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PREFACE

his work is my PhD thesis which I completed in the late
T 1980s at the Department of History, Birkbeck College, U-

niversity of London under the supervision of Dr. James Stur-
gis. I have occasionally considered publishing it, but have been
unable to do so due to one reason or another; chiefly, I have long
been very much preoccupied with undertaking other research work.
However, the thesis has not been ignored by the academic circles.
It has been consulted and quoted by both foreign and domestic re-
searchers and appeared in the bibliographies of a number of publi-
cations and theses. On some occasions, | was even asked by the
readers to provide a copy of it to them. This is of course a great en-
couragement for me to make up my mind to publish it twenty years
after it was written. Furthermore, 1 am able, in the end, to find
some time to make certain revisions and add new information.

The work makes a detailed survey of British views and percep-
tions of China during the period roughly from the last decade of the
eighteenth century and the first two decades of the nineteenth cen-
tury. This is a special period in the history of both Sino-British re-

Ix



x + British Views on China

lations and British estimation of China. During the period, two
British missions, the Macartney and Amherst embassies, were
sent to China and a number of publications were brought out by the
members of the embassies, and roused among the British public
great interest in China. The members of the embassies, especially
those of the Macariney embassy, played a crucial role in the for-
mation and transition of British images of China. This is also in-
deed a crucial period within an era of European re-estimation of
China which had long been highly praised by many celebrated Eu-
ropean writers. This re-estimation in general took place in the sec-
ond half of the eighteenth century and the early nineteenth century;
China was going down in European estimation. The first British
mission, the Macartney embassy, did play an important role in
this transition of European views on China.

Western views on China have long been an attractive theme of
academic inquiry and still attractive to researchers. When I was
writing my PhD thesis, there had been already many writings con-
cerning Western views on China and since then, there have been
some new publications. Most of them are examined or mentioned in
this work. None of these publications, however, have surveyed in
detail the British views on China during the time of the two British
embassies to China. Some of them did touch British views of this
period on China, usually through a brief survey or discussion of
the observations or comments on China left by a few well-known fig-
ures. This work, however, made an extensive examination of
British views on China at the time. While preparing my PhD the-
sis, I consulted extensively British writings of the period on China
published or unpublished which I could find then, including those
written by both famous figures and the ordinary ones who can be lit-
tle known to today’s historians and general readers. Based on wide
investigations, this work makes a detailed comparison of the differ-
ent views among British writers on China and reveals the changes of
British perceptions of China within the -period. Reasons for the dis-
parities and changes in British views on China are analyzed in the
context of British social changes and imperial expansion. This kind
of extensive survey of the British views on China has indeed ena-
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bled me to find something in history which could be hardly recog-
nized through a brief scan at some of the materials or only the writ-
ings of a few figures.

In writing my thesis, I was most indebted to my supervisor,
Dr. James Sturgis and I have been grateful for his constant and at-
tentive supervision. I particularly thank him for his patience in
marking the several drafts of my thesis. I would also like to thank
Professor T. B. Barrett and Dr. David M. Anderson for their valued
suggestions. To Robert Bickers and Paul Molley I am grateful for
reading my draft thesis and for their criticism. I should, as well,
thank Douglas M. Peers with whom I had very useful discussions
when he was writing a PhD thesis in London. I should also express
my great gratitude to Dr. Ng Chin-keong who was then teaching at
the Department of History, National University of Singapore, for
his kind instruction and advice on my research during his academic
visit to London.

The three abbreviations appearing in this work are IOLR (India
Office Library and Records), NLI ( National Library of Ireland) ,
PROL ( Public Record Office Library, London). The Chinese
names and terms in this work are generally rendered in Pinyin ro-
manization, with the exception of only a few words such as Macao,
which have become established English usages. But in quotations
and book titles, original spellings are maintained whatever they ap-
peared to be.

Shunhong Zhang
October, 2010



INTRODUCTION

he Chinese have not hitherto had very fair play in Eu-

rope. The first missionaries, from the natural propensity

of all discoverers to magnify the importance of their dis-
covery, gave a most exaggerated account of their merits and at-
tainments; and then came a set of philosophers, who, from their
natural love of paradox, and laudable zeal to depreciate that part
of their species with which they were best acquainted, eagerly
took up and improved upon the legends of the holy fathers, till
they had not only exalted those remote Asiatics above all Europe-
an competition, but had transformed them into a sort of biped
Houyhnms—the creatures of pure reason and enlightened benefi-
cence. This extravagance, of course, provoked an opposite ex-
travagance; and ... others, not contented with denying the vir-
tues and sciences of the Chinese, called equally in question their
numbers , their antiquity, and their manual dexterity; and repre-
sented them as among the most contemptible and debased of the
barbarians, to whom all but Europe seemed to have been allotted
in perpetuity. More moderate and rational opinions at length suc-
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ceeded; and, when our embassy entered the country in 1793,
the intelligent men who composed it were as little inclined, we
believe, to extol the Chinese, from childish admiration, or out of
witty malice, as to detract from their real merits, because they
appeared under an outlandish aspect, or had been overpraised by

. ]
some of their predecessors.

This remark was made by the Edinburgh Review in 1810 when it re-
viewed Ta Tsing Leu Lee, or The Penal Code of China translated by
George Thomas Staunton. Here the reviewer pointed out concisely
both the changes and the reasons for such changes in European
views on China before the Macariney embassy (1792 - 1794).
This thesis concentrates on an examination of the ° more moderate
and rational’ views of British writers on China during the period of
the Macariney and Amherst embassies from the 1790s to the early
1820s.

From the quotation, it can be seen that the reviewer strongly de-
rided the Jesuits and philosophes for their ¢ childish admiration’ of
China. In their reassessment of China during the time of the two
embassies, many British writers indeed rejected the favourable o-
pinions of the Jesuits and the Enlightenment writers, although the
sources provided by the missionaries were still often quoted by
them. For instance, the tendency of John Barrow’s Travels in China
was to ‘ correct the extravagant exaggerations contained in the writ-
ings of the missionaries ( Jesuits), and adopted by some of the
greatest philosophers of the Continent’.” In his History of British
India, James Mill condemned the Jesuits for being eager to propa-
gate ‘ the most hyperbolical ideas’ of the arts, sciences and insti-
tutions of China, and Voltaire for making the Chinese an object of
‘the loudest and most unqualified praise”’ .’ In the opinion of the
Quarterly Review, the Jesuits had told the readers in Europe only
what they read in Chinese books, but concealed the facts daily ap-
pearing before them; they had revealed to Europe the theory of Chi-
nese government but not its practice, and the ideas of morality, not
the conduct of the people. Yet China was a country where theory

. . 4
and practice were more at variance than anywhere else.
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This period was an important stage in the British cultural investi-
gation of China. Not only were more direct observations made by
British travellers in the interior parts of China, but the study of the
Chinese language and the translation of Chinese works were under-
taken by some individuals. Before the Macartney embassy, as the
Quarterly Review asserted, Britain cared little about China so long
as ‘ Bohea and Souchong’ , two soris of tea, were sufficiently sup-
plied from that country. > But in 1822 the Monthly Review could
state that during the last thirty years, °©an extraordinary degree of
light has been thrown on the history, the government, and the man-
ners of China’.® William Jones once remarked that it was to France
that Britain was indebted for  almost every effort that has been
made to elucidate the language and literature of China’, whereas
by 1814 the Quarterly Review could boast that within the past twen-
ty years Britain had paid off with interest the literary debt of two
centuries. ' At the same time the Quarterly Review claimed that in
England ‘ we have reason to believe the Chinese language and liter-
ature have already made much greater progress than on the conti-
nent’.® When Macartney left England for China nobody in Britain
understood Chinese. But afterwards a number of individuals took
up the learning of the language and some of them, such as Robert
Morrison, Joshua Marshman, George T. Staunton, F. K. Davis
and Stephen Weston, gradually mastered it. A few works on the
Chinese language were published; the most prominent of them were
perhaps Morrison’s A Dictionary of the Chinese Language, one vol-
ume of which came out in 1815, and Marshman’s Clavis Sinica
(1814). The study of a language ‘ was not to be undertaken sim-
ply from the etymological point of view, but in the context of what
was known about the stages of human development’ .’ During this
period some writers indeed considered the language and the stage of
civilization of a nation as closely related. For instance, George T.
Staunton believed that the great multitude of characters of the Chi-
nese language was a sign of the high achievement of Chinese civili-
zation whereas John Barrow assumed that the immutability of the
language of China had had the effect of retarding the progress of the
society. At the same time several Chinese works were translated in-



4 - British Views on China

to English, such as The Penal Code of China (by G. T. Staunton
in 1810) and ‘An Heir in his Old Age’ : A Chinese Drama (by F.
K. Davis, 1817).

Despite such progress in the study of Chinese language and liter-
ature, British sinology of this period could be said to be still at a
very early stage. This was well recognized by the Monthly Review
when it remarked in 1822 that ‘the attempt to naturalize the litera-
ture of China is only in its first beginnings; and we look forwards
with sanguine hopes to the discovery and display of treasures, that
have been for ages hidden from Europe by the thick veil of a lan-
guage’ which it was once ignorantly supposed by Europeans that
they could never understand. ' In 1820 the Indo-Chinese Gleaner e-
ven lamented that in Britain neither national colleges nor private in-
stitutions had any student of the Chinese language. "'

This period of the two embassies was also a time when some
British writers were trying to trace the origin of the Chinese people
who were once considered by John Webb to be the descendants of
Noah. '* The Jesuits thought that the Chinese came from the same
stock as the Hebrews and Arabs while M. Pauw, a continental Ori-
entalist, stated that the Chinese were °originally Tartars descend-
ing in wild clans from the steeps of Imaus’. " In the view of Wil-
liam Jones, Hindus, Chinese and Japanese were from the same
stem which might be traced to Iran, a common centre, probably
from where all these three nations as well as the Arabs and the Tar-
tars ‘ diverged in various directions about four thousand years
ago’ . " John Barrow, however, took the view that the Chinese were
of a Tartar breed, distinct both from the Hindus and the Egyp-
tians. ° Meanwhile many British writers were also endeavouring to
assess the state of Chinese civilization. For instance, John Barrow
declared that one of the purposes of his Travels in China was to put
China into a proper rank of civilization. The result of James Mill’s
philosophical inquiry of China was that it was little advanced be-
yond the infancy of an agricultural society. '* A more common view
among British writers was that Chinese civilization was more ad-
vanced than those of other Asian nations, but less so than that of

Europe. This was well brought out by the Quarterly Review in 1821
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when it wrote that the Chinese were ‘a shrewd, an industrious,
and an ingenious people, far superior to all other oriental nations,
whether Pagan or Mahometan, however low we may be pleased to
place them on our scale of civilization’. "

During this period there existed a general incentive for publish-
ing works on China. It arose from a widespread curiosity concerning
China among the British public, and an increase in the contact, es-
pecially commercial, between the two countries. Encouraged by the
Macartney embassy, more writers became interested in investigating
the culture of this distant oriental society. As the advertisement of
William Winterbotham’s View of China pointed out, °the Embassy
has given rise to a laudable spirit of inquiry with respect to the Chi-
nese empire, which we have no doubt will ultimately prove advan-
tageous to British commerce’. " The advertisement went on to say
that the volume had been compiled in order to aid the inquirers in
their pursuit and provide the public with the means of obtaining a
general knowledge of China. To some writers, such as William
Jones and Frederic Shoberl, to write on China was only a part of
their researches. For instance, Frederic Shoberl edited The World
in Miniature , only two volumes of which were on China. In his His-
tory of British India, James Mill made comments on China merely
to compare it with India in support of his arguments on the latter. It
should be mentioned that to write about China was a way for some
writers to develop or prove their ideas, philosophical, political, so-
cial and so on.

Furthermore, this was a period in which Britain and China star-
ted to have diplomatic contacts, but the relations between the two
countries generally deteriorated. Such a change in relationship
played an integral part in British views on China. As early as 1787
Colonel Charles Cathcart was sent as Ambassador to China, but he
failed to arrive due to his death in the course of his voyage. George
Macartney and William Pitt Amherst went to China as Ambassadors
respectively in the years 1792 to 1794 and 1816 to 1817; the for-
mer had an audience with the Emperor of China while the latter was
rejected and immediately left Beijing. They both failed to achieve
the objectives of establishing a diplomatic relation with China and
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improving trading conditions. The contacts between the two coun-
tries were still basically confined to trade at Guangzhou ( Canton)
where the East India Company had its factory and its representa-
tive, the Select Committee, who could be said to be ‘ unpaid diplo-
mats’ of the British government. '° The Company’s monopoly of the
China trade was renewed in 1793. The trade at Canton was of great
importance to Britain in general and to the East India Company in
particular; tea from China provided about ten percent of the total
revenue of England and the whole profit of the Company itself. *°
However, the balance of trade was still in favour of China. ' Mean-
while British merchants, whether private traders or those of the
Company, could trade only with the Hong merchants. There were
constant complaints among British merchants against the restricted
condition of trade at Guangzhou, and quarrels between the Chinese
and the British took place now and then. In addition, except for
the two embassies, British visitors, whether missionaries or other
individual travellers, were prevented from penetrating into the inte-
rior of the country. The embassies themselves travelled in the coun-
try only along certain guided roads. These restrictions on travel and
trade, together with diplomatic failure, had a tendency to fuel
British observers’ criticism of China. In 1805 when it reviewed
Barrow’s Travels in China, the Eclectic Review pointed out that from
the time the Chinese refused to enter a commercial treaty with the
British, the author ‘could see scarcely anything wise, or great, or
good, in the whole empire’ of China. %

There have been in modern times a number of publications which
consider Western views in general, or British views in particular,
on China, such as Adolf Reichwein’s China and Europe : Intellectu-
al and Artistic Contacts in the Eighteenth Century (translated into
English in 1925), G. F. Hudson’s Europe and China; A Survey of
their Relations from the Earliest Times to 1800 (1931), V.G.
Kiernan’s The Lords of Human Kind ; European Attitudes towards the
Outside World in the Imperial Age (1969 ) and Nigel Cameron’s
Barbarians and Mandarins: Thirteen Centuries of Western Travellers
in China (1970). Another historian, Raymond Dawson, has in-
vestigated in his Chinese Chameleon (1967) the changing Western



