
The Open Door Policy in China

This drawing depicts the proponents of the Open Door Policy in China (Japan, the United States and Great Britain at right)

pitted against those opposed to it (Russia, Germany and France at left) in 1898. From the Library of Congress 

In 1895, China lost a war against the Japanese, the so-called "Sino-Japanese War."

Immediately, powerful countries began demanding special privileges in China. They wanted

what were called "spheres of influence," which meant that each one wanted control over an

area of China. The countries began insisting on exclusive trading privileges, as well. This

meant that no other country could buy or sell goods in its area. The United States and major

European countries became alarmed that China would be carved up by the powerful

countries. It could stop being an independent country.

Hay announces a new agreement

John Hay was the U.S. secretary of state. In 1899, he wrote to the governments of Great

Britain, Japan, Germany, Russia, France and Italy. He proposed that every nation, large or

small, should be allowed equal trading rights to do business in the markets of China. Other

countries mostly agreed. Hay announced the agreement in 1900, and it came to be known as

the Open Door Policy. Nearly everyone in the United States supported it, and for more than 40

years, it became a rule that the U.S. followed when it did business in East Asia. The U.S. used

the same idea in other countries, and it had an influence on many trade treaties.
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Before this, Great Britain had more control over business in China than any other country. It

maintained an open-door policy until the late 1800s. After the first Sino-Japanese War,

however, several Western nations began the scramble for “spheres of influence” in port cities

along China's coast. These countries were mainly Russia, France, Germany and Great Britain.

Within each of those spheres, a European country controlled the area's government. The U.S.

feared that each country would also seek to control all of the trade. In addition, the U.S. feared

that China would be divided up into colonies.

U.S. interests in China

About that same time, the U.S. became interested in selling its goods in foreign markets. The

United States had just beaten Spain in the Spanish-American War in 1898, and took over

Spain's colonies of the Philippines, Guam and Puerto Rico. The U.S. was becoming

increasingly interested in China, as well. American textile manufacturers were making a lot of

money selling cheap cotton cloth there.

In 1899, Hay sent notes to other major powers about the Open Door Policy. They said that

each great power should allow other countries use the port or anything else within its area.

Only the Chinese government could collect taxes on trade. The great powers had to pay the

Chinese to use its harbors and railroads.

The Boxer Rebellion

In 1900, European armies put down the violent Boxer Rebellion in China. The group was

called the Boxers because they practiced boxing and martial arts techniques that they thought

made them unbeatable. The Boxers tried to overthrow the Chinese government and kick out

the foreigners. Hay came out with another note that year. It said that China must be allowed to

be independent. All the countries, except Japan, agreed.

Special privileges come to an end

In 1915, Japan presented 21 Demands to China, breaking the Open Door agreement. Japan

insisted that it run China's business matters and police.  In 1937, war between China and

Japan broke out. A few years later, to punish Japan, the U.S. blocked sales of American

goods to Japan, like oil and scrap metal. But Japan was now fighting in World War II and

needed American oil and metal for its military. 

The U.S. embargoes against selling oil and metal to Japan are one of the main reasons Japan

attacked the United States at Pearl Harbor In 1941. After the attack on Pearl Harbor, the U.S.

entered WWII and defeated Japan in 1945. Four years later, China ended all special

privileges to foreigners. These two events made the Open Door Policy meaningless.
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