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From Indirect Knowledge to Direct Perception: A Brief Analysis of the Gradual Evolution of
Britain's China—view in Modern Times

Xu Menggian
Hangzhou Normal University, China Zhejiang Hangzhou 311121

Abstract: Modern British perceptions of China underwent a historic transition from indirect hearsay to direct field
observation, with the 18th century as the decisive turning point. Before the 18th century, Britain understood China
mainly through European missionaries, maintaining an overall attitude of curiosity and admiration. Frequent Sino-
British commercial exchanges in the 18th century enabled British on-the-spot investigations, bringing their cognition
into a direct and objective stage alongside rational criticism of China's political deficiencies.In the 19th century, fueled
by the Industrial Revolution and global colonial expansion, Britain's China perception shifted completely to disdain
amid successive Sino-British conflicts. The late Qing Dynasty was regarded as a feudal regime with corrupt institutions
and social backwardness. Adopting a chronological approach, this paper examines the three-stage evolution of modern
British China views and analyzes the contextual features and historical influences of such cognitive changes from a
political perspective.
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