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Abstract

Public opinion in Britain influenced the government’s policy of retreat in response to
Chinese nationalism in the 1920s. The foreigners’ rights to live, preach, work and trade
in China extracted by the ‘unequal treaties’ in the nineteenth century were challenged
by an increasingly powerful nationalist movement, led by the Kuomintang, which was
bolstered by Soviet support. The Chinese began a major attack on British interests in
June 1925 in South China and continued the attack as the Kuomintang marched upward
to the Yangtze River, where much of British trade was centred. Policymakers in Britain
struggled to come up with a workable policy that could meet the new challenge of
Chinese nationalism and satisfy its own interests in East Asia. The result was a
complete renunciation of the traditional gunboat policy for a policy of friendship and
conciliation. Why then did Britain begin its retreat from China? Why, in the face of the
contrasting forces of Chinese nationalism and strong opposition from the British
community in China, did Britain decide to relinquish its traditional treaty rights?
Political, strategic and economic issues determined, to an extent, Britain’s China policy,
but historians have neglected to see the vital influence of domestic opinion in Britain
and to take into account the cultural context within which policy was made. In a time
when mass audiences read the news and actively engaged in debates over policy, policy
needed not only to be pragmatic and profitable, but also persuasive. An entire section of
British thought about China has been neglected in the existing literature. This thesis
argues that the confluence of liberal, Labour, business, pacifist and missionary opinion
in Britain after the First World War and the victory of its narrative of China provided

critical support for a policy of imperial retreat from China.
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Introduction

The cataclysm of the First World War shook Britain’s confidence in its past. Millions of
young men, representing the hope and future of the country had perished in the four
years of incessant, violent slaughter. The past achievements of empire and global power
faded out of view due to the waste and destruction that lay in the war’s wake. The
celebrated legacy of Britain and of Europe was increasingly called into question.
Europe was weary, angry and bitter, and as citizens and leaders sought to rebuild, they
increasingly rejected the past in favour of a modern vision of peaceful and prosperous

co-existence.

Outside of the West, however, potent, organised nationalisms of the Rest sprung forth
with alacrity and fresh zeal after the war. Building upon several decades of nationalist
organisation, the Wafd party in Egypt, the “Young Turks’ and “Young China’ lay claim
to their right to self-determination, opposing European and especially British
infringement of their sovereignty.” The interwar period was a time of changing power
relations and contesting narratives within both the British Empire and its ‘informal’

Empire.

In China, particularly, the rise of the Kuomintang in the 1920s forced the British to
reconsider what kind of people the Chinese were. Since the Renaissance, the West had
seen itself as the birthplace of ideas and invention; the West was progressive, moving
forward. China, in contrast, had usually been seen as ancient, conservative and
unchanging—the embodiment of oldness.? But after the devastation of the First World
War and with Chinese nationalism’s rising challenge to established Western structures
it seemed as if the tables had been turned. Old Europe was gone, but was a new China
really rising? Was the ancient ‘sleeping giant’ finally rousing itself from its centuries-
long stupor? The challenge that Chinese nationalism posed to established British
interests raised the issue of whether a form of Chinese modernity had now arrived, of
whether the nationalist movement co-opted by the KMT constituted ‘a fundamental
break from earlier civilizational formations’.* Was Chinese nationalism an authentic
manifestation of a modern impulse or was it a Western import conveniently tacked onto
a traditional xenophobia? The uncertainty about China’s future created a wide space for

debate among the British interested in China and their debates became a full, varied
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source of assumptions, stereotypes, images and attitudes that would form the context

within which Britain’s foreign policy towards China was made.

Past histories have not placed the story of Sino-British relations within an explicit
understanding of the cultural and ideological shifts taking place in the interwar period.
Political, strategic and economic factors have usually been seen as the main
determinants of Britain’s policy towards China. However, foreign policy was also
derived from cultural understandings of China. Racially-based assumptions and
stereotypes had always accompanied discussions of China and informed the
policymaking process and in the 1920s, the narratives about China that policymakers
chose to believe influenced the concrete decisions that they took about Britain’s future
in China. The narratives chosen were not necessarily accurate, but they were usually
convenient. The 1920s thus saw the affirmation and escalation of a policy of
relinquishing concessions in China, motivated in large part by the challenge of
organised Chinese nationalism and reinforced by the opinions of a war-weary British
public. The experience of the First World War had undermined British confidence in
the imperial enterprise, cast doubt on the wisdom of a gunboat policy and increased the
divide between policymakers and the traditional China lobby. At the same time, a new
confluence of liberal, Labour, pacifist and missionary opinion in Britain would provide
a favourable domestic context for the implementation of an official policy of imperial
retreat.

SINO-BRITISH RELATIONS IN THE 1920s

The British presence in China in the 1920s centred on the treaty-ports along the coast
and the Yangtse, although a number of missionaries also ventured inland to preach
among the Chinese. Trade had been the government’s priority since the beginning of
Sino-British relations in the early seventeenth century, when the English East India
Company began to trade with Chinese merchants, and trade was the motivation behind
the construction of the treaty system through warfare in the middle of the nineteenth
century. The opening of the treaty-ports and the most-favoured-nation clause (which
gave foreign powers trading equality) had been extracted from China in the treaties
signed after the First and Second Opium Wars, which the Chinese labelled the ‘unequal
treaties’. These treaties also saw the Chinese losing tariff autonomy and being forced to

grant foreigners extraterritoriality (immunity from Chinese law, making them
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answerable only to their own courts). Throughout the disintegration of the Ch’ing
Empire, the revolution of 1911 and its descent into warlordism, the British, along with
other Europeans and Americans, continued to live, preach, work and trade in China
according to their special privileges. Britain was only one of several Powers who
operated the treaty-port system and benefitted economically from China’s weakness,
but until the interwar period, Britain was considered the leader of the informal
imperialists by the other Powers, the Chinese and themselves. British leaders had no
ambitions to make China into another India and were content with the structure of their
‘informal empire>* in China. Yet, as Gallagher and Robinson have pointed out,
‘Refusals to annex are no proof of reluctance to control.”®> Empire in China was
informal, motivated by trade and finance, and British residency was limited mostly to
the foreign enclaves in special areas, but Britain’s political will was constantly being

imposed upon an unwilling China.®

China’s unwillingness to continue a system which compromised its sovereignty was
openly manifested in the nationalist movement that engulfed the country from the end
of the Ch’ing and in the beginning decades of the Republic. Despite the turmoil and
chaos prevailing throughout the country, Chinese nationalism became a potent unifying
force in the warlord era. In 1919 intellectual ferment, student activism and economic
protest combined in the nationalist May Fourth Movement. Angered by the decision at
Versailles to give the German concession in Shantung to the Japanese, intellectuals and
students joined with merchants and labour unions to protest the decision, in a large
nationwide demonstration, strike and boycott movement.” The movement revealed that
nationalism in China had powerful political and organisational capabilities. The
question of Shantung was finally addressed by the Powers in 1921-1922 at the
Washington Conference, when Japan agreed to hand back Shantung to the Chinese. The
Powers further promised to uphold the Open Door policy in China and to preserve
Chinese territorial sovereignty, addressing issues of tariffs and extraterritoriality in the
medium-term. Although the Washington Conference seemed to herald a new era of co-
operation and conciliation in East Asia, the lofty rhetoric did not match the existing
realities. Most foreigners continued to live in their closed societies immune to Chinese
rule-of-law and continued to set their own tariff rates. The Chinese further resented
British dominance of the Chinese Maritime Customs and the Salt Gabelle (although

they remained Chinese state agencies). The twin cries of the Chinese nationalists,
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‘Down with imperialism!” and ‘Long live the liberation of the Chinese nation!” thus

resonated through the entire decade.®

Nationalism’s target was, first of all, the imperialists who had robbed China of its
sovereignty. Of these imperial powers, Britain was the most powerful and preeminent.
Indeed, Chinese revolutionaries continued to call the British, the ‘greatest enemies of
the Chinese national liberation movement’® throughout the 1920s. It was therefore only

a matter of time before the contrary forces of imperialism and nationalism would clash.

The clash came in 1925. On 30 May the shooting of several Chinese protesters by
British subjects in Shanghai sparked another large-scale protest movement, this time
directed against the British. A lengthy boycott ensued and British trade interests began
to suffer. Meanwhile, the Kuomintang (KMT), the Nationalist Party founded by Sun
Yat-sen, had been strengthened by Soviet exports of advisers and arms since 1923.
Bolstered by Comintern support and organisational experience, the KMT actively
promoted nationalist and anti-imperial protests, while making preparations to unify the
country through military action. The KMT embarked on the Northern Expedition in
July 1926, rapidly moving from its base in south China toward the Yangtse. As the
KMT’s Nationalist Revolutionary Army approached the concessions along the Yangtse
and the coast, policymakers in Britain struggled to come up with a workable policy that
could, on the one hand, meet the new challenge of Chinese nationalism and, on the
other, satisfy its own interests in East Asia.

The major questions posed by historians studying this period concern why Britain
began its retreat from China— why, in the face of the contrasting forces of Chinese
nationalism and strong opposition from the British community in China, did Britain
decide to begin relinquishing its traditional treaty rights? What was the rationale behind
the retreat and how did the structure of informal empire in China come crumbling down
in the 1920s? Past historians have focused on political, strategic and economic issues in
relation to Britain’s China policy. However, while their views were substantively

correct, there has been a major lacuna in the historiography.

Policymakers did not only operate according to strategic exigencies, important as they
were, but also according to the cultural context within which they lived. The eventual

victory of Chinese nationalism over British imperialism was not only related to



11

calculated political and economic interest, nor was it only because of Britain’s practical
constraints on the use of force. It was also related to the victory of one narrative of
China over the other in Britain’s public sphere. In a time when mass audiences read the
news and actively engaged in debates over policy, policy needed not only to be
pragmatic and profitable, but also persuasive. Ideas, assumptions and opinion were
fundamental elements in Britain’s making of Chinese policy in the 1920s.This thesis,
then, is the story of how policymakers and opinion-makers created a persuasive
narrative that would justify their policy of retreat.

THE HISTORIOGRAPHY OF SINO-BRITISH RELATIONS IN
THE INTERWAR PERIOD

The period under review has been studied by a number of international historians. Akira
Iriye first set up a framework for understanding this period in his classic book, After
Imperialism: The Search for a New Order in the Far East, in which he described the
undermining of the imperialist old order and its replacement by the Washington system
of international cooperation in the Far East. He contended, however, that gaps in the
system allowed the Soviets to take the ‘initiative’ to cultivate relations with Chinese
leaders and to lead the active anti-imperialist campaign in China.'® An ostracised
USSR, rather than the Washington Powers, thus shaped events in East Asia, by stoking
the flames of Chinese nationalism, radicalism, and antiforeignism. In response to the
increase of Soviet influence in East Asia, the Japanese sought to protect their interests
in Manchuria. Then in the later part of the 1920s, a series of Chinese successes in
attaining treaty revision again changed the nature of international relations in the Far
East. The inability then, of the Washington Powers, especially of Britain and the United
States, to work out a viable replacement of the old imperial order resulted in the crisis
in Manchuria in 1931. Iriye’s contribution is very important. However, the imperial
retreat of Britain should not be seen only as a last resort, an unpalatable option taken
only because of weakness in the face of the initiatives of the other countries. Rather, the
process was much more complex, since an outward retreat, it was believed, would in

the long-term increase British influence in China.

W.R. Louis also wrote about British policy in the East Asia in his book, British Strategy

in the Far East, 1919-1939, focusing on the influence of two central policymakers in
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the Foreign Office — Sir John Pratt and Sir Victor Wellesley, whose ideas strongly
influenced the strategy the British took in the Far East. Louis’ book was the first major
one to utilise the Foreign Office’s archives that had been recently opened for the
interwar period and laid out the general lines of British strategy in the region. While he
focused on the Washington Conference, the negotiations over the unequal treaties from
1928 onwards and Anglo-Japanese difficulties in the 1930s, he did not provide detailed
consideration of the period from 1925-1927.

The opening of the Foreign Office’s papers spurred an increase in interest in this period,
and along with Louis’ book, a group of unpublished dissertations based on Foreign
Office archives were written in the early 1970s. They covered similar ground, though
with narrower and different emphases. A dissertation by C.J. Bowie addressed the
reasons for the British decision to relinquish force in favour of negotiation and
compromise with the Chinese, while W. J. Megginson’s dissertation entitled, ‘Britain’s
Response to Chinese Nationalism, 1925-1927’and Peter G. Clark’s ‘Britain and the
Chinese Revolution, 1925-1927° both relied heavily on the FO material and moved
chronologically, step-by-step, through the diplomatic process, giving detailed accounts
of how Britain formulated its new policy. David Clive Wilson (later Baron Wilson of
Tillyorn) wrote a dissertation analysing the interaction between British and Nationalist
official policies and perceptions, using Chinese materials related to the KMT in

addition to the FO material. **

Edmund Fung also included both English and Chinese materials in the only major book
focusing solely on Sino-British relations in this time period, The Diplomacy of Imperial
Retreat: Britain’s South China Policy, 1924-1931. Fung argued that events in China
from 1924-1931 spurred and accelerated the British retreat from China. He said that the
‘retreat, designed by the Foreign Office with cabinet approval, was aimed at meeting
Chinese nationalism, at least half way, so that a more peaceful and friendly atmosphere
conducive to the expansion of British trade in China could be restored.’*? Fung charted
the change in the Foreign Office’s attitude towards the KMT, from consistently
denouncing the KMT’s Bolshevik ties, to turning around and calling it, ‘the one great
hope for China’s future> and ‘the only decent government’ for China.*®* More recently,
Harumi Goto-Shibata added to the historical literature, using Japanese diplomatic and
military archives to detail Japanese policy in China and Japan’s relations with Britain

during the Chinese Revolution. ** Faced with mass upheaval in China, British and
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Japanese interests rarely coincided, straining relations between the two countries and
her conclusion suggested that the ‘growing conviction that co-operation had failed tilted

»15

the balance in Japan in favour of the militarists,”~ which would lead to the final

breakdown of British-Japanese relations.

While these dissertations and books mostly drew from diplomatic sources, they also
made use of a number of unofficial sources. Fung drew from the personal
correspondence of government leaders and diplomats, and, along with Clark, sometimes
placed the FO’s decisions in the context of opposition from a number of right-wing
pressure groups, including newspapers, Conservative Party officials and British naval,
commercial and diplomatic communities in China. Another dissertation written by Y.N.
Thomas, ‘The Foreign Office and the Business Lobby’, written in the early 1980s,
ventured further beyond the government archives to firstly analyse the impact of the
business lobby on the formulation of government policy and secondly the impact of
commercial influence on policy as it related to the treaty-system.*® Megginson also
included a chapter that addressed the views and actions of pressure groups from the left
in addition to the traditional China lobby, but focused mostly on reaction to the sending

of the Shanghai Defence Force in early 1927.

Not surprisingly, all wrote on the occasional challenges the FO faced from a critical
public, but none answered the question of who actually supported and motivated the FO
in its China policy. Why, in the face of such oppositional pressure, did the FO continue
on its course? Who were the main supporters and advocates of government policy?
What were the assumptions and opinions about the Chinese that led the FO down a path
of friendship and conciliation? Interestingly, none of these dissertations and books have
focused on commonly-held notions of China outside of official circles and beyond the
traditional China lobby and their influence on policy. *’ Neither have historians written
extensively on missionary views nor dealt comprehensively with Labour protests.
Although Megginson wrote as a parenthesis, ‘(Surprisingly, the missionary influence
was minimal and generally sympathetic toward the Foreign Office view.)’, he did not
elaborate any rationale for the coincidence of views.'® Also, while these writings—and
two books by Roberta Dayer—mention Sir Charles Addis and the China talks at
Chatham House, none made explicit his links with missionaries.'* Much more could
also have been written on the Hands Off China movement and the role of the Trades
Union Congress (TUC) within it.
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Thus, although issues such as the relation of business to policy and the roles of
individual diplomats and the question of force have been addressed, these histories of
China and Britain have still mostly laid the groundwork for an understanding of
political relations between the two countries. ° They serve to deepen our understanding
of the causes of the Manchurian crisis and the failure of the international system in the
interwar period at the upper levels of the government. For some this stemmed from the
abiding preoccupation of historians to discover the causes of the breakdown of relations
between Britain, America, and Japan in the lead-up to the Second World War. Perhaps
the political emphasis was also related to Cold War concerns as understanding interwar
China could indirectly explain the rise of Communist China. With political tensions
between Communist and non-Communist countries at a high level, Western historians
interested in Communist countries were logically drawn to the more political aspects of

history.

Yet, policymakers did not operate within a vacuum, divorced from their domestic
environment and other coexisting concerns. Politics, diplomacy, economics, society and
culture are intricately related to each other and it is difficult to disentangle individual
elements when addressing historical experience. Policymakers may be the makers of
international relations, the ones who actively research, analyse and decide on strategy,
but they are constantly informed and influenced by their contexts. Within each context,
domestic economic considerations, social norms and cultural assumptions, in addition

to national interest, shape policy towards other countries.

The interplay between human initiative and the broader social and cultural environment
was highlighted in Paul Kennedy’s Realities Behind Diplomacy, in which he addressed
a number of background influences on diplomacy, such as the impact of empire,
economics, public opinion, military potential and the attitudes prevalent among the
political establishment. He continued to emphasise the importance of economics in his
Rise and Fall of the Great Powers, in which he looked at wealth, its link with military
power and their combined effect on the trajectories of the Great Powers, arguing that
wealth was the basis of national power. In relation to the history of British relations
with East Asia, Christopher Thorne’s Limits of Foreign Policy was a landmark work on
the Manchurian incident and the foreign response to it. Thorne went beyond writing a
traditional diplomatic history to detailing the many constraints placed upon foreign

policy, which limited the Western Powers’ ability to respond effectively to Japanese
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aggression. Domestic public opinion coming from pressure groups, the financial crisis,
strategic considerations, political perceptions and even unresolved conflicts on the

European continent all curtailed the Powers’ scope of action.”*

The notion of looking at the background influences on diplomacy can also be traced to
the influential Annales School and specifically, Fernand Braudel’s history of the
Mediterranean. Although Braudel at first intended his history to be a traditional account
of Philip 1I’s Mediterranean policy, he soon moved beyond conventional boundaries of
diplomatic history, realizing that politics, policy and diplomacy were only superficial
indicators of significant historical processes in the longue durée. The processes were
the slower-moving currents of history that lay underneath the level of ‘events, politics
and people’?. First of all was a history of the environment, a slow-moving geohistory
of the Mediterranean, concerned with geography, climate and their relation to the
inhabitants. Secondly, he addressed economics and society and only finally, did he
address the histoire événementielle, the history of events. Politics were not studied for
politics’ sake, but rather he understood politics as being conditioned by time and place,
explaining under ‘what circumstances, in a particular time,” made a certain thought
‘thinkable’?®. Yet the Annales historians were careful to avoid the trap of over-
determinism; their philosophy, as described by Trevor-Roper, was a ‘social
determinism limited and qualified by recognition of independent human vitality’.?* The
Annales school influenced a generation of historians to expand the scope of history and
in the 1970s and 1980s, historians of every region began to publish histories of
everyday life and turned to social history. The historical significance of the high-power
individual was balanced by the realisation that the stories and records of millers,
weavers, and even criminals could tell us something about the place and time in which
they lived. Kings, queens, government officials, and military officers were no longer the
sole or even main agents of history. The contributions of ‘ordinary’ people to history
were thus acknowledged and emphasised. Most of these histories covered a particular
region or of a social stratum within a country and did not usually address questions of
high-level diplomacy. However, works that were published in the 1980s on compradors
and the rise of the Chinese bourgeoisie began to explore the links between the Chinese
people and their ‘colonizers,” even if their focus was not directly on the relationship
itself.” These advances in social history should not go unnoticed by international
historians. Rather, the recorded thoughts of people uninvolved directly in politics can

also reveal and illuminate common trends and assumptions that necessarily influenced
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policymakers. The era of mass politics, with universal suffrage, widespread literacy and
technological advances in communications, from the end of the nineteenth century to
today needs to be studied in this light. Policymakers became increasingly constrained

by public opinion, not just on domestic issues, but also on international issues.

How then was public opinion framed and from what kind of cultural background did it
emanate? What were the parameters of public discourse and where did they come from?
Insights from cultural and post-colonial history have prompted international historians,
if belatedly, to go beyond traditional diplomatic history and further broaden the analysis
of international relations.?® Cultural and post-colonial historians have incorporated
ideas about the nature of power relations, influenced by Jacques Derrida and Michel
Foucault. The most famous example, Edward Said’s Orientalism, pioneered new
ground in studies of imperialism by his claim that the Orient was a European invention.
Orientalism was thus, beginning from the late eighteenth century, the Western style for
‘dominating, restructuring and having authority over the Orient>.?” Using Foucault’s
notion of a discursive formation, in which the repetition of certain ideas assigns and
confirms meanings to subjects, Said argues that knowledge about the Orient in Europe
was a configuration of power, a relation of power and a way of dominating. This is
innately related to the history of empire, since orientalist discourse could justify
domination. Political subjugation only followed the subjugation of the colonised in the

minds of the colonisers.

Though China was never part of Britain’s formal empire, it has been argued that China
was still subjected to similar tropes in order to justify the existence of spheres of
influence. James Hevia’s book, English Lessons: The Pedagogy of Imperialism in
Nineteenth-Century China, is one effort to understand the culture of colonialism and he
argues that imperialism in China was not, as Fairbank and others have suggested, an
effort by the West to gently teach the Chinese modern ideas and technology. Rather, for
Hevia, it was violent and destructive since domination lay at the center of the imperial
mission. It was a ‘pedagogical’ project comprised of ‘deterritorializing’ and
‘reterritorializing’ China. Deterritorialization meant that as the Powers invaded, looted,
and took over, the Chinese lost their right to define and determine their diplomacy, art,
and language. The European powers reterritorialized China by producing new forms of
knowledge about China, creating their own image of China, and reconstructing a new

system of power relations in which the Chinese were subordinate to the West.
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Hevia’s picture, however, was too straightforward. The ‘colonisers’ were not one
homogeneous group united by hegemonic impulses. Rather, the British project in China
was composed of disparate and often conflicting interests. One important group was the
British ex-patriate community and Robert Bickers has provided an interesting and
varied account of their experiences in his Britain in China: Community, Culture and
Colonialism, 1900-1949 and more recently in The Scramble for China: Foreign Devils
in the Qing Empire, 1832-1914. In them, he focuses on the experience of the British and
Americans in the treaty ports and in other parts of China, and mentions their uneasy
relationship with the government at home. Bickers paints a detailed picture, replete not
only with accounts of businesspeople, missionaries, government officials in China, but,
in Britain in China, especially of the settlers who worked in treaty-port service
industries, property owners, and small business operators, many of whom were from
working or lower middle-class origins. Although they were influenced by ideas about
China at home, once they got to China, they also forged a specific identity and political
position that was distinct from the metropole. Rather than melding with Chinese
culture, living in China heightened their sense of Britishness and they emphasised the
need to maintain a clear distance between Britons and Chinese. This attitude was
reinforced and strengthened especially as political events in China began to threaten the
rights and existence of the settler community. The rise of anti-imperialist nationalism in
the 1920s prompted the British government to become more proactive in taking control
of the British presence in China and this, of course, was met with protests by the
Britons in China. Theirs was a losing cause, however, and ultimately their special
privileges came to an end with the end of extraterritoriality. Paul Cohen gives Bickers
credit for breaking down the “foreign’ side of the ‘China-foreign’ binary by
demonstrating convincingly that Britain in China ‘was not a unitary, coherent
phenomenon, but rather was composed of several fundamentally different and often
fiercely contending strands.’®® By exposing the differences and tensions within and
outside the British community in China, Bickers complicates the picture of imperialism
in China and thus casts doubt on the idea that British aims and opinions about China

were all part of a larger project of domination.?

New works on British travel writers in China like Nicholas Clifford’s “4 Truthful
Impression of the Country”: British and American Travel Writing in China, 1880-1949,
Susan Thurin’s Victorian Travelers and the Opening of China, 1842-1907 and Jeffrey
N. Dupée’s British Travel Writers in China: Writing Home to a British Public, 1890-
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1914 have also added to our consciousness of the diversity of British thought within and
about China. The variety of voices and ideas covered in these books reveals that Britons
did not all understand China in exactly the same way. Imperial knowledge took many
forms. The travellers who ventured to the fringes of the British empire necessarily
conveyed a different impression of China to the reading public at home than the settler
in the treaty ports or the man in the Colonial Office. They were, on the one hand, part of
the empire, but on the other, chose to be alienated from the colonial environment, often
seeking to live in closer proximity to the Chinese. Bickers and the others have therefore
pioneered the way for further studies in this area, but there is still a need for an
understanding of high-level diplomacy from the vantage point of culture and to see how

this diversity of voices contributed to debates over policy.

International historians thus need to continue broadening the scope of inquiry by
studying historically-based questions from a cultural perspective. Dane Kennedy avers
that the historiography of British imperialism has ‘long been coloured by the political
and methodological conservatism of its practitioners’.* It is time to take up the
challenge. Although historians would do well to leave ‘the mind-numbing jargon, its
often crude essentializations of the West and the Other as binary opposites, and, above

all, its deeply ingrained suspicion of historical thinking,”**

we also have an opportunity
to enrich and fill in a large gap in our knowledge of international and imperial history.
To understand the diplomatic process is to understand only one aspect of the imperial
encounter. Imperialism was comprised of millions of individual and group encounters
between a rich variety of people. International history then, should encapsulate and

reflect the diversity of the imperial experience.

Understanding diplomacy without culture then is to see only a partial picture. The
cultural approach is not opposed to the ‘power’ or ‘economic’ approaches to history,
but complements them. Nations are motivated by self-interest, but, as Iriye has said in
his influential article on ‘Culture’, they also develop ‘visions, dreams, and prejudices
about themselves and the world that shape their interactions’. States are not
interchangeable actors in an international system; rather, individuals and groups spin
their own webs of significance within and across national boundaries.® If culture, in its
anthropological sense, comprises the shared ideas, values, common traditions and ways
of living, then diplomacy, although it operates in the political realm, is also the

meeting-place of various cultures. Not only do diplomats represent and come from the
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culture of their respective countries, they also move about in and express various sub-
cultures within their countries. The meeting of diverse cultures in the diplomatic sphere
can sometimes result in a volatile mix of affronts and misunderstandings, but it can also

be a site for finding common ground as a basis for negotiation.

For example, the cultural and racial distinctions within Europe have impinged on intra-
European relations. De Gaulle’s rejection of the British application to join the European
Economic Community was couched in not only economic terms, but also in cultural
ones as well: England was, to him, ‘insular, maritime,” and had ‘very marked and
original customs and traditions’ that he implied differentiated it from Europe proper.3*
Beyond Europe the distinctions are even more apparent. European colonisers’
perceptions of differences with the colonised often justified imperial rule and shaped it.
Imperial rule, British politicians claimed, could ‘free Asians from oriental despotism,
Africans from barbaric customs, [and] Maoris from settler rapacity’.> In extreme
circumstances, cultural clashes could also lead to war. Although Fairbank’s assertion
that underlying concerns over Chinese anti-foreignism among the British in Canton
were the final frustration that led to the outbreak of the Second Opium War has been
strongly questioned,®® the prevailing perception of Chinese anti-foreignism by

foreigners did become a convincing pretext for war.

However, perceptions did not always function detrimentally for the colonised or for
those whom the Western Powers sought to dominate. Francis Robinson has provided
evidence that British attitudes towards Muslims influenced how they organised colonial
rule. Sir Frederick Lugard, the Governor-General of Nigeria (1914-1919), admired the
Muslim Fulani and referred to their “‘wonderful intelligence, for they are born rulers’ in
the context of his programme for indirect rule.*” Similarly, Lord Minto, the Viceroy of
India (1905-1910), praised a deputation of Muslim nobles, landowners and ministers of
native states who called for the establishing of a separate Muslim political identity in
India, calling them ‘descendants of a conquering and ruling race.”*® Cultural
assumptions thus are intricately related to power relations generally and to the

construction of the imperial enterprise specifically.

Even with the end of empire, cultural differences continue to mar dialogue between
countries. One cannot understand India’s displeasure with the conditions of American

aid during the famine of 1951 without looking at differing views of giving in both
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countries.*® Nor can one understand the present-day Sino-Western fallout over human
rights without comprehending the vast gulf between each party’s worldview and
cultural practise. The study of culture and diplomacy can provide insight into historical
problems that politics, economics and strategy alone cannot explain.

METHODOLOGY

This thesis will study the influences of culture on policy by analysing the views of a
wide range of opinion-makers and finding the shared assumptions within their
perceptions of China, while also taking into account the economic, political and
strategic motivations behind policy. The structure will be mostly chronological and
address the main issues relating to Sino-British relations that confronted policymakers
from 1922-1927. While the focus will still be policymaking in the Foreign Office, it
seeks to illuminate the context within which policymakers operated. It pays special
attention to the hitherto neglected voices of those who advocated the policy of
conciliation—in particular, the domestic Press, missionaries, Labour activists and
liberally-inclined government advisers—especially in the years 1925-1927 when events

in China prompted much British interest.

THE DOMESTIC AND INTERNATIONAL CONTEXT

The first level of inquiry is to discover why individuals or groups held the opinions they
did and what other factors affected decision-making. Ideas may have influenced
policymakers, but domestic considerations of power and economics were often even
more important. Thus it is necessary to understand the domestic as well as the
international context of decision-making. Since the British government took more
control over policy in China during the mid-1920s, it is necessary to understand the

formulation and influence of ideas at home.

The effects of the First World War were still being felt as the Chinese organised against
imperialism. Europe was in disarray politically and in the early 1920s the European
powers were in an economic slump. Internationally, Britain focused on bridging the
divide between the French and Germans and the Eurocentric stance of most
policymakers meant that China was not a priority. At the same time, the experience of

policymakers in dealing with European affairs also affected their attitude towards other
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parts of the world. The “Spirit of Locarno’, after the signing of the Locarno peace treaty
in 1925, seemed to be contagious and Sir Austen Chamberlain, the Foreign Secretary,
would be accused by British settlers of trying to enact his own ‘Chinese Locarno’.*
Furthermore, the ‘Wilsonian moment’ provided a site for the rise of anticolonialism
around the world. This was also a period of increasing challenges to the imposition of
foreign power not only in East Asia, but also in South Asia, Africa, the Middle East and

arguably, within Europe.*

At the same time the domestic economic woes plaguing Britain turned many British
businesses towards the East, where they hoped to gain access to the potentially huge
Chinese market. The political threat of Labour, the General Strike, increasingly tense
Anglo-Russian relations—all these also influenced the making of China policy. Labour,
led by Ramsay MacDonald, held office for the first time in 1924 and although its stint
in power was brief, the newly-elected Conservatives in 1925 were well-aware of
Labour’s potential oppositional influence. Labour tended to take a very sympathetic
position towards Chinese nationalism and its more radical wing manifested its
opposition to government policy in the ‘Hands Off China” movement beginning in
1926. At the same time, Britain’s economic and labour troubles in a period of high
unemployment and the General Strike of 1926 reinforced the focus on China as the
great untapped market for the future. These matters affected considerations about China
and, in turn, thought about China could not be disentangled from thought about Britain
and its place in the world. Rather, China was discussed usually in relation to Britain, to
variously-defined British values, politics and religion. Opinions of China reflected
wider beliefs about the fate of empire, nationalism, revolution, industrial issues, the
economy, and the trajectory of Western civilisation, while also being based on long-

standing notions of China found in historical and current discourse.

DIPLOMACY, DISCOURSE AND DECOLONISATION

Apart from economic and political factors, however, discourse about China within
Britain also influenced diplomacy. Diplomacy has often been measured and analysed
solely by the decisions and discussions detailed in government archives. The papers of
the Foreign Office, Foreign Ministry and the State Department offer a wealth of
information to the historians searching for the practical working-out of diplomacy as it
happened. Yet, histories of international relations need to also take into account the
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differences between countries, which stem not only from conflicting power, strategic
and economic motivations, but also the very real divergences of cultural
understandings. Thus, to find the links between culture and diplomacy within Sino-
British relations, the suggestion here is to begin by exploring the discourse, the set of
shared assumptions reflected through the symbols, words, phrases and/or actions
surrounding diplomacy. Discourse originates from culture and gives expression to the
underlying notions that tie a culture together. Thus, locating and analysing the texts that
compose discourse on China within interwar Britain can provide insights as to the the

cultural milieu against which policy was made.

Although Foucault argued in his Order of Things (Les Mots ets les choses) that all
modern thought is built upon unspoken assumptions that have changed through the
centuries, it would be more useful to focus on the explicit versions of discourse found in
the narratives of people interested in China rather than only on the unspoken
assumptions. Commentators were not always dissumulating, hiding what they believed,
but could be rather eager to make their opinions known. Of course, the position of an
official could circumscribe his public declarations, whereas radical intellectuals or
newspaper editors might be freer to express unpopular views. Nevertheless, their views,
taken together, reveal commonalities and distinctions in their assumptions that related

to the conduct of international relations.

In a later work, Foucault related these assumptions to the creation of strategies of
control, structures of power and knowledge, and came to the oft-cited conclusion that
‘knowledge is power’.*? It follows that whoever could control the narrative could also
influence and practically shape historical events. Said and his followers applied these
ideas to relations between the East and the West, and found that Western
representations of the East justified and motivated domination. In regards to China,
Hevia has asserted that the British imperial project in China was motivated and

sustained by a marriage of knowledge and power.

However, this begs the question: what about its retreat from China? How was discourse
about China restructured as Britain’s actual power diminished? The relationship
between decolonisation and discourse thus needs to be further explored. Decolonisation
may have been more of a ‘puzzle’ than a “pattern’,** and empire may have unraveled

without the express blessings of policymakers or without much change in concepts
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about the Other. However, decolonisation needed to be justified, made palatable and
reasonable to the public. Shared assumptions about the colonised needed to be modified
in light of changing political circumstances, and indeed, in face of changing power
relations. Empire was being re-negotiated politically, and at the same time,

psychologically.

The long-standing racial assumptions and racially-based justifications for empire, one
could argue, were not shaken or radically questioned until the end of the Second World
War, when the atrocities of the Holocaust were revealed to the public. Or, as Frank
Furedi has argued, that war caused racism to become subtler as ‘racial confidence’
shifted to ‘racial fear’.** Yet, the seeds of changing racial perceptions, at least in the
Chinese case, were already present in the interwar period.* More broadly, the First
World War was a cataclysmic experience which shook Britons’ confidence in the
certainties of the past. The validity of the idea of progress and the superiority of
Western civilisation were guestioned in a way and to a degree unimaginable prior to the
war. If Britons began to think of themselves differently, it followed that they began
thinking of others differently as well. A change in culture, in ways of thinking about
themselves and others, then, could have provided the justification for imperial retreat.
Although he has questioned the link between racial considerations and motivations for
empire, Ronald Hyam still acknowledged that race was a ‘useful supporting mechanism
for the imperial structure’.“® But the dismantling of the imperial structure in China

meant that the supporting mechanism could no longer operate the same way as before.

The production of knowledge about the Chinese in this context was not a unitary
project, but a series of diverse ones, and hegemony was not always an unquestioned
goal. By the 1920s, British commentators were deeply divided and discourse on China
was not exactly a ‘closed, self-evident, self-confirming’ discourse reproduced again and
again ‘through scholarly texts, travelogues, literary works of imagination, etc.”*’ Rather,
their concerns were diverse and reflected conflicting opinions about their own
civilisation. The horrors of the First World War undermined Western confidence in
empire’s mission to bestow the blessings of the West on the rest of the world. Certain
groups of intellectuals became willing to accept China as it was and even praised
aspects of Chinese civilization. At the same time, both friendly and hostile
commentators still utilised similar long-standing, familiar representations about China

to support their positions. Although one could say that sympathetic commentators might
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have resisted Orientalism’s prejudices, and used their production of knowledge to argue
for a decrease in imperial power, they still had their own intellectual and political
agenda and thus did not write unbiased, accurate representations of reality — rather,
sympathetic commentators also attributed stereotyped characteristics to the Chinese
based upon their own preoccupations and concerns. Furthermore, the continued
acceptance and reinforcing of an old set of assumptions about the Chinese to a degree

supported an agenda for the decrease of tangible imperial power.

Of course, as many postcolonial scholars would argue, negative representations of the
colonised have remained until the present day, despite the formal dissolution of empire.
Yet, seeing a consistent genealogy of negative tropes about the East may mask the
diversity of discourse that accompanied each stage of the West’s interaction with the
East. Dennis Porter has criticised orientalism for its ahistoricity and exclusion of
‘counter-hegemonic’ thought.*® John MacKenzie, in his Orientalism: History, Theory,
and the Arts also argued that a respectful, even sympathetic discourse existed at the
same time as the essentialised derogatory stereotypes of the Other, especially in the
realm of high art.*® Finding why one view was espoused by the government and others
were relegated to the sidelines is another aim of this thesis. Deciphering the similarities
and differences within commentary about China in Britain, one can begin to
comprehend not only how the British understood China and the Chinese, but also how
they understood themselves and their place in the world, to see what Paul Ricouer
called the ‘layer of images and symbols that make up basic ideals of a nation*.>® Based
on these ideals, some Britons sought to export “British’ values to China, to mould China
into their own image through religion and/or education. Others sought not to export, but
to preserve their values by keeping subversive Chinese influence out of their society.
Another group questioned traditional British values and ventured to admire and learn
from China. Policymakers had to decide between these and other positions and
negotiate their way not only around political, ideological and cultural differences with
the Chinese but also among the various views held by their own people.

At the same time, the Chinese were not content to allow British opinion-makers speak
for them and about them without submitting their views. Decolonisation was a story not
only of imperial retreat but also of nationalist assertiveness. In relation to this,
Foucault’s notion of discourse as a site of contested struggle for meaning by biased

participants in which the subject of the discourse has no say seems too extreme. British
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perceptions were not only merely imposed upon a passive subject. Rather, the subject
actively contributed to and adjusted the meanings assigned to them. Although this thesis
focuses on one part of the story—the making of British policy towards China—and thus
uses mostly British sources, that story cannot be told without understanding that the
Chinese were active agents who protested the imposition of political, economic and
cultural imperialism. Neither can it be told without seeing that it was Chinese initiative
that forced policymakers to discuss, change their mind and decide on future policy.
Without actual changes in China occurring, there would have not been much need for

them to change their mind about it.

PUBLIC OPINION AND POLICY

Discourse about China was manifested in the channels of public opinion, so this thesis
focuses on the diverse expressions of ideas about China in the British public sphere and
their influence on policymakers in the 1920s. The importance of the views of the British
public on foreign relations in the interwar period cannot be discounted by historians,
just as they were not overlooked by the policymakers themselves. Sir Victor Wellesley,
the Deputy Under-Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, in his attempt to account for
the government’s failure to maintain peace in Europe in 1939, blamed public opinion.
He wrote a book published in 1944, towards the end of the Second World War, entitled
Diplomacy in Fetters in which his main argument was that ‘democratic diplomacy’ was
increasingly fettered by mass opinion, tighter parliamentary control over foreign policy,
the need to consult with the Dominions and complicated ties with finance, thus
weakening it vis-a-vis the authoritarian diplomacy of dictatorships. Whereas dictators
could freely manoeuvre to gain their objectives, democracies were hindered and
constrained by the will of the unlearned and uncontrolled masses. Foreign policy was
no longer the privileged haunt of a few aristocratic men. It could no longer be
determined only by the ‘knowledge and experience of statesmen’. Whereas the
absolutism prior to the Industrial Revolution had given statesmen a free hand in
deciding the foreign policy of the state, industrialization, with its attendant rise in public
involvement, complicated and fettered policymaking. As industrialisation intensified
economic and nationalist rivalry, domestic and foreign policy were ‘rapidly becoming
two aspects of one and the same problem.’** Thus, Wellesley argued, ‘democratic
diplomacy and foreign policy in general no longer function effectively because their

background has changed while the machinery of diplomacy has remained static.’*
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His former colleague in the Far Eastern Department, Lord Strang, expressed similar
opinions in a collection of lectures, addresses and a broadcast, The Diplomatic Career,
in 1962 about the changes in policymaking. The ‘pressure and the strain’ on the Foreign
Office in London was greater than on the diplomats abroad because Parliament, and
particularly the House of Commons, constantly kept a watchful eye on the activities of
Ministers. When Parliament went into recess, there was ‘a distinct relaxation of tension
in government departments.**® Strang was also dissatisfied with the trend of foregoing
traditional secret diplomacy in favour of more public and open summit conferences.
Ministers’ speeches were only polemic, he contended, crafted to satisfy the curious
public, whereas the substantive work, the producing of draft resolutions, was only
arrived at through the traditional channels of secret, behind-the-scenes negotiations.
However, in the ‘present phase’ of international relations, the ‘most important part
involving issues of peace and war’, were to Strang, ‘removed... from the sphere of
negotiation and transferred to the sphere of public debate, with its accompaniment at
times of public clamour’.>* One could only hope then that the world, ‘in some new and
calmer phase’ would ‘recognize the merits...of the principle of open covenants

privately arrived at’.>

These two men, incidentally, were very active in the formulation of China policy in the
1920s. Wellesley, the Deputy Under-Secretary, oversaw the activities of the Far Eastern
Department in which Lord Strang worked and both men addressed what they saw as the
major problem confronting diplomacy in their day. Their problems were therefore not
only the actions of intractable and unreasonable aggressor states, but also the domestic
constraints on diplomacy’s freedom of movement. For Wellesley, not until after the
First World War “did the electorate seek much control of foreign policy’ and it was then
that ‘foreign policy [became] the battleground of strife in the House of Commons as

never before’. Foreign and domestic policy thus became ‘one and indivisible’.

Historians of British-Chinese relations in the interwar period thus have neglected the
major emergence and increasing importance of public opinion. Foreign policymakers
could no longer operate in the public-school educated, elitist strongholds of the Foreign
Office separated from mass opinion. The rise of mass media in the nineteenth and early
twentieth century coincided with the extension of the vote, prompting elites to take
public opinion seriously.®’ Elites were strongly interested in mass media since what the

newspapers, radios, and cinema said about them and their party could affect their
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political future. Journals and books were also sources of useful expert opinion and
advice. Thus, parliamentary speeches are sprinkled throughout with references to
newspaper articles, journal opinions, and popular books. MPs even paid attention to
foreign media.”® Some MPs also ventured into the other side of publishing. Rather than
only reading others’ writings, they sought to help shape public opinion by writing their
own books. Politicians wrote a number of memoirs in the interwar period, hoping to use

the power of the media to their own advantage.*®

The rise of Labour after the First World War was also indirectly related to the turn to
the masses. Its rise spurred politicians—Conservative, Liberal and Labour itself—to bid
for the popular vote and to take the increasingly appealing middle ground of politics.
Parties needed to expand their platforms in order to pick up additional support. Thus the
interwar period saw the major parties moving towards the centre.®® Labour’s rise was
also related to public opinion’s revulsion against the First World War and those who
had brought the country into the war in the first place. Platforms supporting
disarmament, defence cuts and pro-peace measures became mainstream. Conservatives
thus had to shift their ground to stem the rise of Labour’s popularity and broaden their
own public appeal.®* Thus, public opinion and, | would argue, the assumptions
contained within opinion, played an important part in policy decisions. Opinions
constrained and restrained politicians, causing them to pay close attention to the
barometer of public feeling and tailor their platforms accordingly.

MEASURING INFLUENCE ON POLICY

Historians need to be aware of these kinds of outside influences on foreign policy. Yet

the difficulties of substantiating the actual effect of ideas and opinion on foreign policy
are multitudinous and potentially insurmountable. Policymakers, presidents and prime

ministers have long said that ideas in the shape of public opinion or long-standing

beliefs have influenced their decisions, but how? And by how much?

One way of looking at the influence of public opinion has been provided by Daniel
Hucker who has provided an insightful study of public opinion and its effect on the end
of appeasement in France and Britain, in which he borrowed the concept of
‘representations’ from Pierre Laborie. These ‘representations’ of opinion (created by

the press, political pamphlets, demonstrations, correspondence, conversations, etc.)
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enabled the policymaking elite to absorb and define an otherwise abstract public
opinion. By contrasting ‘reactive’ representations, which were the immediate reactions
of the public to situations, and ‘residual’ representations, the residue of long-standing
memories, he questioned the widely-held belief that French opinion in the 1930s was
‘pacifist’ and instead argued that the French pursued a firmer policy against dictatorship
than the British.? In contrast, in the case of Sino-British relations, reactive and residual
representations did not work mostly in opposition to each other, as in Hucker’s case-
study, but worked together to encourage policymakers to advocate an overall position
of peaceful negotiation. These representations were based upon existing discourse about
China and often proliferated old assumptions about the Chinese, but could change
according to the historical context. This is what happened in the interwar era—public
opinion seemed to take a turn, traditional assumptions were questioned and
representations of public opinion changed accordingly. This thesis begins with an
overview of some of the ‘residual’ representations found in past British literature, travel
accounts, philosophical works and political commentary. These representations
encompass a wider scope of material whereas coverage of the political response to the
events of 1925-1927 will focus on the ‘reactive’ representations created by the groups

within Britain who were most interested and affected by relations with China.

Furthermore, in addition to this diachronic view provided by Hucker, it is also possible
to view public opinion synchronically, to recognise a hierarchy of representations
influencing policy at the same time. Commentary on China took many forms but it is
possible to conclude that various expressed opinions wielded differing levels of
influence. Of course, this is difficult to measure, as an elected politician may consider a
local newspaper editorial a better barometer of his constituency’s opinion than the
judgement of a trusted friend. However, in general, one may safely conclude that the
most influential group were those whom policymakers spent most of their time
interacting and trading opinions with, within their departments, among their peers and
between departments. For example, the Colonial Office was very interested in the China
issue because of Hong Kong and often made its views known to the Foreign Office. Leo
Amery, the Colonial Secretary would write to or converse with other Cabinet members
to receive support for his position whenever he disagreed with Austen Chamberlain, the
Foreign Secretary. Diplomats from China also made their opinions known through their
correspondence with the policymakers in London. Policymakers also discussed policy

with each other or with their families outside official meetings and would sometimes
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record these interactions in personal diaries or in letters. At another level, policymakers
also listened to and needed to respond to Parliament, who, in turn, attempted to express
the views of their constituencies. An important influence was the non-governmental
representation of banks, businesses and other groups in China who directly visited or
wrote to the Foreign Office. Other organisations interested in China may not have had
the same degree of access, but still sought to make their voices heard. The Hands Off
China group, an offshoot of the Independent Labour Party, campaigned on the side of
Chinese nationalism and could not be completely ignored by policymakers. At the other
extreme, settlers in China, who also had links to businesses, sought vigorously to
defend their extraterritorial rights. Missionaries were less politically active, but had
influential supporters who actively wrote to newspapers and contributed to journals and
former missionaries like William Soothill, an Oxford professor of Chinese and prolific

writer of books on China, who had frequent contact with government officials.

Beyond that, the media was another important influence. It is difficult to pinpoint which
articles in which newspapers were read by who at what time, but policymakers
undoubtedly paid attention to the news. Many read The Times, and if they inclined
towards Liberalism, would read the Manchester Guardian. At the further extremes were
the Morning Post, Daily Mail and Daily Herald. Newspaper and journal editors moved
in the same elite circles as members of government and their recommendations could
not be discounted. Some were particularly interested in the China issue. For example,
Lionel Curtis, the editor of the Round Table and founder of the Royal Society of
International Affairs, also attended meetings of the Institute of Pacific Relations where
he mixed with missionaries, politicians and intellectuals who took a liberal stance on
China. J.L. Garvin, the editor of The Observer—the influential and highly-circulated
Sunday newspaper—was in this period writing a biography of Joseph Chamberlain,
Austen Chamberlain’s father, and thus kept in close contact with the Foreign Secretary.
% His opinions about China and other foreign concerns necessarily seeped through in

their correspondence.®

The last influence was the wider realm of nonfiction, fiction, poetry and visual art
related to Chinese subjects, which though largely non-political, could still be indirectly
influential. Novels, non-fiction histories and surveys written by ‘experts’, popular art,
literature—from Sax Rohmer’s popular Fu Manchu series to Arthur Waley’s highly

regarded translations of Chinese poetry to Lady Hosie’s accounts of family life in
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China—are more evidence of the epistemological order imposed upon China among the
British public. These works operated more as residual representations, as long-standing
assumptions that had an indirect influence. Thus, it is also useful to look at historical
understandings of China in the past as expressed through popular media.

Individuals involved in China policy could participate in discussions at many of these
levels. John Maynard Keynes, a member of the Bloomsbury Group, would have known
about his friends’ interests in Chinese art and poetry, while also advising the
government on economic policy for China.®® Sir Charles Addis, the chairman of the
Hongkong and Shanghai Bank and a frequent visitor at the Foreign Office,
corresponded with his friend Dudley Mills who discussed with him an article in the
Empire Review by R.P. Scott, a missionary, on Chinese education.®® W.E. Leveson,®’
Addis’ secretary, recorded meetings with individuals as disparate as The Times’ Foreign
Editor (Harold Williams) and Editor (Geoffrey Dawson) and Colonel L’Estrange
Malone, a former Communist Party member and founder of the controversial Chinese
Information Bureau.®® The borders of these levels were fluid and permeable. That so
much interaction could take place between these groups gives even more reason to

include discussion of a broader range of domestic opinion.

One way of measuring influence would be to gauge how often certain ideas are repeated
in print as well as in personal correspondence. For example, the picture of an ancient,
unchanging China has been utilised by commentators as wide-ranging as Jesuits in
seventeenth century, the poet Tennyson in the nineteenth and twentieth-century
intellectuals on both sides of the political spectrum. That this picture continued to be
disseminated in published writing and in personal correspondence in the 1920s is strong
evidence that it was a commonly espoused assumption. However, another image, that of
a dynamic Chinese nationalism espoused by active youth, became increasingly included
in writings of the time. It is thus important to discover which narrative was adopted by

policymakers as they decided on the course of future relations with China.

One must also pay attention to those to whom people in power listened. For example,
J.O.P. Bland, the caustic diehard journalist, may have written a lot about China but the
Foreign Secretary and Office preferred to heed Sir Charles Addis’ liberal ideas. Access
to powerful people and thus personal relations with the elite could determine the
effectiveness of an idea, although there were always exceptions. For example, the China
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Association actively lobbied the government to take a pro-business position, but a
policy more in line with missionary opinion prevailed in the 1920s, even though the
missionary presence at the Foreign Office was minimal. Additionally, one can gauge
the popularity and power of an idea from the editorial positions of the major

newspapers, from what views they chose to print.

CHAPTER BREAKDOWN

The organisation of the thesis is largely chronological, with the first two chapters
providing historical background for the ideas about and groups interested in China in
Britain. The first chapter is a broad survey of accounts about China present in mostly
English writings, beginning with the sixteenth century up until the First World War.
This is to provide an idea of what kind of historical baggage policymakers may have

had, of what images and assumptions they may have inherited from the past.

The second chapter brings the discussion to the 1920s and focuses on the general issues
surrounding Sino-British relations and the various groups who were active in discussing
China. It looks at the effects of the First World War, the international order set up in
East Asia after the Washington Conference in 1921-1922, Russia’s increasing presence
in China, China’s political disunity and the attitudes espoused by the different groups
towards these issues. Government officials, treaty-port British and businesses were
perhaps the most active groups debating China policy. But beyond politics, trade and
strategy, other groups were interested in China from a social and cultural perspective.
Missionaries sought to court the Chinese and teach them their values and ways of
living. Leftist intellectuals saw Chinese civilisation as a welcome contrast to their own
while others were still spoke and wrote of the “Yellow Peril”. All of this provides a
background for the events of 1925-1927 in which resurgent nationalism forced the

British to reassess their attitudes and policies towards China.

The following chapters focus on three particularly eventful years in the history of Sino-
British relations beginning with 1925, the year of a major anti-British boycott and
protest sparked by a shooting on 30 May. Faced with a vocal and debilitating organised
nationalism, British policymakers had to reassess their role in the international order in
East Asia. The public had a plethora of opinions about British policy and the FO
seemed still undecided until 1926, the year the KMT began its Northern Expedition. As
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the KMT won military victories and consolidated its power throughout China, the FO
moved towards a defined policy position of retreat, which was to result in the December
Memorandum, a proclamation of Britain’s liberal attitude towards Chinese demands.
1927 saw immediate challenges to Britain’s newly announced policy as the
advancement of the KMT threatened the safety of foreigners in China’s treaty ports.
Yet, in the midst of vociferous criticism, the FO stayed its course. The chapter on 1927
will address the public and private debates that took place during this period and the

reasons why a policy of conciliation eventually won the day.
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Chapter 1: Past British thought about
China

Britons inherited their ideas about China from a number of sources. Historical books,
fiction, poetry, newspapers, journals, missionaries’, diplomats’ and travellers’ writings
and firsthand accounts from friends and families provided the basis upon which they
placed their assumptions about China and the Chinese. In the interwar period British
perceptions were in some parts creative, but for a large part, they were also inherited
from the knowledge-producers of the past who had commented on China, and
especially on China in relation to the West. The descriptions of China in past accounts
are so diverse that they defy any neat summation,* but commonalities and continuities
did exist in British accounts through the past centuries. The discursive formation of
China as an ancient, anti-modern civilisation-state, especially, was long-lasting, as was
the idea of the Chinese as a passive, enduring people. At the same time, these ideas co-
existed with the hopes of the missionaries and the would-be exporters of Western
civilisation that China had the potential to change. These ideas would be increasingly
debated in the interwar period as Britons faced an ‘awakened’ China, since they
constituted part of the intellectual baggage that British policymakers would carry as
they discussed the future of Sino-British relations. The following overview is of various
British images and attitudes towards the Chinese in the past. It is by no means
comprehensive, but attempts to give a sample of the consistencies and changes of

British thought about China through approximately four centuries.

EARLY JESUIT AND ENGLISH ACCOUNTS

European trade contacts with China began with the Roman Empire and from that point,
knowledge about China began to slowly enter into the European consciousness. The
most important and prolific early contributors to this body of knowledge were the
Jesuits who began missionary work in China in the late sixteenth century. Matteo Ricci
and other Jesuits sought to make their religious teaching accessible to the Chinese and
emphasized the similarities between Chinese thought and Christianity. The Jesuits

adapted their teachings to a Chinese context and even went as far as seeking allowance
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for converts to continue conducting Confucian rituals, which led to the unintentional
reduction of their presence in China.? The Jesuit version of ‘Cathay’ was a civilisation
with a remarkable pedigree of achievements and cultured philosophy. This version
emphasised the similarities and compatibility of the scholarly teachings of the Jesuits
and the intellectual attainments of the Chinese. Yet at the same time, their views also
expressed notions of European superiority. Ricci wrote in 1600 on Chinese art: ‘The
Chinese use pictures extensively, even in the crafts, but in the production of these and
especially in the making of statuary and cast images they have not at all acquired the
skill of Europeans ...They know nothing of the art of painting in oil or of the use of
perspective in their pictures, with the result that their productions are lacking in
vitality.”® In 1600 then, the contrast between Chinese ‘inertia’ and Western “vitality’
had already entered public discourse.

The Jesuits’ humanistic interest in China’s civilisation was also reflected in the earliest
English accounts of China. One of the first accounts, Certayne Reports of the Province
China, learned through the Portugalles there imprisoned, and by relation of Galeotto
Perera, a gentleman of good credit, that lay prisoner in the country many yeres, was
translated from Italian by Richard Willes and printed in London by Richarde Lugge in
1577. It detailed the customs and habits of the Chinese, their worship of heaven and
their temples, the examination system, forms of local government, prisons and corporal
punishment. Portions of the Reportes were included in Richard Hakluyt’s Principal
Navigations, published in 1589, as well as Samuel Purchas’ Hakluytus Posthumous or
Purchas his Pilgrimes. Purchas’ work would in turn inspire Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s
Kubla Khan two centuries later. Sir Walter Raleigh, a close acquaintance of Hakluyt’s,
also weighed in on the topic. Raleigh praised the Chinese for their advanced use of guns
and their achievements in printing, but at the same time disapproved of their insular and
superior attitude, commenting that ‘the Chinaos account all other nations but savages in
respect of themselves.’* Francis Bacon affirmed this view in his Natural History,
published in 1627, where he declared that an ancient Chinese law ‘against the admission
of strangers without licence’ was a ‘law of pusillanimity and fear’.> Robert Burton
continued this line of thought in his compendium, Anatomy of Melancholy (1621), in
which he depended much on Ricci for his knowledge of China. He quoted, ‘The
Chinese say, that we Europeans have one eye, they themselves two, all the world else is

blind’.® Peter Heylyn echoed both Raleigh and Burton in his Cosmography. Chinese
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achievements in printing and weaponry were commendable but caused the Chinese to
become ‘so well conceited of themselves, that they use to say, They themselves have
two eyes, the Europeans one, and the rest of the People of the World not one. A pretty
flourish of self-praising.’” Heylyn’s sarcasm reflected the feeling that though the
Chinese thought themselves superior, their self-evaluation was inaccurate. That
European commentators could mock Chinese insularity meant that actually, it was the
European who could truly see things accurately. It was the Chinese who were blind to
their own state. They were an example of a people with the ‘arrogant ignorance to hold
this or that nation Barbarous’ according to Samuel Daniel. Yet, according to Burton,
they were ‘the most superstitious of nations’ and participated in barbaric practises such
as eating horse-flesh and infanticide.® Thus the trope of a xenophobic, arrogant yet
ignorant China was already instilled in the British imagination and perpetuated through

these authoritative sources in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

Even more deserving of censure were the Chinese vices of vanity, cowardice and
overindulgence. Heylyn’s account is interesting in this respect and includes much
evidence for his assumptions. The Chinese wore ‘their Garments very long, with long
loose sleeves, and their hair much longer than their neighbouring Tartars ... to which
two Fashions so addicted, that more of them took up Arms for their Hair and Habit
(when required to conform in those particulars to the will of the Congueror) than had
done either for their King, or their common Liberty.” Furthermore, they ‘are
effeminated with much care and pleasure, they are not much given unto the wars, which
make them the more easie prey to the Neighbouring Tartars’. On the one hand, their
cowardice and love of pleasure were scoffed at. On the other, Europeans still had
benefited from their refined habits: they were ‘much given unto their Bellies, and eat
thrice a day, but then not immoderately; drink their Drink hot, and eat their Meat with
two sticks of Ivory, Ebony, or the like, not touching their Meat with their hands at all,
and therefore no great foulers of Linnen. The use of Silver-Forks with us, by some of
our spruce Gallants taken up of late, came from hence into Italy, and from thence into

England.”®

The ambivalence of British attitudes, however, was also evident in this period. The
Chinese were cowards, but they made up for it by their ‘wit’ and were a ‘a politick and

judicious people’. They spared no cost or charge in merry-making for many days on
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end, yet it did not ‘take them off a jot from their natural industry, and proficiency in
Manufactures and Mechanick Arts.”' In fact, enthusiasm for things Chinese reached a
high point towards the end of the century and Sir William Temple’s commentary on
Chinese gardens and government in his essay ‘Of Popular Discontents’ in 1685
reflected this trend. Chinese gardens, even if ‘wholly irregular’, ‘may have more beauty
than any others’ and their government was ‘established upon the deepest and widest
foundations of any that appears in any story.” An early translator of Confucius called his
writings ‘infinitely sublime, pure, sensible, and drawn from the purest Fountains of
Natural Reason.’**Thus in the seventeenth century, China as a subject could embody a

number of conflicting tropes often within the same piece of writing.*?

In the eighteenth century, these tropes were developed further as the subject of China
became subsumed into Enlightenment debates on reason, government and political
economy and especially as empirical information about the country increased. The
common view among historians of the Enlightenment is to see a dichotomy between the
so-called Sinophiles and Sinophobes.*® For example, Voltaire’s view of China as an
enlightened monarchy based on rational principles is oft-cited to be in direct opposition
to Montesquieu’s vision of a despotic, fear-inspiring Chinese tyranny made worse by
the dissolute tendencies of Chinese rulers.* Yet, as Ashley Millar has shown in her
doctoral thesis on Enlightenment views of China’s political economy, it may be unwise
to distinguish a clear-cut dichotomy between sinophilia and sinophobia. Millar argues
that Enlightenment discourse included both despotic and moderate images in the same
texts and that the rigid juxtaposition of categories does not allow for consensus between
categorically-opposed texts.™ Enlightenment thought about China was also more
nuanced than historians have claimed. Superiority was not always assumed by European
commentators. Rather, Millar shows that in their discussion of political economy,
philosophers displayed a high degree of ‘civilizational relativism’, an openness to learn
from Chinese political and economic structures. An interesting example Millar cites is
David Hume, in his essay ‘Of the Rise and Progress of the Arts and Sciences’ (1742), in
which he stated that the Chinese monarchy was not ‘properly speaking, absolute.” More
surprisingly, Hume wrote in a footnote (interestingly) that ‘perhaps a pure monarchy of
this kind, were it fitted for defence against foreign enemies, would be the best of all

governments’.*®
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They also exhibited ‘genuine engagement with the empirical descriptions of China’.*’

Raymond Dawson, in his study of Chinese images throughout European history has
claimed that the endless list of contradictory qualities attributed to China did not
necessarily accurately reflect the situation there but were rather ‘merely a response to
European needs.’*® Dawson thus argues that Europeans wrote about China while taking
little notice of Chinese reality. Yet, Joan-Pau Rubiés has countered this argument with
his claim that while much that was written about non-Europeans was ill-informed and
manipulated to fit an intra-European debate, ‘Europeans were often genuinely
concerned with understanding the East, for practical and intellectual reasons;...that they
developed largely empirical methods to do so;...and that concepts such as the one of
“oriental despotism” were not mental schemes that blinded Europeans to the
perceptions of the true Orient, but rather, compelling tools for interpreting the
information gathered about the Orient.’*® Enlightenment writers interested in China’s
political system relied on, to differing degrees, evidence provided by travel accounts
and the work of cosmographers. They may have had political biases and prior motives
and fit conclusions into their theses, but at the same time, they were often surprisingly
aware of the methodological difficulties involved in their work. As Rubiés has said: ‘to
the extent that there was a process of fictionalization from Aristotle to the
Enlightenment, it was one that required the concourse not only of political speculators,
but also of intelligent observers and critical historians, and that, in effect, the history of
the concept of despotism can only be written by taking account of this empirical
dimension.”?® While members of the Scottish Enlightenment, including Hume and
Adam Smith, were major propagators of the simplistic binary opposition between a
‘stationary’ China and a ‘dynamic’ Europe that became increasingly embraced in the
nineteenth century, yet at the same time, their works were based on a great deal of
engagement with the body of knowledge on China available to them, including various

travel accounts and works on ethnography and geography.?

THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

However, prior to the nineteenth century, interest in China fringed ‘the centre of
indifference>.?? But the arrivals of Lord Macartney in 1792 and Lord Amherst in 1816
brought Sino-British relations into the sphere of heightened political and economic
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relevance. Familiarity also bred contempt and the positive Catholic views of the Jesuits
began to sit uncomfortably with the staunchly Protestant British.?® The efforts of
Macartney and Ambherst to force trade on the unwilling Ch’ien-lung and Chia-ch’ing
emperors anticipated the increasingly acrimonious relations between the two countries.

Macartney’s famous description of China in his journal was unsympathetic:

The Empire of China is an old, crazy, First rate man-of-war, which a fortunate
succession of able and vigilant officers has contrived to keep afloat for these
one hundred and fifty years past, and to overawe their neighbours merely by
her bulk and appearance, but whenever an insufficient man happens to have the

command upon deck, adieu to the discipline and safety of the ship.?*

Thomas De Quincey echoed Macartney’s epithets of ‘old’ and ‘crazy’ in his
Confessions of an English Opium-Eater (1821), taking them to a nightmarish extreme.
His commentary on China came in the context of series of drug-induced dreams in May
1818, in which he was transported into an ‘Asiatic’ scenery of his own imagination. He

wrote:

| have often thought that if I were compelled to forego England, and to live in
China, and among Chinese manners and modes of life and scenery, | should
go mad...The mere antiquity of Asiatic things - of their institutions, histories,
above all, of their mythologies, etc. - is so impressive, that to me the vast age
of the race and name overpowers the sense of youth in the individual. A young
Chinese seems to me an antediluvian man renewed ... In China, over and above
what it has in common with the rest of Southern Asia, | am terrified by the
modes of life, by the manners, by the barrier of utter abhorrence placed
between myself and them, by counter-sympathies deeper than | can analyse. |

could sooner live with lunatics, with vermin, with crocodiles or snakes.?

De Quincey’s horror and disgust of Asia and especially of China seemed to signal a
sharp break from past views of China, but at the same time, had taken common
assumptions present from the previous centuries to a logical, if hallucinatory, extreme.
Chinese antiquity no longer evoked respect and awe, but disdain. With the rise of

British power thus came the decline of regard for the Other.
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The small band of travellers, humanists and philosophers interested in China in the
previous centuries increased exponentially to include the officials, merchants and
missionaries who began participating in the imperial project. They were intent on
learning Chinese customs, habits, language and government, not just for interest’s sake,
but also to secure their political, economic and religious goals. The study of China
became professionalised as sinologues compiled translations, dictionaries, set up
language schools, wrote trade reports and published authoritative studies. The
proliferation of codified, organised knowledge about China was intimately related to the
imperial mission. Robert Morrison, the first Protestant missionary to China, landed in
Macau in 1807, translated the Bible into Chinese, produced the first Chinese-English
dictionary (1815-1823) and set up a language school for missionaries to learn Chinese.
Walter Henry Medhurst, another missionary, also compiled dictionaries and wrote
China: Its state and prospects, with special reference to the spread of the gospel (1838),
a handbook about China for aspiring missionaries. John Francis Davis, a diplomat and
sinologist who accompanied Lord Amherst in 1816, wrote the first general English
book giving an overview of China, The Chinese: A General Description of the Empire
of China and its Inhabitants in 1836. In the introduction, Davis pointed out the
‘decided’ superiority of the Chinese over all other Asian nations. He claimed that this
superiority stemmed from its geography and favourable climate and could account for
China’s ‘early advancement’®. Yet, a long history of peace had made them a nation of

‘incurable conservatives’, and it was implied that China had ceased to advance.

As relations with the Ch’ing government frayed, commentators like Davis emphasised
the great distinction they saw between the Chinese government and the Chinese people.
The government, as Montesquieu had said, was hopelessly despotic and the people so
incurably conservative that nothing could be changed. Furthermore, their history,
government and philosophy had made them industrious, tranquil, peaceable, docile,
mild and respectful to their elders but had not cured them of their vices of insincerity,
falsehood and jealousy.?” These vices, it seemed, would only be cured by Christianity.
Within these projects lay the accepted assumption that the West could teach China
something and the recommendation that Western rule would be preferred. G.
Tradescant Lay, a missionary and diplomat, writing his book on the Chinese one year
before the First Opium War, drew a clear distinction between the government and the

people: “The Government of China is purposely absurd, but the people are reasonable in
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their views and conceptions.” Upon hearing of the progress of British armaments, he
claimed that , “as soon as they are practically convinced that the civil administration has
been changed, not for the worse, but for the better, they will rank with the most quiet,

most happy, and best conducted subjects of the British empire.”®®

With the outbreak of war between Britain and China in the First Opium War and
Britain’s resounding victory, Britain seemed to be in a position of undeniable
superiority. With war also came more interest and involvement from the higher reaches
of government. Up until this time, MPs did not show much interest in China, other than
in regards to occasional trading issues. In all of the 1820s, China only warranted 61
entries in the debates in the Lords and Commons, but this increased to 987 in the 1840s.
Furthermore, the China issue was not only economic, but involved complicated notions
of culture, honour and power. Glenn Melancon has argued against traditional
interpretations of the First Opium War which pointed to the economic motives of
officials for waging war. Instead he has asserted that cabinet officials actually worried
less about its economic interests and more about its potential loss of honour and power
in relation to Parliament.? That the Opium War was a ‘drug war’ laid the Cabinet open
to charges of immorality and the Whigs had to justify their actions against a strong
opposition composed of elements as varied as conservatives and Chartists. Both
conservatives and radicals excoriated the Government for taking advantage of a weak
opponent on the basis of corrupt motives. The Northern Star, a Chartist newspaper
published in Newcastle-upon-Tyne, lambasted official policy in August 1839: ‘We, her
Majesty’s profit-mongering subjects have, for a long time, been driving on a contraband
and most lucrative trade with China, at the expense of the health and morals of the
Chinese nation.”® In April 1840, a young William Gladstone, a rising star among the
Conservatives, deprecated the hoisting of the British flag ‘to protect an infamous

contraband traffic.”®

Despite the opposition, the Government carried through its policy and as political
relations between the two countries descended into hostility, many opinions also served
to confirm the rightness of the imperial project. Tennyson’s poem, ‘Lockesley Hall’,
written in 1835 and published in the middle of the First Opium War in 1842,
incorporated the trope of the ‘noble savage’ popular in the seventeenth and eighteenth

centuries, which he ultimately rejects for the progressive virtues of civilisation. In the
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latter part of the poem the narrator contemplates escaping back to the Orient, where he

had been born, only to reject the idea and engage in some vivid comparisons: *

‘Fool, again the dream, the fancy! but | know my words are wild,
But I count the gray barbarian lower than the Christian child.

I, to herd with narrow foreheads, vacant of our glorious gains,

Like a beast with lower pleasures, like a beast with lower pains!

Mated with a squalid savage—what to me were sun or clime?

| the heir of all the ages, in the foremost files of time—

| that rather held it better men should perish one by one,

Than that earth should stand at gaze like Joshua’s moon in Ajalon!

Not in vain the distance beacons. Forward, forward let us range,
Let the great world spin for ever down the ringing grooves of change.

Thro’ the shadow of the globe we sweep into the younger day;

Better fifty years of Europe than a cycle of Cathay.’*

In this passage, Tennyson’s physiological comparisons (‘I, to herd with narrow
foreheads, vacant of our glorious gains,”) and disapproval of miscegenation (‘Mated
with a squalid savage’) were related to scientific beliefs inherited from the
Enlightenment and also anticipated the Social Darwinism that was to come. Tennyson’s
line on ‘narrow foreheads’ related to craniometrics, the study of human head-shape and
size in order to determine common characteristics among races. G. Tradescant Lay also
included discussion of craniometrics in his book entitled The Chinese as They Are:
Their Moral, Social, and Literary Character published in 1841. The shape of their
heads, Lay insisted, could tell the observer much about their character and proved his
prior descriptions. He said that the Chinese head-shape, especially the ‘well-marked
ridge running from the crown to the forehead” was ‘connected with the instinctive

habits of perseverance, good humour, and veneration’**
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Tennyson’s temporal comparisons (Joshua’s moon in Ajalon, cycle of Cathay) also
echoed the narrative of a conservative, stagnant, ancient China. These descriptions
would become increasingly cited throughout the rest of the century as ‘progress’ was
promoted by liberals and as the accomplishments of the Industrial Revolution propelled
British power into new lands. Views of British superiority seemed to be justified by the
historical events of that period. British rule expanded in India, the Empire had acquired
Ceylon, Malta, Mauritius, Trinidad, Sierra Leone, Singapore, Burma and other colonies
within the space of about eleven years (from 1815-1826) and in 1839, Britain declared
war on China. The resultant Treaty of Nanking forced concessions, humiliating to the
Qing, but proved to the British their own military and civilisational superiority. As Eric
Hobsbawm has described, the dual revolution in Europe had made the European
masters of their own destiny: ‘By 1848 nothing stood in the way of western conquest of
any territory that western governments or businessmen might find it to their advantage
to occupy, just as nothing but time stood in the way of the progress of western capitalist

enterprise.”* Indeed, progress had won the day.

As China descended into internal rebellion, with the Taiping Rebellion as the most
destructive one, and was wracked by natural disasters in the mid-nineteenth century, the
contrast between the two countries became starker. The Ch’ing rulers appeared weak
and incompetent and the population still passive and ever-enduring. In his treatise On
Liberty (1859) John Stuart Mill used a ‘warning example in China’ to demonstrate the
dangers of the tyranny of the majority in hindering freedom, original thought and
progress. The Chinese were a people of ‘much talent, and, in some respects, even
wisdom’ and had a praiseworthy civil service system. With these endowments, they
should have ‘kept themselves steadily at the head of the movement of the world. On the
contrary, they have become stationary—have remained so for thousands of years;’ (and

this is telling) “and if they are ever to be farther improved, it must be by foreigners.*%

Negative portrayals of China also proliferated in the British press. During the Second
Opium War, a poem, ‘A Chanson for Canton’ was published in Punch on 10 April
1858. That it was called a ‘chanson’ most likely referred to joint French participation in
the war and its reiteration and reinforcing of crude stereotypes served the purposes of

war propaganda:
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JOHN CHINAMAN a rogue is born,

The laws of truth he holds in scorn;

About as great a brute as can

Encumber the Earth is JOHN CHINAMAN.

Chorus: Sing YEH, my cruel JOHN CHINAMAN.
Sing YEO, my stubborn JOHN CHINAMAN;

Not COBDEN himself can take off the ban

By humanity laid on JOHN CHINAMAN.’

With their little pig-eyes and their large pig-tails,
And their diet of rats, dogs, slugs, and snails,

All seems to be game in the frying-pan

Of that nasty feeder, JOHN CHINAMAN.

Chorus: Sing lie-tea, my sly JOHN CHINAMAN,
No fightee, my coward JOHN CHINAMAN:
JOHN BULL has a chance—Ilet him, if he can,
Somewhat open the eyes of JOHN CHINAMAN.*’

A number of images were incorporated into this song. The Chinaman was a ‘rogue’, a
scoundrel who was unpredictable and deceitful. At the same time the Chinaman was
brash and arrogant enough to ‘scorn’ truth. The assumption in the second chorus of
innate Chinese cowardice and aversion to fighting may have also contributed to British
confidence in the war effort. With the end of the war and the ratification of the Treaty of
Tianjin in 1860, the victories seemed to confirm the righteousness of the imperial

mission to ‘open the eyes of John Chinaman’.

Yet, commentators remained ambivalent. James Legge, the first professor of Chinese at
Oxford, was a former missionary and a translator of Confucian and Taoist texts. In
1861, a year after the end of the Second Opium War, he wrote in the preface to his
translation of the classics, that Confucius was a ‘second-rate figure’. He wrote that
‘after long study of his character and opinions, I am unable to regard him as a great
man. He was not before his age, though he was above the mass of the officers and
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scholars of his time. He threw no new light on any of the questions which have a world-
wide interest. He gave no impulse to religion. He had no sympathy with progress.”*®
Echoing Mill, Legge admitted that Confucius possessed wisdom, yet it was a wisdom
that was unoriginal and divorced from a progressive impulse. However, in 1883, a
generation later, in the second edition of his book, Legge changed his mind and his
sentences. He wrote, ‘the more | have studied his character and opinions, the more

highly have | come to regard him. He was a very great man.’

The conflicted and heterogeneous nature of Britain’s interests in China was also further
manifested in the anti-opium movements in the latter part of the nineteenth century, in
which missionaries, traders and politicians debated the rightness of the imperial
mission. DeQuincey’s Confessions and Coleridge’s Kubla Khan had already brought
the trope of China as ‘sleeping giant’ in a narcotic stupor induced by opium into popular
perception. The British imperial project had been dependent in large part upon the
Chinese market for opium shipped from India, but as the number of British missions
increased in China, so did reaction against the opium trade, culminating in the anti-
opium movements of the 1870s.*’ The main organisation, the Anglo-Oriental Society
for the Suppression of the Opium Trade, had strong missionary links and originated
with Quaker campaigners in Birmingham. Sir Joseph Pease, the radical non-conformist
Liberal MP and the leading spokesman of this group in the Commons said in 1875, ‘as
long as England followed this trade she was doing a huge moral iniquity, and that from
the lowest of all motives—the sake of gain. As a nation they were pandering to the
vices of the Chinese, and for money they were debauching a whole people.’*" Images of
opium addicts disseminated by missionaries—with ‘lank and shrivelled limbs, tottering

42__hecame a

gait, sallow visage, feeble eye, and death-boding glance of the eye
powerful tool in legitimizing their activities.** Missionary efforts won the sympathy of
the Australian G.E. Morrison, who had published a book in 1895 describing a journey
on the Yangtze before landing his position as The Times’ first permanent Peking
correspondent. He described the cruelties of opium, firsthand encounters with opium
addicts and espoused a sympathetic view of the work of the missionaries. They were a
body of courageous workers, ‘unselfish and kindly men endowed with every manly
virtue that can command our admiration’.** Eventually, missionary support helped
propel Gladstone to power in 1892 and the government appointed a Royal Commission

on Opium in 1893. Testifying before the Commission, Horatio Nelson Lay, the former
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diplomat in China, discouraged any yielding to the Chinese but instead encouraged a
policy of firmness. He said, ‘the moment you prostrate yourself before a Chinese, his
answer is the knife’.* The anti-opium lobby countered by arguing that Britain’s
immoral position would undermine Chinese willingness to trade. This divide between
political and business interests and religious interests in China would continue into the

debates of the twentieth century.

Also related to the image of China as a sleeping giant was the idea of the “Yellow Peril’,
popularised after Japan’s defeat of China in 1895.%° Once the ‘giant’ awoke, it was
feared, the Chinese hordes would populate and take over the rest of the earth. The
Americans had already taken a preemptive measure with their Chinese Exclusion Act in
1882, but the perceived danger of racial conflict continued to stoke popular fears.
Fiction, like M.P. Shiel’s The Yellow Danger (1898), or the American Jack London’s
‘The Unparalleled Invasion’ (1910) and H.G. Wells’ The War in the Air (1908) cast the
Chinese in the role of sinister villains intent on invading Europe. The trope was not only
evident in fictional writing, but even in travellers’ accounts of China. For example,
Constance Gordon-Cumming, an upper-class travel writer and painter, wrote of the
Chinese in 1887, praising them for their enduring nature but at the same time warned
the West of the potential Yellow Peril: ‘Everywhere they work their way by gentlest but
dogged force of will, by imperturbable good-nature...That they will continue more and

more to overrun the earth is certain.”*’

In the same period, Victorian travellers’ accounts also included a wide gamut of
impressions that related to the moral concerns of their age. They confirmed and
described the vices of the Chinese, yet portrayed them as an innately good-natured
people who had the potential to gain from Christianity. The Chinese, for example, were
supposedly prone to dissimulation. G.E. Morrison, travelling in China before becoming
The Times’ Peking correspondent, recounted an incident when a Chinese told him of a
town where five thousand had reportedly died from starvation in a year. Morrison
doubted this story and used it as evidence that a ‘disregard of accuracy’ was ‘common
to all Orientals’.*® Another oft-repeated description was that China was dirty. Archibald
Little, who had arrived in China as a tea taster twenty-five years prior, said in 1883 that
‘Filth seems inseparable from Chinese humanity, and a total apathy in regard to matter
in the wrong place, pervades all classes, from the highest to the lowest.”*® After a
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Christmas in Shanghai, Constance Gordon-Cumming came away with this impression:
‘Dirt—foulest dirt—is the one impression which remains indelibly stamped on my
mind’.>® Susan Thurin, in her book on Victorian travel writing, wrote that for Cumming,
a staunch supporter of mission work, ‘dirt and bad smells ... become involved in a
religious interpretation of culture. They are associated with a disorderly and sinful

world that the missionary must root out.”**

Cumming also focused on the moral ills that
blighted Chinese civilisation—overpopulation, infanticide, superstition and gambling.
The inability of the Chinese to heal themselves morally and physically was exemplified
by the strangeness and illogicality of their medicine—according to her, a child stricken
of fever would receive a ‘decoction of three scorpions, while dysentery is treated by
acupuncture of the tongue! Pigeons’ dung is the approved medicine for women during
pregnancy!”®? For Cumming, it was only in the ‘bright clean rooms and orderly
dispensaries’ in the medical missions that the people could receive not only physical but

also moral healing.

Isabella Bird Bishop repeated similar observations in her travel book, The Yangtze
Valley and Beyond, published in 1899, but at the same time could also be sympathetic.
China was, according to her, loud, cacophonous, dirty, smelly, crowded and brutal. She
began her trip from Shanghai and described it thus: ‘Shanghai (Chinese) is a mean-
looking and busy city; its crowds of toiling, trotting, bargaining, dragging, burden-

53 “The air’ in all

bearing, shouting, and yelling men are its one imposing feature.
Chinese cities, she said, was “full of the discordant roar of the multitude’ and “[a]ncient
and fish-like smells” abound, and strong odours of garlic, putrid mustard, frizzling pork,
and of the cooking of that most appetising dish, fish in a state of decomposition, drift
out of the crowded eating-houses.”>* Recounting the days immediately before her
encounter with a hostile Chinese mob in Szechuan, Bird wrote: ‘At this time China,
with its crowds, its untellable horrors, its filth, its brutality, its venality, its grasping,
clutching, and pitiless greed, and its political and religious hopelessness, sat upon me
like a nightmare.” Yet, she continued: ‘There are other and better aspects which dawn
on the traveller more slowly, and there is even a certain lovableness about the

people...”>

It was these ‘better aspects’ that Bird cited and emphasised in her concluding remarks.
She drew the distinction, drawn by Lay about fifty years prior, between the government
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and the people. ‘China’ was not ‘in decay’. Rather, what was in decay was the
government. In the recent war with Japan a ‘straight people with a corrupt Government’

were easily subdued by ‘a corrupt people with a straight Government’.*® She wrote:

China bristles with contradictions. The “sick man” ought to be “in decay”, but
he is not. His innate cheeriness is scarcely clouded by our repeated assertions
that he ought to be dead, and he faces the future which we prophesy for him
without misgiving! On the whole, peace, order, and a fair amount of prosperity
prevail throughout the empire ... There is complete religious toleration ... The
Chinese practically in actual life are one of the freest peoples on earth! ...

China is one of the most democratic countries on earth.

In her last paragraph, Bird’s sympathies lay obviously with China but she linked them
with an insistence that Britain should continue to play a leading role in Chinese politics:
‘China is certainly at the dawn of a new era. Whether the twentieth century shall place
her where she ought to be, in the van of Oriental nations, or whether it shall witness her
disintegration and decay, depends very largely on the statesmanship and influence of
Great Britain.”>’ However, in the twentieth century, the statesmanship and influence of
Britain would operate much differently than Bird had envisioned. Rather than the other

way around, imperial interests would gradually succumb to nationalist demands.

THE EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURY: 1900-1918

These Victorian moral certainties became gradually undermined with the end of the era
and at the turn of the century. Two years after the publication of Bird’s book and
immediately after the Boxer Rebellion, the Cambridge intellectual, Goldsworthy Lowes
Dickinson, took this sympathetic narrative of China even further. The Boxer Rebellion
(and perhaps Britain’s concurrent experience in the Second Boer War) had inspired
Dickinson to use China as a foil in a polemic against the restlessness, materialism and
ugliness that he saw in his own civilisation. In this way he perpetuated the relativism
evident in Voltaire’s writings several centuries prior. In his Letters from John
Chinaman (published 1901), Dickinson wrote in first-person as ‘John Chinaman’, not
necessarily presenting an accurate reflection of Chinese opinion at the time, but a

critique of the West and a tribute to his version of Chinese humanism.
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Dickinson’s interpretation of China is interesting in that he took familiar assumptions
but turned the traditional interpretation of those assumptions on its head. The Chinese
he portrayed possessed the same characteristics attributed to them for centuries. They
were conservative, unchanging, industrious, content to suffer and did not care for
‘progress’. But for the pacifistic Dickinson, this was preferable to the unrest, confusion
and lack of morality evident in a Europe so intent on progress and struggle.®® The
Chinese were industrious and hard-working but their innate tendency towards
contentment meant that they while they worked they could also enjoy the beauty around
them. Dickinson’s idealised account of Chinese peasant life was marked by harmony
with nature and undisturbed by base greed and constant dissatisfaction.>® The Chinese
were democratic (he wrote: ‘none is master, none servant’) and civilised, with an
impressive pedigree of philosophical accomplishments, yet were exceedingly tolerant
and thus less hypocritical than the Westerners who sought to impose their way of life
upon an unwilling population. The West, Dickinson implied, had much to learn from

those whom they sought to teach.

Opinions of China, however, were not only influenced by the domestic cultural
concerns of left-wing intellectuals like Dickinson. At the turn of the century, the
changing balance-of-power in the Far East also became an important impetus to a
renewed debate on the role of empire in China. Japan’s victory over Russia in 1905, in
addition to its defeat of China in 1895, significantly expanded Japan’s political and
commercial influence in northeast China. The example of G.E. ‘Chinese’ Morrison, The
Times’ Peking correspondent, demonstrates how much public attitudes towards China
could affect British policy. Eiko Woodhouse has detailed his role in shaping British
public opinion and diplomacy towards China and has argued that Morrison skillfully
used his political connections and journalism to advocate support for Chinese
nationalism.®® The corollary to this stance was his anti-Ch’ing and anti-Japanese
platform, which was opposed not only to the editorial policy of The Times, but also to
the official policy of the FO.®! Yet, knowing that British public opinion was already
turning against Japan,®® Morrison persisted in writing optimistic accounts of China,
citing its economic and social progress, causing his sometime assistant and rival J.O.P.
Bland to accuse him of seeing China in a ‘soft rose tint’.%® In 1907, on leave in London,
Morrison addressed a gathering of influential businessmen and representatives of the

Foreign and Colonial Offices at the annual dinner of the China Association. His speech
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praised the progressive movement in China, lauding the Chinese for rise of nationalism,
the spread of Western education, the re-organisation of the army and the growth of the
native press.®* While a number disagreed with him, Sir Ernest Satow, the Minister in
Peking and Charles Addis of the Hongkong and Shanghai Bank expressed their
appreciation for his speech. Support for Chinese nationalism would not be a completely
new phenomenon in the interwar period, but had its antecedents in the founding years of
the Chinese Republic. Indeed, during the Revolution in 1911 Morrison’s influence over
policy caused a Japanese contemporary to comment that, ‘In particular, the sympathetic
tone of Morrison, correspondent of The Times, seemed to have been the most powerful

force in bringing about the change in attitude of the British officials in Peking.”®®

In 1909, Edwin Dingle, an English journalist and traveller, decided to walk across
China by foot. Armed with knowledge about China accumulated from Morrison, H.B.
Morse (the American customs commissioner) and others, Dingle walked from the
Yangtse to Burma.® The historical context of the time was not lost on Dingle and his

567 and

express goal was to see if the ‘reform, if genuine at all, [was] universal in China
to see the interior of China before ‘modernity had robbed her and her wonderful people
of their isolation and antediluvianism.*®® Were the forces of modernity powerful enough
to ‘rob’ the Chinese of their ‘antediluvianism’? The presence of a ‘New China’ was
evident to Dingle in the provinces above the Yangtse and in the provinces connected to
Peking by rail, but to him, <China in the west moves, if at all, but at a snail’s pace’®®. He
wrote that China was ‘changing’, that although the movement may be hampered by
their ‘ancient civilization’, still ‘the Government cry of “China for the Chinese” is going

to win.’

Changes in China were also accompanied by corresponding changes in how the

foreigner would deal with the Chinese people. Dingle warned his reading public:

In several years of residence in the Far East | have noticed respect for the

foreigner unhappily diminishing ... The average European in the East and Far
East does not treat the Oriental with respect. He considers that the Chinaman,
the Malay, the Burman, the Indian is there to do the donkey work only .... [He

will do it] contentedly and for the most part cheerfully. But he will not always
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be so content and so cheerful ... Some day he may hit back ... Indemnities are

given, but the Chinese pride still feels the smart.”

That ‘day’ that Dingle warned about did not come, strictly speaking, until the 1920s,
when the Kuomintang and the Communist Party actively organised an effective anti-
imperial movement and boycott. However, anti-imperialist feeling had always been
present and was violently expressed in the Boxer rebellion. Nationalist calls against
imperial encroachments on China’s territorial sovereignty continued to be unheeded
after the 1911 Revolution, when China devolved into a chaotic situation of regional
division and warfare. At the same time, Europe turned its attention away from the Far
East to fight the First World War against Germany. Japan took advantage of Allied
inattention and entered the war, defeating the Germans at Tsingtao in Shantung. It
proceeded to impose its Twenty-One Demands on Yuan Shih-kai’s government in 1915,
confirming and furthering the expansion of its sphere of influence in the northeast. It
was telling that the British press and Parliament strongly protested the Japanese
exploits, since Britons began questioning imperialist actions in China, even if they were
committed by another Power. Eventually Japan was prevented from taking more
because of Allied opposition.” President Tuan Ch’i-jui followed the United States’ lead
by entering the war in 1917, hoping to obtain Allied loans to prop up his weak central
government. He also believed that China’s entry into the war could be leverage for
China to take back its concessions. The subsequent controversy at Versailles over
Shantung had two significant outcomes. American sympathy for the Chinese was also a
major factor in the defeat of the treaty and the League of Nations in the US Congress.
At the same time, Wilson’s eventual compromise with the other allies at Versailles
meant that Japan retained control over the Liaotung peninsula. Additionally, anger over
China’s treatment at Versailles sparked the student-led May Fourth Movement, which

galvanised a cultural revolt and made it political.

The May Fourth Movement, or more generally, the New Culture Movement may not
have been as radical a break from the past as has been seen traditionally.” Yet despite
its incomplete efforts to overthrow the feudal past, the effect of the movement on
Western perceptions of China was significant. Its calls for the renunciation of the past—
of Confucian family structures, of traditional governance, of classical literature—and its

overt espousal of Western politics and science cast doubt on the enduring assumptions
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that the Chinese were unwilling and unable to change. Lu Hstin’s vivid portrayal of a
cannibalistic traditional culture and Hu Shih’s impassioned repudiation of the Chinese
classics were acts of dynamic revolt. The name of its flagship publication New Youth
and the name given to the intellectuals and students pressing for change — “Young
China’—conveyed the message of freshness, youth and vitality inconsistent with past

images of an ancient, conservative China.

CONCLUSION

Although the picture that emerges from the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries is not a
straightforward, uniform understanding of China formed by consistently scornful
commentators, yet a consistent thread in British understandings was that China as a
whole was ancient and conservative and that the people were passive, long-suffering
and persevering. The question then that would preoccupy the British in the interwar
period would be whether it was possible for the Chinese to change. Could the Chinese
escape the burden and legacy of their history and culture?

Early commentators from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries often praised the
Chinese achievements of the past but also popularised the notion of a bulky, inert
civilisation unwilling to learn from the rest of the world. In the nineteenth century, this
idea was reinforced by the stark contrast between British technological and military
superiority and apparent Chinese backwardness. ‘Forward, forward, let us range’,
charged Tennyson’s soldier in Locksley Hall, but China was trapped in the interminable
‘cycle of Cathay’. Yet, underpinning the Christian missions to China from the
nineteenth century onwards was the belief that China could change, but only with the
assistance and tutelage of the West. From inward salvation could come the salvation of
the country — the kingdom of heaven could be brought to the Chinese earth. Similarly,
the trope of the Yellow Peril, though starkly different from missionary ideas, implied
that China would eventually rouse itself, organise its millions and march forward in
quest of world-domination. In both cases, China was on the path of awakening. At the
same time, the role of the early twentieth century British left-wing intellectuals was
ambivalent” since they glorified an idealised version of a past harmonious Chinese

civilisation. Their views of China were positive, in sharp distinction from traditional
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British views, but they hearkened to the past and seemed unsure of how to deal with a

China intent on learning from the West and facing the future.

Thus, within the overall narrative of a sleeping, passive China had been an undercurrent
of potential revolution, and in the years after the First World War, Young China’s
nationalism began to upset the status quo. By the 1920s the British and Chinese
contexts would change enough for an adjustment of these narratives of China and the
Chinese. The challenge of Chinese nationalism came at a time when the clear
superiority of British strength had been undermined by the First World War and would
open up space for a public-sphere debate over Britain’s future role in China. These
debates would be based on past descriptions and knowledge of China, but they would

also arise from the specific and distinct concerns of the interwar period.
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Chapter 2: The end of the First World
War to 1924

The parameters of the British debate on the future of Sino-British relations were not
only derived from ideas passed down through the centuries, but also from the
contemporary context and interests of groups involved with China. The experience of
the First World War fundamentally altered perspectives on politics, society, religion and
international relations. The war had brought questions of nationalism, self-
determination and peaceful co-existence into sharp focus, and its economic effects also
forced policymakers to re-think the direction of foreign policy. Indeed, Niels Petersson
has pointed out that the failure of European co-operative financial imperialism in China
was caused by the same forces that brought about the collapse of the pre-1914 European
world order.! British policymakers thus faced intense domestic economic, social and
cultural questioning of their own past while simultaneously dealing with the question of
China’s future. Their ideas were also informed by the opinions of those Britons who

had invested in and were interested in China.

This chapter begins by addressing some of the main effects of the experience of the
First World War on thought about empire. Then it brings the discussion to East Asia
and the decisions of the Washington Conference. With this general context established,
it focuses on the composition and concerns of the main groups of Britons interested in
China, beginning with the FO. Apart from government officials stationed in China,
treaty-port residents and missionaries were the main sources of information about China
who could pass on their opinions to their connections at home, which included business
interests and church groups. Also, in addition to firsthand information, Britons could
read publications about China at home, ranging from highbrow commentary to
sensational news articles. In the first years of the 1920s Britons had a wide-ranging
interest in China and the ideas they carried with them would influence the future
trajectory of Sino-British relations. The subsequent turn in British policy needs to be
seen within not only the bilateral context of Sino-British relations but also within the

domestic context of the aftermath of the First World War.
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THE FIRST WORLD WAR AND EMPIRE

In the early 1920s the British Empire still ruled over one-quarter of the world
population and one-quarter of the earth’s territory, despite the ravages of the previous
decade. Yet the forces unleashed during the First World War had sent tremors through
the imperial colossus, upsetting the firm hold London had on its sprawling territories.
Traditional ways of governing, living and thinking gave way to the mores shaped by a

new order.

In this new order, Britain had lost its economic dominance. By the end of the First
World War, capital had run low in the depressed economy. Intellectuals as various as
Lenin, Hobson, Cain and Hopkins and others have argued that capitalism drove the
spread of empire in the nineteenth century? and it followed that a constant, dependable
influx of capital sustained empire. Yet during the war overseas markets had succumbed
to the cheaper goods offered by newly-confident competitors, such as Japan, the United
States and even India, who had taken advantage of Britain’s concentration on war
production to increase their market share. The British share of world exports had fallen
from a quarter in the pre-war period to a fifth by 1930. Public perception at the time
also linked shrinking exports with unemployment, which was persistently high
throughout the 1920s.* The economic slump led policymakers to search desperately for
a solution® and their decisions had repercussions on the imperial economy. lan
Drummond has convincingly shown that anxieties about Britain’s domestic economy
led policymakers to give increased economic importance to the White Dominions rather
than to the colonial parts of the empire.® But beyond this, a weakened economy also

meant a weakened position overall in the world balance-of-power.’

Secondly, the overt espousal of the principle of self-determination in the Fourteen
Points and the post-war settlement by the victorious Powers after the First World War
gave legitimacy to nationalist movements in Europe, Asia and the Middle East. Not
only had nationalism in Central Europe contributed to the breakdown of the balance-of-
power in Europe prior to 1914, the ensuing war had shattered the Ottoman Empire, the
Russian Empire, the short-lived German Empire and the continental Austro-Hungarian
Empire. By 1919 only two large empires remained—the British and the French. The

forces of modernisation had destroyed empires and constructed nationalisms in their
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place.® Germany’s imperial ambitions had been destroyed, Austria-Hungary’s
multiethnic empire had been dismantled and the victorious Powers seemed to embrace
Wilson’s liberal notions of self-determination. Yet, the tensions inherent in the co-

existence of empire and nationalism remained unresolved.®

Thirdly, popular ideas about the renunciation of force sat uneasily with the fact of
empire. Empire had been gained by force and maintained by, above all, force. Yet
Article 8 in the Treaty of Versailles bound the members of the League to disarmament
to ‘the lowest point consistent with national safety and the enforcement of common
action of international obligations’. The military-industrial complex was subject to
‘grave objections’ and Article 23(d) also gave the League supervisory powers over the
armament trade. The League therefore sought to ban arms sales to insurgent movements
in Africa and the Middle East in order to preserve imperial security, but British officials
also feared that arms regulations would hinder supply of arms to troops throughout the
empire.'® The British government’s dictum of disarmament had an uncomfortable

relationship with its responsibility to maintain empire.

Disarmament, collective security and the League of Nations were also vital parts of the
programmes of the many peace movements that sprung up in the interwar period.
Universal suffrage in 1918 had produced a plethora of civic organisations dedicated to
mobilising the mass electorate.** Although many of these groups were politically
centrist, the influence of the internationalist League of Nations Union was pervasive.*?
Other pacifist organisations such as the Universal Congress of Peace, the Youth Anti-
War Council, the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, the League to
Abolish War and the No More War Movement were also active in spreading their
message against war and armaments. Indeed, as Martin Ceadel has claimed, the ‘most
interesting and influential pacifist movement in modern times [was] that of Britain
between the two world wars.”*® Widespread public participation in these movements
thus pointed to an important social shift in the politics of interwar imperial Britain.
Informed and organised citizens were now able to effectively support and protest any

decisions policymakers sought to make.

These economic and socio-political changes in the interwar period also point to a deeper

inclusive cultural shift in interwar Britain. The familiar list of names— Nietzsche,
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Picasso, Freud, Schoenberg, Darwin—were the turn-of-the-century modernist
iconoclasts for philosophy, art, psychology, music and science. But it was the war that
gave the intellectual impulses of modernism—of liberation and rebellion—full rein. Art,
war and technology combined, in Modris Eksteins’ thesis, into a modernism that exalted
emotion over rationality, chaos over order and a modernism carried over from elite
culture into mass culture.** The senseless carnage made possible by technological
advancement shook faith in the ideal of progress. The creative forces of science
destroyed the certainties of the past. Faith in the rightness of the war was exploded by
the soldiers and intellectuals who peddled the ‘War Myth>*® and as a corollary, the

rightness of the imperial past came into question as well.

Perhaps the typical Briton did not read T.S. Eliot’s Waste Land or appreciate Roger Fry
and Vanessa Bell’s post-impressionist art.'® Perhaps as A.J.P. Taylor said, the ‘great
contemporary works of literature’ were ‘beyond’ the ordinary people and they preferred
more accessible fare. Always the revisionist, he wrote, by the ‘prosaic standard, this
was the best time mankind, or at any rate Englishmen, had known: more considerate,
with more welfare for the whole mass of people packed into a few years than into the
whole of previous history.”!” Yet, the public still had changed its reading habits. The
Christian and temperance morality tales popular in the decades before the war ere were
passed over for new spy thrillers and crime novels. Violence, technology, crime, the
supernatural and adventure were the prevailing content of interwar bestsellers in
Britain.’® The Christian and Enlightenment ideals of the past were being questioned
implicitly, if not explicitly. It followed that the politics of the past would also be
questioned. In the period after the First World War, Britons were in not only a political
and economic crisis, but a spiritual one. E.H. Carr looked back at the past two decades
and called them the ‘Twenty-Years’ Crisis’, the crisis of liberalism, of utopianism

against realism and the year in which he wrote, 1939, was to prove him right.*®

But for Carr, the 1920s were still ‘golden years’ of tranquillity, optimism and
reconciliation, and other histories of the 1920s also portray it as a calm interlude before
the debacle of the 1930s when the British were more interested in solving domestic
economic and social problems than being involved in faraway crises.?’ Yet the outward
motions of peacemaking, according to Sally Marks, only contributed to the illusion of
peace, while tensions still existed.? If one looked further outside of Europe, the picture
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was definitely neither quiet nor harmonious. No matter how much the British wished for
a respite from the troubles, nationalists, politicians, generals, and warlords in the Middle
East, Africa and Asia actively created situations that the British could not ignore. The
crisis for Carr was European, national and personal. But one could also link this sense

of crisis to Britain’s place in the world at large.

This crisis of confidence would be exacerbated during and after the Second World War
as the British empire was subsequently dismantled but decolonisation for Britain did not
begin after the Second World War. Of course, the rapid dismantling of most British
colonial structures occurred in the decades after 1945, but this view discounts the
process of decolonization for informal empire after the First World War. The end of
Britain’s system of special rights and privileges in China does not fall comfortably into
the rubric which John Darwin uses in his seminal work, Britain and Decolonisation:
The Retreat from Empire in the Post-War World, in which he claims that the Second
World War and its aftereffects served as the ‘trigger for an infinite series of
transformations.’? Rather, in China’s case and in other parts of the informal empire, it
was the First World War that mattered.

In the Middle East, Britain had avoided formal annexation and instead opted for
informal empire, keeping the Ottoman Empire as a buffer to protect British India. With
the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire during the First World War, Britain became the
dominant power in the Middle East, but at the same time, influential nationalist
movements countered British authority. The Chanak Crisis in 1922, involving a
standoff between British and French troops and Turkish troops, had serious implications
not only for LIoyd George’s political future, but also revealed the unwillingness of the
British public to go to war again. Furthermore, Turkish nationalists won independence
and abolished extraterritoriality in 1923. In 1922, Britain also declared Egypt’s
independence in the aftermath of Egyptian revolution. In Persia, Reza Khan repudiated
British power in the same decade, with extraterritoriality coming to an end in 1928.% In
Southeast Asia, Britain followed the United States, France and the Netherlands to take a
conciliatory approach towards Siam, renouncing its ‘unequal’ rights in 1925.% Closer to
home, Ireland became an independent country in 1921 with the signing of the Anglo-
Irish Treaty. Decolonisation in China consisted of similar procedures: the process of
relinquishing British privileges gained through the treaties signed at Nanjing and
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Tianjin after the two Opium Wars, which included the opening of ports to British trade
and settlement, for fixed tariffs, ceding Hong Kong to Britain and extraterritoriality,
which freed British subjects in China from the rule of Chinese law. China was therefore
not a unique problem. Thus, the retreat from China needs to be seen as an example of a
larger trend going on in British foreign affairs in the 1920s. The 1920s were a period of
tremendous economic, social and cultural flux; it was logical that neither the British nor

the Chinese could or would keep relations the same.

THE WASHINGTON CONFERENCE: THE CHINA ISSUE AND
THE INTERNATIONAL SYSTEM

The initial step in this retreat was the first major gathering to discuss the East Asian
question after the war. The first major disarmament conference in history, the
Washington Naval Conference, was held from November 1921 to February 1922. Nine
Powers with interests in East Asia and the Pacific gathered at Washington, D.C. — the
United States, Japan, China, France, Great Britain, Italy, Belgium, Netherlands, and
Portugal. This gathering focused on shaping the postwar East Asian international order.
The conference ushered in a new system of international relations, in which the Powers
decided to forego diplomacy based on the traditional balance-of-power, and instead
resolved rather to abide by a spirit of cooperation with all of the other Powers.?® The US
was wary of Japanese expansionist ambitions in the Pacific and of its naval strength.
Britain, on the other hand, was wary of US naval strength and sought to avoid an arms
race. The Five-Power Treaty, signed by Britain, the US, Japan, France and Italy, limited

naval armaments to a 5:5:3:1.5:1.5 ratio respectively.

The Anglo-Japanese Alliance, dating from 1902, was terminated and replaced by the
Four-Power Treaty, in which the US, Britain, France and Japan agreed to maintain the
status quo in the Pacific and promised to consult one another in the event of a dispute in
the region. On the one hand, Japan received recognition of its special interests in
Manchuria and other areas. On the other, the end of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance meant
a recognition of the United States’ strengthened presence in the region and within the
international system after the war. By breaking up the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, the US

effectively changed the international order in East Asia.
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The decision was not without controversy. Right-wing commentators lamented the end
of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. The National Review, in multiple instances, excoriated
the policymakers who were at Washington.?® An editor wrote some years later in April
1925:

The more we reflect upon the abandonment of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance,
the more we regret that stupendous blunder from the British and the Imperial
standpoint. It was one of those demonstrations of political thoughtlessness in

which responsible statesmanship abounds.?’

In relation to China, the Powers at the Conference signed the Nine-Power Treaty,
pledging to uphold the American-advocated Open Door policy of free trade and of
respecting China’s territorial and administrative integrity. The Conference also
promised future modifications for extraterritoriality and the restoration of tariff
autonomy in China. The US was wary of Japanese expansionist ambitions in the Pacific
and in China, as were the British. Thus the Nine-Power Treaty was not only a friendly

gesture to the Chinese, but also a strategy to limit the Japanese.

Participants and observers were hopeful that given this opportunity, China would ‘work
out her own salvation’ and the Powers went home congratulating each other for having
done China a good turn. In a talk at the Institute of International Affairs, Admiral
Chatfield, the Assistant Chief of the Naval Staff, touted the achievements of
Washington: ‘Everyone went to the Conference in a spirit of cooperation and everyone
left feeling that they had had a square deal.’®® The Times headline for 02 February 1922
read, ‘Washington’s Triumph. A Great Promise Realized... China’s Future Secure.’®
Others were not so convinced. Chu Chao-hsin, the Chinese chargé d’affaires in London
doubted the sincerity of the Powers. He said, ‘[H]ad not China views of her own as to
how she should be opened up?’ China was ‘in the position of a joint at a sacrificial
feast and guests talking about the best way to carve it up to their own advantage, while
pretending that they had no self-interest in the matter.”*° Despite this undercurrent of
criticism, an atmosphere of optimism still prevailed. The Powers continued to hope that
the Open Door policy would give Chinese leaders freedom to solve their domestic

problems and that China would be stable and unified.
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THE FOREIGN OFFICE, PARLIAMENT AND CHINA POLICY

Decisions on China policy in Britain were in large part made by the Foreign Office. The
Cabinet in the early 1920s was preoccupied with the more pressing issues of Irish Home
Rule, reparations, and the rise of Bolshevism, and China was only therefore discussed
briefly, when discussed at all. In its deliberations, the Cabinet generally sided with the
Foreign Office versus other departments and interests.

The Foreign Secretary (Lord Curzon, from 1919-1924, Ramsay MacDonald* from
January 1924 and Austen Chamberlain from November 1924-June 1929) led the
process of decision-making in the FO and communicated lines of policy to and from the
Cabinet. Under-Secretaries worked with the heads of the territorial departments to
formulate major lines of policy and recommendations. Sir Victor Wellesley became
Head of the Far Eastern Department in 1920 and was promoted to be Deputy Under-
Secretary in 1924 and continued to be responsible for China policy. Since his superiors,
the Permanent Under-Secretaries, Sir Eyre Crowe and Sir William Tyrell (after May
1925) were only peripherally involved in Chinese affairs, Wellesley was largely
responsible for guiding the FO’s China policy. He was conscientious, hard-working and
cautiously pessimistic.*? The Head of Department who succeeded him, Sydney
Waterlow, was an intellectual whose ambitious schemes could at the same time impress
and frustrate his colleagues.*® Educated at Eton and Trinity College, Cambridge,
Waterlow also moved in the same social circles as the Bloomsbury Group and it was
said that he had proposed to Virginia Woolf in 1910 only to be refused. Waterlow
would be replaced in 1926 by George Mounsey, a more self-effacing but
accommodating individual. The clerks in the Far Eastern Department included men
mostly in their thirties, with varying degrees of experience in East Asian affairs. Frank
Ashton-Gwatkin knew Japanese, had been sent to Japan and Singapore and was a
delegate to the Washington Conference. Basil Newton had been based in London and
was ‘always putting on the brake’.>* William Strang came from the Northern
Department without much experience or interest in the region. Later additions in 1926
included two older members of the China consular service with experience in the field:
G.S. Moss and J.T. Pratt, both former student interpreters of Chinese and holders of
various official posts in a number of Chinese cities. Moss, however, was conservative

and pro-imperial, whereas Pratt, the recognised ‘expert’ in the department, became the
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KMT’s leading advocate. Moss’ departure in 1927 and Pratt’s continued influence,

along with other personnel decisions, were strong indications of the direction of FO

policy.

The Foreign Office received local information about China from the ‘men on the
ground’ including the Peking Legation where the Minister resided and the Consuls in
the treaty ports. Attached to the Legation were the First Secretary, the junior secretaries,
the Commercial secretary and various attachés. The Governor of Hong Kong stayed in
contact with the Colonial Office, which passed information and opinions on to the FO.

Although the public was often more interested in domestic rather than foreign policy,
public opinion could constrain or support Government actions. Even if they sometimes
allowed the Government free reign over foreign policy, Parliament at least kept a
watchful eye on it, always sure to point out contradictions and faults in official rhetoric.
The Foreign Office might not always act upon their ideas or opinions, but officials had
to refine, thoroughly explain, and most of all, defend policy since every action was
thoroughly vetted by concerned MPs. Parliament’s role in conducting foreign policy
was, in concrete terms, to pass legislation to ratify treaties, but the debates in both
houses were a good barometer of public opinion. Lord Strang wrote that the
parliamentary questions kept government ‘broadly in step’ with popular sentiment, as
well as warning members if they strayed too far from domestic opinion.® Parliament’s
‘vigilance’ set up a ‘state of tension’ among ministers and officials which was only
relaxed as soon as it went into recess. However, in the early 1920s China was rarely on

the parliamentary agenda and only provoked substantial discussion after 30 May 1925.

CHINESE ISSUES, 1922-1924

For the FO, China was a seemingly interminable mess. The country was in disarray; the
Central Government was bankrupt, its Cabinet resigned every few months and
provincial armies raised up by the warlords fought each other in a series of civil wars.
From 1922-1924 Wu Pei-fu and the Chihli Clique were intermittently at war with
Chang Tso-Lin’s Fengtien Clique and Sun Yat-sen’s KMT.% In the first Chihli-
Fengtien War in 1922 Wu and his forces pushed Chang back to Manchuria, taking over
control of the Central Government, only to have Chang return with a vengeance in
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1924. In the meantime, Sun Yat-sen was in southern China, president of the self-
proclaimed military government in Canton, and laying out plans to unify the country
through a Nationalist-led Northern Expedition. The Annual Report from the British
Legation in Peking for 1924 began with the following words: ‘The story of the affairs in
China during 1924, as during 1922 and 1923, is a gloomy one ... Almost every year in
the recent history of the Chinese Republic has had its record of civil warfare and
internal political disturbance...without...any great prospect of a return to sanity and
unity of government.”®” Each report contained detailed accounts of China’s problems,
which included: ‘militarism and brigandage, which in places has become a direct
menace to foreign life and property, opium cultivation universally on the increase, the
seeds of Bolshevism germinating in the new industrial areas round the large treaty ports,

and bearing fruit in strikes and boycotts.”®

In the face of these problems, the FO maintained a passive and non-interventionist
stance. The situation in China was seen as hopelessly chaotic and policymakers were
loathe to intervene, even if intervention may have resulted in increased trade. Although
in early 1923 Robert Clive, chargé d’affaires in Peking, still believed that China could
not arrange its finances nor disband its soldiers without foreign assistance, writing: ‘I do
not believe that any foreigner with experience of this country, or any informed Chinese
(provided he is not in office at the moment) would pretend that either of these ends can

»39

be achieved without foreign assistance,’”” the Foreign Office was much less eager to

recommend foreign aid or intervention.

Policymakers were also hesitant to use force to protect British subjects from the chaos
and violence in China. Victor Wellesley, Assistant Secretary in the Foreign Office,
wrote towards the end of 1923, acknowledging the limits of British foreign policy, that
‘there is only one sovereign remedy for all China’s ills, and that is that the
administration of the country should be in foreign hands. This need only be mentioned
in order to be dismissed.”*® In 1924 Philip Snowden, the Labour Chancellor of the
Exchequer wrote, in response to a proposal to build more Yangtse River gunboats in
order to protect British subjects, ‘There must be some limit beyond which if British
subjects penetrate they must do without complete assurance of naval protection.”** The
Cabinet agreed that while the provision of gunboats was a ‘necessity’, they had strong

objections against introducing a supplementary estimate for their immediate provision.
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Already, the Government was renouncing force as a strategy in East Asia. It was
becoming increasingly expensive to defend and protect British interests in the period
after World War 1. Wellesley explained the change in policy: ‘no Power, and least of all
ourselves, already with overburdened with commitments in every part of the world and
with a depleted purse, is prepared to embark upon a policy of armed intervention on
such a scale which of course [the foreign administration of China] implies.”** The First
World War had a devastating effect on trade and the economy and Britain was only
slowly recovering in the 1920s* and the high cost of building new gunboats effectively

dissuaded the Cabinet from approving the Yangtse Gunboat scheme.

The FO was also increasingly aware of new threats in China, specifically the rise of
nationalism, the boycotts that accompanied it and the influence of the Soviet Union. In
early 1922 thousands of seamen in Hong Kong went on strike, supported by Sun’s
provisional government in Canton. British business and life was seriously affected as
servants, coolies, cooks, and other workers joined the strike, directing their ire at
capitalists and foreign imperialists. Eventually in March the shipowners and seamen
arrived at an agreement, which was called by a representative from Alfred Holt & Co., a

shipping company in Hong Kong, ‘a complete and abject surrender’.*

However, the indignation of the business community in China and at home did not
cause British policymakers to take a harder line, because they feared exacerbating the
anti-foreign sentiment in the treaty ports. The British public and government believed
that the strike in Hong Kong and the other strikes in the period were not simply
symptoms of economic problems, but were caused by something deeper and more
dangerous to established British interests — the ferment in ‘ultra-democratic Canton,
backed by Bolshevist activity’.*> The Foreign Office was also monitoring the
movements of Soviet representatives in China and expressed concern about their
influence, especially among Chinese students. The visit of Adolf Joffe to China in
January 1923 led to concern in Parliament, and Walter de Frece, a Conservative MP
from Lancashire, raised questions about Joffe’s speeches to students from radical
organisations. In drafting a response, Wellesley noted: ‘The Chinese Government are
understood to have warned M. Joffe.” adding in handwriting, ‘keeping a close watch
[on?] his proceedings.” However, Wellesley himself was doubtful of the Chinese

Government’s awareness of the dangers of Bolshevism, as evidenced by his crossing
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out a section of the original sentence, which had read, ‘The Chinese Government
(crossed out - are fully alive to the dangers of Bolshevik propaganda, and) are
understood to have made representations to M. Joffe.”*® Though the British Government
may have been ‘fully alive’ to the danger, it still did not interfere with Soviet activities
in China. The Bolshevik threat seemed limited to Sun’s Canton, which they hoped
would fall with the advance of the warlord Wu Pei-fu. They also thought that any kind
of intervention on their part would only serve to stoke the flames of nationalism and
drive more Chinese radicals into the Bolshevik camp.*’

Formal government policy was then, in the words of a clause in the Nine-Power Treaty:
‘To provide the fullest and most unembarrassed opportunity to China to develop and
maintain for herself an effective and stable government;” which implied support for
China’s territorial and political integrity. Yet, there remained the uncomfortable issues
of the British concessions in China, British citizens’ extra-territorial rights and China’s
lack of tariff autonomy—all direct infringements on Chinese sovereignty. The chaos
and uncertainty of China’s political future became convenient reasons for maintaining
the status quo in China. Yet, policymakers were also reluctant to irritate the Chinese

further and were cautious in their dealings.

For example, an old question raised in 1911 was still being addressed by the Cabinet
was the leases for the British concessions. In 1923 the Conservative First Commissioner
of Works, Sir John Baird, and the Financial Secretary to the Treasury, William Joynson-
Hicks, supported offering lot holders in the British Concessions renewal of their leases
for 999 years on a rental basis, which would provide an increase to Government
income. The Foreign Office struck back, arguing that this position could be construed
by the Chinese government as the British government making money ‘unjustifiably out
of concessions received from the Chinese Government, and that the effect will be to
weaken the position of H.M. Government as regards the continued enjoyment of extra-
territorial privileges.’*® In January 1924, the new Labour Secretary of State to the
Colonies, J.H. Thomas, ‘strongly urged that the Treasury proposals should not be
adopted,’ because in that event the Chinese Government would raise the “difficult and
delicate question of extraterritoriality’.** Ramsay MacDonald, the Foreign Secretary
and Prime Minister, acknowledged that the government would profit by about forty

thousand pounds a year by leasing the concessions. ‘But’ he said, ‘the question of the
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Crown leases is intimately connected with the much greater question of
extraterritoriality in China...The war has diminished the prestige of all the European
Powers...The Chinese have been encouraged...to look forward in the near future to a
withdrawal of all foreign extraterritorial privileges and the surrender of all foreign
concessions.” *° Furthermore, he added, the demands of the Turks for the abolition of
the Capitulations had strengthened the Chinese people’s determination to recover their
sovereign rights. The Cabinet eventually reached the conclusion that there was not
sufficient information to make a decision, and put the matter aside. Thus, the Cabinet,
along with the Foreign Office, took a cautious approach towards relations with China,
unwilling to lose Britain’s hard-earned privileges in China in face of the rise of

nationalism but also unwilling to anger the nationalists.

For the British businesses and residents in China, the chaos that they witnessed in their
lives in Shanghai and elsewhere required that the government take action to protect
existing interests and they were notably disappointed by the government’s seeming
apathy. For example, in 1923 Chinese bandits took train passengers hostage in the
famous ‘Lincheng Outrage’. Counted among the hostages were some Englishmen and
women who came back with horrifying stories of how they had been woken up in the
middle of the night and forced to walk for miles in their pyjamas and without proper
shoes, of the filth and squalor of the conditions they were forced to live in, and the
debasing attitude of the Chinese bandits towards the foreigners. The incident, of course,
caused business interests related to China to bombard the Foreign Office with letters
demanding firm action. The telegram sent repeatedly by multiple Chambers of
Commerce in Britain and in China read: ‘Future of Foreign Trade dependent upon
Chinese realising trade residents here must be protected and failure to regard such
outrage as cause for radical alteration attitude and stronger action will be regarded as

confirmation of weakness with more disastrous results.’>:

The Foreign Office responded to these demands with curt letters, explaining to these
businesses that negotiations were going on with the Chinese and that they were
preparing a railway police scheme which would ensure the safety of passengers. Sir
Ronald Macleay, Britain’s minister to China, submitted a draft scheme for a Chinese
railway police under foreign control. The Foreign Office approved of the scheme and
Wellesley even called it ‘the only one of real importance’.>> Some of the Powers like
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Italy, Portugal, Belgium, and France were willing to give Britain their support, but the
Americans and Japanese hesitated to approve the scheme.> The details were leaked to
newspapers, which resulted in the publishing of violently denunciatory articles in the
Chinese press accusing Britain of having the deliberate intention of bringing about
foreign control of Chinese railways. Macleay suspected the Japanese of leaking the
details to the Chinese so that Japan could pose as the protector of China from an

aggressive Britain.**

This was symptomatic of another problem facing the Powers after the Washington
Conference. Concerted action was difficult, and China was a major point of contention.
One problem was France’s delay in ratifying the Nine-Power Treaty which stalled
attempts to build on the decisions of the Washington Conference. Wellesley hesitated to
fully support a proposal to hold a further special conference to examine the state of
affairs in China because he feared that there would be ‘the risk of bringing out
dangerous international rivalries’.>> Writing to Wellesley, E.M. Gull, former employee
of the Chinese Customs and secretary of the China Association, expressed a common
British viewpoint when he doubted whether Japan sincerely desired a united and orderly

China under a stable Government, because:

[Japan’s] interest in China is not confined, like ours and that of America, to the
desire to find a market for our goods and a field for the investment of our
money, but is governed also by such considerations as the necessity for the
economic control of China’s resources and even the occupation of her territory
for military purposes. These aims which can be attained whilst the country is
weak and torn by internal dissension, would certainly be restricted by a

comparatively strong and united people.*®

Eventually, the scheme fell through because of the inability of the Powers to cooperate
with each other. On the one hand, the Foreign Office was cautious towards China,
never wanting to take potentially antagonising actions towards the country. On the
other, even when action was proposed, the new system of international diplomacy tied

Britain’s hands, preventing her from implementing policy to protect her interests.
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BUSINESS INTERESTS IN BRITAIN AND TREATY-PORT
RESIDENTS IN CHINA

The leaders of British businesses and the British residents in China were displeased
with their government’s cautious diplomacy. They were the most vociferous lobbyists
concerning Chinese issues and had close ties with the FO and MPs, and thus the means

to make their views known.

British interests in China were extensive in the 1920s and the FO could therefore not
completely ignore their demands. The Crown Colony Hong Kong outdid all other
seaports in the world in terms of total tonnage passing through it. British capital
invested in the International Settlement in Shanghai amounted to £63.3 million, twice as
much as that invested in the other concessions (Amoy, Chinkiang, Hankow, Kiukiang,
Newchang and Tientsin). British investors also had a large stake in the railways, with
the British portion of railway loans to China (apart from the Japanese loans in
Manchuria and Shantung) being £26.4 million out of a total of £32.5 million. The Hong
Kong and Shanghai Banking Corporation was the most powerful banking institution in
China and had been widely involved in government and railway loans to the Chinese
Government. Other British banks included the Chartered Bank of India, China and
Australia, the Mercantile Bank of India and the P. & O. Banking Corporation. The firms
of Jardine, Matheson & Co., Butterfield & Swire, the British-American Tobacco
Company and the Asiatic Petroleum Co. constituted the most substantial mercantile
interests. Mining companies (Kailan Mining Administration, Peking Syndicate),
shipping firms like the Indo-China Steam Navigation Company and industrial firms

made up the bulk of British interests in China.>

However, while British investments and trade had made up the largest share of foreign
investment and trade in China in the latter half of the nineteenth century, by the 1920s
Britain had lost its predominant position. Russian, Japanese, and American interests
were rapidly overtaking the British in China although Britain’s actual trade and
investment steadily increased. By 1920 Japan had outpaced the British Empire as a
whole (with the exception of Hong Kong) to corner 31% of the China trade, whereas
Britain and its empire made up 20.5%. By 1925 both Japan (28.2%) and the US (16.5%)

were ahead of Britain and its empire (14.3%). Similarly the percentage of trade from
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Hong Kong had steadily declined from 43.5% in 1896 to only 16.9% of foreign trade in
1925.%® Additionally, China still did not constitute a very large market for Britain,
despite the almost unlimited promise of the potential Chinese market. From 1923-1929
China was only ranked fifteenth in terms of Britain’s export trade.

However, the promise of a market of 400 million convinced British business interests at
home that they needed to maintain a foothold in China so that, when a stable
government and unified China emerged, Britain would be ready to reap the benefits.
The British economy was recovering from the effects of the war, which had left the
country more dependent on exports, and the China market was perceived as a potential
panacea for Britain’s economic ills. China was especially important to those involved in
cotton textile manufacturing, because their markets had been much reduced by the war
and unemployment had become a problem. Although China in reality was not a large
market for British cotton (from 1900-1913 China only made up 4-8% of its import
market),> its significance and potential were always somewhat inflated in the British
mind. In a letter to Lord Curzon, the Secretary of State of Foreign Affairs, the
Manchester Chamber of Commerce wrote to protest the disorder in China in 1923
beginning with their main concern: “Your Lordship will doubtless be aware of the large
trade which in normal times is conducted between Manchester and the China market.”®
E.M. Gull also acknowledged that the assumed relation of ‘disorder in China to
unemployment in Britain” was ‘surely real enough in Lancashire and other
manufacturing centres’.®* Hoping that the end of disorder in China would also end
unemployment in Britain, business interests pressed the Government to take strong
measures to stop the chaos. Unfortunately for them, the import of cotton textiles in
China steadily declined from 1913-1930 because of increased Japanese competition in
the textile market.®” Businessmen also put their hopes in railway building. Once
railways linked the major trading centres in China, they believed, trade would be almost

limitless.

The large companies therefore watched government decisions on China closely and
sought to influence policy so that it would further their economic well-being. In 1889, a
group of the largest and most important mercantile and banking bodies in China, Hong
Kong and Japan formed the China Association. The Association sought to lobby the
government through personal representations, rather than through more public channels,
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and adopted a policy of collaboration with the FO. Despite the inevitable disagreements
between them (especially in this period), the FO paid close attention to the
Association’s views, since the traders’ general interest largely aligned with the
government’s desire to improve trade in China and indirectly, Britain’s economic state.
With representatives from Jardine, Matheson & Co., Swire & Sons, the Hongkong and
Shanghai Bank and other large firms, the Association was a formidable conglomerate of

vested interests.

The Association’s General Committee (London Committee) decided on policy matters
and the Secretary communicated their opinions to the FO. They were also in contact
with the Chinese Embassy in London, founded a school to teach Chinese to members of
the Far Eastern Department and held annual dinners and events in which business
leaders and policymakers could mingle and discuss Chinese issues. The Association
communicated with various Chambers of Commerce throughout the country and the
Federation of British Industries. It also had associate branches in Shanghai, Hong Kong

and Japan and members kept in close contact with their colleagues in China.

Business interests were closely linked to the treaty port community, from whom they
received much of their information. The British treaty-port community made up most of
Britain’s presence in China, along with the missionaries who lived and worked inland.
Traditionally, the British in the treaty ports were an insulated and isolated community, a
remarkably discrete bit of England on the China coast.®® Britons and Chinese were
segregated and usually the only contact treaty-port residents would have with the

natives would be with coolies, household servants, and compradores.

Many worked for the companies and banks listed above, some worked in government
positions and some were stationed in China in the naval and military forces. Journalists,
lawyers, accountants, teachers, policemen and other professionals made up the fabric of
treaty-port society. For example, Beryl Lewis, a recent Cambridge graduate, went to
Hong Kong as a young teacher in 1924 after brief stints in Islington and Kensington to
fulfil her desire to ‘see a bit more of the world rather than being pent up all the time in a
classroom in rather frustrating conditions.”® British life in China, however, was
modeled upon life in Britain. Life after work in the treaty ports revolved around British-

style activities like dinner parties, going to the clubs, and sports. Lewis recalled that in
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the summer swimming parties and yacht races were popular. She ‘would never have
sailed a yacht in England.’®® but won a few races in China. A tourist tract entitled
Picturesque Hongkong claimed, ‘all that can possibly be desired; in fact every pleasure
that outdoor life and exercise afford, including yachting and aquatic sports generally —
on a grand scale — can be had in Hongkong almost for the asking.”® Sports were
popular—Dora Wedlock, the wife of naval officer sent to Wei-hai-wei in 1924, took up
badminton in China and hoped to pick up golf there. While staying in Hongkong she
confessed, ‘No one does any work whatever’ in Hong Kong since all the work was done
by Chinese servants.®” Stephen Roskill, a midshipman on the China Station from 1921-
1924, described the Peak in Hong Kong, the hill on which well-to-do foreigners lived:
‘All the houses on the Peak are very large and comfortable, and no Chinese are allowed
to live up here.’® There was thus a physical and psychological distance between the
British and Chinese, with the British on a spatially higher plane. Those who did engage
in intimate contact with Chinese people, or who expressed an interest in learning the

language or about the country’s culture, were considered peculiar.

Shanghai, the bastion of foreign privilege and luxury, was also famous for its

segregated way of life. A sketch in the American magazine Vogue in 1924 described:

Shanghai social life is a cluster of glittering, dashing bodies of foreigners with a
nimbus of servants. The Chinese themselves, in daily touch with foreigners, are
nonetheless continents away ... [B]oth Europeans and Americans love China,
because it is so completely flattering to the Anglo-Saxon sense of racial
superiority. Democracy becomes a memory of another clime, while the present

is a continuing experience of real supremacy. *

Their self-imposed isolation from the Chinese meant that they relied upon a common
set of assumptions to form their opinions about them.” As usual, the Chinese were

designated with a hodgepodge of characteristics.

Firstly, ‘Chinese’ could be equated with oldness and backwardness. Arriving at Wei-
hai-wei, Dora Wedlock wrote, ‘This is the real Wei-hai-wei, a Chinese town, walled in
and with two gates. It is very old, and really Chinese. It is weird and quaint, with

narrow streets...”’* Sir Alexander Hosie, a former diplomat in China, received a shock
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when he was greeted by his old servants at the Peking Legation in 1919: ‘Seven years’
absence vanished for the moment till the same servants turned their heads and revealed
the absence of their pigtails which were certainly more picturesque than the close
cropped head they now affect.” The pigtails were “picturesque’, while the close cropped
head was an affectation, not authentically Chinese, and unbecoming to the Chinese
servants. Hosie, like many of the British in China, was pessimistic about the role of
these young Western-educated Chinese intellectuals, and doubted that China could
really change for the better. He admitted that to him, the Chinese were ‘not always
overclean and they never appealed to me, for in spite of many years residence in China |
have never been able to bridge the gulf which separates white and yellow. | am told that
within late years much progress has been made in this direction; but I may still be
allowed to express my doubts as to the sincerity of the movement. A few educated and
English-speaking Chinese do not make a nation!”’? The China he had lived in for much
of his life was not going to change in an instant by the manoeuvring of a few young
upstarts with a veneer of Western education. The designation “Young China’ was a
contradiction for China was neither young nor growing. China was old, unchanging and
unchangeable, at least by the Chinese themselves. It was the British, after all, who had

turned a swamp and a barren rock into the profitable port of Hong Kong.

Their isolation also bred an atmosphere of misunderstanding and distrust. Hosie
recommended that British merchant assistants learn Chinese, since in their dealing with
the Chinese go-betweens, the compradore ‘is too often, | fear, the predominant

partner’’®

. A female correspondent for The Times in Peking wrote a series of articles
entitled ‘The Woman’s View. Housekeeping in China’. In part one, the writer
portrayed Chinese servants as able, willing, and to all appearances, models of
obedience. Yet, a Chinese servant’s ‘secret ambition is to gain complete control of his
master and his purse, and he has his deepest fellow conspirator in the cook.””* And thus,
they engage in ‘squeezing’ the master. ‘According to their standard the Chinese are
strictly honest, and “squeeze” is their legitimate right ... Perhaps this doubles his
master’s expenses, yet the cook looks guileless and considers himself honest, and
indeed, flagrant dishonesty about real valuables is rare, and silver, jewelry, books,
furnitures, embroideries, and clothes are safe in most cases.” The Chinese were a useful

for their economic value, a potentially great market for British goods, but once they
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entered into European lives, they posed a threat, made even more dangerous because of

their subtlety and cleverness.

In the treaty-port mind, it was held that the Chinese and British should be separated and
that if any Chinese were to be let into British life, they should be in a subservient
position, taught British ways and trained to become less Chinese. Otherwise they could
pollute British homes with not only their physical filthiness, but also with their innate
corruption. It followed that the new China, insubordinate and defiant, wanting to strip
them of extraterritorial rights, was unacceptable since it was these very privileges that

enabled Britons to keep their immunity and their superior position.

Although treaty-port residents were in close contact with their colleagues in Britain and
often shared similar views, significant discrepancies existed in their attitudes towards
China policy. While events in China could only threaten capital flow to London, it
threatened a way of life in China. In contrast to their London-based counterparts, this
community took a more hawkish and unaccommaodating view towards events in China
in the 1920s. Though the British government had in the past been a staunch supporter of
‘Britain in China,” after the war, opinions increasingly diverged. Whereas the Foreign
Office was willing to abide by a non-interventionist policy, the treaty port community
smarted from neglect and was nostalgic for the past when the British presence had been
feared and respected. By 1922 Britons in China were the target of anti-foreign
demonstrations and strikes and brigandage on the railways threatened British lives.
Though the situation had changed, the rhetoric and mindset remained similar to the past.
The Lincheng outrage, for example, was compared to the Boxer Rebellion. Roland
Thornton, a representative of Swire & Sons, expressed his disappointment at the
response to the Canton Seamen’s Strike in a report to the home company:

The movement spread and finally reached a culmination in an attempted
secession of the whole Chinese community of Hong Kong. Faced with this the
Colony got a bad attack of nerves, and partly from necessity and partly I
daresay under instructions from London the Government capitulated and the
end of the business was virtually a peace-treaty between Hong Kong and

Canton, largely dictated by the latter! ... The settlement was generally
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acclaimed as a great “Chinese victory,” which I am afraid is just about what it

was!”

This time, the roles had been reversed, and the Chinese were the victors. But
policymakers usually acknowledged these opinions only to dismiss them. The 1924
Annual Report on China said that ‘[f]oreign public opinion in the treaty ports is apt...to
overlook...aspects of the present day situation’,”® and implied that the ill-informed and
narrow-minded opinions of British residents in China were a nuisance to the Foreign

Office.

Thus, in a contemporary world that was being turned upside-down, Britons in China
held onto history in their search for stability. They hearkened back to the past and were
conservative in politics, lobbying to keep things the same. Their images of China and
the Chinese corresponded to their struggle to preserve their past of superiority and

separation from the Chinese.

MISSIONARIES

Missionaries also formed a part of the British presence in China, but they were distinct
in their outlook from their compatriots in the treaty ports. In the first quarter of the
twentieth century, Christian missionaries constituted the largest single European foreign
group identified by a common purpose in China, with Britons and Americans making
up the majority.”” By 1919, foreign missionaries totaled almost 7,000, with about
350,000 communicants claimed and about 200,000 Chinese students enrolled in
missionary schools. More than half of the missionaries lived in the coastal provinces, a
quarter in the Yangtze valley and the rest inland. Their sense of mission and their
strongly-held beliefs shaped their views of China and the Chinese. They lived in closer
proximity and on more intimate terms with Chinese people, but they also engaged in
their own version of social segregation, operating according to an entrenched racial
hierarchy and frowning upon adoption of Chinese children and intermarriage.’® They
were not as outwardly active as other groups in seeking to influence government policy,

but had influential connections and a solid base of support at home.
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Missionaries were attached to a wide gamut of associations. Anglicans, Methodists,
Presbyterians (from both Scotland and England) and Wesleyans operated throughout all
of China. The first missionary sent to China was from the London Missionary Society
(LMS), which had a Congregationalist outlook. The China Inland Mission (CIM),
founded by Hudson Taylor, was inter-denominational and operated in China’s interior.
The work was primarily evangelical, but missionaries had a variety of means to share
their message. The British Foreign and Bible Society had a number of Chinese
colporteurs who sold and distributed Bibles and Christian literature. Missions also set
up schools with a Western and Christian curriculum. The Church of England Zenana
Missionary Society, which was closely linked with the Church Missionary Society
(CMS), focused on education for Chinese women in Fukien. They also set up hospitals
and part of its work dealt with treating opium addicts. Pastor Hsi, a Chinese Christian,
was widely touted as an example of a successful anti-opium work by missionaries.” A

former opium addict, he began his own Christian anti-opium ministry in Shansi.

The missionaries’ understandings of China and the Chinese were also inherited partially
from the popular books in missionary circles. A list in the Chinese Recorder compiled
from the recommendations of 125 ‘people believed to be careful observers and
discriminating readers’ living in China and representing 32 missionary societies was a
useful barometer of missionary reading material in 1925.2° The books on the list were
mostly written from the 1890s up to 1914 by missionaries. At the top of the list was the
American missionary, A.H. Smith, with the two most popular books: Chinese
Characteristics and Village Life in China. Smith had divided the first book into
convenient categories to describe the Chinese. The first and presumably most im