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adventures, the Foreign Office would embark on a policy of ‘treating China as a civilized 
state in international relations,’ which led to ‘bitter differences’ between merchants and 
officials.3 Instead of an orderly retreat and retrenchment, however, British national in-
terest was reignited by the appearance of foreign European competition. It was the men-
ace of international rivalry that led to a renewed espousal of the mercantile philosophy 
of expansion. At the same time, the British and Chinese Corporation to whom the bulk 
of the railway concessions were granted accepted the official policy of limited commit-
ments.  

During the last years of the 19th century, in one of the last great imperial scrambles 
for spheres of influence, Germany had sought and asserted monopolies to build railway 
lines in territories north of the Yangtze River and on the Shandong Peninsula; the British 
asserted similar rights – and acquired informal recognition as the hegemon of invest-
ments – along the Yangtze valley and south of the Yangtze, while the French explored 
the possibilities of building railways in Yunnan to connect southern Chinese trade with 
French Indo-China.  

The British and Chinese Corporation (BCC) received the unopposed go-ahead to 
build the Shanghai-Nanking Railway line, while the capital for the contentious Tientsin- 
Yangtze line was to be a raised by Britain and Germany as a shared project: a German 
group would build and operate the section from Tientsin to Tsinan on the Shandong 
border, and a British consortium would do the same from Tsinan to Chinkiang on the 
Yangtze River. Meanwhile, the boundaries of Russo-British control had also been carved 
out.  

In the aftermath of the Russo-Japanese war, China appeared to wake up from half 
a century of political slumber. Recognising the growing national hostility to ‘political 
railways,’ in July 1906, Sir Ernest Satow, British minister in Peking (earlier in Bangkok), 
intimated to the new British Foreign Secretary, Edward Grey, that ‘the policies of “pacific 
penetration,” “partition,” “spheres of interest” are dead.’4 It was thought that the era of 
carving up China into spheres of influence was finally coming to an end.5 Yet, Satow, an 
accomplished orientalist, appears to have misconstrued the signs. Albeit in slightly al-
tered form and without most of its former German component, the process continued 
throughout the inter-war years with an increasingly important part played by the Japa-
nese, ostensibly as a co-equal with the European coercive powers who inherited several 
German territorial and trading concessions in the peace treaties after World War I.  

Criticism of Japan’s aims, methods and actions in China had come slowly and in-
completely to the west Europeans who would become dominant in the League of Na-
tions. The vision of the new world order as embodied in the League Covenant did not 
 
 3  Pelcovits, 3–6. 
 4  The National Archives, Kew, FO 371/35/18909, quoted in Thomas G. Otte, ‘ “The Baghdad 

Railway of the Far East”: The Tientsin-Yangtze railway and Anglo-German Relations, 1898–
1911,’ in Thomas G. Otte and Keith Neilson, ed., Railways and International Politics: Paths of 
Empire 1848–1945 (London: Routledge, 2006), 128. 

 5  Otte, 120. 
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automatically result in the instantaneous espousal of those values by the member states. 
The United States did not share this difficulty. It had not been among the original coer-
cive powers nor was it a member of the League. The Stimson Doctrine (non-recognition 
of states created as a result of aggression) could be issued in January 1932 without any 
inherent logical or moral contradictions.  

The rise of the nationalist movement and the collapse of the imperial system in 
China were compounded by turmoil, indecision, factionalism, warlordism and foreign 
interference. The insecurity resulted in the de facto division of the Republic of China 
into a northern half where the old factional ways persisted and a southern part where 
Chiang Kai-shek (Jiang Jieshi) was beginning to emerge as the controlling force. By the 
end of 1927, the Nationalists had found it impossible to hold on to Peking as their capital 
and formally moved the seat of government to Nanking (Nanjing) in the south where 
they had local support, but some forty hours’ train ride away from the northern capital. 
Peking or Beijing (北京), where the foreign legations remained sequestered in the so-
called Legation Quarter, was renamed Peiping or Beiping (北平) in 1928. 

For a time, the Nationalists had been penetrated by Russian Bolshevik agents, but 
they rid themselves of these in fraught struggles without help from the anti-Bolshevik 
leaders in the North and without foreign assistance during the fulcrum years of 1927– 
28. It was the Nationalist Kuomintang Government of Chiang Kai-shek that first began 
to assert China’s sovereignty over the diverse territories comprising the new Republic; 
challenging the concessionaires’ right to run the railways and the adjacent zones for 
their own profits and strategic control. Most notably, while in practice the Northern 
warlord Zhang Xueliang (the so-called Young Marshal) remained in charge of the North, 
Chiang’s challenge to Zhang’s authority became one of the central questions of the Sino-
Japanese conflict in Manchuria.  

The North and South division was compounded by further serious sectional differ-
ences. Shanghai, the capital of commerce and banking, dominated by the so-called In-
ternational Settlement, comprised a world of its own. The three north-eastern provinces 
of Manchuria (itself divided into North and South) had been a separate political and 
ethnic entity for centuries. The province of Yunnan in the deep south-east bordering on 
French Indo-China and British Burma, a separate sultanate in the 19th century and de-
scending into warlordism after 1911, continued to be remote from central government 
control, north or south. Hong Kong and Macau were not part of the sovereign territory 
of China. Add to the above the disputed quasi-independence of Tibet (1912–1951) and 
the sparsely populated Xinjiang regions (ruled by warlords and regularly under Russian 
encroachment) in the west as well as the mini enclave-concessions on the Pacific coast-

line and the mosaic of national, political, military and business interests and autono-
mies emerges that was unique in the world during the inter-war years.  
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The South Manchurian Railway (SMR) was originally a branch line (spur) of the 
China Far East Railway (Chinese Eastern Railway – CER) built by the Russians between 
1898 and 1903 from Harbin to Dalian and Lüshun (Port Arthur), running north to south 
through Changchun10 and Mukden, the old capital of Manchuria. The line south of the 
city of Changchun, was transferred to Japanese control after the Japanese victory in the 
Russo- Japanese War in 1905 and was thence administered and operated through the 
South Manchuria Railway Company within the South Manchuria Railway Zone (largely 
coinciding with the Kwantung (Guangdong) Lease Territory) protected by the regular 
Japanese troops, the so-called Kwantung Army. The question of control over the remain-
ing sections of the Chinese Eastern Railway then developed into a hugely contested set 
of strategic issues between Imperial, and later Soviet, Russia;11 imperial, and later repub-
lican, China; the local Manchurian-Chinese authorities; Japan, as well as the western 
creditor powers (mainly France) who supplied the capital to set up the financing con-
structions that allowed the railway development to take place.  

Japan, which had long-acquired vested interests in Manchuria, in the name of the 
new ‘positive policy’ introduced by the Tanaka government, sent troops to Shantung 
(Shandong) thereby warding off the Nationalists from what the northerners called the 
sacred soil of Manchuria. One leading Japanese politician, Prince Konoye, a Japanese 
delegate at Paris Peace Conference, who believed in supporting the spirit of the League 
of Nations, also thought Japan was ‘perfectly entitled to aggrandize [its] Chinese terri-
tory to meet the needs of its own exploding surplus population’ and that ‘it was only 
natural for China to sacrifice itself for the sake of Japan’s social and industrial needs.’12  

Armed conflict broke out in 1929 between Soviet Russia and China over the Chi-
nese Eastern Railway in Manchuria when the Kuomintang seized the Manchurian Chi-
nese Eastern Railway. A Soviet military intervention forced the Chinese to accept resto-
ration of joint Soviet-Chinese administration of the railway. By the early 1930s, there 
were twelve separate railway systems criss-crossing Manchuria, where the Japanese gov-
ernment was still maintaining a controlling presence supported by around 30,000 reg-
ular troops. The railway boom in Manchuria appeared to be endless as both the old po-
litical rivalries and the growing thirst for trade in China’s inland resources through con-
cession ports pointed in this direction.  

It had been in such circumstances that Manchuria developed into the power vac-

uum in which the Japanese could act with little or no Chinese, western or even Soviet 
interference. Yet, amidst all the complications and obfuscation, the international legal 
 

British Ambassador in Tokyo: ‘Sino-Japanese Relations in Manchuria and the Mukden Ne-
gotiations on Manchurian Railway Problems,’ 27 July 1931 (sent to Lindley on 6 October 
1931), Rohan Butler, J. P. T. Bury, eds., Documents on British Foreign Policy, Second Series, vol. 
VIII (London: HMSO, 1960) (hereafter: DBFP), 646–50. 

 10  Changchun, renamed as Hsinking (Xinjing), became the capital of the Japanese client state 
of Manchukuo in 1932. 

 11  The Soviet Union sold the Chinese Eastern Railway to Japan in March 1935. 
 12  Jonathan Fenby, Chiang Kai-shek: China’s Generalissimo and the Nation He Lost (New York: 

Carroll & Graf Publishers, 2004), 201. 
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presumption remained that China was a single national entity with the Young Marshal 
(Zhang Xueliang) exercising nominal civilian authority in Manchuria in a more or less 
hopeless endeavour to somehow please the Japanese whilst maintaining Chinese sover-

eignty. Chiang Kai-shek himself remained a mere spectator of the events that unfolded 
in Manchuria in the early 1930s.  

The diplomat presiding over Sino-British relations amidst these intricate conflicts 
from 1926 to 1933 was Sir Miles Lampson (later Lord Killearn). The British mission in 
Peking had Legation status, only to be upgraded to Embassy status in 1935, so Lampson 
was British minister in China. Like his predecessors, he initially sympathised with Japa-
nese claims and extraterritorial rights as being similar to those of the British, and only 
gradually adopted a moderately pro-Chinese Nationalist stance following the Septem-
ber 1931 attacks.  

The notoriously unequal Sino-British treaties had come under review (‘rendited’ in 
Lampson’s terminology) by that time. Extraterritoriality was slowly coming to an end. 
By following this path, British diplomacy could not avoid collision with the entrenched 
British trading community residing in Shanghai and the Treaty Ports conjuring up the 
same dilemma that had bugged Lampson’s predecessors since mid-Victorian times. 
Lampson freely admitted in 1933 that ‘It cannot be claimed that the policy pursued by 
His Majesty’s Government during the past seven years is popular with the British com-

munities of the Treaty Ports, who have grown up under the semi-colonial conditions 
prevailing in China in the past.’13 

The Japanese acquisition of the southern part of Manchuria as a result of Tokyo’s 
victory in the 1904–5 Russo-Japanese War, the division of the Chinese Eastern Railway 
into two parts, with Japan obtaining the 400-mile railway line connecting Port Arthur 
and Dailan with the interior began the lengthy series of events that culminated in the 
September 1931 Mukden Incident and the subsequent formation of the puppet state of 
Manchukuo under Japanese tutelage. During this twenty-six year period, Japan’s princi-
pal agency of colonial transformation was railway construction under the control of a 
quasi-official corporation known as the South Manchuria Railway (SMR) Company. The 
SMR not only provided the scaffolding and the flesh for Manchukuo but helped shape 
the Japanese imperial ethos, combined with the ‘material and technological resources 
that made Japan’s experiment in “imperial socialism” on the continent possible.’14  

Having embarked on the colonial project, Japan began a campaign to encourage 
immigration to the new lands. In this context, the Southern Manchurian Railway Com-
pany produced its own travelogues and a large number of silent films designed to adver-
tise Manchuria to prospective business investors. Especially after the Mukden incident, 
 
 13  ‘Sir M. Lampson’s review of events in China, 1926–1933,’ Lampson to Sir John Simon, Peking, 

August 24, 1933, DBFP, Second Series, vol. XI (hereafter: ‘Lampson’s Review’), 590. 
 14  Y. Tak Matsusaka, ‘Japan’s South Manchuria Railway Company in Northeast China, 1906–

1934,’ in Bruce Elleman and Stephen Kotkin eds., Manchurian Railways and the Opening of 
China: An International History (Armonk, NY: M.E. Sharpe, 2010), 52. 
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League of Nations, hitherto largely unknown to the Chinese people, became 
a household word amongst the literate throughout the country.20  

While the League agreed to set up a commission of inquiry, it is important to add 
that the international climate was not unequivocally on China’s side. Like the UN today 
the League’s opinion equalled the opinions of its members, especially those of the great 
power members. We learn from Miles Lampson’s reports that the international commu-
nity was far less convinced of the rights and wrongs of the case that we tend to see it 
today. Except in the United States, Western opinion of the Chinese nationalist move-
ment was lukewarm at best. It had only been a few years before that Western military 
forces were deployed to quash the Boxer Rebellion, followed by the collective punish-
ment of China for the uprising. Meanwhile, Japan, a formal ally of Britain from 1902 to 
1923, had been allowed to enjoy the spoils of its victory over China in 1895 and over Rus-
sia in 1905. In alliance with the Entente Powers during the First World War, Japan played 
a decisive part in securing the sea routes in the Pacific and Indian oceans for the Royal 
Navy and Allied merchant shipping, using every opportunity also to strengthen and ex-
pand its spheres of influence in China. The Paris Peace Conference transferred to Japan 
the privileges held previously by Imperial Germany in the province of Shandong.  

These antecedents make it easier to understand why the realities and values of the 
post-WWI international order in the Far East were only absorbed by Western diplomats 
gradually and also why, for instance, the brief Japanese attack on Shanghai which fol-
lowed the Mukden incident was not condemned by the majority of the Western com-
munity. They were ‘strongly inclined to take the view that the Japanese and the Chinese 
should be left to fight out their differences without outside interference and that it 
would be to the advantage of foreign interests if the Japanese forces were left free to 
chastise the Chinese, to clear the Shanghai area of Chinese troops.’21 

While the dangers inherent in the Japanese aggression in Manchuria dawned on 
the Europeans, the mechanisms of the League under articles 10, 11 and 15 began to roll 
into action for the first time. On 14 January 1932, the President of the Council, Aristide 
Briand, appointed, on the recommendation of the governments whose nationals they 
were, the members of the commission as follows: Count Luigi Aldrovandi-Marescotti 
(Italy), General Henri Claudel (France), the Right Honourable Victor Bulwer-Lytton, the 
2nd Earl of Lytton (Great Britain), Major General Frank Ross McCoy (United States),22 
and Dr Heinrich Schnee (lawyer and colonial civil servant, Germany). On 21 January, 
Lord Lytton was unanimously elected Chairman of the Commission by the other four 
members and officials were appointed to assist the work of the Commission in Geneva.  
 
 20  ‘Lampson’s Review,’ 595. 
 21  ‘Lampson’s Review,’ 587. 
 22  The appointment of a prominent American military expert to the Commission was a token 

of the expanding US involvement in the League under the presidency of Herbert Hoover. 
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and to wean the latter from the affectations of the West. One can thus foresee 
an intensifying struggle between the League of Nations and America, on the 
one hand, and Japan on the other, for the privilege of assisting China to her 
feet – with perhaps rather different ideas as to the posture she should adopt 
when she has found them.32 

An even more serious degree of scepticism towards the League’s role and its very 
raison d’être can be read in the dispatches of Sir Francis Lindley, the British Ambassador 
in Tokyo from 1931 to 1934. Lindley’s detailed arguments, dated 24 February 1933, for in-
stance, quite openly belittle the value of League diplomacy while reasserting the hard 
logic of pre-war Great Power settlements:  

[1] As soon as the Manchurian trouble broke out in September 1931, it was 
clear to any observer who knew the temper of Japan and had experience 
of foreign policy that the only course of wisdom was for China to agree 
with her adversary quickly. […] But the juridical [international law] point 
of view held ever since with a tenacity which can best be described as the-

ological, prevailed; and it was laid down that the presence of Japanese 
troops on Chinese soil gave Japan such an unfair advantage in negotiating 
that China could not be advised to accept the Japanese offer. The ‘princi-
ples of the League,’ instead of being followed with that circumspection for 
the peculiarities of the case which political prudence, common sense, and 
above all a regard for British interests, demanded, were applied as if they 
had descended on Geneva directly from Heaven. No compromise with 
those principles was possible, however grievous the consequences for all 
concerned. Foreign policy in the Far East cannot be conducted on such 
lines without disaster.  

[2] I am aware that these strong expressions of opinion may be thought as un-
becoming as they are unusual in an official dispatch. My excuse, and I be-
lieve my justification, is that during my tenure of the post of Ambassador 
in Tokyo, with all its unique advantage for judging events, I have entirely 
failed to bring home to His Majesty’s Government the danger to the Em-
pire of drifting into open antagonism with Japan over Manchuria. […] I 
blame myself grievously for any failure to convince His Majesty’s Govern-
ment of the risks they were running by allowing matters to take their 
course according to the fixed and immutable principles of the League.33 

 
 32  ‘Lampson’s Review,’ 596. 
 33  Sir Francis Lindley (Tokyo) to Sir John Simon, 24 February 1933, FO 676/138. A minute (sig-

nature unclear but possibly by V A L Mallet of the Far Eastern Department of the Foreign 
Office) dated 22 March 1933 warns: ‘Sir F. Lindley is surrounded by the Tokyo atmosphere 
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Not a ringing endorsement of the international legal order by the British Ambassador. 
Sixty-one years old when he wrote this dispatch, forty-eight at the time of the founda-
tion of the League of Nations, Lindley could be considered as a mature diplomat, at the 
height of his career. Yet the contrast between the old diplomacy and the new with its 
Wilsonian moral overtones visibly unsettled him. He also noted, significantly, that his 
views were shared ‘by every well-informed mission in Tokyo.’ Yet, it was not only Lind-
ley’s scepticism in Tokyo (who might have gone slightly ‘native’) but also the British 
Minister in Peking’s (de facto in Nanking) impatience with the Chinese that point to a 
culture of resistance to recognising the modern meaning of Japan’s recent actions. On 6 
February, Lampson suggested that ‘the Chinese are fast becoming almost hysterical,’ 
comparing them to ‘a “mad dog” which on slightest provocation will snap at anyone in 
their path – if in any way we get drawn in between them and their indignation against 
Japan.’34 

Torn between the old diplomatic paradigm and the new, Lampson’s analysis from 
China often reads like a colonial narrative, seeing the Japanese as just one of the tradi-

tional foreign coercive powers with legitimate interests in China: ‘The foreign powers 
have in the past had occasion to chastise the Chinese and have been able thereafter to 
resume friendly relations on a footing of possible increased mutual respect,’ wrote 
Lampson in one of his dispatches in the aftermath of Mukden. The Japanese sympathies 
of an old Far Eastern are unmistakable:  

So far things have not gone well for the Japanese, but at the time of writing it 
seems possible that their policy may after all, at least as far as Manchuria is 
concerned, be justified by its results. If so, the moral will be that it is a ques-
tion, when embarking on strong action against Nationalist China, of being 
prepared to continue and see the business through.35 

The British minister went so far as to hint at approval of the successful Russian 
intervention in 1929 to retain their control of the Chinese Eastern Railway, which may 
have provided ‘the example which the Japanese sought to emulate in September 1931’ 
and that ‘[t]o no small extent has Japan been the victim of historical circumstances in 
 

which naturally colours his views. [Others] may be affected equally by the China environ-
ment! So it lies with H.M.G. to hear both & come to their own conclusions. // Personally, I 
have always felt that the danger of a clash with us was very greatly exaggerated. I frankly do 
not believe in anything of this kind. But I do hold that our plighted word cannot lightly be 
gone back upon.’ 

 34  Lampson to Simon, 6 February 1933, DBFP, Series II, Vol. XI, Doc. 293, 308–309. 
 35  ‘Lampson’s Review,’ 593–94. 






