist youth group Na Fianna Éireann with Constance Markievicz in 

1909,3 served on the Supreme Council of the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB) in 

1912–14, helped to establish the Irish Volunteers in 1913, and co-ordinated the 

landing of guns and ammunition at Howth in 1914. His open opposition to an 

insurrection with no hope of military success provoked his comrades in the IRB to 

kidnap him on Good Friday 1916 and hold him captive until the rebellion was 

underway. This, combined with his subsequent evasion of arrest, ensured that his 

disappearance from the nationalist scene lasted longer than that historic Easter 

weekend. To the general public it was as if he had been executed along with the rebel 

leaders, but without the posthumous benefit of their spin-doctors.4  

Some of Hobson’s former colleagues, misunderstanding his motives for not 

participating in the Rising, not only denounced him as a coward and a traitor, but 

subjected him to ostracism.5 Despite this, Hobson managed to stage a quiet 

resurrection after the establishment of an independent Irish state as a civil servant and 

economic propagandist. In 1924 he secured permanent employment as Deputy 

Director of Stamping in the Office of the Revenue Commissioners. Frustrated, 

however, that successive Irish governments did not institute ‘a bold national policy of 

reconstruction’ to tackle poverty, unemployment and emigration, 6 he resuscitated his 

propagandist career by turning his pen to these issues in the 1930s. 

Hobson, the product of a liberal Belfast Quaker family, believed that a strong 

economy in the Irish Free State would lead to the eventual reunification of Ireland.7 
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His concern for Irish unity dated back to his teenage admiration for the [p.209] 

combination of non-sectarianism and separatism espoused by Theobald Wolfe Tone 

and the United Irishmen, and his own early efforts in Belfast to bring Ulster 

Protestants into the nationalist movement through such propagandist organisations as 

the Protestant National Society, the Ulster Literary Theatre and the Dungannon 

Clubs.8 As a civil servant, he had to publish some of his writings on economic issues 

anonymously or under a pseudonym. Despite these precautions, however, his criticism 

of the government’s economic policies landed him in trouble at work, provoking the 

censure of Minister for Finance and fellow Belfast native Seán MacEntee. This chapter 

will not only uncover Hobson’s little-known activities as an economic propagandist 

and their impact on his civil service career, but also help to bring his life after 1916 out 

of the shadows.   

In the period 1900–16 during his years as an advanced nationalist activist, 

Hobson’s devotion to nationalist activities had impacted negatively on his ability to 

secure steady employment, particularly in the north. As a single man with no 

dependents this had not been overly problematic. His situation was to change when, 

while on the run in June 1916, he married Claire Gregan (1887–1958), a member of 

Sinn Féin and Cumann na mBan who had been his secretary at the Irish Volunteer 

office.9 Consequently, when Hobson emerged from hiding after the June 1917 

amnesty for individuals connected to the rebellion who had escaped arrest or were still 

serving time in prison, he had to find steady employment that would enable him to 

support a family in Dublin.  

Prior to the 1916 Rising, Hobson had been a printer and journalist by trade.10
 

He built on this experience from circa 1918 to 1923 when he worked in book 

publishing as co-director of the Candle Press and Martin Lester Ltd in Dublin. By 

1920 the Hobsons had set up home in the Mill House on Whitechurch Road in 

Rathfarnham.11 Their children Declan Bulmer and Camilla Claire were born in 1921 

and 1928 respectively. 

In addition to their involvement in the advanced nationalist movement, Hobson 

and his wife, whom an Irish Times columnist described as ‘strikingly handsome’,12 

shared an interest in literature and theatre and helped to support the establishment of 

the Gate Theatre in the late 1920s.13 The Hobsons were known for hosting gatherings 

at which ‘the most diffident artists’ were encouraged ‘to express themselves.’14 They 

also shared a concern for social issues. For instance, Claire Hobson gave evidence on 
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behalf of Saor an Leanbh (the Irish Save the Children Fund) to the Committee on the 

Criminal Law Amendment Acts (1880–85) and Juvenile Prostitution (otherwise 

known as the Carrigan committee) (1930–31).15  

Perhaps finding that book publishing did not provide a reliable enough income 

to support his young family, Hobson sought employment in the civil service of the 

new Irish Free State established in December 1922. He was initially hired in August 

1923 as Temporary Technical Clerk in the Stationery Office at a salary of £250 per 

annum. He moved up to a permanent, pensionable position in [p. 210] October 1924 

after he successfully interviewed for the post of Deputy Director of Stamping in the 

Office of the Revenue Commissioners. The creation of this new position may have 

been a result of the Minister and Secretaries Act of 1924, which led to the increased 

formalisation of staffing of the civil service and of the titles of individual civil 

servants. The job initially came with a salary scale of £350–£500 per annum plus 

bonus.16  

Ironically, Hobson was based in Dublin Castle, the former bastion of British 

authority in Ireland. He managed the printing section of the Stamping Department in 

the Office of the Revenue Commissioners, which was responsible for all of the 

government’s ‘secure’ printing needs, such as postage stamps, pension books, licenses 

and various government forms.17 By the late 1940s he had about sixty people working 

under his supervision.18 

The Revenue fell under the remit of the Department of Finance, but was an 

independent entity. As Hobson had no previous experience in the Irish civil service, it 

is not overly surprising that he joined an office associated with Finance. Like External 

Affairs, it was a newly created department, there having been no need for such 

functions in Ireland under the Union with Great Britain.19 The newness of Finance 

may have provided more scope for bringing in new blood. According to a former 

employee of the Stamping Department, some people who were recruited at its 

inception had been ‘politically involved’.20 Perhaps Hobson’s old friends from his 

Dungannon Club days, P. S. O’Hegarty, Secretary of the Department of Posts and 

Telegraphs from 1922 to 1944, and Ernest Blythe, who served as Minister for Finance 

from September 1923 until March 1932, helped him to secure employment. 

Deputy Director of Stamping was not, however, the position in a new Ireland 

that one would have predicted based on Hobson’s earlier political career. Nonetheless, 

he held this position until his retirement in January 1948, even though his increasingly 
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poor eyesight eventually made it difficult for him to supervise the output of the 

printing presses. Opportunities for further advancement were limited because he had 

been hired at the highest level within the technical (or industrial) grades of the civil 

service. According to a former member of Hobson’s department, perhaps due to 

snobbery the technical grades were deemed inferior to the non-technical grades, and a 

transfer between the two was not made possible until the Stamping Department was 

restructured in the late 1970s.21  

As a civil servant, Hobson built on his past employment experience in printing 

and publishing, but occasionally could indulge his interest in economic matters. For 

instance, he had the opportunity to serve as secretary to an inter-departmental 

committee on the sugar beet industry, compiling the committee’s May 1933 report.22 

He also completed two government-funded editing projects, though he may have 

undertaken such work in an independent capacity. [p. 211] 

Dublin Corporation commissioned him to edit A Book of Dublin, which first 

appeared in May 1929 and was then reprinted in June 1930.23 Billed as an ‘official 

handbook’, this attractively illustrated volume presented the city of Dublin as 

historically and culturally significant and economically thriving. Presumably, potential 

tourists and investors were the target audience. The book, however, did not find favour 

with one reviewer in particular: Fr Timothy Corcoran, SJ, the editor of the Catholic 

Bulletin. He objected to the content of the volume, describing its two editions as 

‘manuals for the Ascendancy mind’ that ‘exuded in every page the drippings of 

deliquescent Protestantism.’24 

Under the direction of a committee appointed by the Minister for Industry and 

Commerce, Patrick McGilligan, Hobson also edited the Saorstát Éireann Official 

Handbook, which aimed ‘to give an account of the Irish Free State as it is to-day,’ as 

well as providing the historical background necessary for understanding modern 

Ireland.25 The book was also a report on the achievements of the Cumann na 

nGaedheal government during the first decade of Irish independence. Unfortunately, 

the publication of the handbook was badly timed; it appeared in 1932, just as the 

electorate rejected William Cosgrave and Cumann na nGaedheal in favour of Éamon 

de Valera and Fianna Fáil. 

Corcoran lambasted Hobson in gleeful purple prose. Edited by a Protestant and 

designed to provide an account of the first ten years of the Free State, the handbook 

was unlikely to find favour in the Catholic Bulletin, which reflected an extremist 
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Catholic and an anti-Treatyite ethos. Corcoran objected to the book’s cover as well as 

its contents. He referred to the cover design as ‘Bulmer’s blurb’, describing it as ‘an 

attempt to make Celtic traceries prance about as if they were cubist figures performing 

motley mummery to jazz music.’ In his opinion, ‘the Bulmer within’ was even ‘more 

objectionable’ than the gaudy cover; he dismissed Hobson’s introduction as a ‘crude 

chunk of party propaganda’ and gave mixed reviews to articles by individual 

contributors.26 

Hobson and Corcoran may not have shared a taste in cover art or agreed on what 

aspects of Ireland to promote in government-funded publications, but they had one 

thing in common. Independent (or partially independent) Ireland was not turning out 

quite the way either of them wanted it to. For Hobson, Irish independence had proved 

a disappointment. When the Irish Free State was founded in 1922, he had anticipated 

‘a period of economic reconstruction’ that would undo the effects of the Union 

between Britain and Ireland. Instead he witnessed what were, in his opinion, 

‘protracted and barren conflicts over verbal differences of politics which only the 

contestants, and not many of them, could understand, and these conflicts developed a 

fanatical bitterness which found its outlet in civil war.’ He saw ‘the high hopes, born 

of a national victory’ get sucked into a quagmire of ‘violence and folly.’27 His concern 

for what he believed should be the new state’s foremost priority – building up the 

economy [p. 212] – led him to air his views on economic issues publically despite his 

position as a civil servant. In light of the poor economic conditions of the time, his 

employment in the Office of the Revenue Commissioners, and his early writings on 

economic nationalism in newspapers like the Republic and the Peasant, Hobson’s 

interest and energy in raising awareness about ways to combat poverty, unemployment 

and emigration is not surprising.  

Hobson praised the 1929 Shannon hydro-electric scheme, which harnessed the 

waters of the River Shannon to generate electricity, and pushed for it to be followed up 

by further bold steps to encourage Irish industry.28 He advocated a policy of 

reforestation in order to provide Ireland with a native source of wood for the 

manufacturing industry, to generate much-needed employment in rural areas, and to 

preserve the Gaeltacht. In 1931 he privately published a 23-page pamphlet entitled A 

National Forestry Policy.29 In this pamphlet he proposed ‘the establishment of 

525,000 acres of plantations within fifteen years,’ criticising the government’s aim to 

plant 200,000 acres as too modest because it would not benefit the current generation 
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socially and industrially.30 He recommended the creation of a forestry authority, the 

development of ‘a programme of land acquisition and planting on an adequate scale 

and for a definite and extended period,’ and a financial policy that ‘would enable the 

work to proceed as planned and without interruption.’31 

A critic in the Dublin Magazine lauded Hobson’s ‘far-reaching suggestions’ as 

‘worthy of earnest consideration,’ but criticised him for ignoring the existence of 

forestry expertise within the Department of Agriculture. Instead Hobson had suggested 

‘the importation of trained technicians from abroad to advise on the utilisation of … 

non-agricultural land.’ The critic pointed out that when a ‘distinguished German 

arboriculturist’ who was unfamiliar with Irish conditions had served as an advisor on a 

plantation in Knockboy, Connemara, the results were disastrous.32 

Hobson’s advocacy of reforestation in the Gaeltacht stemmed from both 

cultural and economic concerns. In 1936 Hobson declared that ‘the failure of 

successive Governments to attempt the economic reconstruction of the Gaeltacht [was] 

the most profoundly disappointing feature of the first fourteen years of Irish self-

government.’ In his view the economic renewal of the poverty-stricken Gaeltacht, 

‘which all our enthusiastic city Gaels have told us [was] essential for the survival of 

Irish language and culture,’ would do more to maintain the native language than 

‘superimposing Father O’Growney on the educational system of Archbishop 

Whately.’33 Hobson argued that employment created through reforestation of the 

Gaeltacht would enable ‘the people of the western counties … to enjoy a good and an 

improving standard of life as the result of their own labours in the places where they 

live,’ instead of having to migrate to another country as casual labourers or draw the 

dole ‘to save them from destitution.’34 [p. 213] 

In the autumn of 1932 Hobson presented de Valera, the new President of the 

Executive Council, with a draft ‘plan to break the economic depression in Saorstát 

Éireann and to relieve the government of the cost of maintaining the unemployed.’35 

Hobson, like many others, probably hoped that the new Fianna Fáil government would 

jumpstart the Irish economy. In addition, he may have wished to demonstrate a 

willingness to work with his new taskmasters. Hobson’s plan involved the 

establishment of an Economic Recovery Commission, which would supervise and co-

ordinate the work of two sub-commissions, one on Land Reclamation, Drainage and 

Forestry and the other on Housing and Town Planning. According to Hobson, de 
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Valera said ‘he entirely agreed with [the economic plan] and that it was just what he 

wanted to do – but he did nothing.’36  

In September 1933 Hobson again wrote to de Valera about these economic 

proposals, asserting without any trace of modesty that ‘after another years’ close study 

I am still more completely satisfied that they are the best, if not the only real solution 

of the problem of unemployment here.’ Hobson offered to meet with de Valera to 

answer any objections to his proposals that may have deterred the president from 

adopting them. Hobson had obviously circulated his memorandum to others because 

he explained in the letter that he had been asked to publish it, but he wanted to get de 

Valera’s permission first. In conclusion, Hobson wrote: ‘I hope you will believe that I 

only return to the subject from a desire to help in the solution of the most urgent 

problem which confronts the country.’37 De Valera appears to have given Hobson 

permission to publish the memorandum anonymously. Hobson published a revised 

version, entitled National Economic Recovery: An Outline Plan, privately in 1934. It 

was reprinted by the Talbot Press the following year.38   

This outline plan was not Hobson’s first anonymous publication on economic 

issues. In 1933 he had published a pamphlet entitled The New Querist, which drew on 

the tradition of Church of Ireland bishop George Berkeley’s eighteenth-century 

pamphlet The Querist by posing a series of nearly two hundred economic queries for 

‘the consideration of the public.’39 The New Querist reflects Hobson’s belief that a 

change in monetary policy and government investment in projects like reforestation 

and housing could combat poverty, unemployment and emigration.  

Berkeley was an advocate of self-sufficiency as one way of tackling Ireland’s 

economic problems. In looking to Berkeley, Hobson was tapping into a tradition that 

was also being mined by Fianna Fáil. In an article tracing the direct and indirect 

influence of Berkeley’s ideas on Fianna Fáil economic policy, William Murphy points 

out that Hobson drew on some of Berkeley’s ideas, but for the most part used the 

bishop’s ‘structure and reputation’ to convey some of Hobson’s own ideas.40 In 

particular, The New Querist reflects his interest in the social credit movement. 

 The founder of this movement was Major C. H. Douglas, a British engineer 

who published his theories of society in numerous articles, pamphlets and [p. 215] 

books. He came to public attention shortly after the First World War when some of his 

articles were published in a popular British avant-garde periodical called New Age. 

Douglas had ‘a unique interpretation of the role of banks in issuing credit and creating 
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money,’ believing ‘that banks [could] create money for their own use or for loan 

simply by forming an account and crediting it with whatever amount they desire.’ 

Douglas himself wrote that ‘deposits are created, to a major extent, by purely book-

keeping transactions on the part of the banking institutions.’ As he saw it, if banks 

could create money by increasing the money supply, then governments could tap into 

this money supply for the public good.41  

Hobson was intrigued with Douglas’s ideas regarding the creation of money. In 

The New Querist he asked ‘whether anything is scarce in this country except 

money?’42 He suggested that the state should create money and spend it on wages to 

employ people to build much-needed houses, schools and roads, and to work on land 

drainage and reforestation projects. This in turn would provide people with an income 

that they could spend on goods, thus creating a demand for various commodities 

produced in Ireland. In his view, following such a plan would enable the Irish 

government to increase consumption and production in the home market, the only 

market over which it had any control.43    

Hobson’s interpretation of social credit was only one strand of his economic 

thinking; a second strand was similar to Keynesianism. He himself noted that critics 

dismissed his economic writings as ‘merely an adaptation’ of the ideas contained in 

John Maynard Keynes’ 1936 book The General Theory of Employment, Interest and 

Money.44 As a result of this influential book, government control of expenditure began 

to be seen as the way to provide full employment. What his critics failed to note was 

that Hobson’s New Querist and National Economic Recovery actually pre-dated 

Keynes’ book. In 1937 Hobson commented that ‘the new trend in English economic 

thinking which has recently appeared is tremendously important. I am very pleased 

that I had published my proposals before Keynes’ recantation.’45 By ‘recantation’ 

Hobson meant Keynes’ rejection of the then-dominant economic belief in non-

interference with the free market. 

Hobson’s ideas were ahead of their time in a country where Department of 

Finance officials would not start to ‘absorb and come to terms with Keynesian 

economics in an Irish context’ until the later years of the Emergency, as the Second 

World War was known in neutral Ireland.46 Thus, Hobson’s economic pamphlets 

made little if any impact. In 1934 he admitted: ‘I cannot say that my efforts have made 

any impression on our politicians, who seem to see all the facts except the relevant 
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ones and have time to do everything except think.’47 Despite being faced with such 

indifference, he kept writing and publishing his views.  

In 1935 he established a small monthly paper called Prosperity to raise 

awareness about economic issues. The paper was published by the League against 

Poverty, which aimed to unite ‘people of all parties, or of none, who wished to see [p. 

216] the standards of economic life raised in Saorstát Éireann.’48 Free copies were sent 

to prominent clerics.49 Hobson served as editor of the paper, while Fred Johnson, the 

son of Tom Johnson, the former leader of the Labour party in the Dáil, worked as 

manager. Lord Monteagle, Frank Hugh O’Donnell and Dr Patrick McCartan provided 

funding for the publication.50 The paper, which had an initial circulation of 300, 

published schemes for the economic reconstruction of Ireland and tapped into the 

Catholic social action movement by providing interpretations of the papal encyclicals 

on social issues, such as Quadragesimo Anno of 1931. Hobson wrote most of the 

articles under a variety of pseudonyms.51  

Minister for Finance Seán MacEntee was so ‘perturbed by the criticisms that 

were being levelled against his party’s financial policy by the League against Poverty’ 

that ‘he requested that the Department of Justice identify the group behind it.’ Garda 

Special Branch, which maintained dossiers on a number of organisations in the 1930s, 

delivered its report on the group on 23 April 1936. 52 Hobson is not mentioned in this 

report, suggesting that the investigation by the Gardaí found no evidence to link him 

with the League of Poverty, which they had deemed to be an organisation in name 

only.53 Hobson, however, had gained considerable experience dodging police 

detectives back in his days as a Sinn Féin propagandist and member of the IRB.  

In August 1936 the League against Poverty became the League for Social 

Justice, which was ‘composed of people of all parties, or none, who wish to see the 

social and economic teaching of the papal encyclicals, given practical effect in 

Saorstát Éireann.’54 Its 26-member council included Lord Monteagle, Fred Johnson, 

three clergymen, Fianna Fáil TD Seán Brady (a former member of the Dublin Fianna), 

and City Librarian of Dublin Roisín Walsh, among others.55 Hobson’s name does not 

appear on the list of council members. The League for Social Justice organised 

meetings to discuss Catholic social principles and published a series of pamphlets 

entitled Towards a New Ireland.56 

In September 1936 Prosperity changed its name to Social Justice. The paper, 

however, folded in June 1937 after only twenty monthly issues.57 As Hobson later 
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noted, ‘less than 100 people were sufficiently interested in the ideas it stood for to 

purchase it at the modest price of 2d. a copy.’58 

Hobson’s editorship of Prosperity brought him in touch with Mrs B. Berthon 

Waters, a writer on economic affairs, and the Rev. Edward Cahill, SJ, one of the 

founders of the Catholic Action movement in Ireland and Professor of Church History 

and Lecturer in Sociology at the Jesuit College in Milltown Park. Cahill and Waters 

were members of An Ríoghacht, a Catholic social action group established in 1926. It 

may seem odd that Hobson, a former Quaker, should team up with two Catholic social 

activists, but there were similarities in their views.59 For instance, Catholic social 

thinking promoted the solidarity of community as an alternative to class struggle. 

Middle-class Hobson never had much time for [p. 217] class struggle. His Dungannon 

Clubs, which were part of the early Sinn Féin movement, had put what they saw as the 

interests of the nation before the divisive interests of class or religion.60 In 1937 

Hobson even admitted that ‘personally I don’t care if there are a lot of rich people so 

long as there are none left in involuntary poverty.’61 

An Ríoghacht hoped to influence the social and economic policy of the Irish 

government by making a submission to the Commission on Banking, Currency and 

Credit, which met between 1934 and 1938. This commission, which was appointed by 

MacEntee, was directed to ‘examine and report on the system in Saorstát Éireann of 

currency, banking, credit, public borrowing and lending’ and ‘to consider and report 

what changes, if any, are necessary or desirable to promote the social and economic 

welfare of the community and the interests of agriculture and industry.’62 Hobson 

dismissed the commission as ‘heavily loaded with partisans of the existing order.’ 

Hobson, Waters and Cahill were keen to raise public awareness about the Banking 

Commission, so that matters ‘of such vital importance to the whole community’ would 

not be ‘settled behind closed doors.’63 Between July 1936 and October 1938 the trio 

tried to change the direction of the Banking Commission.64 

In December 1936 Hobson, Cahill and Waters prepared a 16-page 

memorandum on behalf of the League for Social Justice, which they submitted to the 

commission on 14 January 1937. Unfortunately, it was delivered too late to be 

considered by the commission. Hobson then sent the memorandum to two economists 

in England in order to gain feedback. Although John G. Smith, Professor of Finance 

and Dean of the Faculty of Commerce at the University of Birmingham, and James E. 

Meade, a Fellow and Lecturer in Economics at Hertford College, Oxford, and future 
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Nobel Laureate in Economics (1977), criticised certain parts of the document, they 

were generally positive. Cahill forwarded the economists’ opinions to de Valera.65 In 

addition, Cahill, Hobson and Waters sent de Valera a ‘first and tentative draft of the 

form which a minority report might possibly take’ in September 1937.66 In writing 

their draft, the trio had had access to parts of the draft majority report,67 which 

recommended maintaining the economic status quo, thus following the policy of the 

previous Cumann na nGaedheal government. 

De Valera had suggested to his friend Eoin O’Keefe, who was a member of An 

Ríoghacht, that members of the commission who favoured a more progressive 

economic policy should submit a minority report. O’Keefe initially approached Alfred 

O’Rahilly, a member of the commission and Professor of Mathematical Physics at 

University College Cork, about preparing a minority report, but he was too busy. The 

job then fell to Hobson, Cahill and Waters.68 Finín O’Driscoll has argued that de 

Valera, in instigating the production of a report, ‘was attempting to ensure that the 

more radical element within Fianna Fáil could find solace in [p. 218] one of the 

minority reports and that those elements could not accuse him of losing the ideology 

of self-sufficiency that had brought Fianna Fáil to power.’69 

The document written by Hobson, Cahill and Waters was presented as the 

Third Minority Report70 in March 1938 by Peadar O’Loghlen, a Fianna Fáil politician 

from Ballyvaughan, Co. Clare, who had been appointed to the commission ostensibly 

to represent the interests of the rural community. O’Loghlen, though he had diligently 

attended meetings, had remained silent throughout the proceedings. It later emerged 

that he had been appointed not only as de Valera’s watchdog,71 but also ‘to hold a 

watching brief for a group’ within An Ríoghacht.72 The Third Minority Report 

enraged MacEntee and the Secretary of the Department of Finance J. J. McElligott, 

neither of whom realised that a civil servant was partially responsible for the 

document. (Ironically, de Valera was more aware of Hobson’s ‘extracurricular 

activities’ than the top men in Finance.) MacEntee and McElligott did not believe that 

O’Loghlen was the author and recognised that excerpts of the report were similar to 

passages in the anonymously published pamphlet National Economic Recovery and in 

two documents produced by the League for Social Justice, its submission to the 

Banking Commission and a pamphlet entitled The Achill Island Tragedy.73  

The Third Minority Report also generated criticism from Fr Edward Coyne, SJ, 

an economist and future chairman of the Commission on Vocational Organisation. He 
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was dismissive of Hobson’s involvement, calling him a ‘Quaker or Protestant’ whose 

‘technique was well known’: he ‘gets a number of prominent or semi-prominent 

people to join forces and he then uses them as a means to propagate his fads.’ Coyne 

viewed the scheme outlined in the report as ‘quite untrue, most unwise, injurious to the 

encyclicals and would bring them into disrepute with educated Catholics, or would 

lead the uneducated to believe that the Third Minority Report really was a concrete 

remedy backed by the Pope.’74 

 The Third Minority Report disputed ‘the validity of the link with sterling,’ the 

perceived need for a central bank, and the ability of ‘the private sector to remedy 

unemployment or to provide any meaningful economic growth.’ It recommended 

‘comprehensive government intervention in the provision of capital, capital 

development, and the provision of full employment,’ possibly through a state 

forestation policy.75 The report reflects views put forward in Hobson’s previous 

economic publications. Although de Valera praised the Third Minority Report, the 

production of which he had indirectly encouraged, the document made no impact on 

the existing policy.76  

The contents of the Third Minority Report, and thus Hobson’s ideas, later 

influenced the economic thought of Clann na Poblachta leader Seán MacBride.77 In 

response to the British government’s devaluation of sterling in September 1949, the 

cabinet of the Inter-Party government, of which MacBride was a member, would 

decide to establish a committee on devaluation the following month. [p. 219] Hobson, 

by then in retirement, was appointed to the committee, but it does not appear to have 

functioned.78 More recently, Des Gunning has suggested that the ‘tone and attitude’ of 

Hobson’s economic writings ‘anticipated current environmental “green” politics.’79 

For instance, Hobson’s ‘criticisms of the banks’ dominance of the Irish economy were 

occasionally quoted by the Irish Green Party in the 1990s.’80 

After his involvement with the production of the Third Minority Report, 

Hobson continued to work with Waters, writing pamphlets for the Towards a New 

Ireland series, which she edited.81 This pamphlet series, which was published by the 

Irish People Co-operative Society Ltd, supported ‘a broadly-based policy of social and 

economic re-construction in Ireland appealing to all sections and interests in the life of 

the nation.’82 In contrast to his own papers Prosperity and Social Justice, this 

pamphlet series claimed to have ‘a wide circulation’.83 
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In addressing the need for economic renewal in the west of Ireland, Hobson’s 

tone became increasingly sarcastic. In 1937 he noted: 

 

Perhaps when the last inhabitant of the Gaeltacht has departed for an English slum 

or a Scottish ‘bothy’ the Government will appoint a commission to report on the 

wealth which would be produced from the Irish Highlands. The report will be very 

interesting, but by then the absence of any available labour in the western desert 

will prevent its recommendations being carried out.84 

 

In a review of Professor R. G. Stapledon’s The Hill Lands of Britain Hobson praised 

the author’s suggestions for developing and improving the productivity of highland 

areas, commenting that his work ‘would be very highly prized in a rational society, 

and there is much that we in Ireland could profitably learn from him, if we had one 

here.’85  

Hobson’s remarks eventually landed him in hot water at work. As a civil 

servant he was prohibited from making political remarks in the public arena. However, 

at an An Ríoghacht meeting on 9 March 1938, Hobson commented on the issue of 

slum housing, proposing that: 

 

The government acting as a central bank should issue the money to local authorities 

for housing, and the money would be repaid out of the sale of the houses or rents 

from them. The number of houses built should depend on the natural limit imposed 

by materials and labour available, and not by the artificial limit of how local 

authorities could float loans.86 

 

Press coverage of the meeting, which quoted Hobson’s suggestions, provoked 

MacEntee to demand an explanation and apology from the rogue civil servant. [p. 220] 

The disagreement between the civil servant and the government minister over 

what the former could or could not say in public begs a brief comparison of their 

respective political careers. Like Hobson, MacEntee was born and raised in Belfast 

and participated in the culturally nationalist Gaelic League and Ulster Literary 

Theatre. His father also supported Home Rule for Ireland. However, MacEntee, the 

younger of the two and a Catholic, did not join the advanced nationalist/republican 

organisations, such as Cumann na nGaedheal, the IRB, the Fianna and the Dungannon 
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Clubs, in which Hobson had played a leading role in Belfast in the first decade of the 

twentieth century. In January 1914, while employed as assistant chief engineer at the 

Dundalk electricity works, MacEntee joined the Dundalk corps of the Irish 

Volunteers,87 an organisation that Hobson was instrumental in setting up. The Easter 

Rising was a turning point for both men. Hobson’s decision not to participate in the 

rebellion and his evasion of arrest effectively killed his rising political career.88 In 

contrast, MacEntee’s participation in the insurrection, for which he was not only 

imprisoned but also received a death sentence, from which he was later reprieved, 

helped to launch a political career first with Sinn Féin and then with Fianna Fáil that 

lasted until his retirement in 1969, the year of Hobson’s death.89 Thus Hobson’s 

political career had ended just as MacEntee’s was about to take off. 

In responding to MacEntee’s demand for an explanation and apology, Hobson 

defended his conduct. He explained that:  

 

In saying what I did I was endeavouring to make a contribution to the problem of 

slum clearance, on the necessity for which I thought there was complete unanimity 

of opinion among all classes and parties … I thought the subject lay in a field of 

social effort which was completely outside politics, which civil servants could 

legitimately enter. I did not think I was contravening any regulation and did not 

intend to do so. 

 

MacEntee, however, was not satisfied with this defence. In his view,  

 

it should have been perfectly clear to an officer of Mr Hobson’s rank and 

responsibilities that his comments on what he conceives to be the government’s 

duty in the matter of slum clearance and housing were distinctly of a political 

nature and that their public expression was a serious impropriety of [sic] Mr 

Hobson’s part. 

 

At MacEntee’s insistence Hobson gave ‘an unqualified undertaking’ that he would not 

publicly comment on politics in future.90  

 Shortly afterwards in April 1938, Michael Deegan of the Land Commission 

complained that the League for Social Justice, which he had been told was founded by 

Hobson, had made comments regarding the forestry service. He lodged a protest and 
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requested that the Revenue take steps to ensure ‘that the [p. 221] rules which should 

guide civil servants in their public relations are observed.’ In light of Hobson’s recent 

‘undertaking’ and an inability to attribute the offending comments on the forestry 

service to Hobson directly, no action was taken on this second occasion.91 

In any case by the late 1930s it had become increasingly difficult for Hobson to 

produce any writing for publication. In September 1937 he revealed that ‘every time I 

agree to review a book fate intervenes and either I cannot see to read it or cannot get 

time to write about it.’92 His failing eyesight eventually forced him to abandon writing 

economic propaganda and book reviews altogether.93  

 MacEntee does not appear to have held a grudge against Hobson as the 

minister approved a raise in the salary scale for the Deputy Director of Stamping in 

December 1938 to £500–£600.94 Correspondence regarding the proposed revision of 

the salary scale provides insight into Hobson’s performance as a civil servant: 

 

When he came to the Stamping Branch he was 41 years of age so that his first 

acquaintance with revenue principles and methods was made at an age when his 

mental outlook had already been formed. It is, therefore, only to be expected that he 

should be slow in adjusting himself to the ideas underlying revenue administration, 

and it is doubtful whether in fact this adjustment has ever fully taken place.95 

 

Hobson’s propensity for making public comments about economic matters may have 

been an example of his failure to adjust himself completely to the constraints of a civil 

service career.  

In 1944, in light of new work undertaken since 1939 and Hobson having 

‘carried out his duties in a highly efficient manner,’ his salary was again raised, after a 

certain amount of debate, to £640 with the possibility of further increments. His 

supervisors, recognising that he was due to retire in four years time with only 23 years 

of pensionable service, recommended that he be placed on a new higher pay scale 

personal to him in order to ensure a better pension on his retirement in January 1948.96 

Such generosity may have been designed to provide recognition of his contributions to 

the struggle for Irish independence in the period 1900 to 1916, as well as his work for 

the Revenue since 1924. 

 Hobson spent most of his retirement living alone in Roundstone, Connemara 

where he had a house built overlooking the sea, his marriage, forged so romantically 



 

 

16 

while on the run, having ended in separation around 1940-1.97 Hobson lived in 

Roundstone until about 1963-4 when ill health forced him to move in with his 

daughter Camilla Mitchell and her family in Castleconnell, Co. Limerick.98 In January 

1969 he quipped to his son Declan that ‘I have laughed at life and am ready to laugh at 

death.’99 He died in August of that year, the same month in which rioting broke out on 

the streets of Derry and his native Belfast. [p. 222] 

In 1968, a year before his death, Hobson complained that Irish political 

separatists had turned out to be economic unionists, content to settle for British 

policies that did not meet Irish needs.100 His economic views were connected to his 

belief that a strong economy would lead to the eventual reunification of Ireland. He 

thought that the best way to bring unity was ‘to make an Ireland so prosperous that 

Ulster cannot afford to stay out of it.’101  

Both in the advanced nationalist propaganda of his youth and in the economic 

propaganda of his middle age, Hobson sought to combine idealism with pragmatism. 

In both cases his ideas only appealed to a minority audience. In his 1968 book Ireland 

Yesterday and Tomorrow he re-published some of his economic writings from the 

1930s alongside his memoirs of his nationalist career, which were based on his Bureau 

of Military History witness statements.102 This juxtaposition implies that he considered 

both periods of his life equally important. Perhaps he hoped that one day his economic 

ideas would gain mass appeal in the same way that a policy of passive resistance 

combined with guerrilla warfare, which he had advocated for many years prior to 

1916,103 garnered mass support after the great tragedy of his life, the Easter Rising.     

 Bulmer Hobson was a man who went his own way, acting in response to his 

own understanding of the truth. He was a rogue revolutionary who defied IRB orders 

when they ran counter to what he believed were the best interests of the Irish 

Volunteers and the nationalist movement in general. He favoured a policy of guerrilla 

warfare over insurrection because, in his view, it had more chance of military success. 

His commitment to the struggle for Irish independence could not be reconciled with 

the pacifist principles of his ancestral faith, so he resigned from the Religious Society 

of Friends. After independence, he continued to support the cultural life of Ireland 

through his involvement in such activities as book publishing and the foundation of 

the Gate Theatre. He also became a rogue civil servant who publicly criticised the 

economic policies of successive Irish governments. Advocating ideas stemming from 

his own versions of social credit and Keynesianism, Hobson suggested alternative 
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economic policies for Ireland in a series of little-known publications. Always at the 

heart of his activism – and criticism – was an intense love of Ireland and a life-long 

commitment to improving his country culturally and economically. [p. 223] 
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