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The Open Door in China:
A REAPPRAISAL

By WALTER H. MALLORY

OREIGN policy is influenced by persons in govern-
ment, and'may be influenced by persons outside
government, but only in a superficial sense is it ‘“made”
by them. It is the product of geographical, political,
racial, religious and economic forces, some of which may
change but most of which are constant, and which play
upon a people until they take an attitude toward the
rest of the world. That attitude may be aggressive or
submissive or cooperative, It may be “right” or
“wrong.”” It may lead to success or failure. Political
leaders do not create it so much as stimulate and direct
it. Hitler did not make the Germans aggressive;
Churchill was not the architect of British steadiness;
nor did Roosevelt make the Americans economically
powerful, mercur'ial, warm-hearted — I leave it to our
friends or our enemies to supply the characterizing
adjective. Each successful political leader knows in-
stinctively what his people are, or what they want; and,
for better or worse, lead$ them in the direction that
the vast majority of them want to go.

" Is there any area of foreign policy today in which
such considerations are so relevant as in our policy
toward China? China is in process of profound political
and economic change, but change there comes tortuously
and slowly. In Chinese-American relations, then, it is
particularly necessary to provide for the long haul.
Many persons say that we have no settled policy toward
China, and they are forever calling on the State Depart-
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AMERICAN FOREIGN POLICY

ment to “make up its mind.” But they confuse policy
with the day-to-day conduct of affairs. Press dispatches,
even official communications, sometimes obscure the
pattern. One does nevertheless exist, despite temporary
variations, and it goes back 150 years. The American
policy toward China was well conceived originally, I
believe, because it accorded with the fundamental atti-
tudes of the American people; and it is precisely because
the present situation in China is so unsettled and per-
plexing that this is the very time for us to emphasize
its validity and use it as the yardstick for measuring
all our day-to-day decisions. The basis of that tradi-
tional policy is, of course, the Open Door. What have
those familiar words stood for and what do they signify
today?
1I

The policy was essentially commercial in origin.
Intercourse between China and the United States began
in the early days of the Republic—the clipper ship era.
The possibilities of the “China trade” caught the
imagination of New Englanders long before the industrial
revolution. At first it was the desire for tea and silk
and chinaware that led our ship captains to undertake
the arduous voyage around the Cape of Good Hope and
across the Indian Ocean to Canton. For exchange they
took to China furs and cotton, lead and ginseng. From
small beginnings the trade grew steadily, but never as
fast as China’s vast population and need for goods
seemed to warrant. In the development of this trade
there were three courses open to the United States. We
could have sought exclusive arrangements, concessions
and bilateral deals; we could have avoided official action
and have left our traders to secure what business they
could by their own efforts; or we could have demanded
“most-favored-nation treatment” for our businessmen—

- 2 —



THE OPEN DOOR IN CHINA

1.e., trade on a basis of equality and reciprocity, whereby
privileges extended to any nation are extended to all.
This was the system which was the most favorable for
us, and the one which we championed, here as elsewhere.
Of China’s total foreign trade, the proportion which
went to the United States grew constantly, until in 1937,
before hostilities between Japan and China began in
earnest, the United States led all other nations, taking
27.59 percent of China’s exports and furnishing her with
19.75 percent of her imports.

Thus, in the Treaty of Wanghia, concluded by Caleb
Cushing in 1844, equal trading rights for the United
States were secured. But our policy was not clearly defined
until the latter years of the century. Due to the weak-
ness of China and the encroachments of European countries
which were carving out for themselves special spheres of
influence, it seemed clear that freedom of trade over wide
areas would be denied not only to the United States but
to other countries as well. It was then that Secretary of
State John Hay successfully elaborated and carried
through what came to be known as the “policy of the
Open Door.”

Let us recall the state of affairs at that time. China
had been defeated by Japan in the war of 1894-5, Russia
had occupied Port Arthur in Manchuria, Germany had
obtained a foothold in Shantung, England had secured
Wei-hai-wei and was strong in the Yangtse Valley, France
was in control of Kwang-chow-wan in South China, and
Italy was endeavoring to gain a position on the Chinese
coast. Each of these areas was the center of a “sphere of
influence” or “interest” which seemed likely to be made
the exclusive province of the traders of one mnation.

Secretary Hay’s purpose was to safeguard the most-
favored-nation trading rights which the United States

_. 8 _



AMERICAN FOREIGN POLICY

had secured by treaty with China in Chinese territory
wherein foreign nations claimed special interest or in-
fluence. He, therefore, on September 6, 1899, sent notes
to Great Britain, Germany and Russia, and subsequently
to Japan, Italy and France. The note to Britain contained
the following passages:

The present moment seems a particularly opportune one for
informing Her Britannie Majesty’s Government of the desire of
the United States to see it make a formal declaration and to lend
its support in obtaining similar declarations from the various
Powers claiming “spheres of influence” in China, to the effect that
each in its respective spheres of interest or influence—

First. Will in no wise interfere with any treaty port or any
vested interest within any so-called “sphere of interest” or leased
territory it may have in China.

Second. That the Chinese treaty tariff of the time being
shall apply to all merchandise landed or shipped to all such ports
as are within said “sphere of interest’™ (unless they be “free
ports’”), no matter to what nationality it may belong, and that
duties so leviable shall be collected by the Chinese Government.

Third. That it will levy no higher harbor dues on vessels of
another nationality frequenting any port in such “sphere” than
shall be levied on vessels of its own nationality, and no higher
railroad charges over lines built, controlled, or operated within its
“sphere” on merchandise belonging to citizens or subjects of
other nationalities transported through such “sphere” than shall
be levied on similar merchandise belonging to its own nationals
transported over equal distances.

Considering the temper of the time, when many
European Powers were intent on “slicing the Chinese
melon,” it seemed unlikely that Secretary Hay’s bold
move would be successful. But the fact that the pro-
visions of the agreement applied to all nations gave each
an interest in checking the growth of monopoly privileges.
Consent from the other Powers finally came. The arrange-
ment designed to guard the rights and increase the op-
portunity of American traders was a strong factor in
checking further encroachments on the territory of
China by other states.



THE OPEN DOOR IN CHINA

Along with the problem of expanding trade with
China, there was the problem of protecting the lives, pro-
perty and interests of Americans there. It was not an
easy one. In the early part of the nineteenth century
China was a hermit nation. She had scarcely any inter-
course with other peoples and desired none. Foreigners
who sought to trade were segregated in Canton and had
no association with the Chinese except for business. For-
eign women were not allowed in China, even in the area
set aside for foreign residence.

The British were more forceful than the Americans
in breaking down Chinese aloofness (though Caleb Cush-
ing in 1844 was escorted to China by four naval vessels).
In the late 1700’s and the early 1800’s the British sent
emissaries to the Imperial Court in Peking. They were
treated as tribute bearers, and the Son of Heaven refused
to recognize Great Britain or any other foreign nation.
It was not until 1842, following the “opium war” with
Great Britain, that Canton, Amoy, Ningpo, Foochow and
Shanghai were formally opened to British trade. Although
the United States did not engage in the war, she demanded
and gained in 1844 equal standing with the British in
respect to the treatment to be accorded her citizens.
Americans were permitted to establish homes in the five
tréaty ports, to open consulates there, and even to estab-
lish churches and hospitals. The American-Chinese
Treaty of Wanghia went further than the Anglo-Chinese
treaty by stipulating that Americans who committed any
crime in China would be subject to trial only by the
American consul—a provision made essential by the
difference in legal concepts between China and the west.
Thus was established the beginning of extraterritoriality
in China—a system to which the Chinese did not object
at the time but which, when shared later by almost all
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other countries, they found increasingly irksome. Ex-
traterritoriality was finally abolished by treaty in 1943.

The application of the Open Door policy led to a
conscious effort by the United States to help China
become a free, strong and united nation. In that endeavor
our effort has been sincere and persistent. We have
helped whenever an outsider might do so with propriety
-and effectiveness. While the Open Door policy in China
assured to Americans equal commercial privileges even
in the areas where the other Great Powers had spheres
of influence, it had long been felt by the United States
that even better conditions for trade would result if
foreign nations had no spheres of influence at all, and
if the Chinese Government were to administer all the
territory over which it had at least nominal suzerainty.
As early as 1853, Humphrey Marshall, the American
Commissioner, had said: ‘“The highest interests of the
United States are involved in sustaining China . . . rather
than to see China become the theatre of wide-spread
anarchy and ultimately the prey of European ambition.”
This was the inception of the idea that the United States
should not only respect Chinese sovereignty but should
actively help China in setting her house in order. This
basic concept has constantly guided our relations with
China and with the other Powers which have had in-
terests there. But it was not until the Washington Con-
ference of 1922 that international acceptance of :this
elaboration of the Open Door doctrine was secured.
Article T of the Nine-Power Treaty, signed by Belgium,
China, France, Great Britain, Italy, Japan, the Nether-
lands, Portugal and the United States, provided:

The Confracting Powers, other than China, agree: 1, To
respect the sovereignty, the independence, and the territorial and

administrative integrity of China; 2, To provide the fullest and
most unembarrassed opportunity to China to develop and main-
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