
London - the Fog City?  A top hat?  The

Queen?  The English gentleman?  No, this

is not ancient Britain, but these are the

first things about Britain that come to

mind if you are Chinese.

But surely views cannot be this out of

date? Interestingly, there are recent

surveys that ask the British public about

their perceptions of China: Chairman

Mao is named as the number one

response. To the Chinese, Chairman Mao

feels as distant as the English gentleman

does to the British. So perhaps things are

not so different after all. When it comes

to general perceptions of another

country, there is an almost guaranteed

level of oversimplification and

stereotyping and it is bound to be out of

date. And when it comes to China and its

views of the world, there is an even

bigger contrast. The China of today is not

the China of yesterday: the China of

tomorrow is approaching ten times faster

than anywhere else.

This shapes how the Chinese view the

UK.
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Sixty-three up – Class is something

that fascinates the Chinese, who

often aspire to “move up” and

improve their lives. The Up series of

documentaries follows the lives of

fourteen British individuals since

1964, when they were seven. The

series became very popular with

the Chinese younger generation.

That is remarkable in itself. There is

a lot of discussion about class

because it is relatively new: not so

long ago everyone was of the same

class, by the very definition of

Communism. So how one’s class

impacts the outcome of one’s life is

a point of intense interest,

especially in light of the fluid

upward mobility that China has

experienced in recent decades. 

Star-gazy pie – A picture of this

Cornish fish pie made a lasting

impression on Chinese millennials. 

Generational differences between

the views of the old and the young

in China.

Firstly, it means that there is a huge

divide between the younger and older

generations which affects how they see

the UK. Indeed, some of the out-of-

date images are typically associated

with the older generation. The younger

generation, defined as the post-80s

and 90s generation (equivalent to

‘millennials’) in the time of the one

child policy, have much more access to

education, the English language and

the world. What then are the key

impressions of the UK for this

generation? 

Whilst the dish is not a common

one in the UK, it was popularized

on social media, with its distinctive

image, and now represents the

spirit of British food. (If you do not

know what it is, do Google it! The

beautiful and descriptive name

does not do the dish justice, with

dead fish sticking up out of the

pastry and staring at the sky. It is

not something you forget once you

see it).  As strange as it sounds, the

dish speaks to the curious nature of

British food for many Chinese,

especially when they step into a

Chinese restaurant in the UK for the

first time. 

The moment they step inside, it is

as if they have turned back the

clock. Such restaurant décor can

only be seen in old fashioned

movies. And when the menu

arrives, that is an even bigger shock!

As they stare at the Chinese menu,

no Chinese can work out what this

food actually is. How on earth have

we never have heard of any of these

dishes in China? And what is a

fortune cookie anyway? This

highlights a contrast: good food in

Britain is a privilege which often

comes at a price, whereas access to

good food is a right in China and

has nothing to do with price.

Male friendship – A fun and very

fond term, Fu Guo (Bromance

nation), was coined to refer to an

unapologetically close relationship

between two guys. This was

popularized by some British shows

that feature two male characters,

such as Sherlock, with Benedict

Cumberbatch as Holmes and

Martin Freeman as Watson. Rowan

Pelling from The Telegraph points

out that “only in Britain could the

resolutely non-smouldering Merlin,

Doctor Who, and Sherlock Holmes

become national sex symbols.”  

The impact of rapid change in China

on how Chinese see slowly-

changing Britain.

Secondly, the speed of change in

China means that the Chinese and

British are at opposite ends of the

spectrum when it comes to

experiencing change. The UK was one

of the first countries in the world to

industrialise and develop, so how is it

regarded by a country that has been

going through nothing but rapid

transition for the past 40 years?

Essentially, the Chinese view Britain

somewhat in the same way that

Generation Z (aka teenagers) view the

Boomer generation (aka “old people”).
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Lack of ambition?

According to Kate Fox, an

anthropologist, the top hobbies of the

British are DIY and gardening. In the

eyes of the Chinese, these hobbies are

very ordinary. They are perceived as

showing a lack of ambition and are

only something that retired people

would do. Acceptable “hobbies” in

China would be to work on one’s own

wealth creation, even better if this

means working on an idea for a

business that you can take public one

day. It is common for young Chinese to

have a second gig – a popular one

these days is being an influencer on

TikTok or such like. China is extremely

commercial, entrepreneurial and

competitive. Who has time to garden?

It remains an intriguing observation. 

 A lot less status anxiety.

Only in the UK can people who look

entirely ordinary and working class

appear on TV. In China, just as in the US,

the look would be entirely aspirational.

It is very interesting to see that, whilst

class plays an important role in British

society, people within each class seem

to be relatively secure about where they

come from. This could not be further

from the truth in China. If you are a

Chinese millennial, you are most

definitely a single child thanks to the

one child policy. Your entire life has

been filled with the unfulfilled dreams

of your parents, the expectation to do

well (since you are the only child), and

the comparison with other children

based on the gold standard of exam

results.
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Demographically “older”.

In China, you do not see many 60

and 70 year olds around unless it is

in an area where they tend to

socialise such as in a park for

exercise or looking after their

grandchildren. 

So the fact that in the UK the over-

60s just go about having their own

lives is quite a contrast. In the UK,

the older generation also tend to be

the ones with the most wealth,

whereas in China it will be the

opposite. 

The younger generation have the

spending power, and also know how

to spend it much better than the

older generation.
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 A high sense of security

This comparison continues after

leaving school and turns then to salary,

size of house, then the salary of the

spouse, and then the comparison of

the children. Another cycle begins.  

Because China has transitioned so

rapidly from one of the poorest

countries to where it is now, everyone

knows someone who has transformed

their lives from being poor to being

wealthy.  But what does it mean when

you have money? No one knows, so

they look at the British who have been

rich the longest. The new elites are

obsessed with getting their children

accessorized by what they think a

British boarding school offers. Thirty

years ago, it was playing the piano that

was a luxury. Now it is all about

knowing what to do with horses.

A high sense of security is one of the

key reasons why Chinese choose to live

in Britain. There is easy access to

resources. Everything is highly

institutionalised and there are always

procedures and instructions in place.   

People can enjoy living entirely

ordinary lives without feeling the

pressure to be successful, which

evidentially is the only way to live in

China. 

The Chinese see British people as

sensible and mature. They make a lot

less fuss about things, often because

they have seen similar things before,

and they are much more secure in

their social status and identities.

Not least because of China's

significance in the world.

Whilst Chinese understanding of

the UK may be superficial, the

Chinese often know more about

the UK than the British do about

China - which potentially puts

the UK at a disadvantage.

An understanding of

perceptions, right or wrong,

forms an important foundation

for more productive dialogue.

The similarities uncovered

between the young generations

of China and Britain provide

further fertile ground for mutual

understanding.

There is also high trust among

people. This is a contrast to China,

where things can be highly

opportunistic in nature, coupled

with the intense competition from a

1.4 billion population. Trust among

people is relatively low. By the same

token, trust in government is high in

China. This is partly driven by the

mentality that people hope the

government can sort things out for

them, almost like a parent.

And why do perceptions matter? 

Perhaps, in closing, it is worth

highlighting why Chinese views of

the British matter:


