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The Invisible War between the United States and Japan over China

Introduction

For a long time, scholarship on US-East Asian relations during World War II
has concentrated on the complexity of political affairs, especially on military
strategy, while issues concerning legal equality in international relations have
been ignored. Some historians have paid attention to the matter in regard to the
relinquishment of extraterritoriality of the Allied Powers in China, but they
emphasized the positive effect of American abolition of extraterritoriality.
Japan’s role in the process of extraterritoriality abrogation is never mentioned.!
The outbreak of the Pacific War in 1941 altered the traditional policy of the
powers towards China. Thus, the abolition of extraterritoriality became the
first step for both the United States and Japan in implementing new China
policies.

This paper will explore how the United States and Japan transformed their
China policies during World War II. It will focus on the process of the Ameri-
can and Japanese abolition of their unequal treaties with China in 1943, in
particular focusing on analysing the motives of the two countries in the pro-
cess. By re-examining the complexity of international relations in wartime, we
can see that the renouncement of extraterritoriality not only marked a historic
turning point in America’s China policy, but also had a great impact on the
transformation of East Asian politics during World War II.

L. The Powers’ Abolition Policy before 1941

Chinese desire for the abolition of the unequal treaties with the powers had a
long history. Since the establishment of the Chinese National Government by
Dr. Sun Yat-sen in 1911, it had been one of the most important goals for the
Chinese government in international politics. For example, on December 23,
1933, the Chinese government informed the United States that the Sino-Ameri-
can Commercial Treaty of 1903 should be revised. The American government
expressed its willingness to deal with this matter, but no real progress was
made and negotiations ended almost as soon as they had begun.? Soon after,
the Chinese government continued to negotiate with the United States about
American extraterritorial rights and related privileges in China, but these ef-
forts were not successful.
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After the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War in 1937, the United States con-
sidered the exercise and continuance of extraterritoriality and other similar privi-
leges in China to be increasingly useful. In December 1937, Secretary of State
Cordell Hull expressed his view that the American government should com-
plete its responsibilities and obligations in China. He held the opinion that the
presence of American armed units to protect American nationals in China had
become more necessary than ever before because the situation in China was
rapidly deteriorating. In particular, he stated that at that moment to withdraw
American troops from China “would appear like abandoning China to her fate.”

In order to pursue aggressive policies in China, Japan began to use extrater-
ritorial rights in its newly occupied areas to attack the Western Powers in order
to exclude their forces involved in these areas. After establishing two puppet
regimes in north and central China, on December 22, 1938, Japanese Prime
Minister Konoye Fumimaro told the Imperial Diet that Japan not only respected
“the sovereignty of China,” but also was willing to “take an active measure to
proceed with the issues concerning the abolition of extraterritoriality and the
rendition of concessions and settlements, which would be necessary for the full
independence of China.”* Furthermore, on January 26, 1939, Foreign Minister
Arita Hachiro clarified in the Diet that Japan was considering abolishing extra-
territorial rights in the “new governmenbt of China.””

On March 30, 1940, Wang Jing-wei escaped to Shanghai, which was under
Japanese control, and this finally resulted in a new puppet regime—*“the Na-
tional Government of the Republic of China” in Nanjing. On November 30,
Japan officially recognized that Wang’s regime was “the only government of
China.” According to Article VIII of the Sino-Japanese Treaty reached in No-
vember 1940, Japan announced that it would “abolish extraterritorial rights
possessed by Japan in China and make concessions to the Chinese govern-
ment.”®

As soon as Japan recognized the Wang puppet regime, the United States
responded vigorously by aiding Chiang Kai-shek through the lend-lease project.
With regard to extraterritorial rights in China, the attitude of the American gov-
ernment underwent a subtle change. In April 1941, when Chinese Foreign
Minister Guo Tai-qi arrived in Washington he expressed the strong Chinese
desire for abrogation of extraterritoriality and requested that the United States
take the initiative to “abolish the unequal treaties and complement an agree-
ment based on mutual interests and equality” with China.” On May 13, 1941, ‘

95




The Invisible War between the United States and Japan over China

Hull made an announcement that the American government would not change
its policy of surrendering extraterritoriality in China because “the time had not
come to dispense with the protection that American forces stand ready to ac-
cord to American citizens there.”® On May 26, Chinese Foreign Minister Guo
Tai-qi reiterated the stand of the Chinese government that Chinese people in-
tended to terminate the unequal treaties and believed in “non-discrimination in
international commercial relations” and “in the broad principles of cooperation
and equality.” On May 31, Hull replied to him and proclaimed that the Ameri-
can government understood “China’s aspirations for readjustment of anoma-
lies in its international relations” and promised that the United States would
solve this matter with the Chinese government when “conditions of peace again
prevail” in China.'

Hull’s statement implied that matters concerning American extraterritorial
rights should be taken up only after the war. Compared with the ambiguous
attitude announced before, this policy was rather more progressive, although it
was limited only to a special period after the restoration of peace in China. As
the war developed in Europe and Asia, the attitude of the American govern-
ment towards independent self-government became much more explicit than
ever before. On August 14, President Franklin D. Roosevelt and British Prime
Minister Winston S. Churchill signed the Atlantic Charter, in which the two
governments claimed that they respected the right of all peoples who “wish to
see sovereign rights and self-government restored to those who have been forc-
ibly deprived to them” after the war.!! Nevertheless, Japan’s sudden attack at
Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, immediately led to a transformation of
America’s China policy.

II. The Abolition of Extraterritoriality in the Pacific War

As soon as the United States entered the war, an alliance between China and
the United States was established. The day after the attack, China, together
with the United States, declared war on Japan. This special wartime partner-
ship between the two countries resulted in a crucial transformation of America’s
East Asian policy.

(1) A Special Sino-US Relationship in Wartime
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In the early part of the war, the United States adopted a “Europe First Policy.”
This policy implied that the war in Asia was secondary to America’s global
strategy. Notwithstanding, the attack altered American concerns and forced
the United States to focus on the war in Asia. The United States intended to
keep China in the war, thereby tying down millions of Japanese troops until the
ultimate Allied victory in Europe. Thus, the wartime strategy of the United
States was to tie China into the war as tightly as possible.

For the United States, China’s importance was twofold. America intended to
make use of Chinese resistance forces to fight against Japanese aggression.
Meanwhile, from the perspective of America’s own military strategy, bases on
the Chinese mainland would permit American bombers to strike Japan. Admi-
ral Harry E. Yarnell, former Commander in Chief of the US Asiatic Fleet, tes-
tified before the House Committee that the Chinese mainland was “the only
area from which long-range bombers can reach Japan.”'? This led to the con-
clusion that Allied success against Japan required the continued participation
of China in the war.

In order to reach this goal, the United States attempted to support China.
Politically, one of the most important measures taken was to aid China’s par-
ticipation in international affairs, recognizing China as a “Great Power” in world
politics. This strategy emerged in the spring of 1942. On May 2, 1942, Roosevelt
declared that “in the future an unconquerable China will play its proper role in
maintaining peace and prosperity not only in Eastern Asia but in the whole
world.”"® Soon after, in discussions with Soviet Foreign Minister V. M. Molotov
in late May, Roosevelt further reiterated the importance of postwar cooperation
among the “four policemen,” which included China together with the United
States, Great Britain, and the Soviet Union.!* The superficial alliance, how-
ever, could not alter unequal relations between China and the Allied Powers in
international relations. The existence of unequal treaties, which stipulated ex-
traterritorial rights, was an example of continuing legal inequality.

After America’s entry into the war, legal discrimination against Chinese was
brought to the attention of American public opinion, in particular to the con-
cern of pro-China intellectuals. Pearl S. Buck, for example, America’s first
woman Nobel Prize winner, who spent most of her life in China and was known
as the most influential Westerner to write about China since Marco Polo, emerged
as one of the strongest wartime defenders of freedom and equality for Chinese.

For instance, on March 14, 1942, addressing the celebration of India-China
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Friendship Day in New York, Buck urged her audience that “our democracy
has been marred by imperialism” because “we are only partial democracies”
and American freedom was not for “all the principle of human government.”"
Approximately two weeks later, on March 26, in a radio address, Buck repeat-
edly denounced American discrimination against the Chinese and pointed out
that “China will fight for the Allied cause as long as that cause is a truly demo-
cratic one and will give real freedom and human equality to all peoples.”!

On the other hand, Chinese demands for abolition of the unequal treaties
emerged. Typical of these voices was Madame Chiang Kai-shek’s. On April
23, 1942, Madame Chiang issued a statement in the New York Times condemn-
ing the evils of the extraterritorial rights of the Western Powers in China and
stated that “the Westerners must change their attitudes towards China” and
“give Chinese real freedom which is based on principles of equality.”!”

Immediately these voices, particularly Madame Chiang’s demand, aroused
awareness of the extraterritoriality issue in the State Department. Two days
later, on April 25, Hull discussed with British Ambassador Edward Halifax in
Washington their extraterritorial and related rights in China because Madame
Chiang’s articles, which were considered “state papers” in the American press,
strongly denounced the extraterritorial system in China.'® Having exchanged
views with Britain, the State Department concluded that conversation with the
Chinese government would not be taken up at that moment until peace was
restored in China.”

This policy became the dominant one in the State Department. Early in
1942, Maxwell M. Hamilton, Chief of the Division of Far Eastern Affairs, gave
the following four reasons for not surrendering American extraterritorial and
related rights: first, the United States had promised the Chinese government its
readiness to abolish extraterritoriality after the war before the war broke out;
second, because of the Japanese military occupation, extraterritoriality was not
effective. At this moment, American abolition “was nothing but a gesture con-
ceived in and manifesting weakness”; third, under a period of unsettled condi-
tions, there would be a special need for American nationals to have the protec-
tion accorded by extraterritorial rights; fourth, when the war was over the United
States would deal with the Chinese government in accordance with what the
American government needed, and retention of extraterritorial and related rights
could give the United States “a bargaining factor of some importance.” Fi-
nally, he concluded that there would be “more to be lost than gained by abol-
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ishing extraterritoriality now” and insisted on revision of treaties with China
“after the termination of hostilities in the light of conditions then prevailing.”
Nevertheless, Hamilton pointed out that the United States was fighting not only
for self-preservation but also for human rights and democracy, as well as for
greater equality in the general political, economic, and social systems that had
previously existed. Relinquishment of extraterritoriality would explicitly mani-
fest the war aims of the Allies. Therefore, he suggested that the government
take the initiative in setting up a small committee to do some preparatory work
toward the drafting of a suitable treaty with the Chinese government in the “not
too distant future.”?

In addition, Stanley K. Hornbeck, Adviser on Political Relations, agreed with
Hamilton’s proposal and insisted that at that moment “there was no special
need for special action on our part in support of Chinese morale or by way of
conciliating the Chinese.” In particular, he emphasized that at that time there
was no good reason for the United States to play “this China card.” “There
may come a time when we will need a card and when it would be advantageous
for us to have this card and opportune for us to play it,” he added, “We should
make such preparations as would put us in position to move promptly and well
if, when and as occasion arises.”?!

In the meantime, in response to Madame Chiang’s demand, the British gov-
ernment was also taking into account the same problem. On May 12, 1942,
Halifax called on Hull in Washington and requested American collaboration to
proceed with their extraterritorial rights in China since Madame Chiang con-
tinued to publish articles in the American press strongly condemning the extra-
territorial system. Eventually, the two governments reached the conclusion
that “the present time would not be favorable” for them to abolish extraterrito-
riality in China.”? Furthermore, in June, American Ambassador John G. Winant
in London discussed this issue again with Anthony Eden, Britain’s Foreign
Minister. The two governments agreed that it was not “an opportune time” for
surrendering their extraterritorial rights in China.* Nevertheless, Japan’s chal-
lenge to the interests of the Allied Powers in the occupied areas led the United
States to alter its policy and begin to play this “China card.”

(2) The “Down with Anglo-American Imperialism” Campaign
The discriminatory policies of the Allied Powers towards China, their Achil-
les’ heels, gave the Axis Powers a strong tool against Roosevelt’s Four Free-
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doms. In particular, Japanese propagandists found this very valuable ammuni-
tion in their appeals to other Asians. They began to use this psychological
weaponry—unequal treaties, which were considered the first step in a Western
invasion of Asia, to preach a campaign of “Asia for the Asiatics.”

Five days after the attack, Japan began to call the war “The Great East Asia
War” and proclaimed that the purpose of the war was to “overthrow the Ameri-
can and British imperialists, who have oppressed and squeezed one billion Asians
in order to establish an ideal order of co-prosperity and co-existence in East
Asia."

In order to reinforce the propaganda effect, in February 1942, an article en-
titled “A New Step Towards Emancipation of Asian Peoples” came out in Toa
Kaihou [Emancipation of East Asia]. It insisted that the essence of “injustice
and inequality” was rooted in exploitation by the Western Powers of Asian
peoples.? Later, in June 1942, a series of “Open Letters to Asian Peoples™
came out in the Asahi Shimbun, in which exploitation and oppression of Asians
by the Western Powers was strongly denounced.”® In another editorial, “Shake
Hands—Japan and China” on June 25, the author saw hypocrisy in the Allied
democracies and appealed to the Chinese to “share hardship” with the Japanese
in this war for “China’s independence and freedom.””’

In summary, the Japanese ridiculed the Allied Powers in their newspaper and
radio propaganda directed towards Asian peoples, insinuating that such state-
ments clearly showed the Allies intended to keep China in a semi-colonial state
as long as possible, and that Asian peoples would never receive equal and im-
partial treatment from the Allied Powers.

Japan’s campaign of “Asia for the Asiatics” aroused an immediate response
from its agents in China. Before the coming of the 100th anniversary of the
Nanjing Treaty, the ratification of the first unequal treaty between China and
the Western Powers in 1842, various anti-Anglo-American movements took
place in the Japanese occupied areas. On August 10, Ling Bo-sheng, Minister
of Propaganda of the Wang puppet regime, issued a radio address: “From the
Opium War to the Great East Asia War.” “Our Chinese have had deep hatred
towards British and American imperialists since the Opium War,” he addressed
his audience. “Now it is a crucial moment for us to liberate East Asia from
Western oppression and eradicate this humiliation.” Subsequently, the Wang
puppet regime declared a special week, from August 23 to 29, to batter the evils

of Western imperialism in order to “wake up Asian peoples in this great war.”*
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The anti-Allied propaganda was highlighted in late August in the Japanese
occupied areas. On August 29, on the 100th anniversary of the ratification of
the Nanjing Treaty, the Wang government in Nanjing convened a momentous
mass meeting. At the meeting Wang Jing-wei, Chairman of the Nanjing gov-
ernment, condemned the evils of the unequal treaties and extolled Japanese
achievements in assisting Chinese to “overthrow the oppression of the Western
imperialists.” Furthermore, he appealed to the Chinese, uniting with the Japa-
nese, to “drive away all the Western imperialists from Asia” in order to “vital-
ize East Asia.”*® With a high spirit of Chinese nationalist consciousness, a
tremendous “Down with Anglo-American Imperialism” movement prevailed
in the Japanese occupied areas.

(3) Towards Abolition

Japan’s propaganda weapon to utilize the unequal treaties to batter the Allied
Powers raised concerns in American public opinion. On May 18, 1942, an
article entitled “Exclusion and Extraterritoriality” came out in Contemporary
China. The author denounced the racial discrimination against the Chinese in
American legislation and the evils of extraterritorial rights in China and de-
manded that “the era of the unjust system” toward China must “come to an
end.”! In order to silence Japanese propaganda, on August 10, another article
entitled “This Is No Racial War” was published which clamored for freedom
and equality for “all the oppressed races and nations.” The author stressed the
significance of terminating unequal treaties in order to counteract Japanese
Propaganda which was greatly impeding America’s good relations with China.3?

In response to the increasing demand for abolition of extraterritoriality, on
August 13, Roger S. Greene, a former US diplomat in China and a main war-
time pro-China lobbyist, wrote to Stanley Hornbeck and requested that the State
Department concern itself with this matter since it would “help to convince
some doubters in Asia that we really do mean that the Atlantic Charter shall
apply to the Far East as much as Europe.”*

In addition, on August 17, Senator Elbert D. Thomas, a member of the Sen-
ate Committee on Foreign Relations, urged Congress to abolish the unequal
treaties with China as soon as possible. He addressed the Senate:

As a war measure, the United States and Great Britain should say to China
that they renounce their extraterritorial rights. 1 cannot conceive why we
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should wait until peace comes to negotiate an extraterritorial agreement
with China, when the Japanese have rushed us, and the Chinese with us,
as the British, and practically all the extraterritorial law, out of China at
the present time.... [ know of no better time to renounce our rights than
on August 29, 1942, 100 years after the imposition of the Opium War
Treaty.>*

In light of growing popular sentiment in favor of action toward abolition,
the State Department decided to consider the extraterritoriality issue. Since
Hull insisted on “a common interest” among the Allies, he suggested working
with Britain. On August 27, Hull discussed with Halifax possible abrogation
of extraterritoriality.> The American and British governments conceded to con-
clude brief treaties with China, which would provide for abolition of extraterri-
toriality. On September 5, Hull urged Winant in London to convince the British
government to take an affirmative step in the matter of abolition. The United
States insisted that this strategy would accomplish the following three prin-
ciple objectives. First, it would have psychological and political benefits to the
cause of the Allied Powers, which would be of concrete assistance to China
and strengthen the determination of the Chinese war effort. Second, it would
eliminate an existing anomaly in relations with China. Third, it would enable
the United States to earn Chinese trust in postwar politics. Finally, the British
government agreed to abolish its extraterritorial rights in China. Both of the
governments decided to formally communicate the Chinese government on
October 10, the Independence Day of the Republic of China, that they would
abolish their extraterritorial and related rights in China and issued statements
in the press in the two countries in order to strengthen their propaganda ef-
fect.?

This action of the Allied Powers won great enthusiasm from the Chinese
government. On October 9, Roosevelt informed Chiang Kai-shek that the United
States would rescind the unequal treaties with China.”” Chiang, greatly moved
by this unexpected action, sent a telegram to Roosevelt: “Certainly, this will
bolster the morale of us Chinese to fight against Japanese aggression bravely,”
he said. “Any other action cannot compare with the renouncement of the un-
equal treaties.”® Subsequently, in a radio address, Chiang clarified that the
abolition was not only “an important milestone in the history of the revival of
the Chinese nation,” but was also “a brilliant lighthouse erected by Britain and
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America to guide men’s progress on the road to freedom and equality for all
mankind.”** The American Ambassador in Chongging, Clarence Gauss, re-
ported to the State Department on Chinese enthusiasm for the abolition and
said that this Anglo-American policy would be “a blow to Japanese propa-
ganda efforts.”*

Notwithstanding the propaganda effect of the Allied Powers far exceeding
their expectations, little progress was made in negotiations. The United States
had drafted a brief agreement before the announcement was issued. It mainly
consisted of the following articles: renouncement of extraterritorial rights; ab-
rogation of the Sino-American Treaty of 1901 (Boxer Protocol); and return of
the International Settlements at Shanghai and Amoy to China as well as other
related rights.*! The State Department began to ask the British government for
this draft treaty.

Since Britain enjoyed more privileges than any other Power in China except
Japan, it was cautious about each word of the draft. The British government
agreed to abolish extraterritoriality, but it considered the American draft “un-
wise” because it included “many restrictive provisions designed to safeguard
American or British interests” in China and requested a revision to defend their
rights.*? After amendments to the draft, the American and British governments
began to negotiate with the Chinese government.

During the negotiations, Chiang Kai-shek told T.V. Soong, Chinese Foreign
Minister, “all unequal treaties must be completely abolished apart from extra-
territorial rights.”* The unequal treaties included extraterritoriality, special
commercial and other rights in relation to inland navigation and cabotage and
privileges enjoyed by American naval vessels in Chinese territorial waters, and
American and British nationals in China, etc. The Chinese government pre-
pared for a draft treaty which focused on abolishing all special privileges en-
joyed by American and British nationals in China. The American and the Brit-
ish governments agreed to rescind extraterritorial rights. However, as they
related to other special rights and interests involved in China, various problems
and conlflicts surfaced. The United States persisted in maintaining privileges
for its nationals such as real property and “impartial treatment”; Britain in-
sisted on “non-discrimination” against its nationals in international commerce
and business.* It was at this moment that an invisible war between the Allied
Powers and Japan started.
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IIL. An Invisible War between the US and Japan over China

In October 1942, with the great growth in Chinese nationalist conscious-
ness, the Allied Powers decided to abolish their extraterritorial and related rights
in China. In the meantime, Japan tried to use this unusual opportunity for
another propaganda offensive on the ideological battlefront and began to ad-
just its China policy.

In August 1942, when the Chinese movement known as “Down with Anglo-
American Imperialism” prevailed in the Japanese occupied areas, Shigemitsu
Mamoru, Japanese Ambassador in Nanjing, sent a confidential telegram on
August 17 to the Foreign Ministry. He gave a detailed description of the rapid
development of Chinese nationalism and urged his government to “catch this
golden opportunity” for an offensive against the Allies. “To abolish the un-
equal treaties,” he insisted, “would have a great value for our future.”* The
key point of this new policy proposed by Shigemitsu was to recognize “China’s
independence and sovereignty.” The Japanese Foreign Ministry accepted his
proposal. On August 19, Japan decided to abolish the unequal treaties. The
Japanese government insisted that the abolition could have three advantageous
effects. First, the renouncement of the unequal treaties, the first step in the
Western invasion of East Asia, would give Japan a “psychological success.”
Second, Japanese conquest of Hong Kong, a British colony, would have great
political value for the campaign of “Asia for the Asiatics.” Third, Japan could
use this abolition to condemn the double standards of the Allied call for democ-
racy and freedom.*

Japan’s policy immediately won enthusiasm from the Wang puppet govern-
ment. In his address on August 29, Wang Jing-wei showed his “great grati-
tude” for Japan’s action and appealed to “four hundred million Chinese, unit-
ing with the Japanese, to fight for ultimate victory in the Great East Asia War.”’

In addition, Japan paid great attention to the Allies extraterritoriality aboli-
tion movement. When news of the official announcements issued by the United
States and Britain came out on October 10, the Japanese government concerned
itself with the issues relating to the “abolition of Japan’s special privileges”
and giving the Chinese “equality” and “independence.” On October 15, the
Japanese consulate in Beijing sent a confidential telegram to the Foreign Min-
istry, and requested the government to abolish extraterritoriality since “it would
greatly benefit our campaign for the emancipation of East Asia” and would
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have “immense propaganda value to batter the Allied Powers.”*

Considering the rapidly deteriorating situation in China, the Japanese gov-
ernment insisted that abolition would be increasingly important to “obtain Chi-
nese cooperation and enhance Chinese morale” in “the Great East Asia War.”
On November 10, Japan decided to abolish its extraterritorial and related rights
in China and began to work out a strategy—“China’s entry into the Great East
Asia War.”* Subsequently, negotiations between Japan and the Wang puppet
regime were carried out in extreme secrecy.

By late November, a draft treaty was completed. In “A Policy of China’s
Entry into the War,” the Japanese government decided to “catch a very proper,
political opportunity to force China to declare war on the Allies in late January,
1943.” With respect to the significance of Japan’s strategy, the Foreign Minis-
try prepared a detailed policy of propaganda for the abolition. This strategy
focused on “the great influence and political effect towards peoples in the Greater
East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere and those who were oppressed by American
and British imperialists in the world.”*®

In order to bolster Chinese morale for entry into “the Great East Asia War,”
Wang Jing-wei visited Japan on December 20, 1942. In a conversation with
Wang next day, Prime Minister Tojo Hideki expressed his “great sympathy”
for the Chinese, who were oppressed by British and American imperialists for
over one hundred years. Tojo requested the Chinese, cooperating with the Japa-
nese, to devote themselves to the construction of “the Greater East Asia Co-
prosperity Sphere.” Wang stated the Chinese commitment to “‘share hardship”
with Japan. He also showed Chinese determination to enter the war. Tojo
“gladly accepted Wang’s proposal.” In regard to the exact date, they decided
that the best opportunity would be late January, 1943.5!

While Japan and the Wang puppet regime undertook their preparatory work
for a new treaty, the United States and Britain were also negotiating with the
Chinese government. Negotiations between China and the United States were
going successfully. However, since Britain would not give up some special
commercial interests in China and refused to deal with the issues concerning
the return of Hong Kong, negotiations between China and Britain had to be
suspended in late December, 1942. The original American plan, which the
United States and Britain had intended to announce publicly to abolish the
unequal treaties with China on January 1, 1943, had to be postponed. How-
ever, it was at this moment that another unexpected incident occurred.
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To the Chinese, it was a historic event to abolish the unequal treaties with the
Powers. It had been one of the most important targets for the Chinese govern-
ment in international relations since the Republic of China was founded in
1911. Therefore, within the process of preparatory work for a new treaty, the
Chinese government also paid attention to the political effect of abolition and
was vigorously preparing for its propaganda value in order to enhance China’s
position in international politics, though this was undertaken in secrecy. How-
ever, the Allies’ abolition strategy, which was considered “top secret,” was re-
vealed suddenly.

The incident occurred before the coming of the new year. On December 27,
1942, an editorial entitled “Salute to President Roosevelt” came out in
Zhongyang Ribao, which was the official newspaper of the Chinese govern-
ment. The author expressed China’s great gratitude for the American lend-
lease project and surprised his readers by reporting that “new agreements to
renounce unequal treaties with the United States and Great Britain will be signed
on January 1, 1943.”52 The news spread quickly. The United States criticized
the Chinese government for the leak. Chiang Kai-shek was extremely embar-
rassed. Immediately, Tao Bai-chuang, Chief Editor of Zhongyang Ribao, was
punished.*

Nevertheless, this unexpected incident provided Japanese propagandists with
a golden chance for an offensive on the ideological battlefront. The failure of
the Allied Powers to renounce the unequal treaties on January 1, 1943 forced
Japan to speed up preparatory work for a new treaty. On January 3, 1943,
Shigemitsu called on Wang Jing-wei. During their discussions, Shigemitsu
obtained information that the United States was dealing with the abolition of
extraterritorial rights in China. Immediately he sent a confidential telegram to
the Foreign Ministry and requested his government to “maximize the political
effect of abolishing extraterritorial rights immediately.”>* The Japanese gov-
ernment accepted his proposal and was vigorously preparing for an agreement
with the Wang puppet regime. On January 5, Shigemitsu discussed these mat-
ters with Wang Jing-wei and requested China’s immediate action to “enter into
the war as soon as possible.” Wang accepted his proposal. The next day an
official announcement to “Declare War on the Allies” was completed by the
Wang regime.

In addition, Japan speeded up steps toward abolition. On January 7,
Shigemitsu, Japanese Ambassador in Nanjing, sent a new proposal to the For-
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eign Ministry, in which he suggested moving the agreement to an earlier date.
“If our announcement is later than the United States,” he urged his govern-
ment, “it would be completely disadvantageous to our strategy.”* Having con-
sidered the political, and especially propaganda value of Japan’s abolition of
the unequal treaties and China’s entry into the war, the Japanese government
decided to reach a new treaty with the Wang puppet government in advance.
On January 8, as soon as Shigemitsu informed his government that all prepara-
tory work for a new treaty had been accomplished, the Japanese Imperial Diet
decided to implement a new treaty with the Wang puppet regime immediately.”’

On January 9, 1943, Wang Jing-wei and Shigemitsu signed the Sino-Japa-
nese Agreement in Nanjing, which stipulated that Japan would relinquish its
extraterritorial rights in China. In the meantime, Wang Jing-wei issued an an-
nouncement that China had declared war on the United States and Britain. After
signing the treaty, Wang Jing-wei and Tojo made a radio address in the two
countries saying the two governments would “cooperate and fight against Anglo-
American imperialists, who squeezed one billion Asian peoples, in order to
eradicate the calamity caused by Anglo-American imperialism” and to “devote
ourselves to the peace of the world.”®

Japan’s actions surprised the Allies. Having heard the news, Chiang Kai-
shek wrote in his diary on January 10, “I really feel regret that our treaty was
postponed.” He added, “A new treaty will be reached soon, but its effect would
be far below our expectation.” After some compromise by the Chinese gov-
ernment, treaties between the United States, Britain, and China were imple-
mented on January 11, 1943, abolishing extraterritorial rights and related privi-
leges. Subsequently, the Chinese government reached treaties with Belgium
and Luxembourg, Brazil, Canada, Denmark, the Netherlands, Norway, Portu-
gal, Sweden, and Switzerland. Thus China ended its humiliating century of
legal inequality and semi-colonialism.

Conclusion

The abolition of unequal treaties by the Powers in China in January 1943
ushered in a new era in Chinese-foreign relations. It not only terminated ab-
normal relations that had existed between China and the Powers for a century,
but also marked the moment that China took its first step toward legal equality
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and independence in international relations. It indicated the emergence of an
independent and sovereign China in international politics. In this sense, the
abolition was an epoch-making event in Chinese history.

Nevertheless, this first step was made in another unequal situation. It is
apparent if we review the motives and intentions of the United States and Japan
during the process of abolition. Superficially, the Powers did lose some privi-
leges by the abolition. However, it should be noted that those privileges actu-
ally were not effective or could not be put into practice because of the Japanese
occupation of China. Japan, unquestionably, gained more than it lost by its
invasion of China.

Therefore, abolition itself did not mean that the Powers had no intention of
maintaining their special rights or interests in China. On the contrary, it was
for more political reasons that the Powers renounced the unequal treaties with
China. Hull wrote in his Memoirs later that the abrogation of the unequal
treaties would be advantageous in weakening Britain’s dominant position in
China so that America’s influence in East Asia could be maintained.®

To Japan, the renouncement of the unequal treaties was indeed a symbolic
gesture. In fact, after Japan’s large-scale invasion of China in 1937, most areas
in China occupied by foreign powers were under Japanese domination. The
abolition reflected Japan’s ambition to subjugate China. Thus, Japan’s aboli-
tion strategy became an indispensable means for the further conquest of China.
In sum, abolition became an important method for both the United States and
Japan to enhance their political capital in East Asia, especially in regard to
seeking hegemonic positions in post-war politics.

As a matter of fact, it was not a simple matter for China to readjust her
political and economic relations with the Powers. As soon as the war was over,
the United States immediately implemented a new agreement with Chiang Kai-
shek’s government in which some American special privileges in China were
guaranteed again. The Chinese people had to endure many further hardships
while struggling for non-discriminatory treatment in international relations, such
as in American immigration legislation.

Notes
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