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The Trusteeship of Liberal Imperialism:
Views on Asia and Africa from Edmund Burke and J. A. Hobson
YIN Zhiguang
Abstract: As main figures in British liberal tradition, Edmund Burke and John A. Hobson shared interests
in labour and colonial issues. Their discussions helped to shape the anti-imperialist narratives in British liberalism.
However, this paper argues that the liberal anti-imperialist narrative is fundamentally a new development of an
imperialist world order. It replaces direct colonial rule with economic dominance and political trusteeship. The idea that
“backward” nations should be placed under the trusteeship of an “advanced” civilisation is deeply rooted in the racist
world view. By the mid-19" century, racism as an elitist raison d’etre for the British Empire had found its way into the
understanding of the social inequality in the English society. Working class politics also took in the highly hierarchical
language of racism in responding to the global movement of “free labour” promoted by the liberal imperialists.
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