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This chapter examines Japan’s foreign policy from 1931 to 1938. In 
particular, it focuses on the ways in which it was perceived by the 
following world powers:

 ● the United States and the Soviet Union: both considered Japan to be an ambitious 
neighbour with interests that might potentially clash with their own

 ● Britain and France: both had imperial possessions in the Far East that made them wary of 
Japanese expansion

 ● Germany and Italy: both would form closer relations with Japan during this period.

The chapter begins with the invasion of Manchuria in 1931 and ends with the Battle of 
Nanjing in December 1937, giving an overview of events that contributed to growing 
tension as the world moved closer to war.

2.1 The Japanese occupation of Manchuria 
and northern China, 1931

As you will recall from the previous chapter, in 1928 a faction within the Guandong 
Army attempted to manufacture a casus belli in Manchuria by assassinating its warlord, 
‘Old Marshal’ Zhang Zuolin. This act of terrorism had been motivated in part by the 
northward movement of the Guomindang (GMD) under the leadership of Jiang Jieshi, 
who wanted to unite all of China under a centralized government; if successful, it would 
have compromised Japanese control over the South Manchurian Railway as well as its 
trading interests throughout the region. Japan was also concerned about the growing 
support o� ered to Jiang Jieshi by the Western powers and how this might strengthen 
China. Furthermore, the Soviet Union was rapidly industrializing and, in time, might 
prove a troublesome neighbour. Finally, perhaps most importantly, China was in 
disarray and unlikely to have the military capacity to prevent a takeover of Manchuria. 
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Zhang’s assassination had been an attempt to provoke a hostile response from the 
warlord’s army, providing a pretext for the Guandong Army to intervene and secure 
its control over Manchuria. Although this act of murder roused anti-Japanese feeling 
in Manchuria, there was no military response and the Guandong Army’s plan failed. 
Shocked by the murder of Zhang Zuolin and suspecting a plot, Emperor Shōwa 
(Hirohito) demanded an explanation; Prime Minister Tanaka Giiji, though having 
played no part in events, felt compelled to resign. 

Manchuria, however, remained of great economic and historical importance and, 
in 1931, the Guandong Army, acting once again on its own initiative, made another 
attempt to consolidate its control over this region of China.

The Manchurian Incident
On 18 September 1931, a bomb exploded on the South Manchurian Railway near 
Mukden. ‘Young Marshal’ Zhang Xueliang, son of Zhang Zuolin, issued instructions to 
his army not to intervene, but the Guandong Army immediately blamed the Chinese, 
asserted their right to defend Japanese interests against the Chinese bandits, and took 
control of cities along the whole length of the South Manchurian Railway. This was 
done without the authority of the emperor, the Japanese Diet, or the military chiefs in 
Tokyo.

The Manchurian Incident had been planned by Lieutenant Colonel Ishiwara Kanji 
of the Guandong Army, an o�  cer described by Eri Hotta as ‘magnetic and eccentric’ 
(Hotta, Japan 1941, 2014, p. 44), who was motivated by a fear that Jiang Jieshi, under 
Western infl uence, was becoming increasingly anti-Japanese. Ishiwara also worried 
about the looming presence of the Soviet Union, which had embarked on its fi rst 
Five-Year Plan and was building up its military presence on the Manchurian border.

An invasion or an incident?

In Japan, the occupation of Manchuria was referred to as the Manchurian Incident, which made 
it sound like a brief event that had been quickly dealt with. In history textbooks, however, it 
is commonly referred to as the Manchurian Invasion. The use of the term is debated: on the 
one hand it could be argued that this was not an invasion as such, as the Guandong Army was 
already present in Manchuria and had the right to protect Japanese interests. On the other 
hand, the army did invade Chinese territory, bringing it under Japanese control.

Activity 1 Thinking and communication skillsATL

Source A

Eri Hotta is a Japanese historian who was educated in Japan, the United States, and the United Kingdom. 
The following extract is taken from her book  Japan 1941

To many in Japan, the Western support garnered [gathered] by Jiang […] represented a 
betrayal […] By the end of the 1920s, Japan was equally obsessed with the rise of 
Bolshevism […] All these factors compelled Ishiwara and his followers to go far beyond the 
call of duty and invade Manchuria. Their reckless initiative came as a surprise to most leaders 
in Tokyo, though the plotters may well have had supporters in the higher ranks of the Army 
General Sta� . At the beginning of the campaign, [Japanese] Prime Minister Wakatsuki 
Reijiro […] wanted to contain hostilities. Japanese public opinion, however, fuelled by a 
jingoistic [nationalistic] media, keenly supported Ishiwara’s adventures.

Eri Hotta, Japan 1941, Vintage Books, USA, 2014, p. 45

Stalin’s fi rst Five-Year 
Plan

In 1928 (offi cially 
in 1929), Stalin 
launched an economic 
development plan 
intended to provide 
the Soviet Union 
with the basis for a 
programme of rapid 
industrialization. 
The distribution of 
resources and labour 
became under the 
control of the Soviet 
government.

South Manchurian 
Railway

This railway was built 
by Russia in 1898 as 
the southern extension 
of the China Far East 
Railway. It was taken 
over by the Japanese 
after the Treaty of 
Portsmouth that ended 
the Russo-Japanese War 
in 1905 and renamed 
the South Manchurian 
Railway, with 50 per 
cent owned by the 
Japanese government 
and the remainder by 
private shareholders. 
The railway company 
also built and ran 
hotels in the main 
towns along its route 
as well as encouraging 
the establishment of 
industry and business. 
It originally ran from 
Harbin to Port Arthur, 
but under Japanese 
control it ran from 
Changchun to Port 
Arthur.

30

Japanese expansion and foreign policy, 1931–3802

M02_MGW_SB_IBGLB_2597_U02.indd   30 08/02/2016   10:25



Source B

Jonathan Fenby is a British writer, journalist, and analyst. Here is an extract from his book The Penguin 
History of Modern China: The Fall and Rise of a Great Power.

A leading politician, Prince Konoe [he later became prime minister] thought it ‘only natural 
for China to sacrifi ce itself for the sake of Japan’s social and industrial needs’. Rising 
unemployment under the impact of the Great Depression, growing hardships at home and 
food problems made expansion across the sea all the more attractive. For those who had 
envisaged an anti-communist crusade, the north-east was an ideal springboard for an attack 
on the Soviet Union. 

Jonathan Fenby, The Penguin History of Modern China: The Fall and Rise of a Great Power, 
Penguin, UK, 2009, p. 231

1. Compare and contrast the views expressed in Sources A and B on the reasons for the Manchurian 
Incident of 1931.

Student answer – Sara

Both sources talk about the Soviet Union and how Japan reacted to it. Source B mentions Prince Konoe 
but Source A doesn’t. Source B also talks about unemployment in Japan but Source A doesn’t. Both 
sources talk about invading Manchuria.

Student answer – Ben

Both Source A and Source B refer to the importance of the Soviet Union as a reason for the Japanese 
invasion of Manchuria. Source A mentions how Japan was ‘obsessed with the rise of Bolshevism’ and 
Source B states that Manchuria (the northeast) ‘was an ideal springboard for an attack on the Soviet 
Union’. Both Sources A and B also comment on how the politicians – in Source A, Prime Minister 
Wakatsuki and in Source B, Prince Konoe – were both swayed by public opinion to support the invasion. 
Source B places more emphasis on unemployment and other economic motives, however, while Source 
A refers to the importance of nationalism (jingoism). Both Sources A and B refer to Japan’s attitude 
towards China but in di� erent ways: Source B states that China had to ‘sacrifi ce itself ’ for Japan’s needs, 
while Source A refers to the frustration felt in Japan by the support given to China by the West.

Examiner’s comments

Ben has written a much fuller answer than Sara. His answer is also more clearly structured, as he refers 
fi rstly to comparisons and then to contrasts, whereas Sara’s structure is less coherent. Ben has also 
included short phrases, which are always helpful in enabling an examiner to see why certain points have 
been made. Notice also that Sara has implied some contrasts but only by stating that Source B mentions 
Prince Konoe and Source A doesn’t. Do try to avoid this kind of response as it is a bit like giving half an 
answer. Ben handles this better by saying that Source B discusses unemployment while Source A focuses 
on nationalism. It would be even better if Ben linked this to the question by emphasizing nationalism as a 
reason for the Manchurian Incident.

The creation of Manchukuo
Once it had taken control of the region around the South Manchurian Railway, the 
Guandong Army continued to march forward and, by March 1932, occupied the three 
Manchurian provinces of Liaoning, Heilongjiang, and Jilin. The Guandong Army 
claimed that the people of Manchuria had been liberated and had spontaneously 
declared their independence; supported by Japan, Manchuria was renamed as the state 
of Manchukuo.

The independence of Manchukuo was proclaimed on 1 March 1931, although it was 
commonly referred to as a ‘puppet state’; it was also termed as a ‘client regime’ (Hotta, 
Japan 1941, 2014, p. 40) as, in reality, it was administered by Japan. To rule over the 
Manchu people, Japan nominated 28-year-old Puyi, the last of the Manchu (Qing) 
emperors of China deposed in 1912, as regent in the new capital city of Changchun. In 
1934, when the conquest of Manchuria was complete, Puyi was o�  cially enthroned 
as emperor. As was customary with Japanese emperors, Puyi was given a name that 
also referred to the era of his reign: his was Kangde, meaning ‘prosperity and virtue’. 
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Regardless of his position and title, Kangde was head of state in name only as he took 
his orders from the Japanese military.

Activity 2 Thinking and research skillsATL

Source A

Taken in 1934, this is a photo of Empress Wanrong of Manchukuo. She became addicted to opium and 
died in 1945.

Source B

Emperor Kangde (Puyi) with Emperor Shōwa (Hirohito) on a state visit to Japan in April 1935.

1. Looking at the photos in Sources A and B, what impression do they give of the status of the emperor 
and empress of Manchukuo?

Yoshioka Yasunori, an 
o�  cer in the Guandong 
Army, was appointed as 
a ‘minder’ for Emperor 
Kangde: in other words, 
the former told the latter 
what to do. According 
to Jonathan Fenby, when 
news came of Japanese 
victories, Kangde was 
instructed to bow in the 
direction of the battlefi eld. 
Japanese police were also 
posted in the Imperial 
Palace to keep a watch on 
what went on there (The 
Penguin History of Modern 
China: The Fall and Rise 
of a Great Power, 2009, 
p. 249).
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Some reasons behind the Manchurian Incident
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 ● Jiang Jieshi was moving northwards with the GMD to bring all of China (including 
Manchuria) under centralized control and this would have limited Japanese control 
over its interests in the region.

 ● Chinese nationalism and anti-Japanese feelings were increasing in Manchuria and 
other regions of China, which were important trading partners for Japan.

 ● There were growing concerns about the Soviet Union and the potential expansion of 
communism into Manchuria.

 ● The Great Depression badly a� ected the Japanese economy; it needed cheap, 
plentiful resources as well as a market for its goods.

 ● O�  cers in the Guandong Army believed that it was Japan’s destiny to expand its 
empire to Manchuria and beyond.

The events of 1931 are referred to as either the Manchurian Invasion or the Manchurian 
Incident; the Japanese government at the time preferred the latter. When you go on to 
read about the Second Sino-Japanese War of 1937, you will see that it too was referred 
to in Japan as the Chinese Incident. Do the names we give to such events really make 
a di� erence to how we think of them and respond to them? Can you think of other 
confl icts that were/are given di� erent names to arouse support or opposition?

Thinking, research, and communication skills ATL

Manchukuo, 1932.
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2.2 The response in Japan and China to the 
Manchurian Incident

It is fairly clear that the Guandong Army was controlling events in Manchukuo in 
1931, but who had control of the events in Tokyo? Overall, it is quite di�  cult to 
determine which factions (and there were many) within the military, the parliament, 
and the imperial court supported or condemned the actions of the Guandong Army.

Japan – a political response
Hamaguchi Yūkō was appointed prime minister in June 1931. The year before, he 
had been responsible for signing the naval agreement at the London Naval Treaty 
(see Chapter 1, page 22) that further limited the growth of the Japanese navy, an 
action that was deeply unpopular among the ultra-nationalists in Japan. Hamaguchi 
was targeted by an assassin in November 1930 and was severely wounded; he was, 
however, reappointed as prime minister in 1931, shortly before his death later that 
same year. He was succeeded by Wakatsuki Reijirō (who resigned in December 1931). 
Wakatsuki’s response to the actions of the Guandong Army was lukewarm, at best; a 
‘credibility gap’ was developing in Japanese politics as the government reiterated its 
policy of non-expansionism while the military in Manchuria continued to advance 
(Hsu, The Rise of Modern China, Oxford, 1995 p. 549). Wakatsuki was succeeded by 
Inukai Tsuyoshi, who also expressed misgivings about the creation of Manchukuo, 
stating that it should not be recognized as an independent state from China. In 1932, 
Inukai agreed to a ceasefi re when fi ghting broke out in Shanghai: for this, he was 
assassinated by right-wing nationalists. His assassination has been seen as marking 
the end of the Taishō democracy and the start of a new era in which a government 
by ‘national unity cabinets’ was ushered in, made up mainly of senior bureaucrats 
with only some representation from the political parties. This was meant to restore 
stability. Ian Buruma compares this to contemporary events in Germany, where 
Weimar democracy came to an end in 1933 (Buruma, Inventing Japan 1853–1964, 2004, 
p. 91).

Japan – a popular response
The legacy of the Russo-Japanese War (which in 1904 had cost the lives of 
approximately 100,000 Japanese soldiers) had been an important reason for public 
support for the takeover of Manchuria (Gong, Memory and History in East and South East 
Asia, 2001, p. 52). Propaganda emphasized how much Japanese blood had already 
been spilled over Manchuria, claiming that the Guandong Army was not seizing but 
merely defending hard-won territory.

Research, communication, social, and self-management skillsATL

With a classmate, carry out research on why democracy came to an end in Germany in 1933. 
Draw up a list of comparisons and contrasts between what was happening in Germany and 
events in Japan during this period, focusing on the economy, the ideology of the ruling party, 
and the parliamentary system. See what other factors strike you as similar. Share your research 
with the class.
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Activity 3 Thinking and communication skillsATL

A photo taken in 1933 of a young girl holding dolls. These were made both to commemorate the fi rst 
anniversary of the establishment of Manchukuo and to foster good relations with Japan.

1. What impression, do you think, were these dolls meant to convey to the people of Manchukuo?

According to Ian Buruma, those who supported the takeover of Manchuria maintained 
that the region was rich in resources (such as coal and iron ore) that were vital for 
Japan’s continued industrialization: without them, Japan would surely collapse. 
For some, Manchuria was seen as an impoverished region, needing only economic 
investment and good (Japanese) governance so it could be turned into a paradise; it was 
believed that, under the benevolent rule of Japan, the di� erent ethnic groups living in 
Manchuria would coexist in peace (Buruma, Inventing Japan 1853–1964, 2004, pp. 93–
96). It is signifi cant that by propagating this vision of harmony and justice, many 
left-wing Japanese were enticed to go to Manchuria to be part of this social experiment. 
Conveniently, this rid Japan of some of its more troublesome left-wingers.

Activity 4 Thinking skillsATL

Ian Buruma is an Anglo-Dutch writer and academic. The following extract is taken from his book Inventing 
Japan 1853–1964.

Japanese novelists and essayists fl ocked to Manchukuo to write about its remarkable modernity, 
the speed of its trains, the fi ne parks of Dalian and the cosmopolitan nightlife of Harbin. Some 
of the best fi lmmakers worked for the Manchu fi lm studios, where they were given the most 
advanced facilities to make fi lms about brave Japanese pioneers helping their Asian brethren 
[brothers]. Many of the artists and writers were in fact Marxists, whose sentiments were 
anti-capitalist and thus anti-Western anyway. Pan-Asianism appealed to their sense of 
idealism. All they had to do was switch from socialism to a brand of national-socialism. 

Ian Buruma, Inventing Japan 1853–1964, Modern Library, New York. 2004, pp 96–97

1. According to the source above, for what reasons did fi lmmakers, writers, and artists go to Manchukuo?

Now read the following sample answers.

Student answer – Michelle

Filmmakers went to Manchukuo because of the up-to-date facilities they were given at the Manchu fi lm 
studios. Artists and writers often went there because they were anti-capitalist and its Pan-Asian ethos 
appealed to their idealism. Also, Manchukuo was modern and living standards were good, with fast trains 
and nice surroundings.

Student answer – Mike

The reasons why writers and artists went to Manchukuo was that the trains were fast and the nightlife was 
lively. Also, writers were Marxist and anti-capitalist.

Examiner’s comments

Mike has mentioned two points but both could be a little more fully developed. Michelle has given a 
much fuller and nicely structured answer: she has made three clear points, using her own words.

In the early 20th 
century, the fi ve main 
ethnic groups living 
in Manchuria were 
Russian, Chinese, Korean, 
Japanese, and the 
Manchu. The Manchu 
people formed only a 
small percentage of the 
region’s population.

Don’t forget that part A 
of the fi rst question in the 
Paper 1 exam is worth 3 
marks – this means an 
examiner will be looking 
for three clear points in 
order to award the full 
marks.
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Manchuria was also seen as an area with plenty of ‘living space’ for Japan’s growing 
population, o� ering opportunities to relieve the poverty that blighted the lives of farmers 
in the Japanese countryside. This policy was given o�  cial support in 1932 when the so-
called Rural-Rescue Diet funded an investigation into how best to promote and support 
the emigration of farmers to Manchuria. The aim was to send a million households to 
Manchuria; however, by 1945, only 320,000 Japanese emigrants had settled there. 

Takemaro Mori, a professor of economic research, notes that emigration to Manchuria 
was favoured not only for economic reasons but also to support militaristic aims, as 
farmers were encouraged to settle along the route of the South Manchurian Railway 
and on the border with the Soviet Union (‘Colonies and Countryside in Wartime 
Japan: Emigration of Manchuria’ in The Asia-Pacifi c Journal: Japan Focus, originally 
published in 2003). 

Activity 5 Thinking skillsATL

This source is an extract from a conversation held in March 1936, between Katō Kanji (an 
agronomist – a scientist who studies plants) and Tanaka Nagashige, a senior civil servant in the 
Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry.

KATŌ: On the question of land, there’s plenty available [in Manchuria] now at one or two 
yen per tan. Worrying about what we’d do if the price rises, the way some people do, makes no 
sense at all. In my opinion, we should just get on with it as quickly as possible. The Chinese 
and the Koreans don’t bother trying to fi nd out who owns the land they want. They just move 
in and take it over. If we waste time trying to track down owners and agree prices, we’ll get left 
behind. The fi rst group of armed emigrants didn’t buy land before they left Japan, they bought 
it after they arrived. In Manchuria, no one knows who owns which parcels of land. If we 
Japanese don’t get cracking, the Koreans and the Chinese will grab all the land there is.

TANAKA (laughing): It sounds like theft to me.

KATŌ: The conditions over there are not like those here at home. If you call what I’m talking 
about ‘theft’ then you’d have to be against war, too, because war also involves theft as well as 
killing.

1. According to the origin, purpose, and content, analyse the value and limitations of the source above 
for a historian studying how the Manchurian Incident was viewed in Japan.

Activity 6 Thinking skillsATL

Source A

The cover of a tourist brochure for Manchukuo, January 1937.

As World War II in Asia 
came to an end in August 
1945 – when the Soviet 
Union declared war 
on Japan and the Red 
Army crossed the border 
into Manchuria – the 
Japanese settlers were 
abandoned to their fate 
and an estimated 120,000 
were killed. Professor 
Takemaro Mori states that 
many settlers ended up 
in Siberian gulags (prison 
camps) and would not 
return to Japan until after 
1972, when diplomatic 
relations between Japan 
and the Soviet Union 
were resumed.

Remember, reading a 
historical document 
in translation is not, 
necessarily, a limitation 
to its value unless you 
have a particular reason 
for saying so. If that is 
the case, you need to 
mention it.
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Source B

A propaganda poster encouraging Japanese farmers to move to Manchukuo.

1. What is the message conveyed in Source A?

2. What is the message conveyed in Source B?

3. What does each source tell us about the intended audience? Who were they meant to persuade and 
how?

China’s response to the Manchurian Incident
By 1931, Jiang Jieshi had established an alliance with ‘Young Marshal’ Zhang Xueliang. 
In the aftermath of the Manchurian Incident, Jiang had urged Zhang not to react to 
provocation by the Guandong Army. According to Jonathan Fenby, Jiang had not 
wanted to fi ght the Japanese; he had hoped that the seizure of territory would be 
limited and that Western powers would step in to ‘reverse the situation’ (Fenby, The 
Penguin History of Modern China: The Fall and Rise of a Great Power, 2009, p. 230).

Activity 7 Thinking and research skillsATL

1. Why, do you think, was Jiang Jieshi so confi dent about the involvement of foreign powers ‘to reverse 
the situation’? How had the Western powers responded to Japanese expansion in the past?

The Guandong Army had proceeded to take over the whole of Manchuria, however, 
meeting any resistance with force and carrying out bombing raids on cities. Additional 
Japanese troops were sent from Korea, without permission being sought from Tokyo, 
to assist in what Fenby calls ‘the biggest land grab in history’ (Fenby, The Penguin History 
of Modern China: The Fall and Rise of a Great Power, 2009, p. 234). Jiang also prevaricated 
over whether or not to challenge Japanese expansion as he was also fi ghting the 
Chinese Communists in Jiangxi province in southeast China.

Despite Jiang’s reluctance, there was popular opposition to the Japanese: demonstrators 
in Shanghai called for a boycott of Japanese shops and the purchase of Japanese 
goods; in Nanjing, men demanded to be sent north to fi ght and women volunteered to 
accompany them as nurses. With demonstrators shouting slogans such as ‘Death before 
Surrender’ and ‘Supreme Sacrifi ce’, Japanese banks were boycotted, workers in Japanese-
owned factories went on strike, and imports from Japan fell by 30 per cent by the end 
of 1931 and 90 per cent in 1932 (Fenby, The Penguin History of Modern China: The Fall and 
Rise of a Great Power, 2009, p.235). Despite this outpouring of public anger, Jiang did 
nothing. According to Fenby, this was ‘widely seen as the fi rst episode of appeasement 
of the revisionist Axis powers that would stretch up to 1939’ (Fenby, The Penguin History 
of Modern China: The Fall and Rise of a Great Power, 2009, p. 235). Furthermore, Japanese 
reports stated that Jiang had been heard to say, ‘If Japan will be satisfi ed with Manchuria, 
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well, we aren’t happy about it, but we can pretend they aren’t there’ (Fenby, The Penguin 
History of Modern China: The Fall and Rise of a Great Power, 2009 p. 23).

Jiang’s decision not to confront the Japanese was based on a number of reasons, 
including the following:

 ● The GMD army was no match for the well-trained Guandong Army and resistance 
would probably have ended in defeat.

 ● Sending his best soldiers to Manchuria would have weakened Jiang’s precarious hold 
on the rest of China, which still needed to be brought under centralized control.

 ● Defeating the Communists whom he referred to as ‘the disease of the heart’ remained 
his priority.

 ● Many senior GMD o�  cials and o�  cers were from southern China, so Manchuria was 
a region unfamiliar to them and of limited importance.

According to Immanuel Hsu, Jiang’s reaction was ‘a combination of non-resistance, non-
compromise and non-negotiation’. Hsu also suggests that some organized resistance 
might have boosted the moderates in Tokyo, who could have used it to call for an end to 
the confl ict (Hsu, The Rise of Modern China, Oxford, 1995, p. 550). Instead, Jiang chose to 
approach the League of Nations, hoping that it would step in to solve the problem.

The Shanghai Incident
Since the mid-19th century, Shanghai, a densely populated and prosperous city on the 
estuary of the Yangtze River, had been a centre for international trade. Around 50,000 
foreigners lived there, in the French Concession, the Japanese Concession, and the 
International Settlement that combined the British and American Concessions. 

In January 1932, a series of anti-Japanese riots and disturbances broke out in Hongkou, 
an area of Shanghai known as Little Tokyo. Japanese marines were sent to restore order; 
they were, however, supported by a Japanese cruiser and 12 destroyers that proceeded 
to bombard the Chinese section of Hongkou. Extensive aerial bombing also destroyed 
houses and factories. A local warlord fought back against the Japanese with the 
assistance of the Green Gang, a triad gang that ran the drugs trade in Shanghai. Jonathan 
Fenby asserts that Jiang Jieshi also sent in GMD troops, but only after he realized there 
would be no support from the Western powers that had allowed the Japanese to use 
the International Settlement as a base. A ceasefi re was agreed on 3 March 1932, making 
Shanghai (outside of the International Settlement) into a demilitarized zone.

Inukai Tsuyoshi, the Japanese prime minister who agreed to this truce was 
assassinated. According to Ian Buruma, however, propaganda back home in Japan 
glorifi ed the bravery of its soldiers who were described in the media as ‘human bullets’ 
(Buruma, Inventing Japan 1853–1964, 2004, p. 93).

International Settlements

The British government had been given access to a number of treaty ports in China in 
accordance with the Treaty of Nanking (Nanjing), signed after the First Opium War in 
1842. In Shanghai, this led to the establishment of the British Concession, an area of the 
city that came under British control. Later, having been combined with the American 
Concession, the area became known as the International Settlement. It was run by an 
Anglo-American municipal council and was independently administered with its own 
soldiers and police. There existed also a French Concession, administered from French 
Indochina, and a Japanese Concession. Outside of these areas lay what was known as 
the Chinese Municipality. In 1937 the entire Chinese Municipality came under Japanese 
control. In December 1941, after attacking Pearl Harbor, the Japanese forces attacked 
and took over the International Settlement.

CHALLENGE 
YOURSELF

Research, thinking, 
communication, and 

self-management skills self-management skills 
ATL

Do some research into the 
policy of appeasement and how 
it was used by Italy, Britain, and 
France during the 1930s. Then, 
read through the reasons given 
in this chapter (and any others 
you can fi nd) for Jiang’s policy 
of non-resistance. Having done 
this, how far would you agree 
that this was, indeed, the ‘fi rst 
episode’ of appeasement?

The description of 
Japanese soldiers as 
‘human bullets’ was 
not new; it was fi rst 
coined during the 
Russo-Japanese War. 
In 1932, this term 
would have resonated 
with the Japanese 
public and reminded 
them (as intended) of 
the successful war of 
1904–05. A lieutenant 
in the Japanese army 
called Tadayoshi Sakurai 
also included the term in 
the title of his memoirs 
Human Bullets: A Soldier’s 
Story of the Russo-Japanese 
War.
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2.3 The international response to the 
Manchurian Incident

Despite Jiang’s hopes that the Western powers would condemn the actions of the 
Guandong Army in Manchuria, the response from the international community was 
quite muted. According to Immanuel Hsu,

The London Times stated that, ‘Japan had a strong case but had put herself regrettably and 
unnecessarily in the wrong’. The United States took the easy position that Tokyo could not be 
held responsible for the violation of the Paris Pact since the Kwantung Army had acted without 
its authorisation. The Soviet Union also took no action as long as its Siberian border remained 
unviolated. Thus China was left to face the enemy alone. 

Immanuel Hsu, The Rise of Modern China, 1995, p. 529

The League of Nations and the Lytton 
Commission

Even so, Jiang asked for assistance from the League of Nations and also from the 
United States, as it had signed the Nine-Power Pact defending Chinese sovereignty and 
was a signatory of the Kellogg–Briand Treaty of 1928.

The League of Nations

This was an organization set up in Geneva in 1920 to provide collective security 
for its member states. It was meant to make alliances unnecessary and to provide 
guarantees against aggressive actions, such as the invasion of Manchuria, 
because League members would present a united front against aggressors. Both 
China and Japan were members of the League. The United States, however, was 
not a member.

A propaganda poster from 
1933, illustrating how anti-
Japanese Manchurians would 
go to hell, while pro-Japanese 
Manchurians would go to 
heaven.
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Events leading up to the Lytton Commission proceeded in the following order:

1. On 22 September 1931, the Council of the League of Nations debated the 
Manchurian Incident, only days after the bomb blast in Mukden. The Japanese 
delegate was described as ‘conciliatory’. It was proposed that an enquiry be held 
into the events in Manchuria and for both Japan and China to stop fi ghting.

2. The League hoped for American support (the United States was not a member 
of the League) but Henry Stimson, the US secretary of state, sent a note advising 
against an enquiry, given that Japan did not agree with the proposal. The non-
involvement of the United States at this stage may have infl uenced the Japanese 
army’s decision to move further into Manchuria.

3. In mid-October, the League gave Japan a deadline of 16 November to withdraw 
from all occupied territory, which was ignored.

4. Japan now changed its mind and requested a commission of enquiry, a proposal 
that the League accepted while suspending any ‘coercive measures against Japan’. 
A commission was then formed chaired by Lord Lytton, the acting viceroy of 
India.

5. At the start of January 1932, China asked the League to impose economic 
sanctions on Japan but the worldwide economic depression made it di�  cult for 
member states to accept a reduction in trade and this was not done.

6. On 7 January 1932, Henry Stimson published a note that came to be known as 
the Stimson Doctrine. It stated that the United States would not recognize ‘any 
treaty or agreement between Japan and China that violated US rights or treaties 
to which the US subscribed’. This meant the United States would not accept any 
changes to the open-door policy that guaranteed free trade and would also refuse 
to recognize the state of Manchukuo. Furthermore, as Japan had violated the Nine-
Power Pact, the US no longer considered itself bound by the naval limitations that 
had been agreed to. Historian AJP Taylor pointed out that the United States did 
not, however, intend to ‘curtail its trade with Japan’ (Taylor, The Origins of the Second 
World War, 1962, p. 63).

7. For now, Britain rejected the Stimson Doctrine, stating that Japan had given 
assurances that there would be an ‘open door’ for trade in Manchuria and so did 
not intend to violate the Nine-Power Pact. Furthermore, when the question of 
recognizing the state of Manchukuo was debated in the British parliament, the 
government stated that Japan had not requested this and that any such decision 
would be made after the Lytton Commission had presented its report.

Article 11 of the Covenant of the League

Any war or threat of war, whether immediately a� ecting any of the Members of the 
League or not, is hereby declared a matter of concern to the whole League, and the 
League shall take any action that may be deemed wise and e� ectual to safeguard the 
peace of nations. In case any such emergency should arise the Secretary General shall on 
the request of any Member of the League forthwith summon a meeting of the Council. 

http://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/leagcov.asp

The Kellogg–Briand Treaty, 1928

Named after Frank B Kellogg (US secretary of state) and Aristide Briand (French 
foreign minister), this was an agreement made between the United States and 
France to renounce the use of war to solve disputes between countries. By 1929, 
there were over 62 signatories, including China and Japan.
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8. In October 1932, the Lytton Report was published and, although sympathetic to 
Japan’s grievances over Manchuria, it condemned Japanese aggression, indicating 
that Manchukuo was no more than a puppet state where ‘the territory was de facto 
under Japanese occupation’ (Turns, ‘The Stimson Doctrine of Non-Recognition’, 
Chinese Journal of International Law, 2003, 2 (1): p. 126).

9. In February 1933, the report was accepted by the League, prompting Japan 
to withdraw its membership from the League. At the same time, Japan began 
occupation of Jehol province (known as Rehe today), beyond the borders of 
Manchuria.

10. In May 1933, Japan and China signed the Tanggu Truce: it attached Jehol province to 
Manchukuo; it handed over the control of the Shanhaiguan Pass between Manchuria 
and China to the Guandong Army; and it declared the region to the north of Beijing 
a demilitarized zone. According to Jonathan Fenby, on reading the terms of the 
truce, the Chinese response was to say it was purely military and without political 
signifi cance but ‘they were told “to shut up and sign”, which they did’ (Fenby, The 
Penguin History of Modern China: The Fall and Rise of a Great Power, 2009 p. 247 – also 
based on Mowat, Britain Between the Wars, p. 420, 1976; Hane p. 147, 2015). 

The League of Nations had been slow to react to the Japanese takeover of Manchuria, 
but Japan was admonished for its bad behaviour and instructed to withdraw from the 
territory it had occupied. The government in Tokyo did not appear to have authority 
over the Guandong Army, however, and Japanese popular opinion was unlikely to 
support any submission to the demands of the League.

In defence of the League, AJP Taylor points out that it had acted as it had been designed 
to do, in that it ‘limited the confl ict and… brought it to an end’. Furthermore, although 
the League’s response was limited to ‘moral sanction’, it was the Manchurian Crisis 
that prompted the creation of a process to impose economic sanctions and these were 
applied against Italy in 1935 (Taylor, The Origins of the Second World War, 1962, p. 64).

Jiang Jieshi proceeded to coexist with the Japanese presence in Manchukuo until 
an upsurge of popular opposition compelled him to oppose them and to agree to a 
United Front with the Communist Party of China (CPC) in 1936.

The Hoover–Stimson 
Doctrine (Herbert 
Hoover was the US 
president between 
1929–33, Stimson his 
secretary of state) is also 
known in international 
law as the doctrine 
of ‘non-recognition’ 
as it established the 
precedent of one state 
refusing to recognize 
the legality of another. 
Previously, states either 
recognized each other 
or not without making 
a specifi c declaration of 
‘non-recognition’. After 
the League of Nations’ 
acceptance of the 
Lytton Report, no state 
recognized Manchukuo 
other than Japan.

According to AJP Taylor, 
the League did not 
condemn Japanese 
‘aggression’ but, rather, 
criticized it for ‘resorting 
to force before all 
peaceful means of redress 
were exhausted’ (Taylor, 
The Origins of the Second 
World War, 1962, p. 64).

CHALLENGE 
YOURSELF

Write a short summary of how 
the international response to 
the Manchurian Incident could 
be seen as weakening the aims 
outlined in both the League of 
Nations and the Kellogg–Briand 
Pact.

Research, thinking
communication, and
self-management skillsself-management skills

ATL

Henry Stimson, secretary 
of state in the Hoover 
administration and author of 
the Stimson Doctrine.
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Activity 8 Thinking and communication skillsATL

Source A

Here is a cartoon on the Lytton Report, published in Punch.

1. What is the message conveyed in the source above?

Soviet Union’s response to events in the East
The Soviet Union shared a border with Manchuria; Japan’s possible encroachment on 
Soviet territory was Stalin’s ‘greatest fear’ (Taylor, The Origins of the Second World War, 
1962, p. 78). Meanwhile, the GMD’s continual attacks on the CPC’s Red Army at a time 
when Jiang was unwilling to fi ght Japanese troops in Manchuria provided excellent 
propaganda for the Chinese Communists. Acting on an initiative formulated by Mao 
Zedong, the Chinese Soviet government declared war on Japan on 15 April 1932 
(Pantsov and Levine, Deng Xiaoping: A Revolutionary Life, 2015, p. 103). The CPC was 
further supported in its opposition to Japan when, on 1 August 1935, the Comintern 
instructed all Communist parties to cooperate with all anti-fascist parties to form 
united fronts against the fascists in the West and against Japan in the East. In 1936, as 
we shall see, this led to the creation of the Second United Front, formed by the CPC and 
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the GMD against Japan; despite Stalin’s initial concerns, following ‘the formation of a 
united Chinese Communist–Nationalist front in 1936 and the Soviet fortifi cations of 
the Manchurian–Soviet border, both China and the Soviet Union began to stand their 
ground’ (Chickering and Forster (eds), The Shadows of Total War, 2007, p. 330).

A move to global war?
Although the response of the Japanese government in Tokyo to events in Manchuria 
was muted, Japan’s moral standing in international a� airs was damaged by the 
behaviour of the Guandong Army. Rather than being seen as a cooperative and 
peaceable member of the League of Nations, Japan was criticized as expansionist and 
unwilling, or maybe unable (due to governmental weakness), to abide by treaties it had 
signed in the 1920s. With hindsight, it is possible to view the Manchurian Incident as 
a step towards the isolation of Japan, a country that was determined to take its place 
among the elite of world powers.

Meanwhile, Italy and Germany were observing events in the Far East and the weak 
response of the League towards Japan. In January 1933, Hitler was appointed 
chancellor of Germany and moved quickly to end democracy and to establish a 
single-party state. He withdrew Germany from the League of Nations in October 
1933, citing the unfairness of demands made of Germany in the Geneva Disarmament 
Conference. In violation of the Treaty of Versailles, he proceeded to rearm Germany 

The League of Nations was replaced by the United Nations (shown here) in 1945, after the League failed 
to prevent the outbreak of the Second World War.
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and to remilitarize the Rhineland in March 1936. In Fascist Italy, Mussolini challenged 
collective security by invading Ethiopia in October 1935; by 1937, Italy had also 
withdrawn from the League. (You can read more about these events in Chapters 5 and 
6 of Case Study 2 in this book.)

All these actions were to further divide global powers into two sides: those that 
continued to hope for collective security, and those intent upon challenging it, 
including, it seemed, Japan.

Activity 9 Thinking skillsATL

This cartoon is from the 25 February 1933 edition of the New York World-Telegram. Its caption reads 
‘Moral Isolation’.

1. What is the message conveyed in the source above?

The Second United Front
Despite the emergence of the ‘fascistic Blue Shirt movement’ within the GMD 
(Ferguson, The War of the World, 2006, p.305), Jiang Jieshi declared in 1934 that China 
was not yet ready for war with Japan, predicting (accurately) that a much wider 
global confl ict was brewing. In order to improve the training of his soldiers, Jiang had 
enlisted the services of General von Seeckt, a German veteran of World War I, who 
helped train 80,000 GMD soldiers, mainly to combat the Communists. The Guandong 
Army, however, continued to make incursions into China’s northern provinces and 
to tighten its grip on Manchuria. Matters came to a head when Jiang was persuaded to 
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halt his campaigns against the ‘Red Bandits’ (the Communists) and to focus instead on 
the ‘Dwarf Bandits’ (the Japanese) by agreeing to a Second United Front.

The First United Front was established in 1923, when the CPC was instructed by the 
Comintern to join forces with the GMD (see Chapter 1, page 26). This union came 
to a bitter end during the White Terror when the GMD turned on the Communists 
and attempted to eradicate them. Confl ict between the Communists and the GMD 
continued up until 1936 when, for di� erent reasons, both the CPC and the GMD once 
again agreed to work together, this time to defeat the Japanese.

A short time after the Xi’an Incident, Jiang arrested Zhang Xueliang and put him under house 
arrest. In 1949, when the GMD was defeated in the Chinese civil war, Zhang was transferred to 
Taiwan where he remained as a prisoner of the regime until 1990. He remains a hero to many 
Chinese who believe he was responsible for making Jiang agree to the Second United Front.

According to Rana Mitter, Stalin was anxious that Jiang Jieshi was not killed during the 
kidnapping. (Mao Zedong later made much of how he could have had Jiang killed but, in the 
interests of Chinese unity, chose not to.) Stalin’s concern was that if Jiang were removed as 
leader of the GMD he could be replaced by someone more inclined to join the Anti-Comintern 
League, and the Soviet Union would therefore be surrounded by its signatories, namely, 
Germany, Japan, and China (Mitter, China’s War with Japan 1937–1945, 2014, p. 67).

The Blue Shirts Society

You may have come across the terms ‘Brownshirts’ (Hitler’s militia) and ‘Blackshirts’ 
(Mussolini’s militia). These were private armies identifi able by their uniforms and insignia. In 
China, a secret organization called the Blue Shirts Society emerged from within the GMD. 
Its members were committed to anti-communism and a determination to fi ght the Japanese; 
they held the belief that only a strong dictator could unite and rule China. Historians di� er on 
whether the society had elements of fascism. It was disbanded in 1938.

Why was the Second United Front established?
Most of the Communist Red Army was driven out of Jiangxi province in 1934 when 
it began the Long March to Yan’an, where it would be safe from attack by the GMD 
and better situated to wage guerrilla war against the Japanese in Manchuria. In 1935 
instructions came from the Comintern that, once again, the CPC were to ally with the 
GMD. This had been a public declaration and Jiang was willing to consider better relations 
with the Soviet Union, even if it meant ending his campaign against the CPC, because he 
believed that if global war were to break out, he would need Soviet support to fi ght Japan. 
In public, Jiang maintained that no such union was needed as the GMD had more or less 
succeeded in suppressing the CPC; but secret negotiations took place, resulting in a verbal 
agreement that the Red Army would be renamed the Eighth Route Army and brought 
under the control of the GMD (Mitter, China’s War with Japan 1937–1945, 2014, p. 67).

The Xi’an Incident
A twist to this story came when ‘Young Marshal’ Zhang Xueliang – unaware of the secret 
talks, afraid that he was about to be removed as commander of the northeast army, 
and frustrated by Jiang’s lack of action against the Japanese – plotted the kidnapping of 
Jiang Jieshi. Zhang was joined in this exploit by another former warlord, General Yang 
Hucheng, who was also fearful of losing his command. In December 1936, on a routine 
inspection in Xi’an, Jiang was taken prisoner by his two generals and held hostage. Jiang 
was only released when the Second United Front was publicly announced, stating that 
the Communists and the GMD would join forces to defend China against Japan.
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Activity 10 Thinking and communication skillsATL

This is an extract from China’s War with Japan 1937–1945 by Rana Mitter, published in 2014. A historian 
who has written extensively on Chinese history, Mitter is a professor of history at St Cross College, Oxford, 
in the UK.

Zhang Xueliang is today seen in China as a patriot who was shocked by the Generalissimo’s 
unwillingness to face the ‘real’ threat of Japan, and his insistence on fi ghting his fellow 
Chinese, the CCP. In this version of events, Zhang kidnapped Chiang [Jiang] in order to force 
a change of direction. In fact, Zhang’s motive may have been more straightforward: Jiang 
was likely to deprive him of his military command. 

1. According to its origin, purpose and content, analyse the value and limitations of this source for 
historians researching the Second United Front.

Political tensions within Japan 
In February 1936, political tension increased in Japan when a group of young military 
o�  cers attempted a coup to remove what they perceived as obstacles preventing a 
closer union between the emperor and his people.

Known as the February Coup, this event emphasized the division of the military into 
two factions:

 ● The Imperial Way Faction (Kōdōha) wanted a revolution to remove the zaibatsu, 
overthrow capitalism, assist the poverty-stricken countryside, and establish a 
military dictatorship loyal only to the emperor.

 ● The Control Faction (Tōseiha) envisioned a future war against the West. Pragmatically, 
this would require cooperation with the bureaucracy that, to a large extent, governed 
Japan, as well as the zaibatsu in order to ensure a build-up of armaments to make 
Japan a formidable military and naval power.

In 1935, a military o�  cer, given the task of demoting some of the Imperial Way 
o�  cers, was attacked and ‘slashed to death by a young o�  cer wielding a samurai 
sword’ (Buruma, Inventing Japan 1853–1964, 2004, p. 99). This was a disturbing event 
and although the Control Faction was able to retain its authority within the army, 
the Imperial Way remained popular. On 26 February that year, over a thousand 
of Imperial Way’s supporters attempted to take over central Tokyo. Three senior 
government ministers were assassinated. The prime minister was saved only because, 
in a case of mistaken identity, his brother-in-law was killed instead. Emperor Shōwa 
(Hirohito), anxious to stem this tide of unrest, condemned the attempted coup but 
disturbances continued until 29 February, when the navy was called in to restore order 
and the rebels surrendered.

The Control Faction within the army was now fully in control and, to assert its 
authority, demanded that the army and navy ministers would have the right to 
approve all civilian appointments to the cabinet. This was an important step towards 
the increase of military authority in Japan. Prime Minister Kōki Hirota proceeded 
to increase the military budget to fi nance rearmament. He also signed the Anti-
Comintern Pact with Germany (Italy joined in 1937).
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The Anti-Comintern Pact, 1936
According to Mitter, the Anti-Comintern Pact was not intended as a precursor 
to a military alliance, or even a fascist alliance: Japan signed the pact because it 
was increasingly concerned about the threat of the Soviet Union to its interests in 
Manchuria and northern China. Furthermore, Japan tried, unsuccessfully, to get both 
Britain and Poland to join the pact. Nevertheless, a secret clause stipulated that if one 
of the co-signatories went to war with the Soviet Union, the other(s) would not aid 
the Soviet Union (Mitter, China’s War with Japan 1937–1945, 2014, p. 67). Whatever the 
intention, to all outward appearances, it looked as though Japan was aligning itself 
with the fascist powers of Europe.

One of the ironies of the Anti-Comintern Pact and, later, the Tripartite Pact was that 
Aryan Germans now had a link to non-Aryans. To overcome any di�  culties that 
might arise, the title ‘Honorary Aryans’ was bestowed upon the Japanese. Meanwhile, 
the Italians had already been ‘Aryanized’ by Mussolini, who had declared that they 
were the Mediterranean branch of the Aryan race.

Activity 11 Thinking skillsATL

An American cartoon published in November 1938 at the time of the Anti-Comintern Pact. Its caption 
reads ‘Up “Nordics” and at ’em’.

1. What is the message conveyed in this source?
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2.4 The Sino-Japanese War, 1937–41

Also referred to as the Second Sino-Japanese War (the First Sino-Japanese War took 
place in 1894, see Chapter 1, page 13), this confl ict was known in Japan as the ‘China 
Incident’ as there was never an o�  cial declaration of war. It was clear to Japan that 
control over China was of great importance, especially if, as was feared, it were to 
move closer to the Soviet Union.

The Marco Polo Bridge Incident, 1937

Some historians have compared the Marco Polo Bridge Incident to  the shooting of 
the Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo on 28 June 1914, claiming that the former 
marked the true outbreak of World War II. Certainly, for China, this was a momentous 
step towards full-scale war with Japan. The incident took place in 1937 on the Marco 
Polo Bridge, which was located in an area where, according to an agreement made at 
the turn of the century, Japanese soldiers could be stationed. On the evening of 7 July, 
the Japanese commanding o�  cer discovered one of his soldiers had gone missing 
(most sources state that the soldier had gone to relieve himself and then wandered 
away into the demilitarized zone) and immediately called for a search, implying that 
the man had either been kidnapped or killed by Chinese forces. There was an exchange 
of fi re with Chinese troops and a two-day stando�  ended with a truce being signed 
on 9 July. When informed of the incident, Jiang Jieshi had to decide whether this was 
yet another skirmish with Japanese troops or whether it signalled an attack on Beijing 
and the heartland of China. This was the point at which he had to decide whether to 
concede northern China to the Japanese or to fi ght back. In his diary, Jiang wrote: 
‘This is the turning point for existence or obliteration’ (Mitter, China’s War with Japan 
1937–1945, 2014, p. 76).

In June 1937 Prince Konoe Fumimaro, an aristocrat and close confi dante of the 
emperor, was appointed prime minister of Japan. He was a very popular choice and 
his response to the incident proved very signifi cant. Despite the truce of 9 July, Konoe 
used the media to stir up nationalism and showed strong support for the military by 

The Marco Polo Bridge 
(Lugouqiao in Chinese) is lined 

with 500 carved statues of 
guardian lions. 

The Marco Polo Bridge 
in the town of Wanping, 
15 kilometres to the 
southwest of Beijing, was 
so named because the 
Venetian explorer Marco 
Polo had once described 
it as ‘one of the fi nest 
bridges in the world’. 
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sending additional troops to northern China. It is uncertain how much control he 
actually had over the rapidly worsening situation as, later, he tried to shift the blame 
elsewhere.

Activity 12 Thinking skillsATL

Rana Mitter is a British historian who specializes in the history of Republican China. This source is taken 
from his book China’s War with Japan 1937–1945, Penguin (2014). 

’Japan is destined sooner or later to clash with the Soviet Union’, said Itagaki Seishirō (then 
chief of sta�  of the Kwantung Army) to foreign minister Arita Hachirō, ‘and the attitude of 
China at the time will gravely infl uence operations’.

1. According to its origin, purpose, and content, analyse the value and limitations of this source for 
historians studying the Marco Polo Bridge Incident.

Activity 13 Thinking and communication skillsATL

Source A

This source is taken from Japan 1941 (Vintage Books, 2014, p.31) by Eri Hotta. Hotta is a Japanese 
historian educated in Japan, the United States, and the United Kingdom. 

The truce had become a dead letter by July 20th with Chiang (Jiang) taking his time to give it 
his o�  cial approval. As the war spread and intensifi ed, Japan bombed Nanjing, Shanghai, 
Hangzhou and other major cities – Konoe blamed it on others, especially, the army’s bellicose 
[warlike] elements who were conveniently nameless and faceless. 

Source B

Below is an extract from The Cambridge History of Japan, Volume 6: The Twentieth Century (Cambridge UP, 
1995, p. 305), edited by Peter Duus, an American historian who specializes in the history of Japan. 

It was a refl ection of the split in army circles that decisions to mobilise were made and 
cancelled four times before a decision was made to send three divisions to northern China on 
July 27th. Neither Prime Minister Konoe nor Foreign Minister Hirota had clear views about 
what to do. In the fi nal analysis, they simply followed the lead of the expansionist faction 
within the Japanese army. 

1. According to Source A what reasons were there for the escalation of hostilities in China?

2. Compare and contrast the views expressed in Sources A and B on how decisions were made to 
mobilize Japanese troops for China.

The Battle for Shanghai, August–October 1937
On 26 July 1937, the Chinese forces were issued an 
ultimatum by the Japanese demanding that they withdraw 
from Wanping within 24 hours, although attacks had 
already begun before the ultimatum had expired. The 
Chinese government in Nanjing o�  cially declared war on 
Japan on 7 August, stating a week later that this was a war of 
self-defence; meanwhile, according to Jonathan Fenby, the 
emperor in Tokyo called for a ‘war-ending’ battle (Fenby, The 
Penguin History of Modern China: The Fall and Rise of a Great Power, 
2009, p. 275).

Business as usual at the Chartered Bank 
(a British overseas bank) in 1937, despite 

the spread of the confl ict to Shanghai.

I.D. OnlyI.D. OnlyI.D. Only
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Although there was no intention to compromise the neutrality of the International 
Settlement, on Saturday 14 August Chinese planes aiming for Japanese destroyers 
anchored on the Yangtze River accidentally dropped bombs on the crowded Bund 
(riverfront), killing over 1,000 people. Despite this tragic error, the Chinese forces 
fought desperately to prevent the fall of Shanghai and, by showing that he no longer 
tolerated Japanese aggression, ‘Jiang forced the world to take notice’ (Mitter, China’s 
War with Japan 1937–1945, 2014, p. 94). The world did take notice but action was 
limited, and the League did little, other than condemn the bombing of civilians.

The Brussels Conference
Seeking support for its struggle against Japan, China appealed to the signatories of the 
Nine-Power Pact who agreed to hold a conference in Brussels in October 1937. Britain 
was especially concerned, as British investment in Shanghai at the time ‘exceeded 
that of any comparable area outside the United Kingdom’ (Crozier, The Causes of the 
Second World War, 1997, p. 135). However, it was reluctant to risk confl ict with Japan 
given that tension was already building within Europe. Economic sanctions against 
Japan were considered, but Britain would not risk those unless the United States 
also participated. Given that the latter seemed unwilling to depart from its policy of 
isolationism, no action was taken in the end. Other countries o� ered little support: the 
foreign minister of Spain sent a note to China that read ‘Spain sends the great Chinese 
people the warmest expression of their solidarity’ (Mitter, China’s War with Japan 
1937–1945, 2014, p. 97).

Activity 14 Thinking and research skillsATL

1. Why did the Spanish foreign minister express ‘solidarity’?

The Panay Incident
An incident took place in December 1937 that could have sparked a global war: the 
bombing of the American patrol boat USS Panay by Japanese forces. A British gunboat, 
HMS Ladybird, also came under fi re while anchored in the Yangtze River. The British 
government was willing to ‘make a display of force’ and send up to nine capital ships 
on the condition that the United States would do the same. However, the British 
Ambassador in Washington was told that the United States would ‘only participate 
in the most modest gestures… [if] Japan did something really outrageous to provoke 
American opinion’ (Crozier, The Causes of the Second World War, 1997, p. 136).

By now, the British government was increasingly aware that it could expect little direct 
assistance from an isolationist United States (for more on American foreign policy, 
see Chapter 3, page 68). Furthermore, there had been minimal support coming from 
Britain’s dominions, such as South Africa, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand: at the 
Imperial Conference held in London in May–June 1937, representatives from each 
of these dominions expressed reservations about entering into another war. Given 
the apparent lack of support from the dominions, Crozier believes it is unsurprising 
that Neville Chamberlain, who became prime minister of Britain in 1937, was of the 
opinion that ‘further attempts at conciliation with Germany and Italy were better 
advised than confrontation’ (Crozier, The Causes of the Second World War, 1997, p. 137).

One country that did o� er more than words of comfort to Jiang Jieshi in 1937 was the 
Soviet Union. On 1 August, a non-aggression pact was signed between the Nationalist 
government of China and the Soviet Union; by mid-1938, signifi cant aid was delivered 
to China in the form of 300 military aircraft, ammunition, and US$250 million.

CHALLENGE 
YOURSELF

Thinking, research, 
communication, and 

self-management skills self-management skills 
ATL

For British dominions such as 
South Africa, whether or not to 
support British views on matters 
of war became a political issue 
during the late 1930s. See what 
you can fi nd out about the 
foreign policies of some of the 
British dominions between 1937 
and 1939. Share your research 
with the class.
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Activity 15 Thinking and research skillsATL

This is an extract from The Origins of the Second World War by AJP Taylor, a British historian who fi rst 
published this book in 1960. Taylor was a professor at Oxford University but also wrote on current events 
for newspapers as well as presenting televised lectures on history. He was well known for having argued, 
controversially, that Hitler did not plan World War II but that it arose out of the confused polices of the 
European powers, especially those of Britain.

As before [during the Manchurian Crisis] the Americans would do nothing. They wanted the 
moral satisfaction of non-recognition and also the material satisfaction of their profi table 
trade with Japan. Non-recognition was an American device, unconscious no doubt, for 
pushing others, particularly the British, forward against the Japanese. The Americans would 
express the indignation; the British would provide the opposition. This was not an attractive 
o� er. The Brussels Conference did nothing to help China […] 

AJP Taylor, The Origins of the Second World War, Hamish Hamilton, London, 1962, p. 127

1. With reference to its origin, purpose, and content, analyse the value and limitations of the source 
above for historians researching the international response to the Sino-Japanese War.

2. Compare and contrast the American response as viewed by AJP Taylor in the source above with that 
of the Stimson Doctrine of 1932.

Activity 16 Thinking skillsATL

The photo below shows refugees fl eeing across the bridge to the relative security of the International 
Settlement, Shanghai, in November 1937.

1. What is the message conveyed in this source?

By the end of November, the Nationalist forces retreated from Shanghai and Jiang 
announced that his capital would be transferred from Nanjing to Chongqing (Mitter, 
China’s War with Japan 1937–1945, 2014, p. 100).

With a classmate, 
consider the international 
context for the Brussels 
Conference. Carry out 
research on events taking 
place in Germany, Italy, 
and Spain in 1937, as 
well as on Stalin’s purge 
of the military in 1937. 
How, and why, do you 
think, these events would 
have infl uenced Jiang’s 
decision-making about 
going to war with Japan? 
Bear in mind Japan’s 
relations with Germany 
and Italy at this time. 
Outline the case for and 
against war with Japan.

Social, thinking,
communication,
and research skillsand research skills

ATL

Refugees try to get into the 
French concession in Shanghai 
to escape the bombing.

Amid tensions between 
Britain, China, and 
Japan during this period, 
celebrations were held 
in London over a new 
Japanese world record. 
On 6 April 1937, a 
Mitsubishi aircraft named 
Kamikaze (Divine Wind) 
set o�  from Tokyo and 
reached London after 
a fl ight of 51 hours, 93 
minutes, and 53 seconds. 
According to The Times, 
the two pilots were 
greeted by a crowd of 
4,000 ‘shouting Banzai 
(meaning “live forever”) 
and decked with garlands 
of fl owers’.
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The fall of Nanjing, December 1937
Nanjing was the capital of Nationalist China and this became Japan’s next target. 
Known also as the Rape of Nanjing, this was probably the most horrendous battle 
of the Sino-Japanese War. After capturing the city in mid-December 1937, the 
Japanese forces rounded up and killed males of military age, raped and killed 
women and girls; the soldiers behaved with extreme brutality towards the Chinese 
population. 

For decades, there has been much speculation as to why Japanese soldiers carried 
out acts of such appalling cruelty towards a civilian population. Rana Mitter suggests 
that the length of time it had taken to end Chinese resistance in Shanghai had led 
to frustration among the Japanese o�  cers and soldiers, which made them ‘deeply 
angry’ (China’s War with Japan 1937–1945, 2014, p. 138). Other historians o� er di� erent 
explanations. Racism was certainly a factor in the brutality demonstrated in Nanjing. 
Jonathan Fenby notes that one Japanese soldier wrote of the Chinese as being 
equivalent to ‘ants crawling on the ground’ (Fenby, The Penguin History of Modern China: 
The Fall and Rise of a Great Power, 2009, p. 282).

Activity 17 Thinking skillsATL

Source A

In his book Inventing Japan 1853–1964, Ian Buruma argues that prevailing racist views in Japan towards 
the Chinese caused the victims to be stripped of their humanity.

For years, the Japanese had been told that the Chinese were inferior and the Japanese a divine 
race. Contempt for the Chinese goes back to the Meiji prints in which the Japanese are tall, 
white and vigorous and the Chinese are cowering yellow cretins; Government propaganda, 
parroted by the jingoistic Japanese press, told soldiers they were fi ghting a holy war.

Anything they did in the name of the emperor, no matter how savage, was sanctioned by the 
holiness of their cause. An American chaplain in Tokyo’s Sugamo prison, where Japanese 
prisoners were held after the war, concluded […] that they ‘had the belief that any enemy 
of the emperor could not be right, so the more brutally they treated their prisoners, the more 
loyal to the emperor they were being.’ 

Ian Buruma, Inventing Japan 1853–1964, Modern Library, New York, 2004, p. 105

Source B

Mikiso Hane (1922–2003) was renowned scholar of Japanese history. Below is an extract from his book, 
Japan, A Short History, which was published in 2015. 

The inculcation [teaching by repeating endlessly] of the samurai spirit in which brutal 
behaviour was idealised was an integral part of military training. Absolute submission to 
authority and harsh treatment of those lower in rank governed military life. The tight 
discipline enforced in the military keeps the solider in line but what happens when the bonds 
of discipline are loosened? […] In society in general respect for the strong and contempt for 
the weak prevailed. People identifi ed themselves narrowly with members of their own circle 
and village. Thus concern and compassion towards others were not likely to be fostered. A 
sense of individuality and individual responsibility were not values stressed. Thus when mob 
violence breaks out, people may become part of the mob. 

Mikiso Hane, Japan, A Short History, Oneworld Publications, UK, 2015, p. 156

1. According, to Source A, why did Japanese troops behave with such violence in Nanjing?

2. To what extent does Source B agree with Source A about the behaviour of the soldiers?
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By the time the Japanese soldiers entered Nanjing, Jiang Jieshi had already left and was 
setting up a new capital in Chongqing, in the interior of China.

Popular response to Nanjing 
In February 1938, a conference of the International Peace Campaign was held in 
London. Protesting against a Japanese invasion of China, the conference called for a 
boycott of Japanese goods. Although it was accepted that governments were unlikely 
to support such a boycott, it was argued that ‘private boycotts’ could be e� ective. In 
the British city of Southampton, dock workers refused to unload cotton bales from 
Japan. In Le Havre, French workers refused to load munitions destined for Japan 
(The Adelaide Advertiser, 14 February, 1938). In the United States, the Washington 
Commonwealth Federation spearheaded a campaign to boycott Japanese goods 
coming into Seattle and, in October 1937, women were urged to wear stockings made 
of cotton rather than imported Japanese silk. 

Iris Chung recounted a number of survivor tales in her famous book, The Rape of 
Nanking, fi rst published in 1997. According to Chung, the purpose of the book was 
to bring to light a largely forgotten massacre that was rarely mentioned in school 
textbooks. In the Introduction, she asserted that, unlike Auschwitz and Hiroshima, 
in Nanjing ‘the victims remained largely silent’. Chung wondered why this was so, 
suggesting that ‘[it] soon became clear to me that the custodian of the curtain of silence 
was politics’, and attributing the silence to the Cold War and the shifting alliances that 
transformed Japan from an enemy into an ally and post-war Communist China from an 
ally into an enemy. She also quoted George Santayana’s warning: ‘Those who cannot 
remember the past are condemned to repeat it.’ Perhaps this could also be written as 
‘those who do not learn about the past are condemned to repeat it ’?

How important is it, do you think, that present-day students in Japan are taught about 
the Rape of Nanjing?

Thinking, research, and communication skills ATL

To coincide with the London 
conference of the International 
Peace Campaign in February 
1938, marchers in London call 
for a boycott of Japanese goods.
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Japanese reaction to the ‘China Incident’

World War II and the Olympic Games

In 1936, Tokyo won the right to host the 1940 Olympic Games. When the Sino-Japanese War 
broke out in 1937, there were hints of a boycott by countries that were deeply concerned by 
what was perceived as Japanese aggression. In 1938, however, a demand for resources for 
arms production meant that the government strictly controlled the use of timber and cement, 
for example, and Tokyo had to forfeit its o� er to host the Games. Although the International 
Olympic Committee then awarded the Games to Helsinki, the outbreak of World War II meant 
that in 1940 and 1944 they had to be cancelled. The summer Olympics, held in London, were 
resumed in 1948.

Although celebrations were held across Japan to mark the fall of Nanjing, the Japanese 
government was still frustrated by the failure to secure the surrender of the Chinese 
government, despite having taken control of the capital city. The fi ghting had dragged 
on; even though Japan had occupied the most densely populated coastal region, it had 
failed to end what was still referred to as the ‘China Incident’. 

In the next chapter, you will look at the diplomatic response to the Sino-Japanese War 
and how the period between 1938 and 1941 forms the backdrop to the outbreak of 
war between the United States and Japan.

Japanese schoolgirls wave fl ags 
in front of the Imperial Palace in 
Tokyo to celebrate the victory in 

Nanjing, December 1937.
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A review of Chapter 2

Outlining events from 1931 to 1938, this chapter set the scene for the descent into 
global war. You saw how, prompted in part by the apparent disarray of the Chinese 
government, Japan extended its control over Manchuria in 1931. You also looked at 
the repercussions of the invasion both at home and abroad, as the military steadily 
gained strength in Tokyo, and Japan became increasingly isolated on the international 
stage. By 1938, Japan had left the League of Nations, joined Italy and Germany 
in the Anti-Comintern Pact, and abandoned the limitations imposed on it by the 
Washington and London naval treaties. However, despite extending its control in 
China along the coastal provinces, Japan had yet to secure a decisive victory. Events 
in Europe would soon have a dramatic impact upon the Far East and Japan’s foreign 
policy.

Activity 18 Thinking skillsATL

Now that you have read through this chapter, answer the following question.

Using the sources and the text in this chapter, discuss the reasons why Japan decided to expand 
its control over China between 1931 and 1938.

This question is typical of the fourth question you will get in the Paper 1 exam. It is worth returning to the 
fi nal hint for success at end of Chapter 1 for tips on how best to approach this type of question. Think of 
this particular question as a short essay where you need to combine the content of some of the sources 
(but not all of them – just the ones you decide are relevant) with what you have read here about Japan’s 
motives for increasing its control over Manchuria and then China. Don’t forget that events happening 
both in China and in Japan are signifi cant. Also, you may consider the extent to which the Guandong 
Army was a law unto itself, and whether the government in Tokyo was therefore responding to, rather than 
controlling, events.

To access websites relevant 
to this chapter, go to 
www.pearsonhotlinks.
com, search for the book 
title or ISBN, and click on 
‘Chapter 2’.
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