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The Macartney Embassy’ s Psychological Expectations in Presenting Gifts

to Emperor Qianlong and Sino-British Cultural Differences
Peng Yong Zheng Hanyu

Abstract:Led by Macartney, the British embassy’ s visit to China in 1793 was one of the most significant events in Sino—British
exchanges, exerting a profound and far—reaching influence. It not only laid the foundation for the relationship between China and Eu-
rope in the 19th century, but also was one of the key events in the transformation of China’ s image in Europe. The British embassy
brought the gifts they were proud of to Emperor Qianlong to demonstrate the power of Britain, aiming to overwhelm the Emperor Qian-
long and his ministers psychologically and add leverage to the subsequent diplomatic negotiations and the access to the Chinese market.
However, the positioning of the British embassy by the Emperor Qianlong and his ministers, their assessment of the British gifts, and
the direct experiences of the British embassy in China, all highlighted the divergence between the Qing Dynasty’ s incorporation of the
British embassy into its established “tributary” diplomatic model and the European treaty—based diplomatic system that the British em-
bassy had hoped for. The differences in expressions between “gifts” and “tribute” , as well as “imperial envoys” and “tribute en-
voys” , also showed the conflict between the Qing Dynasty’ s traditional tributary system and the Western treaty—based diplomatic sys-
tem. Furthermore, the Qing court’ s reception standards and reciprocal diplomatic gifts to the British embassy reflected the collision be-
tween the Qing Dynasty’ s traditional diplomatic etiquette procedures and the concept of diplomatic gifts and the British idea of diploma-
cy serving politics and economy.

Key words: Macartney embassy; gifts; psychological expectations; Sino—British exchanges
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