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GERMANY BETWEEN CHINA AND JAYAN 

German Far Eastern Policy of the Interwar Period* 

BY BERND MARTIN 

Betwcen thc wars thc Japanese Empirc slowly shifted away from the 
coalition of the victorious powers of Versailles towards an alliance, finally 

signed in September 1940, with Germany and Italy. While tha neo-imperialistic 

Japan gradually became an enemy of the Western powcrs, Nationalist China 
advanced to the position of an ally, until in 1943 it was recognized as one 

of the four big powers whose obligation it supposedly was to guide thc 

world to eternal peace. 

Actually, the weak Chinese Central Government in Peking had declared 
war on Germany on August 17, 1917. ( I )  But that decision was made undcr 

severe pressure from thc Amcricans. From the Chinese poin~ of view it was 
intended to munter Japanese imperialism ralhcr thari to engage in war with 

Germany. After the seizure of Tsingtao, the Tokyo Government had un- 

veiled its future goals on the Asian mainland by confronting Peking with the 

* Thc author wishes 10 express his appreciation to thc Institute of Modern I-listory ot' tlic 
Academia Sinica for the hospitality hc enjoyed as a visiting research associatc during thc 
winter of 1976177. 
'The present article is an cnlargcd vorsion. completcd by footnotcs, of a lccturc givcn by 
thc author at  the Institute of Modern History on January 22, 1977. 
The footnotes have bccn limited mainly to Gcrman sourccs and Germiln litcraturc, thcy 
do not Cover all the books written on the topic. 

( 1 ) For German-Chinese rclations in World War One and during thc 19Mies sec: Chan Chi, 
Die Beziehungen zwischen Deutschland und Cliiiia bis 1933. Hamburg 1973; Carlton L. 
Wood. Die Beziehungen Deutschlands zu China. Dissertation Heidclberg 1935: Feng Djcn 
Djang. The Diplomatic Relations between China and Gcrmany since 1898. Shanghai 1936 
(Reprint Taipei 1971); Lorne E. Claim, Sino-Gcrman Rclations, 1919-192s: German 
Diplomatic, Economic, and Cultural Reentry into China after World War I. Unpublished 
Dissertation, Washington Statc University (USA) 1973. 
Still unsurpassed: Ueverley D. Causzy, German I'olicy towards China 1918-1941. 
Unpublished Dissertation, Harvard University. Cambridge (USA) 1942. 
For a general survey see: Fritz van Briessen, Grundzüge der dculsch-chinesischen Uczic- 
hungcn. Darmstadt 1977. 

( 2 )  For Gcrman colonial rule iti China scc: John E. Schrecker, Imperialism and Cliincsc 
Nationalism. Gcrmany in Shatitung. Harvard University I'rcss 1971; for a military account 
of tlie German-Japanesc combat: Charles B. Brrdick, Thc Japancsc Siege of Tsingiau. 
World War One in Asia. Hamden, Connecticut (USA) 1976. 



ill-famed "21 demands". By allying thernselves with thc Western cause of 

democracy and by obtaining a seat at thc peace confcrence, China hoped LO 

be treated as an equal partner, hoping to influence the revision of the trealies 
with the colonial powers and to regain full sovereignly ovcr the Chinese 
lerritory. 

When this attempt failed at Versailles, China refused to sign thc peace 
treaty with Germany. Once more it should bc borne in mind, that this step 

was not directed against the German people, but served as a means of pressure 

against thc Japancse and the Anglo-Americans. Sincc lherc had never becn 

any express hatred against Germany in China, and since the Peking Govern- 
ment did not treat German nationals as citizens oF an enemy country, the war 
was terminated through an unilateral declaration on thc Part of China in Sep- 

tember 1919. Only about two years later, in 1921, German merchants 

regained their pre-war position in China. 

China and Germany as well as the Soviet Union were all Outcasts of thc 

Versailles pcace settlement. The possibility oF thesc countries joining forces in 

the field of international relations was enough to raise distrust among the 
Western powers. Therefore, when China and Germany reached an agreement 

in May 1921 in order to reestablish normal diplomatic relations, the German 

Republicnn Governemnt had to give up all former Special rights granted to 
Germany in China. For the first time in modern history the Republic of 

China was treatcd as an equal partner in a treaty with a major Western 

power. By giving up her cxtratcrritorial rights Germany gained in prcstigc and 

made an immense profit. Chinese Nationalists began to look upon Germany 

as an ally in the fight against the Anglo-American world dominance and highly 

admired the rapid German recovery after the defeat in the Great War. The 
stage seemed to be Set for friendly relations between the young Chinese 
republic and the even younger German republic. However, World War Two 
again saw the two countries in hostile canips, since Germany preferred to sign 

an alliance with Imperial Japan, which by then had become China's arch enemy. 

These dcvelopments raise important questions, such as whether certain 

long range political or social factors, as for instance the modernization from 

above effected through a conservative governing class that had ncver been 

challenged by a revolution, wcre dccisivc steps in the transformation of both 

Germany and Japan into authoritarian states, whose approach to solving issues 
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was similiar bccausc of the integral logic common to both Systems, (3 )  or whc- 

ther, on the contrary, these similarities stemmed from the traditional conflict 

of interest among comparntively autonomous political and economic groups. It 

could also be asked whether the palitics of othcr powe.rs, especially the Anglo- 

Arnerican influence, dctcrmined thcsc dcvclopmcnts. In which wny did lhe 

political leadership of Germany and Japan, especially that of Adolf Hitler in 

Gcrmany, c 4 )  influcncc this rapprachement? Or was this "alliance without a 

bnckbone"(") just thc casual producl of a momcntnry dccision arising, on the 

Gcrmsn sidc, from J-litler's rcstlcssness and, on the Japanesc, from political 

stubborness of the militarists ruling the country? 

As it was, both Japan and Germany actually added certain secret amcnd- 

ments to  all their agreements which were often contradictory to the express 

content and which left each one frec to act against the other's vital intercst 

and - cven in rcgnrd to military dcfcnsc - to follow thcir own "sacred ego- 

tism". 'rhus thcy sccmcd incapnblc of nny real pnrtncrship as practiscd by 

the Anglo- Amcrican war coalition or cvcn of any rcal strategic or political 

agreements like the ones within thc hctcrogcneous alliance between the Soviet 

Union and the Western powers. 

Jn Japan the social conflict between the lower echelons of society and 

the traditional governing oligarchy which dominated the state as well as thc 

economy was politically institutionalized by the Meiji Restauration. (V But for a 
L 

( 3 )  Barrington Moore. Social Origiiis of Dictatorship and Dcrnocracy. Lord and Pcasant in ihc 
Making of the Modern World. 1,ondon 1%7, and-much better-: Rcinhard Bendir, Precon- 
ditions of Devcloprncnt: A Compari~on oT Japan and Gerrnany. In: Hcinhard Bendir. 
Nationbuilding and Citizcnship. Ncw York 1368. 

( 4 )  Thc bc5t study on Ilitler's forcign policy: Klnus Ilildebrund. 1)cutschc Aussenpoliiik 1933- 
1945. Kalkül oder Dogiiia? Siiiltgart =I973 (English translalion: Thc 170rcigii Policy oC tlie 
Tliird Reich. Uiiivcrsiiy oT C:tlil'orniri Prcss 1974). 

( 5 )  This tcrrn ("Allianz ohne Rickgrat") can bc found in thc standard work on German-Jap- 
anese relations: Theo Sommer, Deu~schland und Japan zwischen dcn Mächtcn 1935-1940. 
Vom Antikomiiitcrnpakt zum Drcirnächtcpakt. Tübingen 1%2. 
Ernst I,. Presseisen, Gcrmany and Japan. A Study in Totalitarian Diplomacy 1933-1941. 
The Raguc 1958; Frank W. Ikle, Gcrman-Japanesc Relations 1936-1940. New York 1956; 
Rcrnd Martin. Die deutsch-japanischen Beziehungen während des Dritten Reiches. In: Man- 
fred Funke (Ed.), Ilitlcr. Deutschland und die Machte. D;isscldorf 1976. pp. 434-470: 
I3crnd Martin, Japan- Zur Rezeption uiid wechselseitigen Beeinflussung von Herrschaftsprak- 
iiken und Wcltmachibesireb~iiigc~. In: E. Forndran, F. Golczewski. D. R i ~ s e n b e r p r  
(Eds.), Inncii-lind Aiisscnpoliiik [inter naiionalsozialistischer Bedrohung. Opladen 19n,  
pp. 87-109. 

( 6 )  Thc first profound German work oii the effects of thc Mciji Restoration: Annclotte Piper. 
Japans Weg von der Fcudalgesellschaft zum Industriestaat. Köln 1976. 



certain time this conflict was covered iip by the impcrialistic power politics 
before and during the First World War. In the 1920ies, racial discrimination 

against the Japanese by the Anglo-Americans and the Nine-PowersP-Treaty, 

which forced Japan to acknowledge the "open-door-policy" in China, were 
criticized by nationalist groups, mostly officers of petty rural origin, who 

envisioned a social imperialist policy of living space ("Lebensraum") in East 
Asia that seemed vitally necessary for Japan. 

Since thc Japancse army consisted in large part of conscripts of rural origin 

4 t h  the exception of the Navy which favourcd the recruitment of skilled 
craftsmen of urban background - and since Japan still remained an agrarian 

country, slogans like that of "direct actions" met with a favourable response 

in the army. In 1931, the troops stationed in Manchuria felt encouraged to 
act on their own. This was a blow directed against the coalition of capital- 

ists and upper classes, which, due to its policy of deflation, was taken respon- 
sible for the jmpoverishmcnt of farrners and small craftsmen. The parlia- 

mentary system which had been stabilized during the twenties was destroyed in 

1932, when its opponents, Court circles and nationalist die-hards, united and 

when the main leaders of the democratic capitalist polity were assassinated. 

The internal radicalization and the rising influence of ihe army - uncontrolled 

by any parliament or ministers - forced Japan to take an intransigent attitude 
towards ihe Manchurian crisis. Finally, on March 27, 1933, this made the coun- 

try leave the League of Nations. This occurred four days after the Gerrnan 

Reichstag had approved the enabling lnw ("Ermächtigungsgesetzn). Although 

Germany in Geneva had voted against the Japanese aggression in Manchuria the 

iimely coincidence of these iwo facts was to be of sorne importance for the two 

countries later On. 
The Weimar Republic looked upon Japan as a parly to the oppressive Ver- 

saillcs treaty. Mutual relations were restricted to mere diplomatic formalities 

( 7 )  For Japan's policy of aggrcssion as a mobilizing factor See: Bernd Martin. Aggressionspo- 
litik als Mobilisierungsfaktor. Der militärische und wirtschaftliche Imperialismus Japans 
1931-1941. In: F. Forstmeier and 11. E.  Volkmann (Eds.). Wirtschaft und Rüstung am 
Vorabend dcs Zweiten Weltkrieges. Düsscldorf 1975. pp. 222-244. 

( 8 )  Sadako N. Ogoio, Defiance in Manchuria: 'l'hc Making of Japanese Foreign Policy. 1931- 
1932. University of CaliCornia Press 1%4. 

( 9 )  Crhristopher Thorne, Thc Limits of Foreign Power. The West, the League. and thc Far 
1:astern Crisis oC 1931-1933. London 1972. A study on the German Reich and the Manch- 
urian crisis is being prepared by Gabricle Herre (Freiburg i. Br.) ,  Das Deutsche Reich 
und die mandschurische Krise. 
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and somc - though small - irade on the basis of a iradc agreement dating from 

1927. Even ihough Japan, from 1931 onward, shared the German attitude 

towards the question of reparations, the "Wilhelmstrasse" (German Foreign 

Ministry) oficially remalncd neutral in its Far Easiern Policy. Nevertheless, 

ihe German export industry, which foresaw ihe fuiurc markct in China, ihc 

Foreign Ministry and the German military stuck io thcir de-facto pro-Chinese 

outlook. (") 

Sun Yat-sen, ( I 1 )  the faihcr of thc Chincsc Rcpublic, had visitcd Gcrmany 

on a number of occasions beforc ihe First World War. Ile considcrcd thc 

German national unification, brought about by Bismarck's appcal of "iron and 

blwd", rapid industrialization and direct statc encouragement of the economy, 

as relevant models for the devclopment of China. Sun even looked for direct 

German aid and German advisers. But shortagc of money on the side of the 

Chinese and fear of Allied intervention on the Gcrman side ended those first 

endeavours. (I2) l-iowever, Sun Yat-sen's dcsire for a closer rclaiionship betwcen 

Germany and China was also shared by high ranking Kuomintang officials, 

among others by Chiang Kai-shck and Dr. Chu Chia-hua. 

The precise nature of the origins of the German advisory group, which 

was finally established in Nanking in December 1928, will remain mysterious 
- 
(10) For Germany's Far Eastern Policy, covering China as wcll as Japan, See: John P. Fox, 

The Formulation of Germany's Far Eastern Policy 1933-1936. Unpublished Disseriation. 
London School of Economics 1972; from o Marxist point of view: Karl Drechsler. Deutsch- 
land-China-Japan 1933-1939. Das Dilemma der deutschen Fernostpolitik. Berlin (Osr) 
1964. 

(11) There is no recent German biography on Sun Yat-sen. 
(12) Jerry B. Seps, Germnn Military Advisers and Chiang Kai-shek. 1927-1938. Berkelcy, Cali- 

fornia 1972, p.23. This unpublishcd dissertation has been rlie only scholarly work so far 
a n  the German adviscrs in Cl~ina. Thc unpublishcd doctoral thesis of thc East German 
Marxist historian Karl Mehncr. Die Rolle deutscher Miliiärberater als Interessenvertreter 
des deutschen Militarismus uiid Imperialismus in China 1928-1936. Leipzig 1%1, madc use 
oT source material stored in ihe "Deutsches Zentralarchiv", Potsdam. These documents are 
closed for scholars from Western countries. Mehner's inierpretation, however, can not be 
regarded as well balanced, since he openly takes sides with the Chinese Communists. The 
recent article by B. Walsh (The German Military Mission in China, 1928-1938. In: "Jour- 
n,al of Modern History", 1974, pp. 502-513) does not Cover the topic. The typoscript, edited 
by the Office of Militarj~ History, Taipei 1971, on "A Summary of the Work of the Ger- 
man Advisory Group in China" offers some useful information, but contains crrors and 
some rnistakes as well. 
The author (Bernd Murtin) intcnds to cdit a colleciion oT essays. some of them writtcn 
in English, on the German advisers. This book will be published under the title "Militär 
und Aussenpolitik. Die deutsche Bcraterschaft in China 1928-1938" in Freiburg i. Br. in 
1979. 



as long as Chinese documents on that subject nre classified. ( I 3 )  Therefore, thc 

following analysis which is primarily based on private German papers may be 
subject to correction. Chu Chia-hua who studied engineering at the Eerlin 

Metallurgical Institute: during the war and who received a German doctornte 
became the main Sponsor of German interests in China. Until 1938, when the 

German advisers were finally called back, Chu served the German group as a 
friend and ubiquitous liaison between the Chinese government and military 

circles and the Germans in China. 

In 1926, as acting president of the Sun Yat-sen University in Canton, 

Chu scnt a telegram to his former German profcssor, requesting cstimatcs for 
factories, primarily munitions plants, apparently for construction in the Canton 

area. Finally, the powerful though clandestine coalition of German rightist 
industrialists and retired officers of the monarchy, who had worked well together 

during the war, sent Coloncl Max Bauer on a n  inspection trip to China. (14) 

Bauer, who had been Ludendorfl's (formcr Gcrman chief of stüff) right hand, 
was notorious for his rightist political opinions. IJe was even forced to flee 

Germany after he had supported the armed rightist plot of Kapp to 

overthrow the government of the Weimar Republic. However, this did not 

seem to influence either side: not only did the Germans regard hirn as the 

proper person for a business-inspection of China, but the ex-colonel was 

immediately befriended by Chiang Kai-shek and was entrusted by him with a 
mission to Germany in order to select a staff of military and civilian advisers. 

Although Bauer and the advisory group were never supported by the German 

War Ministry ("Reichswehrministerium") or the German Foreign Office, they 

were trusted by Chinese as well as German nationalists and heavily criticized 

by their democratic Counterparts in both countrics. Despite his political 

(13) Thcsc documents, mainly mcmoranda by the cliief adviscrs and written in German. are 
~upposed to be slorcd among Chiang Kai-shck's private papcrs which are not Open i o  ihe 
public. A part of Chu Chia-hua's private papers arc kept in the Institute oP Modcrn His- 
tory which has been preparing an edition OE key documents. Biit ncithcr the papers nor 
this edition contain anytliing on lhe German advicory group. 
Iii ihe 1:cdcral Republic oC Gcrrnany the Political Arcliives oT ilie Foreign Ministry in 
Bonn zis well a j  thc Military Archives in Frciburg i. Br. hold some useful Colders. Rut 
ilie bulk of the material was burnt when tlic Central Archives in Potsdam were bornlied 
in 1944. 

(14) Jolin P. Fnz, Max Bauer: Chieng Kai-shek's First Gcrman Military Adviscr. In: "J~urnal  
oT Contcmporary Ilisiory". 1970, pp.21-44. Sce also the relevant chapters in the only 
biography on Bauer: Adolf Vogt, Oberst Max Bauer. Generalstabsoffizier im Zwielicht 
1869-1929. Osnabriick 1974. 
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opinions, Dauer laid tlie foundations for German aid to the Chinese and con- 

tributed remarkably to rhe reorganiling and modernization of the Kuomintang 

revolutionary armed forces. (I5) 
Thus, the Germans helped to stabilize the Chinese central government of 

Chiang Kai-shek, ClC) a fact, which in thc long run was of course contrary to 

Japanese interests. Only slowly could Hitler and certain Nationalsocialist 

groups shift the German Far Eastern policy from China towards Japan. In 

general, the Japanese were regarded as narrow-minded and were mistrusted 

because of their tendency toward technical imitation. These deeply rooted 

resentments against them could never be completely dispersed by any pro-Ja- 

panese propaganda. 

IIitler, who in his Programme "Mein Kampf" actually never said anything 

about his future East Asian policy, was now forced through his anti-liolshevist 

policy at home and abroad to look for new allies. For him, the Reichswehr, 

the Foreign Ministry, and ccrtain cconomic groups a continental alliance with 

a Far Eastcrn powcr in addition to a German English front seemed an ideal 

means to encircle the Soviet Union. The only question was with which of the 

two, Japan or China, the Reich should form an alliance. 

Yet, for the time being, the German rclations with these two countries 

were overshadowed by the nationalsocialist racial doctrine, which, of course, 

was resented by both of them. Asian diplomats frequently intervened in 

Berlin and forced the ministries to influence the Party in order to change the 

crude so far used differentiation between Aryans and Non-Aryans into one of 

Aryans and Jews. (I7) 

Hitler madc all Iiis dccisions, before and during the war, according to his 

conviction that the "Germanic master race" had to find its way to world power 

on its own, without thc hclp of the "yellow" race. Only as long as there 
- -- 

(15) Political Archives. Foreign Ministry Bonn: Folder l'Poli~ischc Beziehungen China zu Deut- 
schland". Abt. Pol. IV: Memoranda by Baucr on thc rcorganization of the Chinese army 
(Dccember 14, 1929) and on the dcvelopment of a railroad-system in Cliiiia (Dccernbcr 
28. 1929). 

(16) The standard work in German oii Kuomintang-Cliina was writteii by Jurgcn Dnmes, 13ic 
vcrtagte Revolution. Dic Politik dor Kuoinintang 1923-1937. Berlin 1969. See also the con- 
iroversial interpretation by Lloyd Eastman, Thc Abortive Revolution. China under Nation- 
alist Rule, 1927-1937. Ilarvard University Press 1974. 
Itecently, a biography on Chiang Kai-shek was published in German by Friedrich-Wilhelm 
Schlomann and Pauletie Fritdlingstein. Tschiang Kai-schck: Ein Lcbcn für  China. Siutt- 
gart 1976. 

(17) Foz, Formulation p. 141 



was nothing concretely planncd bctween Germany and the Far Eastern Empire 

did Hitler welcome Japan as his associate against the Soviet Union and, from 

1940, against the IJSA. Neither the future Foreign Secretary Ribbentrop, nor 

the German military, nor the industrialists shared Flitler's racial prejudice. 

This plus divcrgcnt interests among thesc groups further hindered a unified 

German political attitude towards East Asia. 

Although the Japancse army officers greatly admired the German dictator- 

i ship, the German-Japanese rapprochement was actually initiated by leading 

i Nationalsocialist groups, and in particular by Hitler himsclf. Hitler sponsored 
a formal recognition of Japancsc dominatcd Manchuria in order to outmaneuver 

the traditional "China-lobby". These were: the pro-Chincsc Foreign Ministry 

as well as army generals, who were interested in China as a territory for military 

experiments after the collaboration with the Red Army had bcen suspended, 

and a strong China-lobby within the armamcnts industry. On the other hand, 

IIitler was supported by the newly appointed ambassador to Tokyo (Dirksen), 
by Roscnberg's office and by Fritz Thyssen, who hoped to build heavy industry 

combines together with the Japancse in Manchuria. ( I 8 )  However, Foreign Sec- 
retary von Neurath together with the Reichswehr and those industrial groups, 

who profited by the arms tradc with China, prevented Hitler from changing 
the Far Eastern policy too quickly. (I9) 

Obviously, Hitler's pro-Japanese policy could not be realized by traditional 
diplomatic channels. This task could only be fulfilled by a newly created 

institution consisting of Party members and businessmen who were interested 
in trading with Japan. Joachim von Ribbentrop, since April 1934 Hitler's 

special envoy in questions of disarmament togehter with his office ("Büro Rib- 
bentr~p"(~O)) - a kind of rival party organization to the established Foreign 

Ministry - seemed to be best suitcd for creating the world-wide anticommunist 
alliance aimed for. Ribbentrop made Sure of thc German navy's help, whose 

obvious weakness made it lean towards the sea-powers Britain and Japan. In 
his first contacts with certain Japanese naval groups in January 1935, Ribben- 

trop used Dr. Hack, cZ1)  a German armament lobbyist, who had had success 
.< P P -. . . . . . . . - . . - .- . . . --P ,. . -- .. .. 

(18) Ibid p. 50 and p.239 
(19) Ibid p. 86, Somnicr op. cit. p. 21, Presseisen op. cii. p. 57. 
(m) Hans-Adolf Jacobsen. Nalionalsozialistischc Ausscnpolitik 1933-1938. Frankfurt üm Main 

1968. a. 252. - * 

(21) This and the following outline arc based on thc private papcrs of Hriedrich-Wilhclm Hack. 
These documents were provided by Hack's nephew, Dr.R. Hack. whom the author wishes 
to thank for his generosily. 
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with somc business transactions betwcen the Heinkel aircraft works and the 

Imperial Japanese Navy. 

Despite the different opinions on the pariiy of naval forces, which the 

Western powers had denied, ihc Japonese admiralily stuck to 3 policy af 

reconciliation with the Anglo-Americans who were regarded as economically 

superior. For this reason, these Gcrman feelers were rejected, but were, as 
it scems, taken up by the Japanesc army. Apparently both sides took some 

steps which were finally to lead to the Anticoniinternpact. 

The Japanese army, rcprescnted in Berlin by the fervently pro-German- 

military attachk Oshima, had becorne aware of ihe pro-Japanese activities of 

certain persons around Hitler. Exploiting these tendencies was considered to 

be useful in two ways: First, the German influence in China might be neut- , 

ralized, or even withdrawn, by an agreement with Germany, and second, ' 

Japan might thereby gain an ally against the Soviet Union who endangered 

ihc Japanese posiiion in Manchuria. On 17th of September 1935 Oshima 

suggested to Hack to try to intensify thc German-Japanese collaboration which 

was to be worked out without ihe help oT the two foreign offices. 

Oshima took Ribbentrop into his confidence and - only a few days later - 
presented a handwritten draft plan for a pact. The German envoy Hack 
informed both Admiral Canaris, then head of the intelligence service and 

Blomberg, the Minister of War, about the Japanese propositions. Without 

hesitation Canaris agreed to an anti-Sviet front, which, originally, was to 

include Great Britaln, Germany, Poland, and Japan. Blomberg, on the 

other hand, did not want to endanger the Gcrman position in China by such 

an alliance. But since the Japanese army had also tried to use the Germans 

as a mediator between Japan and China, it seemed possible that China 

would be included in the formation of such a pact. For this reason, Blomberg 

decided to give up his opposition. Thc basic ideas of ihc alliance, especially 

its anti-Comintern tendency, had been fixed by ihe end of November 1935. 

Hitler himself - against the opposition of the Forcign Ministry - had approved 

of this draft in a discussion with Ribbentrop. c 2 ~ )  

On November 25, 1936, the trcaty was signcd in ßerlin. This dclay of 

almost a year can be explained by an officers' rebcllion in Tokyo and by the 

(22)  Documenls on German Foreign Policy, Series C,  Vol. IV, Documents Nos. 433, 451. 452. 
(23) 27 November 1935 (Hack private Papers, note November 28, 1935). 



changing situaticn in world ~olitics. In addition, in 1936, bolh partners 

thought it advisable to add sGme secret amendments whicli would convert the 

treaty into a military defense pact agajnst the Soviet Union. c2') The latter 

had entered into a defense allisnce with Outer Mongolia and had ratified the 

pact with France which had bccn signed in May 1935. Finally, the Spanish 

Civil War had also broken out. 

Nevertheless, the German-Japanesc rappochemcnt was preceded by a 

loan-agreernent with China, which the Rcichswehr and the Forcign Minislry 

advocated, and by an agrecment with ManchuriacZ6) that had also been spon- 

sored by the traditional diplomacy. Thus, by signing the Anticominternpact, 

Hitler and those who ~hared his pro-Ja~anese outlook, gained in influence, but 

could in no way predominate the Far Eastern Policy of Germany. 

Only the Japanese army, which regarded Nationalsocialism as a model in 

domestic politics, recklessly approved of the alliance. The officers even tried 

to enlarge the armament production by imitating thc Nationalsocialist "Four- 

Years-Plan", by intensifying their state control system and by further suppress- 

ing the few remaining civil rights. (27) Since the army gained much political 

influence by signing the Anticominternpact, the government in Tokyo to a 

certain extent gave way to the army's wishes. But the so called "quasi - war 

economy" increased the discontent among thc working classes, who in the last 

free elections before the war with China began, clearly voted for a parliamen- 

tary system. 

In order to break the opposition in Japan and to unify the people behind 

the emerging alliancc between the rnilitary and big business, another rather 

important political incident was uscful: namely, the outbrcak of fighting in 
China in July 1937. This event had bccn prepared long in advance, a fact 

which demonstrates the domestic concerns from which it derived its political 

raison d'etre. This war, euphemistically called a "conflict", was welcomed by 

the Japanese navy because it changed the direction of continental expansion 

from Soviet Russia southward towards the promising raw material holdings of 

French-Indochina and the Dutch East Indies. With this war the Japanese army 

definitely supported economic imperialism, and the inilial conflict between the 
- . -- 

(24) Sommer, op. cit. pp.30-56 and for the documents and amcndnients ibid. pp.493499. 
(25) 8 April 1936 (Docurnents on German Foreign Polic?. Series C.  Vol. V. Doc. 270). 
(26) 30 April 1936 (Fo'o*, Formulation p. 231). 
(27) Martin, Aggressionspolitik p. U2 
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interests of the army on the one side and thc navy and business on the other 

side was overcome in the common chauvinism of war. 

The army, instead of preparing for war against the Soviet Union --as was 

proposed in the ~Anticornin~crnpact - pursued its ends in China. Therc it was 

confronted, ironically cnough, by clilc Chinese troops that had been trained and 

armed by German military advisers. By 1936 the German influence in Kuo- 

mintang China was visible everywhere. Had thc war not broken out in July 

1937, the German impact might have been even greater. Colonel General 

Hans von Seeckt, who had rcorganized the small German armcd forces after 

the humiliating defeat in the First World War, promulgated German interests 

in China to an cxtent qu i~c  unknown until then. During his brief term of 

office as Gcrman chicf adviscr 1934/3SZ8) hc won the complete confidence of 

Chiang Kai-shek. IIc was cven granted the privilege of issuing orders on 

behalf of the Marshal. As a German nationalist and military man Seeckt pro- 

pagated two purposes : 1. re-establishment of Germany as a world power by 

strengthening her international position, 2. Support for a united and mod- 

crnized China. 

From Seeckt's as well as from ~ h c  olhcr military advisers' point of view 

China was to becomc a strong anticommunist bulwark as well as a reliable 

trading Partner and finally a political ally of thz Reich. Bartcr agrcemcnts 

served the economy of b ~ t h  countries best. German armament exports to 

China boomcd, German heavy industrial enterprises like Otto Wolff signed 

contracts for the construction of railways, and the huge chemical concern IG 

Farben gained a monopoly in China, as did German firins specializing in elec- 

tronic cquipment, like Siemens. Had Germany ranked iifth in the total value 

of Chinese imports in 1932, thc Kcich rose to a 17% sharc on total Chinese 

imports in 1936, which placed her second, only less than onc percentage point 

behind the United States. ( 2 9 )  

On the other hand, Germany received 72% of her total imports of tung- 

tscn from China in 1937 (which is of utmost importance for any high quality 

stccl production and which as raw material is not to be found in Germany 
- . . ----L - 

(28) Scc thc chapter "Seeckt in China" in thc biograpliy on Sccckt writicn by Hans Meier- 
Welcuer, Seeckt. Franhfuri am Main 1967. 

(79) L'rlu~oy, op. cit. P. 273: A~;u:diiig to tlir: "Mo:itlily Itcp3rl'.; OS iiie Cliiiis,v hf~riliiii.: Cu;- 
tonis on llie Cliiiia 'lrarlc" (July 28, 1937) ltie Iigure, :ificr llie Iir>t half ot' 111:: ycar 193: 
ran as follows: USA 17-99?;, Cjcimany 17.24%. Jnpan 15.239;. Cre:lt Itriinin 11.9$6 sharc 
on total Chinese impor 1s. 



itself). Last but not least, the gap between German food production and 

consumption could bc closed through imports of soya-beans without spending 

any foreign currency which thc Reich was always obliged to draw on when 

importing foodstuffs from West-European countries. c30) 

Although ihe Germans for their own purpose stressed heavy industry and 

communications as the key to national sovereignity and economic Progress, this 

concept was not altogether self-serving. It had forged Germany into a great 

nation and was regarded as the only relevant model for China's development 

by the German advisers as well as by most of thc Kuomintang leaders. 

German advisership and Chiang Kai-shek worked hand in hand. Both were 

dependent upon each other. But to maintain that approximately hundred 

German advisers were responsible for modernizing China and for strengthening 

the political position of the Marshal would be an exaggeration. However, 

denying all Geman influence in China would clearly contradict the historical 

facts and the contemporary Statements of Chinese officials who as late as 1941 

openly declared German military help to be the only practical military assist- 

ance that China had ever received. ( 3 l )  

The prolonged resistance oF Chinese forces against the Japanese in Shanghai 
in 1937 should be regarded as a symbol oT China's reconstruction. The then 

German chief adviser General Alexander von Falkenhausen(s2) completed several 

strategic plans and offered suggestions for the battle oT Shanghai as well as for 

the building up of various lines of defense all over China which apparently 

concurred with the Marshal's own intentions. 

But the struggle on ths Asian continent caused the Reich, like the -other 

great powers, to take sides. Since the Japanese invasion of Manchuria the 

United States strongly opposed any change in the Status quo in the Far East 

and, consequently, supported China's claims. Germany however, after trying 

(30) For trade statistics See: Causey, op. cit. p. 275 and Iio*, Formulation p.328. Between No- 
vember 1935 and October 1936 a 57% share oF Gcrmüny's totül armament export went to 
China (Fox .  Formulation p. 111). 
Bill Kirby (Harvard University) will rocus on thc economic aspccts in his forthcoming 
dissertation "Foreign Advisers and Kuomintang-China: The German Effort 1927-1938". 

(31) Walsh, op. cit. p. 512. 
(32) Seps. op. cit. p.472: Liaiig IIsi-hucy (Vasslir College. Poughkccpsie). Alexandcr von Fal- 

kcnhauscn and thc Chincse. Manuscript. to bc published in 1978. See also t:alkenhausen's 
private paprrs, wliicli wzrc rctiirnrd CO thi G:rinrn Milit:iry Archivei, Frziburg i. Br. ,  
late i i i  1977. 
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in vain to reconcile the belligerents, (33) decided to Support Japan. The recall 

of thc German military advisers from China and formal recognition of Man- 
churia in early summer 1938(34) marked the real turning point in Germany's 

Far Eastern policy. 

The Japanese aggression had already disrupted any regular exchange of 

goods with China. Therefore, German industry expected economic advantages 

in China as soon as Japan consolidated its occupation. But the manner in 

which the Japanese behaved as an occupying force, and, in particular, their 

proclamarion of a "New Order in East Asia" quite clearly aimed at eliminating 

any "white", German or Anglo-American, influence in Asia. The Japanese 

Empire was to become the leading Far Eastern power at the expense of thc 

other ~ s i a n  countries. ( 3 5 )  

These aims were bound to provoke the Soviet Union as well as thc United 

Statcs and the European colonial powers. Thus Japan's revisionist power 

politics coincided with the Nationalsocialist leaders' intentions to incorporate 

Austria and the Sudetenlande into the Reich, which meant taking risks in 
Europc that could be compared to those the Japanese took in Asia. After 

Italy's signing the Anticomintcrnpact, Ribbcntrop transformed the alliance into 

an anti-British one, yet without completely losing its anti-Russian character. (36' 

Border clashes at the Soviet-Manchurian f r ~ n t i e r ' ~ ~ )  which caused the 

Japanese army heavy losses, made the Japanese government increasingly desire 

a military alliance of the "world-political triangle", Berlin-Rome-Tokyo. 

Yet, preparations were delayed because of the solid oppostion of the Imperial 

Navy, which did not Want and, in fact, had never wanted, a full-scale war 

against the Western powers. Finally, Hitler's pact with Stalin and the outbreak 

of war in Europe definitely ended any attempts at converting the Anticomin- 

ternpact into a military alliance. The Japanese government, especially the 

(33) Sommer, op. cit. pp.68-82; Nieh Yu-shi, Die Entwicklung des chinesisch-japanischen Kon- 
fliktes in Nordchina und die deutschen Vcrmiltlungsbemühungcn 1937-38. Hamburg 1970: 
Joachim Peck, Kolonialismus ohne Kolonien. Vcr deutsche Imprrialismus und Chinx 1937. 
Uerlin (Ost) 1961; T.C. Lir, German Mediation in the Sino-lapanese War, 1937-38. In: 
"Far Eastern Quarlerly", 1948, pp. 157-171. 

(34) For details sce: Sepr, op. cit. p. 506. 
(35) Lincoln Li, The Japanese Atmy in North Chiiia 1937-1941. Problems of Political and Eco- 

nomic Control. Oxford University Press 1975; Joyce C. Lsbra, Japan's Greater East Asia 
Co-Prosperity Sphere in World War 11. Selecled Keadings and Documents. Oxford Uni- 
versity Press 1975. 

(36) Sommer, op. cit. pp. 82-102. 
(37) Hubertus LupLe, Japans Russlandpolitik von 1938-1941. FrankFurt am Maiii 1962. 



army, who had always favoured a close relationship with Germany, were 
deeply offended by the Germans' egotistic way of acting which did not fit in 

at all with the idea of cooperation in the struggle against communism. With 

regard to international politics Japan found herself completely isolated and was 

forced to readjust her politics at a time when the war against China assumed 

a vast scale. 

While German-Japanese relations deteriorated, Chinese advances in Berlin 

which attempted to reestablish the traditional friendship met with a favourable 

response. Secret ammunitions Support, either via the Transsiberian railroad or 
by ship via Hanoi and invitations for retired German officers to resume theii 
work as advisers against the Japanese hinted at a mutual rapprochement. (38) 

Even after the signing of the Tripartite Pact (September 27, 1940) the German 

government strove for a peaceful Settlement of the Sino-Japanese war. The 

mediation aF Foreign Secretary Ribbentrop in November 1940 was accepted, 

according to German source material, as a basis for negotiations by both 
belligerents. (39) But Ribbentrop's efforts were doomed to fail when Hitler 

finally decided to subdue Soviet Russia and thereby gave the fatal blow to the 

dream oF an Eurasian anti-imperialistic bloc. 

Without the war in China and the clear decision of the United States in 

favour oF China, Japan would probably have remained neutral during the 

Szcond World War or might even have joincd Germany's enemies. But the 

Japsnese oligarchy was incapable of making concessions in the China question 

which would have been the precondition for any political reoricntation. The 

traditional ruling class had rnade the cult of the Emperor and Japan's sacred 

(38) Norbert Sommer (Freiburg i.Br.) will deal with these questions in his forthcoming disser- 
tation on German-Chinese relations 1938-1948. 
Interviews author-Kuon Te-mau in TaichungJTaiwan on January 31 and March 18, 1977. 
Kuan Te-mau, Robert Chi, and the newly appointed Chinese military attache, General 
Kuei Yung-chin. were sent to Berlin in April 1940. See also the personal account of Kuua 
Te-mau (in Chinese) in: (Biographical Literature), voli 166, 167. 168. 
The mission failed. On July 1. 1941 the Gcrman government formally recognized Wang 
Ching-wei. This was a mcrc diplomatic gesturc by 1-oreign Secrctary von Ribbentrop in 
order to pleasc thc Japanese and makc thcm attack tha Soviet Union (See: Bernd Mortin, 
Deutschland und Japan im Zweiten Weltkrieg. Gijttingen 1969, p.98). But in response Lo 
the German recognition oF the Nanking Puppet governmcn:, Nationalist China severed 
diplomatic relations with the Reich on July 2. 1941. Finally, China dcclared war on Ger- 
many on Deceniber 9, 1941, irnmediately aftcr the Japanese altnck on Pcarl IIarbor. 

(39) Fur tliz German n~ediation in tlie Sino-Japaiiese war in 1940 withiii lhe broader context of 
World War Two see: Bernd Marfin,  Friedensinitiativcn und Machtpolitik im Zweitcn Welt- 
krieg. Düsseldorf 21976, pp. 407-424. 
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mission in Asia their Programme. If it failed this would have necessarily des- 

troyed the privileges of the ruling economic and military circles surrounding 

the Court. The primacy of a stable domestic order to which Japanesc foreign 
policy had always been subordinated, prevented the Tokyo oligarchy from 

improving relations with the Western powcrs. On the contrary: The Japanese 
widened the conflict with China in order to confront the white powers - whose 
interests for the  moment were fixed upon the war in Europe - with a "fait ac- 

compli" in k s t  Asia. (4U) 

Talks with Chiang Kai-shek were bound 10 fail because of the Japanesc 

government's incapacity for any internal or external compromise. Furthermore, 
the inauguration of the Chincse puppet-government under Wang Ching-wei(lL) 

intensified the conflict with the United States. Thus, Germany again seemed 
to be Tokyo's only possible ally in her policy of imperialism. The German 

troops' lightening victory in Poland was admired by the Japanese army. For 

the first time the pro-Western naval and economic groups doubted the military 

force of the European colonial powers. Besides, the agreements between 
Germany and the Soviet Union had improved Japanese-Soviet relations. The 

German Foreign Secretary who, unlike Hitler, regarded the agreement with 

the Soviet Union as a definitive act, tried on his second visit to Moscow to 
bring about a mediation between Japan and Russia. Ribbentrop aimed at 

including the Soviet Union as a territorial link to Japan and thereby wanted to 
enlarge the "world political triangle" to an Eurasian continental bloc. By this 

world-wide coalition the British Empire was to be overpowered. 

After the Germans' rapid success in the West and after the Dutch forces 

had' surrendered (15 May 1940), the Tokyo govcrnemnt considered an arrange- 

ment on an anti-British basis with the Germans as an urgent task. But 

Japanese feelers did not meet a favourable response in Berlin. Hitler, full of 

resentments against the "yellow" Japanese, disdainfully called them "Johnny- 

come-latelies" ("Erntehelfer"), who in the shadow of the German victories 
did nothing but try to enlarge their own territorial sphere of influence. As 

long as there was any hope of the British giving in during the summer of 

(40) For a more thorough discussion of Japan's domestic and foreign policies 1939-1941 See: 
Bernd Mart ir ,  Japans Weltmachtstreben 1939-1941. In: Oswald Hauser (Ed.). Weltpolitik 
I1 1939-1945. 14 Vorträge. Göttingen 1975. pp. 98-130. 

(41) Sohn H. Boyle, China and Japan at War. The Politics of Collaboration. Stanford University 
Press 1972. 



1940, all Japanese approaches were rejected. Because then, with the help of 
the English as a "junior partner", the white man's rule in East Asia would be 

stabilized and Japan's influence could be checked. 

I)ue to the unfavourable outcome of the "Battle of Britain" and due to 

the strong American commitment to the British Islcs, Hitler then listened to 

the Japanese proposals. A special envoy, later to become the German ambas- 

sador to Tokyo, Stahmer, within no time negotiated a "preventive defense 

alliancc" with the Japanese. This Tripartite Pact, signed on September 27, 

1940, aimed in the first place to discourage the United States from entering a 
two front war and to abandon Great Britain in her apparently desparate iso- 

lation. Now, Hitler viewed Japan in terms oT a political stronghold against 

the USA, but not, it must be emphasized, as an ally against the Soviet Union 

as he had done once before, when signing the Anticominternpact. C a 3 )  

However, the German government without regard for her Asian partner 

planned to attack the Soviet Union. "41 After June 22, 1941 only Ribbentrop 

like his Japanese colleague -Matsuoka strongly advocated a Japanese intervention 

in the war with Russia in order to maintain a territorial link. But on the 

German side Hitler - from his racist point of view - resisted the participation of 
the "Yellows" in subduing the "inferior slavonic hordes". In Tokyo even the 

anticommunist groups within the army, with the South East Asian raw mate- 

rials before their eycs, favourcd the invasion oT Southern lndochha inslcad of 

an attack in the North. 

The Japanese southward advance led to an cmbargo on oil, imposed by 

the USA. This caused the Imperial Navy, which up to then had dclayed the 

decision of engaging in war, to join the army's concept of conquest. On 

September 8, 1941, the Imperial Conference, thc supreme governmental coun- 

cil, agreed upon a tentative decision to makc war. But only at the end of 

Nove~ber,  when strategic plans had been finished, were consultations begun. 
- - . . . .  . 

(42) 1:or British-German pcacc feelcrs in surnrncr 1WO see: Mortin, Fricdensinitiativen pp.234- 
336. 

(43) Sommer. op. cit. pp.426-449. Vor thc original Eiiglish text and tlic secret amendmcnts sec 
ibid pp.514-516. Michael Libol, Japans Weg i i i  den Krieg. Dic Aussenpolitik der Kabinette 
Konoye 1940/41. Düsscldorf 1971, pp. 36-53. 

(44) Gcrman government circlcs nnd even IIiller himself dropped hints to the Japanese about 
Ihc impending Germati attack on Sovict Kuisia. For details see: Martin, Deutschland und 
Japnn pp.9-97. Vor thc tclegratns sent by tlic Japanese Embassy in Berlin to Tokyo in 
May and June 1941 see: Andreas liillgrubar, Japan und der Fall Barbarossa. In: "Welirwi- 
sscnschaftliche Huiidschau", 1%8, pp. 312-336. 
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with the Germatis about joining the war against the USA. About 60 Iiours 

before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor the German decision 10 take Part 

was transmitted to Tokyo. This decision, however, taken by Hitler himsclf, 

of joining a war without even knowing where and when it was to begin, for 

the first time did not spring from a free choice of Hitler, but from military 
necessity. For the "Blitzkrieg" had come to an unexpected standstill at the 

outskirts of Moscow. Taking the step into the unknown, into a war that had 

not been for prepared form in any way, not even by the military, against thc 
strongest Western power secmed 10 be a method for kceping the Amcrican 

war effort contained in the Pacific in order to allow for a second attempt to 
conquer the Soviet Union without Japanese assistance. 

While the Japanese army and the German navy were busy planning mili- 

tary cooperation via either the Soviet Union or the Indian Ocean, until the 

decisive German defeat at Stalingrad Hitler stubbornly opposed any Japanese 

assistance against the Red Army. (46)  On the Japanese side, the Imperial Navy 

concentrated on the decisive defeat of the American Pacific fleet, which finally 
led to the disaster at Midway (4-7 June 1942). 

During the time of the war alliance only the repeated Japanese attcmpts 

of mediating a separate peace bctween Germany and the Soviet Union were of 
some political impact. ( 4 7 )  But Hitler refused any mediation, although Mussolini 
had been supporting these endeavours from 1942 On. Even Soviet peacc feelcrs 
that were attompted in Stockholm in 1943 could not shake Elitler's axiomatic 

conviction that communism must be defeated. (48 )  Similarily fixed were the Japa- 

nese leaders in defending the "Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere" against 

tho Americans' leap from island to island in the Pacific. They, 100, did nol 
even consider thc possibility of a compromise with China or even peace talks 

with thc Anglo-Americans until the military situation, as in Germany, left 

no choice but unconditional surrender. (49) 

(45) For a more detailed discussion of lhis see: M u r t i n ,  Deutschland und Yapan pp.37-46. 
(46) Ibid pp. 129-151 and pp. 172-174. 
(47) Ibid pp. 178-199. 
(48) Bernd Mariin. Verhandlungcn ubcr scparale Friedensschlüsac 1942-1945. In: "~Militiirgc- 

schichtliche Mitteilungen", 1976. pp.95-113. Vojtech Mastry ,  Stalin and thc Prospects oT a 
Scparate Peace in World War Two. In: "American Historical Rcview", 1972. pp. 1365-1388. 

(49) Fot tlie German surrender see: Reimer Hausen. Das Ende des Dritten Reiches. Die deut- 
sche Kapitulation. Stuttgart 1%. For the Japanese surreiider tlicre is only one ariiclc in 
Gcrman-a translalion from the Japanese: Takusliiro Ilaitosi, Japiins Weg aus dem 
Zweiten Weltkrieg. In: Andrem HillgruSer (Ed. >, Probleme dcs Zweiten Weltkrieges. 
Köln 1%7, pp, 389-435. 



Within a democratic and capitalistic world order, nationalsocialist Ger- 

many and semi-feudal Japan had been drawn together because of their traditional 

social structure. The development of historically backward statcs towards 

authoritarianism necessarily madc these counlries incapablc of any selfless coop- 

cration. The differcnces bctwcen Germany and Japan were covered over by 

joint declarations of force and thc initial military victories won by the parl- 

ners independently of each othcr. Any real cooperation or clearly Cormulated 

joint aim was unimaginable. Yct, from their adversaries' point of view the 

Tripartite Alliance could not be looked upon as a mere declaration. lt deqi- 

sively influenccd the formation of world-widc political fronts during the 1930ies 

as wcll as thc allies' war coalition and, laler on, the misirust among the vic- 

torious powers which emerged in the Cold War after 1945. The accusation 

of "world conspiracy'' brought forward against Germany and Japan at the 

Nuremberg and Tokyo war tribunals, howevcr, was based on the same ficlion 

that the German and Japanese propaganda had claimed for themselves: their 

overestimation of each other's military and economic capacities. 

nut the final question may be asked, although it can ncver be answered: 

What Course history might have taken, if Germany had stuck to her traditional 

pro-Chinese policy and if the Reich had aided China in her struggle for sove- 

reignty against Japanese aggression until final victory? 


