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  Abstract 

Between 1832 and 1851, The Chinese Repository, an encyclopedia-style English 
periodical founded by foreigners in Guangzhou, became the primary conduit for 
Westerners to understand China surrounding the Opium Wars. The coverage and 
narrative regarding Guangzhou shaped a distinctive urban image in the minds of 
Europeans during the 17th and 18th centuries, even serving as a microcosm of over-
seas Chinese imagery. The Chinese Repository documented various activities be-
tween China and Britain during the Opium Wars, including trade, military and dip-
lomatic affairs, missionary work, the introduction of Western learning, and the 
translation of traditional Chinese culture. These records were distributed across 
more than a thousand articles spanning 30 different themes. Clarifying the thematic 
distribution patterns of Guangzhou reporting and analyzing the narrative and re-
porting methods used to construct the image of Guangzhou can provide historical 
and theoretical references for in-depth research into The Chinese Repository and 
cultural exchanges between China and the West in the first half of the 19th century. 
Ultimately, the research can advance innovation in the pathway of China's cultural 
globalization. 
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In the first half of the 19th century, Protestant missionaries, merchants, diplomats, and government agencies from 

Britain and America established Chinese and foreign-language newspapers and periodicals in Guangzhou, Macau, 

Hong Kong, and surrounding areas such as Malacca. These publications served as mediums for missionary work, 

commerce, military affairs, and cultural exchanges in China. English newspapers such as "The Indo-Chinese Gleaner" 

(1817-1822), "The Canton Register" (founded in 1827) with its supplement "Canton General Price Current" (estab-

lished in Guangzhou in 1833), "The Canton Press" (founded in 1835) with its supplement "Commercial Price Cur-

rent" (established in Macau in 1839), "Chinese Courier and Canton Gazette" (1831-1832), "The Canton Miscellany" 

(founded in 1831), and "The Chinese Repository" (1832-1851) became the main channels for the Western under-

standing of Guangzhou and Chinese society. Foreigners in China, predominantly missionaries, centered around these 

English newspapers to collect, write, and translate unique topics of interest to Westerners that reflected Chinese 

culture. They aimed to cater to and satisfy the curiosity of their target readers about the “mysterious” China, providing 

“the most reliable and valuable information about China and its neighboring countries” (Roswell, 1966, p. 28), Amer-

ican scholar Tyler Dennet suggests that for much of the 19th century, Americans observed the situation in the Far 

East through the eyes of missionaries. Books and newspapers written by them were seen as the sole source for forming 
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accurate public opinion in the United States about China. This assertion is not exaggerated (Tyler, 1922, p. 558). 

In May 1832, with the support of London Missionary Society missionary Robert Morrison (1782-1834) and Amer-

ican merchant David W. C. Olyphant (1820-1851), the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions 

dispatched missionary E. C. Bridgman (1801-1861) to establish The Chinese Repository, an encyclopedic-style Eng-

lish periodical in Guangzhou aimed at introducing the social conditions of China to Western readers. Over its 20 

volumes, 232 issues, and 12,000 pages, the publication meticulously documented the political, economic, cultural, 

and religious aspects of Chinese society over two decades, as well as the research trajectories of sinologists studying 

Chinese culture in China. It became a representative English periodical in China in the first half of the 19th century 

and the official publication of Christian missionaries in China. The purpose of this periodical is to disseminate accu-

rate information about China and to provide a convenient platform for collecting articles, travelogues, and translated 

works by various authors (Williams, 2005, p. 816). The Chinese Repository was praised by American historian Lyman 

Beecher as “a treasure trove of knowledge about China” (Kenneth, 1929, p. 265). 

The Chinese Repository was established in Guangzhou, Macau, and Hong Kong, with the majority of its coverage 

focusing on Guangzhou and Lingnan culture, providing the most extensive, comprehensive, and detailed reports. 

Among them, the translation section dedicated to Guangzhou and Lingnan culture included columns such as “De-

scription of the City of Canton”, “Topography of the Province of Canton”, and “Walks About Canton”. “Description 

of the City of Canton” introduced the city's scenery, history, architecture, residents, education and imperial examina-

tions, temples, geography, and trade spanning five issues. “Topography of the Province of Canton” spans three issues, 

mainly introducing the geographical location, scope, population, administrative divisions, and resources of Guang-

dong. Consisting of nine issues and based on E. C. Bridgman's personal observations recorded during his time in 

Guangzhou and Macau, “Walks About Canton” is excerpted from his private travelogue, dedicated to specifically 

introducing the customs and culture of Guangzhou. Independent articles translating Guangzhou and Lingnan folk 

customs and scenes, such as “English Translation of the Eight Scenic Spots of Guangzhou” and “Pidgin English in 

Guangzhou”, are scattered throughout appendices, miscellaneous notes, and current affairs reports. The Guangzhou 

translation reports in The Chinese Repository exhibit unique linguistic and narrative characteristics, objectively shap-

ing a distinct image of Guangzhou different from previous perceptions by Westerners. 

In the era of "China fever" during the 17th and 18th centuries in Europe, there emerged cultural contact and ex-

change between China and the West in the true sense, leading Europeans to develop a vague imperial impression of 

China. In January 1601, the Italian missionary Matteo Ricci (1552-1610) arrived in Beijing, the political and cultural 

heart of China, initiating the documentation of Chinese societal conditions. Following this, Westerners, predomi-

nantly Jesuit missionaries and sinologists, contributed to the translation and dissemination of Chinese knowledge to 

the Western world through written works. To Europeans, China became an idealized exemplar, where “its culture 

was regarded as the most refined, hierarchical, and least influenced by the past” (Foucault, 1990, p. 42). By the 18th 

century, Western admiration for China had reached its peak. However, the early 19th century saw a fundamental shift 

in Western perceptions of China following the unsuccessful Macartney Embassy in 1793, led by George Macartney 

(1737-1806). Under the Qing Dynasty's policy of isolationism and prohibition of missionary activities, missionaries' 

portrayals of Guangzhou were not objective, but rather subjective perceptions. These depictions reflected the mis-

sionaries' "collective imagination" of China. 

Currently, most research in academia surrounding The Chinese Repository focuses on its translation or discourse 

on specific topics. Some examine the translation and dissemination strategies of The Chinese Repository text from 

translation and cultural perspectives (Zhou &Yao, 2020; Chen, 2019); other research investigates the strategies and 

translation activities of newspaper texts from the perspective of translation studies, further exploring the cross-cul-

tural communication patterns of Lingnan customs and practices (Wang, 2016); Scholar may examine the content 

related to Guangzhou in The Chinese Repository from a journalism perspective, analyzing the construction of Guang-

zhou's image and reveals the underlying dynamics of Sino-Western relations behind this portrayal (Xu, 2015). 

Scholars both at home and abroad have paid relatively little attention to the specific content of Guangzhou reporting 

in The Chinese Repository, lacking a systematic analysis of the narrative aspects of these reports and their translated 

texts. Furthermore, there has been limited exploration of how these reports shape the urban image of Guangzhou. 

By examining the coverage of Guangzhou, a significant city in the late Qing Dynasty Lingnan, in "The Chinese 

Repository," this study conducts a comparative analysis of its narrative methods and the urban image it presents. It 

investigates the narrative construction of Guangzhou reporting from a cross-cultural perspective, elucidating the spe-

cific urban image shaped by the textual representations within the narrative framework and its dissemination in the 
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West. As the representative of Lingnan culture, the image of Guangzhou has always been of significant importance 

in the construction of national image. This research aims to explore how foreigners in China surrounding the Opium 

War used The Chinese Repository to construct a multi-dimensional image of Guangzhou distinct from that of the 

Ming and Qing dynasties and examine the reception of the Guangzhou image in the West. Through this analysis, it 

provides historical materials and references for the study of the overseas dissemination of modern Guangzhou's image 

and culture, as well as Sino-Western cultural exchanges. 

1. The authorship group and thematic distribution of Guangzhou reporting in The Chinese Re-

pository 

The Chinese Repository spanned 20 years of publication, featuring 1257 articles covering 30 different topics (Bridg-

man & Williams, 1851). Following the convention of 19th-century English periodicals, all articles were published 

anonymously. 

At the closure of The Chinese Repository on December 31, 1851, E. C. Bridgman and S. W. Williams (1812-1884) 

published in Guangzhou the “General Index of Subjects Contained in the Twenty Volumes of The Chinese Repository; 

with Arranged List of the Articles” (abbreviated as General Index). They listed the known contributors and attributed 

1005 articles by these authors to 30 different topics. These topics included Geography (63), Chinese Government and 

Politics (81), Finance, Army, and Navy (17), Chinese People (47), Chinese History (33), Natural History (35), Arts, 

Science, and Manufacturing (27), Travel (27), Language and Literature (94), Trade and Commerce (60), Shipping 

(26), Opium (55), Foreign Mercantile Houses in Guangzhou (56), Foreign Relations (34), Relations with Britain (38), 

Wars with Britain (74), Hong Kong (22), Relations with the United States (21), Japan and Korea (24), Siam and 

Cochin China (21), Other Asian Countries (18), East Indies (36), Heathens (43), Missions (102), Medical Missions 

(48), Biblical Commentary (40), Educational Associations (31), Religion (29), Biographies (38), and Miscellaneous 

(37). 

According to the Editorial Notice in the General Index, writers of The Chinese Repository were classified into 

principal and ordinary contributors. Principal contributors included American missionaries E. C. Bridgman and S. W. 

Williams, British missionaries Robert Morrison and his son John Robert Morrison (1814-1843), and German mis-

sionary-scholar Charles Gützlaff. Bridgman wrote 346 articles, Williams 109, Morrison (senior) 91, Morrison (junior) 

76, and Gützlaff 48, totaling 670 articles. They accounted for 66.7% of the articles authored by identifiable contrib-

utors to The Chinese Repository, mainly covering topics related to government policies and language. Ordinary con-

tributors comprised missionaries, sinologists, merchants, British officials, interpreters, doctors, printers, ship captains, 

missionary wives, and Chinese converts to Christianity like Liang Jinde. Most of them contributed only one or two 

articles. 

The classification standard for the 30 topics in the General Index is that “each compiled article is counted only 

once under the same entry”. On one hand, the reports of Guangzhou are extensive yet dispersed; on the other hand, 

the coverage of Guangzhou in The Chinese Repository is fragmented, with some content appearing under subhead-

ings within larger sections, making it prone to omissions during counting. Therefore, it is not suitable to organize the 

reports based on broad and extensive topics as classified in the General Index. This study adopts a comprehensive 

approach to compile relevant reports on Guangzhou, narrowing down to 9 main thematic areas, resulting in 253 

narratives and reports on Guangzhou city. Among them, four thematic sections have more than 20 articles each: 

Humanity (67), Foreign Relations (49), Commerce and Trade (37), and Government Themes (24). Following are 

Medical Themes (15), Guangzhou Civil Unrest (11), Fires (9), and Natural Disasters (8). Articles on other topics 

such as diseases, legal systems, newspapers, language, education, and climate are more scattered, totaling 33 articles. 

The differential distribution among the various topics is illustrated in Figure 1. 

Through the thematic layout of The Chinese Repository, it is evident that the observations of foreigners in Guang-

zhou were multifaceted, covering various aspects of social life. Coverage extended from government officials' ap-

pointments and regulatory systems to the daily lives and educational conditions of ordinary citizens. Foreigners came 

to China primarily for two purposes: missionary work and trade. From a missionary perspective, the nature of evan-

gelism determines their reporting motivations. They focused on highlighting China's perceived backwardness and the 

urgent need for Christianity to save the country. As one of the centers of missionary activities, Guangzhou also finds 

itself molded into an image of a city in need of salvation, a portrayal that is difficult to escape from the missionaries' 

original framework of motivations. From a commercial perspective, foreign traders are primarily concerned with 

trade and profits, with a high demand for information about the city, with a particular focus on business trends and 
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relevant policies related to port cities. The blending of commerce and missionary interests often leads missionaries 

to focus on themes related to culture and foreign relations, exploring the cultural background and customs of Guang-

zhou to meet the information needs of traders. This approach maintains the secular and commercial nature of the 

newspaper, enhancing its appeal and striving to transcend cultural barriers. 

 

Figure 1. Statistical Distribution of Themes in Guangzhou Reports in The Chinese Repository. 

Early Western narratives often focused on constructing a grandiose image of China as a vast, prosperous, and 

harmonious empire, reminiscent of a “fairy tale world” as depicted in Travels of Marco Polo (Giuliano & Federico, 

2002, p. 47). However, some questioned the accuracy of such depictions, noting their mixture of truth and exagger-

ation, lacking substantial evidence. Later, Matteo Ricci's De Christiana expeditione apud Sinas provided a multidi-

mensional record of Chinese society and culture, challenging the utopian image of China portrayed in travelogues. 

After the failure of Lord Macartney's embassy to China, his description of China in his diary turned into “a dilapidated, 

frenzied warship” (Patrick, 1962, p. 212). Previous writings often presented China in a holistic sensory manner, with 

diverse personal experiences shaping contradictory and vague impressions. The portrayal of regional images was 

confined within the framework of the overall Chinese image, lacking the presentation of specific regional character-

istics. 

Unlike the collective consciousness that shaped the vague image of China during the Ming and Qing dynasties, 

reporters of The Chinese Repository spent a considerable amount of time in Guangzhou and had extensive interactions 

with the locals. Their firsthand experiences led to a concrete portrayal of the city and were closely connected to the 

lives of the common people. In his serialized articles “Walks About Canton” and “Description of the City of Canton”, 

Bridgman presented many distinctive features of Guangzhou with the charm of the Lingnan region, covering every-

thing from folk traditions like puppet shows, cricket fighting, and cupping therapy, to records of landmarks like the 

Thirteen Factories and the city walls. The vibrant Guangzhou came to life vividly on paper through his descriptions. 

While the newspaper's current affairs section pertaining to Guangzhou focused on social, governmental, and com-

mercial themes, the underlying tone of the reporting consistently portrayed Guangzhou in a negative light, depicting 

it as a backward and feudal land in the wake of Western modern civilization. 

The image of Guangzhou constructed by The Chinese Repository differs from the portrayal of China during the 

Ming and Qing dynasties in terms of micro and macro, specific and abstract perspectives. The coverage of Guangzhou 

in The Chinese Repository occupies a central place, presenting a redefined image of the city, and even China, in the 

minds of Westerners based on firsthand experiences or on-site investigations. This breaks away from the textual 

construction model of descriptions and images of Guangzhou by Jesuit missionaries during the Ming and Qing dyn-

asties, as well as the travelogues and scholarly works of Matteo Ricci. The narrative rooted in the specific city 
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provides a different perspective that inspires a new understanding of this southern city in the Lingnan region. 

2. The multifaceted image of Guangzhou portrayed by The Chinese Repository 

The portrayal of Guangzhou's urban image in The Chinese Repository is not a simple reproduction of its reality. 

Departing from their familiar cultural context, the missionaries experienced significant transformations that extended 

beyond geographical boundaries. These changes encompassed emotional motivations, social dynamics, and cultural 

perceptions. 

English and American missionaries in China constructed the image of Guangzhou through narrative descriptions, 

presenting a distinctive narrative construction pattern. 

While their reports often included positive affirmations of Chinese culture, the missionaries, driven by evangelical 

fervor, frequently viewed Guangzhou through the narrow lens of Christian standards, resulting in accounts that por-

trayed Guangzhou's culture as backwardness. 

The Laity Inquiry Mission once sharply criticized missionaries for their tendency to exaggerate and denigrate the 

cultural and religious values of the countries they were in (American Laity Inquiry Mission, 1934, pp. 16-17). Thus, 

the reports presented by the missionaries often portrayed Guangzhou from a biased perspective, reflecting their own 

subjective experiences and emotions. 

2.1 The criteria for constructing the image 

The records of Guangzhou in The Chinese Repository primarily focus on social livelihood, upper-level government, 

and economic trade, with the largest proportion being humanistic reports, accounting for 25%. Themes related to 

external exchanges and interactions make up 18.2%, while economic trade, which is one of the primary purposes of 

those coming to China, constitutes 13.8%, ranking as the third-largest category in reports about Guangzhou. Reports 

on political situations, government policies, and regulations comprise 11.6%. The Chinese Repository presents a 

multifaceted perspective on Guangzhou, covering a wide range of topics, thus exerting significant influence on shap-

ing the image of Guangzhou in the eyes of Western readers. 

The Chinese Repository editors and contributors, in selecting content for publication, aimed to attract readers by 

choosing topics closely related to them, such as commercial trade, diplomacy, and changes in the Qing government's 

foreign policies. These reports influenced every foreigner in China. At the same time, they selected sensational topics 

such as “infant killing”, “rat catchers” and “fortune tellers”, to create a powerful visual impact on the readers. 

As a highly condensed narrative of the news story, the title serves as the “finishing touch” of the article and is 

crucial in attracting readers' attention. For example, the title “Decapitation”1 in a report of a beheading incident 

immediately grabs the reader's eye, directly hitting the narrative focal point and arousing the reader's desire to delve 

deeper into the story. Similarly, the term “Expulsion of foreigners” 2authored by J.R.M. reveals the situation of 

foreigners being expelled from Guangzhou, drawing foreign readers' interest due to its relevance to their own interests. 

For missionaries, China is not only an object of observation and study but also a target for transformation. Their 

subjective interest in “bringing China to God” leads them to selectively negate China (Hu & Zhang, 2022, p. 148). 

Foreigners with limited information sources and unable to personally understand China will reconstruct these reports 

into their perception of the “real” image of China. 

2.2 The narrative strategies that create the image of Guangzhou 

Missionaries are not purely objective agents; it is difficult for them to erase the imprints left by their original cultural 

environment and background. This leads them to employ unconventional methods and strategies in their narratives 

and reports, where objectivity conceals their subjective views and goal orientation. The narratives and reports about 

Guangzhou are interwoven into a macroscopic image of the city under the linkage of these strategies. By selecting 

narratives with distinctive characteristics, the narrative strategies employed in shaping the Guangzhou image can be 

systematically examined and organized. 

2.2.1 The unique geographical environment with distinct advantages 

The Chinese Repository traces Guangzhou's geographical environment linearly and from a first-person perspective, 

 
1Decapitation. The Chinese Repository, January 1832, Vol.1, p.291. 
2J.R.M. Expulsion of foreigners. The Chinese Repository, October 1837, Vol.6, p.297. 
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providing a comprehensive portrayal. In his “Description of The City of Canton”, Bridgman describes the southern 

metropolis from a historical perspective, depicting Guangzhou as “one of the oldest cities, having undergone numer-

ous changes since its foundations... Rising gradually from these ruins, the city has gradually increased in population, 

wealth, and influence”3. Being one of the earliest starting points of the Maritime Silk Road in China, Guangzhou has 

always been a prosperous trading hub. The author delves into the history of the Shang and Zhou dynasties, elaborating 

on the origin of the nickname “Yang-ching (the city of rams)” which originated from a mythological tale involving 

“five genii clothed with garments of five different colors, and riding on rams of five different colors, met at the capital; 

each of the rams bore in his mouth a stalk of grain having six ears, and presented them to the people of the district”4. 

The author also mentioned that there are many other legends interwoven with the history of the city. These myths not 

only add to the mystique of Guangzhou but also reflect its deep historical roots. 

The topography of Kwángtung starts from its borders, introducing new locations based on old place names, to 

allow readers to integrate existing backgrounds with new information. In the description, Kwángchau fú, comprising 

fifteen districts, is bordered by Hwuichau fú (Huichang Prefecture) to the east, Fáhkáng ting (Fukang Hall) to the 

northwest, and adjacent to Sháuhing fú (Shaoxing Prefecture) to the west, Sháuchau fú (Shaozhou Prefecture) to the 

north, and facing the sea to the south. A river mouth extends deep into the Pearl River5. Moving from the audience's 

perspective, the narrative creates a three-dimensional sense of space by surrounding the orientation and reflects 

Guangzhou's openness to a certain extent through the diversity of its geographical positions. In addition to the abun-

dance of plains and mountains, Guangzhou is blessed with fertile soil suitable for cultivation. It can produce two 

seasons of crops annually. The affluent life here is the envy of many, as Guangzhou yields gold, gemstones, silk, 

pearls, and various precious woods. Furthermore, a wide variety of fruits thrives in the region. 6These rich natural 

resources and favorable growing conditions elevate agricultural productivity in Guangzhou, thereby driving local 

economic prosperity. 

Under the pen of Samuel Wells Williams, the Pearl River Delta is described as vast, with a total area of approxi-

mately 140,000 square miles. Most of this extensive region is equal in surface to the United Kingdom and Denmark 

together, and larger than the islands of Sumatra or Lucon.7 By juxtaposing the Pearl River with “Denmark, Sumatra, 

and Luzon” from the West, the immense size of the Pearl River and the superiority of Guangzhou's natural scenery 

are highlighted. 

The author also draws connections between Eastern and Western landscapes, stating, “The pagoda stands on a 

bluff hill of old red sandstone…they strongly reminded me of those at Silsilis on the Nile”. In the Western world, the 

Nile River's contribution is immeasurable, nurturing Egypt,  one of the four ancient civilizations. comparing Guang-

zhou's pagodas to the limestone rocks by the Nile creates familiarity for Western readers and establishes a common 

ground. This not only highlights Guangzhou's historical accumulation but also emphasizes its significant position in 

the history of Chinese civilization. 

Through the depiction of Guangzhou's history, geographical location, natural environment, and resources, the nar-

rative highlights its advantageous position along the coast and river, coupled with its abundant resources. These 

natural advantages make it a crucial transportation hub connecting China with other regions of the world. Guang-

zhou's vitality is intertwined with its image as a diverse and prosperous city. 

2.2.2 Thriving commercial metropolis 

The cultural contrast between East and West prompts reporters to frequently employ “horizontal comparisons” in 

describing Guangzhou, making full use of readers' existing cultural knowledge to enhance understanding and impres-

sion and increase familiarity and affinity. 

In his introduction to Guangzhou, Bridgman uses examples from other countries such as Italy, Rome, and Europe 

to emphasize that major cities in the Western world have a strong and controlling influence on the entire country8, 

drawing analogies to underscore Guangzhou's importance in China. Furthermore, the author states that Guangzhou 

is a center for domestic and foreign trade. He illustrates its role as a trade hub by citing trade relations between 

Guangzhou and various regions in China such as Zhejiang, Shandong, and Sichuan. For foreign trade, he notes that 

 
3E.C.B. Description of The City of Canton. The Chinese Repository, August 1833, Vol.2, p.146. 
4Ibid, p.147-148. 
5E.C.B Topography of Kwángtun. The Chinese Repository, June 1843, Vol.12, p.312-316. 
6E.C.B Topography of Kwángtung .The Chinese Repository, June 1843, Vol.12, p.88-94. 
7S.W.W. Historical and Fabulous Personages. The Chinese Repository, March 1851, Vol.20, p.122. 
8E.C.B. Description of The City of Canton, The Chinese Repository, August 1833, Vol.2, p.145 
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all trade between the Chinese Empire and Western countries is concentrated in this place. Here one can find products 

from all over China, and trade conducted by merchants and agents from various provinces is very active, yielding 

substantial profits. 9Many foreign merchants engage in trade here, including those from Portugal, Spain, France, the 

Netherlands, Sweden, Denmark, England, and the United States. 10Guangzhou's Thirteen Factories are one of the 

most important foreign trade centers in modern Chinese history. Bridgman lists the names of various factories and 

states that there are numerous manufacturing facilities and commercial activities in Guangzhou. In the town of Fushan 

alone, there are approximately 50,000 people engaged in various textile manufacturing.11 It indicates that although 

despite the lack of mechanical equipment at that time, Guangzhou's handicraft industry still had a considerable scale. 

As a port city, Guangzhou naturally boasts a significant volume of trade. Utilizing records of arriving vessels as a 

metric, tables are published detailing the arrivals and departures of merchant ships from different countries at the port 

of Guangzhou. Taking Britain as an example, the number of arriving vessels stands at a remarkable 19,806. 12The 

quantity and value tables in Guangzhou's port show a wide variety of traded goods, including industrial products such 

as steel, and flint, as well as daily necessities like cotton, chili, and exotic products like ivory. Trade transactions in 

Guangzhou, exemplified by the quantity of imported foreign fabrics, reached a staggering 113,936 pieces, valued at 

approximately 684,661 Spanish dollars13. Additionally, Guangzhou's exports were also substantial, with lacquerware 

valued at 11,653 Spanish dollars and silk textiles reaching 293,653. 14These quantified trade figures underscore 

Guangzhou's status as a bustling port city, highlighting its economic vibrancy and prosperity, further accentuating its 

unique charm as a city bridging Eastern and Western cultures. 

2.2.3 A city mired in poverty and backwardness 

When missionaries set foot on the eastern soil of China, they were confronted with a society steeped in deep-rooted 

cultural heritage, presenting a formidable and rigid cultural barrier. Their missionary activities were fraught with 

difficulties, and the disparities only reinforced their pre-existing biases and disdain. The setbacks they encountered 

in their missionary endeavors infused their reports with feelings of disappointment and frustration, casting an even 

darker shadow over the image of Guangzhou. Reporters often employ narration interspersed with comments in their 

storytelling, subtly intertwining their personal subjective views with objective narration. This technique aims to make 

readers more inclined to empathize with their viewpoints. In the cultural imagery presented, time and space were not 

merely descriptions of landscapes; they were imbued with symbolic significance through the portrayal of characters 

and the perspectives of the narrators, often carrying positive or negative connotations (Meng, 2001, P. 135). Through 

alternating narration and commentary, the authors of The Chinese Repository utilize alternating narration and evalu-

ation to lend the text greater depth and reinforce the expression of viewpoints. 

Bridgman relied on Chinese remarks to support his argument regarding the uncivilized image of the people of 

Guangzhou. “A local Chinese writer said: ‘The people of Guangzhou like to fight, even over trivial matters; if offi-

cials come to stop them, both sides will turn to fight these officials. Fathers will fight with their children, elder 

brothers with younger brothers; when someone dies in these disputes, no one dares to cry or mourn for them’. Chinese 

historians described the ancient residents as ‘enthusiastic about demonic things’...This sentiment and behavior violate 

all human and divine laws, only suitable for the sons of evil”15. The one-sided subjective assessment of the people of 

Guangzhou ultimately aims to transform the Orient from an exotic space into a colonial or missionary space. Such a 

narrative can lead to the replacement of the one-sided image of the people of Guangzhou over the reality. Readers 

take these narrative images as actual specimens and generalize them concretely, thus retaining a long-lasting impres-

sion (Zhang, 2002, pp. 112-113). 

After encountering flooding disasters in Guangzhou, the displaced people found themselves homeless and destitute. 

“A considerable number of unfortunate individuals spend the night there, with only a mat as shelter, often even 

without that... No funds are allocated to purchase food or clothing for these survivors”, the singular perspective high-

lighted the government's inaction, magnifying the dire living conditions of civilian life. 

Subsequent government decrees stated, “Regardless of whether they are from this province or other provinces, 

 
9ibid, p.289. 
10ibid, p.294. 
11ibid, p.305. 
12Shipping in the Port of Canton. The Chinese Repository, June 1847, Vol.16, p.314-320. 
13ibid, p.316. 
14ibid, p.319. 
15E.C.B. Description of The City of Canton. The Chinese Repository, February 1846, Vol.15, p.58. 
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priests or similar individuals, if anyone can bring abundant rainfall through any means, please invite them to ascend 

the altar and devoutly pray… Crowds flock to the temples; the ban on slaughtering animals continues, and the main 

south gate is closed”16. The depiction of the government and the people’s rain-seeking behavior reflects the supersti-

tion and ignorance prevalent among all levels of society in the city, from the common people to the government 

officials. 

The incident involving the “American flag” is documented by an unnamed reporter. The people of Guangzhou 

believed that the newly erected flagpole in front of the American factory, adorned with an arrow pointing in all 

directions, would seriously obstruct the happiness and well-being of the country.17 This reflects the superstitious 

nature of the citizens and their disregard for science. They extrapolated details to generalize, transforming a singular 

attribute into the essence of the entire country (Pageaux, 1989, p. 139). This involves exaggerating certain shortcom-

ings or making arbitrary and simplistic subjective judgments about certain phenomena in Guangzhou, thereby ex-

tending this image to the entire population of Guangzhou. 

2.2.4 Uncivilized and Xenophobic Citizens 

The activities of the early missionaries in China were initially confined to the area of Guangzhou, with no opportunity 

to venture further into the Chinese mainland. Reporters often focus on the micro-level, starting from small-scale, 

specific events or phenomena, taking small instances to reveal broader patterns and trends, and their implications for 

the whole. For them, China was seen as a pagan wilderness awaiting the seeds of enlightenment to be sown through 

the gospel. They believe, only the Christian faith could help the people of Guangzhou escape from the “dark abyss”. 

The reporters believed that the status of women in Guangzhou was low, and unfair treatment was commonplace 

for them. “Instances are numerous where parents have been seen going through the streets leading their own children 

by the hand, and offering them for sale. They are urged to this painful necessity from want of provisions for them-

selves, as well as for their children...We knew an instance only a few days ago, where a little girl of 6 years of age 

was sold for twenty-five dollars”18, the reporter highlights the inhumane treatment endured by women and the poverty 

experienced by the lower-class citizens. 

As image shapers, writers appear in the role of observers, occupying a position of advantage where they can decide 

what to observe or ignore, which aspects to focus on, and how to perceive them. The observers articulate, write about, 

and narrate the image of the other based on their observations (Zhang 2002, 110). They wield the power to shape the 

narrative, emphasizing certain aspects and downplaying others, thereby influencing how the other is perceived by the 

audience. The Guangzhou residents’ xenophobia was a significant obstacle for missionaries, hence there are numer-

ous records documenting this aspect. 

Williams depicted the situation of foreigners entering Guangzhou with a series of narratives, highlighting the dis-

dain of Guangzhou citizens towards foreigners. He reported a situation where gentlemen and elders from villages 

such as Sanyuanli and Nan’an, totaling ninety-two people, gathered at Xingping Temple, solemnly declaring their 

inability to coexist under the same sky with British rebels and pledging to eradicate them. Trade has become unprof-

itable due to the need to bear high military expenses and endure the effects of turmoil, which have exhausted all the 

resources and energy of the merchants19, making life unbearable for foreigners in China. The intense police control 

and the strict regulations imposed on foreigners' activities in Guangzhou are emphasized, indicating the government's 

severe management of foreign affairs.20 “Their families are also subject to control; during their stay in Guangzhou, 

foreigners are prohibited from reuniting with their families, and foreign women are not allowed to reside in Guang-

zhou”21. In the reporters’ eyes, “the government imposes strict control over communication between foreigners and 

local residents, making efforts to prevent any interaction. Even the smallest letters entail serious risks to life”. Ac-

cording to reports, in one instance, a boatman lost his life after being found carrying a letter from Europe22. The 

dynamic and linear perspective also indirectly depicted some chaotic phenomena in Guangzhou, describing the rude-

ness of its people. The restrictions on foreigners in China further drew attention to their common experiences. Besides, 

The Chinese Repository excerpted Francis Lieber's description of Guangzhou from the Encyclopedia Americana, 

 
16Drought. The Chinese Repository, April 1835, Vol.3, p.577. 
17Journal of Occurences. The Chinese Repository, May 1844, Vol.13, p.276-277. 
18Children sold. The Chinese Repository, May 1833, Vol.2, p.48 
19S.W.W. Question of Entry into the city of Canton. The Chinese Repository, April 1849, Vol.18, p.217-223. 
20Notices of Modern China. The Chinese Repository, September 1836, Vol.5, p.211. 
21Foreign Relations with the Government of China. The Chinese Repository, March 1838, Vol.6, p.530. 
22E.C.B. Crisis in the Opium Traffic. The Chinese Repository, April 1839, Vol.7, p.627. 



Hai Wang, Jiayi Duan 

 

 

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2024.03.015 646 Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science 

 

describing a situation where “For a single individual, venturing too far is dangerous, as he may risk being stripped 

almost naked...However, the local residents seem eager to find excuses to use violence against strangers, especially 

when they believe they can overpower that person”, and “If you venture further into the town, they will insult you, 

throw stones at you; these stones fly around your ears like hail” . The records accentuate the image of Guangzhou's 

residents being violent and hostile towards foreigners. However, constrained by the identity of missionaries, “provid-

ing these details is not out of pleasant feelings, nor out of hostility towards Chinese people. We hope to provide them 

with better education, propagate the truth of Christianity, and beneficial knowledge, so that they may have a different 

attitude towards others” (Francis, 1832, pp. 164-165). It is evident that the ultimate purpose is to open up the market 

for missionary work. They achieve this by shaping the image of “Guangzhou needing the spread of the Gospel” and 

conveying the idea that “the intervention of missionaries is the best choice”. 

In the process of turning objective facts into news events, journalists and editors, with their different cultural back-

grounds and ways of thinking, present narratives and textual expressions differently. Due to their missionary motives, 

they selectively reported on Guangzhou, and these micro-reports eventually converged to form the broader image of 

Guangzhou: advantageous geographical location, abundant resources, and prosperous commercial activities; however, 

the local people are perceived as barbaric, superstitious, and xenophobic, with a lack of civilization. 

Thus, the use of Christian civilization to transform Guangzhou becomes the only way to progress. They hoped to 

see a land in desperate need of salvation through the Gospel. This foresight also leads them to preferentially highlight 

the flaws in society, intentionally overshadowing the commendable aspects of social life in Guangzhou. In discover-

ing Guangzhou, reporters are also “inventing” Guangzhou, solidifying the position of Western civilization in the 

world order through biased reporting (Zhou, 2014, p. 105). 

3. The reception of Guangzhou’s urban Image in the West as portrayed by The Chinese Reposi-

tory 

The constraints of time and space upon arrival in China, coupled with the observers’ unique identity, lead to biased 

perspectives. Additionally, preconceptions stemming from developmental disparities between Eastern and Western 

nations influence the process of constructing, disseminating, and accepting the image of Guangzhou in the West, 

resulting in a skewed and discounted portrayal, lacking objectivity. Upon entering Guangzhou, they began to scruti-

nize this exotic metropolis where diverse cultures from the East and West intersected and interacted. They wrote 

travelogues, memoirs, and letters, documenting the local customs and impressions of Guangzhou, aiming to convey 

the city's and China's image to the Western world. 

In the 19th century, books and journals written by missionaries in China served as the foundation for shaping the 

image of Guangzhou. Westerners primarily observed Asia, China, and Guangzhou through the eyes of missionaries. 

According to the letters of missionary Samuel Wells Williams, the circulation of The Chinese Repository at that time 

reached 21,000 copies (Frederick, 2004, p. 104), much higher than that of Western publications like the North Amer-

ican Review. The Chinese Repository was an important source of information for the Western understanding of China 

in the two decades before and after the Opium War, and the image of Guangzhou constructed by it even became the 

Western perception of China as a whole. One of the chief editors, Bridgman, utilized private channels to expand the 

readership of this paper in the United States. He even sent copies of the publication to the Speaker of the House of 

Representatives. Meanwhile, enthusiastic individuals in the United States actively encouraged subscriptions. In 1835, 

the New York Merchants’ Missionary Association launched a widespread subscription campaign, aiming to increase 

the American readership of The Chinese Repository. After entering the United States, it became an important medium 

for the public to understand China. With the involvement of the public knowledge system, It was successively quoted 

by various publications., thereby expanding the magazine's visibility and achieving broader dissemination of infor-

mation from the Repository (Zhang, 2016,p. 134). In 1836, the Chinese Repository had over 200 subscribers in China, 

with the majority being merchants. Data from the January 1837 issue indicated that there were 307 Western males in 

China at the time, including 158 British and 44 American individuals23. This indicates that in the 1830s, the subscrip-

tion rate of 200 people was significant, suggesting that two-thirds of the Westerners in China subscribed to the Chi-

nese Repository during the period from 1836 to 1837. 

The founders and reporters of the newspaper were missionaries with a special status and mission. They were all 

dedicated to serving the missionary cause, hoping to introduce Chinese people to Christian culture and spread the 

 
23The Chinese Repository, 1837, Vol.1, p.432. 
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blessings of the Gospel. The Chinese Repository provided a comprehensive overview of the city of Guangzhou over 

time, covering a wide range of topics and using facts and data as supporting evidence. This provided strong and 

authoritative arguments for the image of Guangzhou portrayed in the newspaper. While the reporting was not entirely 

fabricated and was based on long-term investigation and practice in China, exposing existing drawbacks, the main 

issue lies in the incompleteness rather than the truthfulness of the authors’ representations. One of the impacts of 

narrative is to align with the norms of a certain period, making them seem self-evident and reasonable, thus being 

accepted by the masses (Baker, 2011, p. 16). The image of Guangzhou constructed by the Chinese Repository reflects 

more the cultural psychology, motives, and aspirations of the Western church in the 19th century rather than the need 

to reflect the reality of Guangzhou. Guangzhou has been distorted and “othered” to a considerable extent. 

4. Conclusion 

In addition to examining the language of translated texts, research necessitates a discourse analysis from a perspective 

of power dynamics. As Said states, Oriental scholars' descriptions of the “Orient” actually represent a form of unidi-

rectional discourse--the Orient speaks and acts, while Oriental scholars observe and document (Said, 2003, p. 106). 

In the eyes of Westerners, Guangzhou represents a microcosm of China as a whole. While Westerners understand 

that China is a vast and diverse country, for most, this description holds little practical meaning. Their experiences 

are limited to certain areas of Guangzhou, overlooking the vast geographical diversity within China's borders. There-

fore, westerners tend to equate Guangzhou with China in their observations and narratives, only managing to accept 

Guangzhou which is “Oriental” in its appearance. 

Narrative as a form not only describes reality but also constructs reality through the subjective reflection and fil-

tering of narrative content. The understanding of ancient Chinese law by Europeans underwent a lengthy process, 

and for missionaries, the perception of law was a relative concept, as it inevitably included the subjective emotions 

of the author and oscillated between imagination and reality (He, 2023, p. 23). Through their narrative reporting 

strategies, they shape Guangzhou as a bustling and prosperous ancient city full of exotic charm, yet also as a city in 

decline and decay. This micro-level urban image is also extended to the macro-level national image. Ultimately, 

understanding and accurately recognizing the image of Guangzhou in the Western world is beneficial for shaping the 

current urban image of Guangzhou and fostering a positive national image. 

Studying the transformation of urban images in foreign countries and conducting in-depth analyses of the under-

lying socio-cultural backgrounds that give rise to these images can help uncover reflections of self-image projected 

onto others. This process facilitates introspection and promotes intercultural communication between different cul-

tures (Jiang, 2005, p. 252). Newspaper media plays a pivotal role in shaping the image of Guangzhou and China as a 

whole. As a key city in the Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macao Greater Bay Area, Guangzhou must critically examine 

how its image is portrayed by others. It should harness the potential of mass media and employ effective narrative 

strategies to cultivate a favorable urban image. Guangzhou should elevate its image and cultural influence on the 

international stage, positioning itself as an exemplary gateway city and laying the foundation for fostering a positive 

national image. 
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